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PREFACE
THE UNTHINKABLE HAPPENED. WHILE CHARLIE, a pharmaceutical sales representative, was visiting her favorite physician’s office just a mile from Universal Studios, an EMP struck the nation. Without electricity, computers, or even modern automobiles, the city of Orlando rapidly deteriorated into chaos.
After surviving the first week, Charlie left Dr. Kramer’s office behind to try to find safety outside the city. Travelling with Janice, a nurse, and local college student Garrett, they were set upon by a white supremacist gang that had struck a deal with the country’s new leadership.
A new brand of fascism is taking hold, driven by a remarkably well-organized Department of Homeland Security. DHS is using prisoners and criminals to scare the population into reporting to government camps. There, undesirables such as constitutionalists and the helplessly disabled are rounded up…and never seen again.
While Charlie and her friends fight their way through the urban nightmare, Dr. Kramer has returned to his home in the Central Florida countryside. His family has fared well, thanks to their hurricane preparedness, though he fears for his daughter Claire, who is stranded in Nashville at Vanderbilt University. Their neighbors have taken care of each other, and their suffering has been minimal. But Dr. Kramer has seen the horror of the government’s new agenda, as the elderly and chronically disabled mysteriously disappear. Following the buses bound for the nearby camp, Kramer discovers the terrible truth. The camp is not for interment but extermination.
Former police officers John, Beth and Big Mike joined DHS and are now an integral part of the corrupt regime. Their personal ethics have turned them against their new government masters, as they too discover the nefarious powers that are controlling the reins of power.
Charlie and her friends made their way to her father’s abandoned home outside Orlando to regroup. They were saved by a young investment banker named Jorge and his girlfriend, Maria, who herself was rescued from a DHS camp. Along the way, they picked up an abused young man named Beker.
They have survived, so far, with minimal survival skills. And now they are getting ready to push through the rest of Orlando, having fought and killed to gain every inch of ground. This terrifying new world has placed each of them in situations they could never have imagined. Every step they take will put them in mortal danger and every decision they make could be their last.
Charlie’s Requiem: Resistance shows the inhumanity of man and the forces that make people rise to the occasion, or sink into depravity. Our military men and women who swore an oath to fight all enemies, foreign and domestic, can be used in nefarious ways. And Charlie has to find a way through all that, while keeping her life and soul alive.



CHAPTER 1
MAITLAND, FL 
MID-WINTER
“In ourselves our safety must be sought.
By our own right hand, it must be wrought.”
— William Wordsworth
A BULLET EXPLODED THE WOOD FRAME of the door beside Jorge’s head. Cursing, he jumped through the front door of the abandoned home and dove for the floor.
“I can’t see where it’s coming from!” he yelled to me.
I stayed quiet, not wanting to give my position away. I was squatting behind a knee wall that jutted from the side of the home we had just broken into. Just in front of the wall, a cluster of camellia bushes, heavy with dark red blooms, anchored the corner of the front garden bed. The wall, more decorative than functional, was little more than a single layer of concrete blocks slathered with stucco. The high-speed bullets from a battle rifle, traveling around three thousand feet per second, would make short work of both the wall and me if the shooter found where I had hidden.
I had approached this corner of the home from the rear of the house, having circled through the back yard in a vain attempt to gain access to the structure through a side or back door. I had heard Jorge pounding on the front door as I snuck through the back yard, announcing our intention to break in. I thought that defeated the purpose, but he wanted to make sure no one was inside. I didn’t argue since his incessant knocking would draw any potential occupant to the front of the home, minimizing the chances that I would be noticed.
CRACK…CRACK!
Two more rounds hit the door frame in an attempt to end my friend’s life.
I belly-crawled to the corner of the wall, peeking around its edge. The bushes were flanked by foot-high society garlic ground cover, which prevented me from seeing anything other than the rooftops of the houses across the road. The street to my left was empty, and I risked crawling into the bushes. A scan to the right showed no people in that direction.
The gunfire seemed like it was coming from across the street, but with the homes tightly packed together, the sound of the rifle echoed. The shots could be coming from anywhere. Each house had a driveway that went straight up to a double car garage. The homes, built less than 30 years ago, all sat within a 50 feet of the street. Mature oak trees, towering nearly a hundred feet high, were planted between the sidewalk and road. Several driveways had abandoned cars or SUVs snuggled up to their closed garage doors. I stayed still, searching for the most likely place the shooter could have set themselves up.
I brought my AR-15 up to a prone shooting position and scanned the scene in front of me through my red dot sight. I once again wished I had a magnified scope to look through. My Aimpoint red dot was delightfully light, which was why I chose it. But having magnified scope right now would have been wonderful, and I vowed to change my optics as soon as I found one worth the additional weight I would have to lug around.
CRACK!
There! One house to the right and across the street. The garage door had been lifted about two feet off the ground, and the flash of gunfire briefly illuminated the dark interior.
“Stop!” Jorge yelled from inside the house. “Stop shooting!”
CRACK! CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!
Round after round poured into the home, the flimsy wood frame and stucco construction doing little to stop the bullets. I could hear Jorge scrambling to the back of the house. Then came the thud of the rear glass door slamming. I hoped he’d made it into the back yard.
The shooting from across the street stopped. I estimated they’d fired about thirty rounds.
I kept watch for movement from within the darkened garage while Jorge crawled up behind me. His heavy breathing began to slow as his adrenalin dump subsided. Being on the receiving end of close to a full magazine would make anyone jumpy.
“You alright?” I whispered, keeping my eyes on the enemy’s position.
“Shit,” he gasped. “That was intense.”
“I guess they didn’t get the memo,” I remarked drily. We’d gone to all the trouble of leaving a note at the neighboring houses, stating our intent to search for food and supplies, but apparently the shooter didn’t read it or didn’t care.
My group had made our way to my father’s house after abandoning downtown Orlando. My father, an avid sportsman, had a nice stash of gear for us, including a few rifles and handguns. More importantly, this was home for me. Although I didn’t live here after my parents divorced, I had spent many weekends with him and his second wife before I left for college. Even though it had been over ten years since I’d slept under this roof, I drew comfort from the familiarity of the house. I nearly cried when I saw the same bedspread and pillows I used back then. I guess I needed some normalcy more than I had thought. That night, I felt good for the first time since the lights went off.
That was almost four weeks ago. Since then, we had organized ourselves and canvassed the neighborhood.
My dad lived on the middle street of three identical circular roads, which looped around and reconnected to the common north/south street that ended at the lake. He lived on the “inside” of the circle, with the “outer” homes backing up to a similar cluster of homes to the north and south. The three circular street neighborhood was as isolated as you could find. The southern street ended on Lake Maitland, while the other two circular streets to the north were guarded by eight-foot-high block walls to the east and north, effectively creating an isolated nest. A decent situation given that we were still in the middle of one of the most densely populated parts of Central Florida.
A few days after arriving, we began to venture out, making contact with anyone that hadn’t left. With three similar circular roads making up our new area of operation, and my father’s place on the middle of the three circular streets, it wasn’t long before we had surveyed our surroundings and we found only two houses still occupied. The first was around the bend from my dad’s place. The owners, both retired, were at the end of their ability to survive here on their own. The day after we showed up, we saw them walking up to the main road. They had finally given up and put their lives in the hands of the new government.
The other house that we had found occupied was owned by a young couple, Harley and Ashley Riker. They didn’t see any need to leave their house for the unknown future of a government camp, especially after they heard our story. With a backyard pool and plenty of propane tanks salvaged from neighbors, they were able to boil water and cook meals. We agreed to cooperate while we were in the neighborhood, but otherwise our group left the couple alone.
We were, essentially, on our own.
With the detailed maps provided by DHS agent John Drosky, we planned our burglaries before venturing out. About two weeks ago, we wrote a note for each home and taped them on every front door in the surrounding neighborhoods, telling any stragglers that we planned on scavenging for supplies. We had hoped to prevent the type of attack we had just survived. The note stated that we were looking for food, assuring any homeowner that we would respect their property and would leave them alone. We wanted to head off any confrontations like the one we had just experienced. Thus, my sarcastic remark about the homeowner “not getting the memo.”
“What now?” I asked.
“Best way to survive a gunfight is to run away.”
“Or not get into one to begin with,” I added.
Jorge grunted in agreement as we darted behind the house and approached the wooden stockade fence. Our backpacks were nearly full of salvaged items, and they went over the barrier first.
We limited ourselves to gathering calorie dense food so the packs were heavy, but I was still a little disappointed with our haul. Packages of trail mix and canned meats were high on our list, but surprisingly few places were stocked with such things. Most pantries offered canned vegetables, soups, and a ton of pre-packaged coffee pods. I didn’t want to carry any item that didn’t give me a full meal’s worth of calories. Dried or dehydrated was best, although I do have to admit that I made room for hot chocolate packages. Sometimes, chocolate is the only thing that helps.
We scaled the fence, and a few minutes later we were back to my dad’s house. I sighed as we deposited our loot onto the growing pile of goods we had salvaged. Spam, instant rice, pasta, nuts, peanut butter, and trail mix were calorie-dense foods, but they didn’t make for particularly delicious meals.
One of the things we’d really been looking for was Crisco shortening, and we’d struck yellow gold—or lard—on a previous trip. A few days after the EMP struck, Harley had taken the meat out of his garage freezer before it spoiled and made jerky. Over two hundred pounds of venison and beef had been stripped and dehydrated in his Magic Elite 50 outdoor grill.
We ground up the dried meat and combined it with Crisco in a two-to-one ratio by volume to make pemmican. In some of the batches, we added a couple of extra items to add variety. A tablespoon of honey along with dried fruits like raisins, dates or dried apples were added in an equal volume to the fat. The taste was divine, but Harley warned us that the shelf-life of these pemmican balls were a year or less, while the pulverized meat and fat balls could last years.
I didn’t care about shelf-life since we had less than fifty miles to travel. I went with the ones with the fruit.
When we were done, we had over a hundred Ziploc bags full of pemmican in addition to our other calorie-dense food supplies. Now we just needed a way to filter water for the trip. We still hadn’t run across any water purifying straws or camping filtration systems since we’d started our search, and I was starting to get anxious.
“You guys alright?” Harley Riker asked as he joined us.
His wife, who had been boiling water outside, followed a few moments later. “We heard gunfire,” Ashley said.
“Yeah, we’re fine,” Jorge replied. “We were over in the King’s Row neighborhood and ran into a little trouble.”
“More than a little,” I added. “I think some idiot did a magazine dump on us.”
“Which house was it?” Harley asked. “Me and Ashley ran into a guy on the south loop of the neighborhood while we were scrounging for propane. The way that guy was talking to us, he sounded like some kind of loner. What was weird,” Riker continued, after he’d finished stacking some of the canned soups in a cluster on the floor, “was that his garage was lined with old newspapers and phone books, all stacked up against the walls, and even across the door opening.”
“Was it the faded yellow one-story with the dirt front yard?” Jorge asked.
“Yeah,” Harley said. “That’s him. He’s been a problem for his neighbors for quite a while. Never kept up the yard and always had the HOA on his back about it. They claimed his house was lowering the property values. You know the type.”
“Well, I don’t think we need to bother him anymore,” I said. “We have enough to get out of the city.”
“Have you decided where to go?”
“Not yet,” I replied. “Jorge and Maria are definitely heading to his brother’s ranch. I don’t know if I want to join them, but I really don’t see any other viable option.”
“Still thinking of getting to Dr. Kramer’s place?” Ashley asked.
“Janice and I would like to go there,” I replied. “But we don’t know if he can handle the extra mouths to feed.”
About a week after the EMP had darkened the nation, Jorge’s entire family had left their south Orlando home and walked to one of the state’s largest cattle ranches. Located about sixty miles south of the city, it covered nearly half of the east/west length of the state and was home to thousands of heads of Brahman and Angus cattle. Jorge’s brother was employed there and assured his family that they would all be welcome and needed when they arrived.
“Pretty sure my brother has the resources to take us in” Jorge said. “They’re hunkered down on a huge cattle ranch, and they could use more people to guard the property. You two should think about joining us.”
***
“I wish we could talk to John,” Janice absently stated as she began to break down our backpacks and separate our supplies from the stuff we would be leaving behind with Harley and Ashley. “I would love to find out what’s going on out there.”
“Yeah, well I wish for a lot of stuff too,” I replied.
I stripped off my battle belt and dropped it onto the kitchen counter. I’d taken it from my dad’s gun closet, and I had to say it was a nice addition to my gear. It was a simple 5-11 tan nylon belt with an adjustable buckle. It has three magazine pouches attached to the left side, an IFAK on the right back hip, and a tan dump pouch hooked to it at the small of my back. I also took a single-point sling from his stash, which I used to carry my rifle. It let me use both hands as the AR hung on my right side. During those long days of scavenging, it had saved my back and shoulders from untold wear and tear.
I also had my dad’s Glock 19 in an outside waistband paddle holster. It never left my side, even staying under my pillow when I crashed for the night. The Glock had upgraded ghost ring night sights and an extended magazine and slide release. My father called it his “Frankenpistol.” He thought of himself as a regular gunsmith because he bought and installed most of the parts himself. I later found out he had a professional put in the 4.5-pound trigger, but I never let on that I knew that little fact. Despite the extras, it was nearly half a pound lighter than my Hi Point 9 mm, had double the magazine capacity, and a far better trigger. I will always fondly remember the strength and security the Hi Point gave me those first weeks after the lights went out, but there was no doubt that I was going to be running the Glock from this point forward.
I sent a mental thank you out to my dad for providing me and my friends with food, safety, and defense. I pray he’s safe at his cottage in North Carolina.
Ashley and Janice finished putting the things we weren’t taking on our journey into a cardboard box. Ashley hefted her stash and carried it outside to her red wagon, taking these cans and bags of food items to add to their own growing pantry.
It has always been difficult for me to break into homes and take the food that had been left behind. We discussed this when we got to my dad’s house, and all of us agreed to minimize any damage in entering the homes. We also decided to only take food and a limited amount of clothing. Even though the country had been turned upside down, my conscience struggled against our immediate needs when it came to scavenging from the houses nearby. I was glad to see that the group felt the same way.
The Rikers had a nice one-story home on a cul-de-sac one street over. The houses at the bottom of their street were lakefront, and made up the southern boundary of the three-road homeowner association. Their location gave them some security since no one would be passing through on their way to somewhere else. If someone came down to their part of the neighborhood, they were there on purpose—a purpose that was, at this point, likely nefarious.
Their concrete block home was well built with heavy hurricane shutters attached to the street-facing windows, which provided some safety from the average burglar. I thought it gave them a false sense of security, especially seeing what damage the AR-15 had done to the house we had just left.
Harley and Ashley have adamantly refused to join us when we leave. They are comfortable here—frankly, too comfortable given the chaos beyond the neighborhood. I hope they reconsider. With my first-hand knowledge of the evil that I know will someday visit itself on this neighborhood, I fear for their safety.
“Let’s get together at our place for tonight for dinner,” Ashley said as she came back to the kitchen. “I’ve got some canned meat I’m going to put on the grill, and I can whip up some pasta and make bread in our gas oven.”
“I’m up for that,” Jorge said. “When do you want us over there?”
“Come on a little before sundown,” she replied. “That’ll give me time to make the bread.”
I smiled a little. With the power off, we were weaning ourselves from technology and using nature as our guide. Before, it would have been “seven o’clock,” or “after work.” Now, our lives were marked by the position of the sun.
It was still winter, but the days were slowly getting longer. Typical of Florida, it hadn’t rained lately, and the clear afternoon sky promised more of the same. The daytime was very comfortable, but the night air was downright cold. Layering clothes was the norm this time of year, and tonight would be no exception. We would be eating on the patio using a gas heater for both warmth and light. Despite the promise of gas heat, I had some new Mechanix gloves that I kept in my emergency bug-out bag, and I’d be wearing them tonight.
We had learned to carry one of these “go bags” wherever we went, each of us keeping a minimal amount of survival necessities on us at all times in case we needed to make a sudden exit.
I had attached some MOLLE straps and carabiners to my dad’s old Wolfman duffel bag. The clips let me attach the bug-out bag to any other backpack I was toting, or I could hook it directly to my battle belt at the small of my back next to my dump pouch.
Along with the Mechanix gloves, my bag held a fire starter kit—which included some cotton balls saturated with petroleum jelly and wrapped in aluminum foil—along with a pack of matches and a Bic lighter. I packed feminine products, a spare pair of socks, and a change of clothes in a large Ziploc bag. There was a basic first aid kit along with the narcotics that Dr. Kramer had given me and Janice the first days after the EMP attack. My food supply was minimal, with just a few energy bars, a couple balls of pemmican, and some chicken bouillon cubes and hot chocolate powder. A vial of unscented Clorox was there if I couldn’t start a fire—just eight drops would sterilize a gallon of water. I had also packed one of the woven cotton blankets that my step-mom used to keep in a wicker basket by the family room couch.
The clothes, food, medicine, and toiletries were wrapped in couple of black, contractor-sized trash bags, which could double as a rain poncho or ground cover. I had a lightweight two-quart aluminum pot stuffed on top, straining the zipper of the bag that I could use to boil water or cook some broth. The aluminum was light weight and would heat quickly on an open flame. Finally, I carried a pocket knife and always had my handgun on my hip and my rifle at arm’s length. If I had to, I could grab the bag and rifle and be out the door in less than thirty seconds. With these minimal items, I would be self-sufficient for days.
I was as prepared as I was going to be—and now I wasn’t sure what to do. Janice was sitting at the large round table sewing one of Garrett’s shirts, which he had torn a few days earlier. Garrett sat next to her as usual, his handgun disassembled as he cleaned and lubricated it. Their chairs had been scooted together so that their shoulders touched as they did their chores. I heard murmuring from the adjoining family room where Jorge and Maria were sitting on the couch, snuggled next to each other. I watched in silence as they spoke quietly, both smiling and gazing into each other’s eyes.
For almost a minute, I stood there while the other two couples were immersed in each other, and I suddenly felt very alone. I didn’t realize until just then how isolated I was. Janice had Garrett, while Maria had Jorge. Me, I had nothing but my rifle and the memories of an embarrassingly small number of guys that had passed through my life over the last few years.
Depressed, I went to my dad’s study and plopped down in his leather chair. I gazed around the room and saw his life story played out in the many framed pictures he’d displayed throughout the room. Absent were any pictures of my mom, which I fully understood. Instead, over a dozen black and white prints were interspersed with smaller color pictures on the wall and in desktop frames.
On his desk were the photographs that he held dearest, the ones he looked at when he sat down to work. There were three pictures staring back at me from their brushed chrome frames. One was of him and his new wife on their wedding day. I remembered the ceremony and the mixed emotions I felt when they exchanged their vows. Over the years, my anxiousness has diminished to a point where I am happy that he found peace and joy in someone else. But if I had to be honest, I will always be a little jealous, wondering if he couldn’t have done the same with my mom. But as the old Sheryl Crow song goes, it’s not about getting what you want, it’s about wanting what you’ve got.
The second frame held of my grandparents on their wedding day.
The last picture was my favorite photo from when he and I went fishing in Canada. In the photo, we were standing in front of our boat, holding up our stringers of fish. We both looked so happy, with not a care in the world. I was just eleven years old then, full of possibilities.
I stared at the picture, remembering the warm and happy feelings from that week in the Canadian wilderness. Our guide would take us out each day with a large cooler loaded with goodies to make a “shore” lunch. I remember the three of us pulling up to a small island in the middle of the largest, cleanest lake I had ever seen. We could see thirty feet below us, the glacial water was so clear.
I’ll never forget the man that guided us, nor the train-in trip to the fishing lodge. He was a half white and half Indian, or as the Canadians called them, an Odawa First Nation tribesman. He reminded me of some of the passengers I’d seen on our train ride to the fishing camp in the Ontario outback. Several times during the journey, the train would stop in the middle of the wilderness, and I watched as one or two solitary figures would jump off their car carrying a large backpack and supplies. The stops were little more than a patch of cleared grass with a tall wooden pole as a marker. As the engine began to slowly take us away, I saw these lone figures disappear into the surrounding pine forest, melting into the shadows of the thick needle curtains that draped down from the trees. Within moments, they had blended into nature, swallowed by her magnificent embrace. These men were rugged and completely confident as they strode away from the modern iron horse that brought them home.
My only disappointment was when I found out that our guide’s name was Bill. I expected something far more exotic, but I suppose his white mother or father got to pick the name.
A moment of self-pity floated to the surface as I remembered the sunny days on that northern Ontario lake. We cubed a slab of bacon, frying it up in the large iron skillet, making the grease that we would fry our potatoes and fish in. As we cooked the spuds and freshly caught walleye, we chewed on the bacon cubes while a large, open can of baked beans sat at the edge of the fire. We ate like kings while Bill and my dad downed a couple of Labatt’s beers and I drank my Coke.
But now, the fishing isn’t for fun but for survival. And sitting around a fire at night doesn’t carry the same mystique when there’s no electricity to return to. As much as the fondness of those early memories made me feel, it also triggers a sadness when I recognize that life will never be that innocent again.
I don’t know how long I lingered in the room, lost in my memories, but after a bit I got up from the desk. I removed the fishing photo from its frame and put it into my “go” bag before returning to the kitchen.
Garrett and Janice hadn’t moved, still busy with their personal chores. Jorge and Maria were napping on the couch, each with an arm draped over the other.
“I’m going to take a shower,” I said. No one noticed.
Our shower was outside. We rigged up a couple of shower curtains surrounding a five-gallon bucket that was hanging from the roof’s eaves. Jorge had cut a quarter-inch hole in the bottom and glued a PVC pipe fitting into it. The end of the pipe had a barbed adapter onto which we shoved a flexible hose. The other end had been fitted with shower head, using another quarter-inch threaded adapter that was glued to the hose’s end. The hose and bucket complex hung from a hook on the wall. A spring clamp squeezed the hose, acting as an off switch.
I brought a change of clothes out to the makeshift shower and retrieved my towel from the clothes line. I set them on a table that sat within arm’s length of the curtains. Nearby, almost forty clear two-liter plastic bottles were sitting in the Florida sun. Harley had told us about this disinfection method, which had the added benefit of providing hot water at the end of the day to scrub off our tired bodies. I dumped eight bottles into the hanging bucket and stripped off my clothes, tossing them through the shower curtain onto the table next to my Glock. I grabbed a bottle of body wash from the ground, a communal stash of the liquid soap sat on the brick patio at my feet. I briefly released the clamp and very warm water began to flow from the shower head, soaking my hair and then spraying my body. I re-clamped the hose to save the rest—four gallons didn’t last long, as I’d quickly learned. I scrubbed myself with lavender soap, leaving the rest of the water in the bucket dangling above my head until I was thoroughly clean.
My hair was becoming a problem, it’s length making personal hygiene a chore. It was taking longer and longer to wash it, and after spending more time on my hair than the rest of my body, I decided that it needed to be cut off when I had a chance. I used to keep my hair short during my high school and college swimming career because it would have to fit under my swim cap. Since then, I’ve grown it out and had pampered myself with endless hours in the hair salon. I really loved my longer hair. It gave me all kinds of options to match my outfit or even my mood. Now, it looked like I’d have to return to my school days and sport a short cut again. It was just another thing to remind me of the world I now had to live in.
I rinsed off slowly, trying to make the warm water last as long as possible. Finally, when the bucket was dry, I toweled myself off, changed into my clean clothes and refilled the shower jugs with pre-filtered water, then placing them back in the grass to disinfect. We were using the pool as our reservoir, which seemed to be fine even though it was turning a dark green color. The pool provided water right in our backyard and reduced our need for outside trips, minimizing our risks of encountering bad people. With Lake Maitland nearby, we could have lugged water back to the house, but draining the pool minimized that risky journey.
We had set up a second five-gallon food grade bucket on the patio table. The top was covered with several layers of cheesecloth. I poured the pool water through it. The clarified liquid was then transferred into clean, transparent 2-liter bottles—no colored or foggy bottles allowed. After completely filling each bottle, I screwed the top back on and then placed them in the sun to heat up and disinfect. Theoretically, we could also drink the water, as long as it had at least eight hours of non-stop, direct sun exposure. If the sky turned cloudy or the bottles were exposed to less than half the day of direct sunlight, we would have to leave the water to disinfect for at least 48 hours total. In the winter, cloud cover in Florida was minimal, so we hadn’t run into any problems.
For consumption, we were still using either scavenged bottled water or water we boiled over the gas grill. But out of convenience, we drank the water we had found. In a few more weeks, the Zephyr Hills supply would be gone, but I wasn’t planning on being around that long.
I went back into the house. Janet and Garrett had finished with their chores and were now sitting in the living room.
“You going to let your boyfriend know about dinner?” Janice jokingly asked.
Beker and I were now the unofficial fourth couple in our eight-person neighborhood. He had never joined us in my dad’s house, preferring to live in a small one-story block home a few doors down. My lack of a significant other was fodder for their warped sense of humor, but I had convinced them to at least not say anything in front of the poor kid. He was acting strange enough and didn’t need encouragement to slide further away from us—or his sanity.
“You’re a regular cougar!” Garrett chimed in and then grimaced, instantly regretting his attempt at humor.
Janice smacked Garrett on the shoulder to shut him up, but it was too late.
“Oh, and Janice was your high school sweetheart?” I replied. “Talk about the pot calling the kettle black!”
Janice looked away, and Garrett turned beet red as I reminded him of their nine-year difference.
“I give up!” Garrett begged as Janice pinched him on the arm to further punish him for the faux pas.
I enjoyed that.
“Just don’t say anything like that in front of him,” I admonished. “He’s already been through too much.”
After rescuing Beker from two of the Latino gang members, he had shown himself to be rather tight lipped, declining to join in our conversations and deflecting any questions we asked about his past. I figured it was the trauma of the attack that made him so antisocial, along with witnessing the violent death of his tormentors when Jorge and I each put a bullet into the scumbags.
Janice got up from the couch, purposely punishing Garrett one last time by grinding the heel of her hand into his thigh as she leveraged herself up. She joined me at the table, where I had begun to field strip my own sidearm, using the gun cleaning kit from my dad’s garage.
“Hey,” she said quietly.
“Yeah?” My concentration was directed to my Glock, which I was breaking down for a good lube and cleaning.
“Seriously, about Beker,” she began. “Have you spent any time talking to the kid?”
I stopped what I was doing and looked up at her. “No more than you guys.”
“I caught a glimpse of him after his shower yesterday,” she whispered. “He was changing his shirt, and his body was scared by burns and cuts.”
“Burns? Like he was in a fire?”
“No, like he was abused. I worked the emergency room, and he has classic cigarette burns all over his stomach and back.”
Just when I thought humanity had sunk to new lows, I was brutally reminded that we had always been evil to each other. It’s just that I was experiencing it first-hand and for the first time. If Janice was right, Beker might not think the world we live in now was any worse that the one he left behind. The EMP turned off my world and destroyed it for me. For Beker, our new world wasn’t worse that the old one, just different.
She and I sat quietly while I reassembled my Glock. After replacing the magazine and racking the slide to load a round into the handgun’s chamber, I put the gun back in its holster and sighed.
“What should we do?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” Janice said. “I’ve been thinking about this since I saw his scars. In one sense, it’s not our problem. Whoever did that to him isn’t around now. But on the other hand…”
“He is part of our group, and that makes it our problem.” I finished.
“For whatever reason, he seems to gravitate to you more than any of us,” Janice said. “If he’s going to be part of this group, then our lives depend on him. We need to know what makes Beker tick.”
She was right. I needed to learn more about our newest group member. But would he want to talk to me?



CHAPTER 2
MAITLAND, FL 
BEKER’S HOUSE
“One can learn from what is not said.”
— C. Kennedy, Slaying Isidore’s Dragons
BEKER LIVED IN A ONE-STORY concrete block home that had yet to see the contractor’s wrecking ball. Surrounded by newer “McMansions,” the house was an original Florida mid-century modern, with a sloping flat roof and large louver windows. As I approached the front door, the living room windows caught my attention. Shimmering in the setting sun, their original leaded glass inserts reflected an oily, rainbow color from the turquoise and orange sky.
The kid had done a nice job with the little home. He had scavenged a manual lawnmower and kept the grass cut and the flower beds in pristine shape. The adjoining yards were cluttered with debris and overgrown St. Augustine grass nearly a foot high. They were a glaring contrast to Beker’s place, further enhancing the cleanliness of his little two-bedroom block home.
As I raised my hand to knock, the door swung open, revealing the young man and a remarkably clean and orderly living room.
“Hi,” Beker meekly blurted, his head down and eyes darting at his feet.
I smiled. “Hi, just wanted to stop by and see how you’re doing.”
“Fine.”
I hesitated for a moment, expecting some further reply. But typical of the last few weeks, Beker remained quiet, a mysterious Sphinx.
“Mind if I come in?”
Beker looked over his shoulder, his head darting back and forth as if searching for something.
“It’s a little messy,” he said as he scanned the room for anything out of place. “I haven’t had a chance to clean this afternoon.”
“Looks great to me,” I said.
In truth, the room was immaculate. The furniture and the table tops gleamed with a waxy shine. Not a speck of dust was evident. Thinking of what Janice had told me about the burns and abuse, I thought I understood his need to control his environment. His inability to open up, even to spend a little time with the rest of us, now made much more sense. Beker needed to feel safe, and to regulate everything around him to alleviate his compulsions. People, even those that meant him well, were an unknown variable that he couldn’t control.
“I like your place,” I said. “You’ve really made this a nice home.”
Beker’s face relaxed, and a bit of a smile creased his lips.
“Thanks,” he said. “ But I haven’t gotten it quite the way I want yet.”
I walked to one of the two couches and noticed Beker’s face contort as he struggled to stay calm and composed. I was obviously invading his space, and he didn’t like it.
“Do you have a patio out back?” I asked. “Maybe we can sit out there.”
“Yeah,” he said, looking relieved. “You want something to drink?”
Before I could answer, he scrambled to the adjoining kitchen. I heard the clinking of glass and ceramic.
“I got some oranges from one of the back yards,” he called out. “You want some fresh-squeezed juice?”
“That’d be awesome.”
I strolled to the back door and stepped out into the small, immaculate yard. The stone patio was spotless and the flower beds free of weeds. The wrought iron table and chairs were perfectly aligned, and a potted Christmas cactus sat in the middle of the round table, its tips a blazing red.
“Oh gracious!” I pulled out one of the chairs and leaned my rifle against the table. “The cactus is blooming.”
“Yeah,” Beker said as he joined me. In one hand, he held a large plate with Velveeta cheese sliced into squares with some crackers arranged in a pinwheel around the edge of the dish. A glass of orange juice was in the other hand. He proudly set the feast on the table and went back into the house, returning with a can of warm Coke for himself.
“Don’t you want some juice?” I took a sip, savoring the tart, sweet taste.
“Had some this morning. Besides, that’s the last of the oranges.”
I set down the glass. “Beker, you shouldn’t have done that.”
He smiled. It was cute. He was living on his own for the first time, and he was playing house with his first guest.
“That’s alright. I’ll scrounge up some more oranges. They’ll be around for another month or two.”
“Well, thank you. It’s really—”
Without warning, he jumped out of his chair. “Be right back!”
I chewed on a cracker and cheese while he rummaged around in the house, finally returning a minute later with a brown bag tied with a ribbon.
“Merry Christmas!” he said, once again staring at the ground at my feet.
I became keenly unaware that I had no idea what the date was. “It’s Christmas? I guess so, if the cactus is blooming.”
“I don’t really know,” he said. “But it’s close. Anyway, here’s a present I got for you.”
I was deeply touched and felt guilty for not reciprocating. As if he read my mind, he added, “Don’t worry about a present. You’ve done so much for me already.”
I stared at the brown bag like it was from another planet. I was so confused about this kid. He rarely talked, didn’t open up and kept his distance. Yet here he was giving me a Christmas gift.
“Well…” He finally said after I failed to open the gift.
Tearing the top off of the stapled bag, I was shocked to see what he had found for me.
“Oh my God,” I whispered. “I can’t believe it.”
In the world before the EMP, if a guy had bought me a pair of one carat diamond earrings or a bejeweled tennis bracelet, I couldn’t have been more appreciative than I was right now. I pulled out the package and gently laid it on the table, caressing it.
“Well?” he asked. “Do you like it?”
“I love it!” I replied. “I never would have thought you’d do this for me.”
Beker blushed.
“You’re a life saver!” I stood up and hugged him. His small frame stiffened as I pulled him close. A moment later, I felt him relax, and his thin arms timidly found my shoulders as he briefly hugged me back.
Beker had stuck pure gold as far as I was concerned. With that little Christmas bag, he’d taken away one of my biggest fears about the coming journey. He’d given me a Life Straw, a portable water filter that would let me drink from any source of water. No boiling needed. No bleach.
“Really? They’re just water filters.”
“Beker, they’re more than that. On our trip, they’ll be life itself!”
Beker sat back with a grin on his face. I suddenly realized just how tense he had been as his shoulders relaxed and a smile creased his face.
I had come over to quiz him, to get a feel for his intentions and treat him like a suspect in a criminal investigation. Now, I knew I was his friend, and any doubt about his loyalty had been laid to rest.
“I found a few more! There are enough for all of you,” he said with a conspiratorial smile.
It was strange, but in a way, I felt like I had found a little brother.
“Come on,” I said. “Let’s show the others! They’ll be so proud of you.”
He lit up. “You think?”
“Beker, you have no idea. Now go get the rest of these and let’s show the group. We’re having dinner at the Riker’s house at sundown. They’ll all be so happy.”
“Can I give them out?” He timidly asked.
“You bet! In fact, do you have any more ribbons and bags? These will be the best presents they’ve ever had!”
“Let’s finish the cheese and crackers,” I said. “Dinner’s at the Rikers’ house tonight. I hope you’ll come over this time and hand out the presents yourself.”
Beker, who just moments ago had seemed happy to share his gifts with the others, turned away. A look of confusion, or maybe pain, washed across his face. The change was so sudden, it was almost spooky.
He slowly rose from his chair and walked over to the garden bed flanking the patio. He bent down, facing away from me, and almost absently began pulling up a few stray blades of grass that had found their way out of the mulch.
“I don’t know,” he muttered.
“Beker,” I began, “I really would like you to come over.”
For a moment, the young man continued to prune the society garlic that was just beginning to sprout its purple blooms.
“Why?” he finally asked as he stood up and turned toward me. “You don’t know me from Adam. Why are you doing this for me?”
I was taken aback, and my mind swirled with thoughts of his past abuse and our present situation. Had he ever had a normal relationship? Had anyone treated him kindly without asking for anything in return? I didn’t know what to say.
“Sure, I get it,” he continued. “You think I’m helpless. You think I’m weird!”
“No!” I said. “I don’t think that at all.”
“Then why? Why do you want me to be part of your little group? Why do you care?”
“Because that’s who I am!” I replied. “Why is it so hard for you to just let people be nice to you?”
I immediately regretted my harsh response, but I was exhausted to the bone. I had to try to make him understand.
“Beker, this world really sucks. It’s full of danger and uncertainties. And when you find someone who you can lean on, someone you can trust, then you grab that person and hold on. The good people are few and far between.”
I got up and slowly approached him. He backed up slightly as I got close.
“I don’t have any family to depend on,” I began. “Jorge and Maria are going to leave to find their own family, and that leaves Garrett and Janice. My last friends on earth.”
I reached out and took his hand. He tried to pull away, but I held firm. I lifted his downcast face up with my other hand and looked him in the eyes.
“And I have you. We have each other, okay? I need you to understand that. We need to trust each other, otherwise…”
“I had a family once,” he choked out. Tears welled in his eyes as he wiped them away with his free hand. “Didn’t work out too well.”
“I’m not like them.”
“But how do I know that?”
“You can’t. But I promise you I will work to earn your trust.”
The tears fell in earnest now. I hugged him and let him sob. I don’t know how long we stood there, Beker releasing all the shame and pain he had bottled up for years. Finally, exhausted and spent, Beker gently pushed away and looked at me. His gaze was searching. Seeking the truth behind my words—and more importantly, empathy. If the last few months had taught me anything, it was that compassion was in short supply, but I had plenty of it for this lonely boy who bore the scars of his abuse all over his skin and his psyche.
“I’ll be there,” he finally said.
“Good, we’ll get together about sunset.”
I turned back to the table of cheese and crackers. Sitting down, I motioned for him to join me.
“You know,” I began, “my mom is somewhere in the Tampa area.”
“I didn’t know that. I thought your mom and dad lived in the house you guys are using.”
“She’s my step-mom. My real mother left town years ago.”
“So your parents are divorced?”
I hesitated, not sure how much I should tell him. I hoped that if I shared something about my past, it would help him open to me. “My mom moved on, and my dad eventually remarried. It all worked out in the end, I guess.”
“So you’re okay with your step-mom?”
“Yeah, she’s alright. I mean, we get along and she doesn’t get in the way of me and my dad.”
“My mom and dad couldn’t stay in the same room for more than two minutes before things got bad. My dad was pretty cool, though. He taught me how to play chess one summer. He had to work a lot, but he made time for me, you know?”
The kid obviously cared for his father. I didn’t push him for any more information than he was willing to give up. He had spoken more in the last ten minutes than the prior month.
Beker didn’t mention his mother at all. I assumed that was where he found his personal hell on earth, so I let it go. I made a mental note to let the others know not to bring her up.
We finished our cheese and crackers, and I stood to leave. “Is your bathroom working?” I asked.
“Sure! It’s in the hallway to the left. I have a bucket of water in there. Just pour it in the tank and flush.”
“Thanks, and thank you for the juice!”
“No problem.”
I walked into the house, leaving the kid at the wrought iron patio table, soaking up sun. I walked down the hallway and found the bathroom, but there was no bucket of water. I went into the next room, a master bedroom with an attached en-suite bathroom and found the bucket of water. As I started to close the door, I glanced back into the perfectly made up room and noticed a few purple velvet Crown Royal bags sitting on the bed. Curious, I went over to them and opened their golden yellow ties, accidently spilling some of the contents onto the queen-sized mattress. Jewelry and gold coins scattered onto the floral bedspread.
He was stealing from the neighborhood! That’s why he had been disappearing during the day while we were scavenging for food. He joined us for our morning huddle, then looted homes for their left-behind treasures! I was shocked, and felt totally betrayed.
I gathered the items and put them back into their small sacks, replacing them where I had found them. I closed the door and looked at myself in the mirror.
What have I done? I asked myself. We all agreed to only take the necessities from the neighboring houses, like food and a few pieces of clothing. He’s a thief! And I just invited him into our lives.
I shook my head. After I finished in the bathroom, I opened the door to find Beker standing in the bedroom. A quick glance at the bed showed that he had removed his stolen loot and stashed it away. I gathered myself, refusing to allow him to know that I had discovered his secret.
“Oh! You scared me. I hope you don’t mind, but the bucket of water was in here so I decided to use this bathroom.”
Beker’s face relaxed as I glided passed him and down the hall. He was on my heels as I got to the front door. I spun around and gave him a grin.
“See you tonight! And don’t forget your presents.”
He smiled back, and I turned down the front walk and made my way home as quickly as possible without looking suspicious. I had a lot to discuss with Janice, and I couldn’t wait to get it out.



CHAPTER 3
WATTS BAR NUCLEAR PLANT 
SPRING CITY, TN
“Everything the State says is a lie, and everything it has it has stolen.”
— Friedrich Nietzsche
AS CHARLIE WAS WALKING BACK to her father’s house, Brendon Davidson was struggling with his nuclear plant’s impending demise. His white, short-sleeved button-down shirt was filthy from days of sweat and grime. As chief of maintenance for the plant, his job had taken a dramatic turn since the EMP had taken all of his computers off line. The electromagnetic surge had fried every one of their electronic systems, causing the facility’s backup generators to kick in. The old diesel generators had been unaffected by the electric surge, but several things had conspired over the last couple of months to bring the plant and its skeleton crew to this critical and rapidly deteriorating situation.
A nuclear power plant is a controlled nuclear detonation. Enriched Uranium is pressed into 1-inch-long pellets, composed of Uranium 235 ore that has been concentrated to a more reactive level.
The U235 readily takes on stray neutrons, which cause it to split into Krypton 92 and Barium 141, along with more neutrons. As multiple neutrons are separated, they spread in the pile of Uranium and collide with more U235. This causes these atoms to split as well, creating even more neutrons that seek out more radioactive material. This cascading reaction generates heat, which is then used to boil water. The corresponding steam then drives the plant’s turbines, creating electricity.
But Murphy’s law dictated that if something can go wrong it would, and several months later, things finally went sideways in a big way.
Before the attack, the plant had been in the process of adding a second reactor, the first one to go online in almost twenty years. It was fully charged with uranium, but this second reactor hadn’t had its emergency generators installed yet. Instead, the power company had been using the other reactor’s electricity to run the new reactor’s own cooling pumps.
Now the original backup diesel generators had to do double the work, driving two water pumping systems, and they weren’t up to the task. The supply of diesel was being managed by DHS, but the engines themselves were beginning to fail. Once one of the generators went down, the others would be inadequate to keep both nuclear piles cool. They were going to have to shut down one of the two water pumps and sacrifice one of the reactors to a nuclear meltdown.
A “China Syndrome” situation would occur, where the pellets would melt and condense into a pile of radioactive slag. The pile of Uranium would melt its way through the containment metal and concrete, eventually making its way into the earth itself.
When the uranium finally condensed into a pile of radioactive slag, it wouldn’t create a nuclear explosion. That was the good news. That took uranium-235 concentration levels over 80%, while the nuclear material they were using was much more dilute. But when the hot, radioactive material hit the surrounding water, plumes of deadly irradiated steam would be sent into the atmosphere, contaminating an area up to sixty miles downwind.
Over a million people had lived in this danger zone until two months ago. When the power went off, most people had abandoned their homes to seek shelter the nearby Knoxville or Chattanooga refugee centers. How may were left was unknown, but Davidson didn’t have the manpower to warn them.
Single by divorce and childless by choice, Davidson was a devoted employee. Educated by the Navy, he was disciplined and precise, which added to his anger when he realized that The worst part was that all of this should have—and could have—been prevented.
According to Davidson’s contact at DHS, a series of brand-new generators were supposed to have been delivered right after the EMP hit. Several prefabricated conduits had been established outside the pump house where concrete pads had been poured. Diesel generators were to have been delivered and set on these pads, the female conduits of the building matching the male conduits of the generators. A week after the EMP hit, his contact at DHS informed him that the generators designated for use at Watts Bar were not in the warehouse where they were supposed to be, and replacements could not be found. Davidson warned DHS of the situation, even screamed it out on the plant’s now quiet floor, that the reactors could meltdown if their antiquated diesel generators failed. All it earned him was a shrug from the DHS man who simply spun on his heels and left, never to return.
Now, one of the three older generators was finally overheating. The ear-splitting sound of metal grinding on metal was unmistakable as the machine’s increasing heat caused the its moving parts to swell. No matter how much oil he used nor how many prayers he said, nothing was going to keep the generator from a fiery and spectacular death.
Davidson watched as the generator’s thermostat pushed into the red zone. The cacophony of noise assaulted his ears, and he could smell something burning. He resigned himself to the inevitable.
“Shut it down now!” Almost as an afterthought, he said, “She’s got nothing left to prove.”
“What now?” one of the half-dozen remaining workers asked. “Should we evacuate?”
“Not yet,” Davidson replied. “There’s still a chance these two will keep things under control.”
The other engineers nodded, yet all of them knew that his statement was more of a wish than a fact. Science was a harsh taskmaster. Numbers didn’t lie. There was no gray area when it came to equations and proven calculations. The flow of water wasn’t equal to the amount of nuclear material that needed to be cooled. They all knew the calculations from endless brainstorming sessions that they had performed over the past two months. They all knew that, within the next three days, one of the two reactors was going to melt. And unless DHS showed up with another generator, there was nothing they could do about it.
“We need to get help,” one of the other plant workers said as the remaining two machines struggled to compensate for their broken companion. “Maybe we can dig up another generator from somewhere else. They’ve got a large one at the police station.”
“Good luck getting them to give it up,” Davidson said.
“They find out we’ll be melting down in the next two days, I don’t think they’ll argue too much.”
“How will you get it here?”
“One mountain at a time,” the man responded. “One mountain at a time.”
“Take the minibus,” Davidson said. “It’s got enough gas to get you to town and back. And take everyone with you. You may need the manpower. I’ll stay here and see what I can do to slow the reaction down.”
The remaining six workers filed out of the room, leaving Davidson alone with the deteriorating pile of uranium. He adjusted the water flow to the newer reactor when he saw its temperature beginning to creep up. But that was a temporary fix. When the other reactor started to overheat an hour or so later, he switched the flow and put more output in that side. The problem was that as each reactor cooled, the other heated more quickly. At some point, the system would fail, but at least he could push it out for a few days. He hoped his staff would return with the miracle generator that they needed.
Outside, the six workers gathered a few items to take with them and drove the old diesel minibus down the long, asphalt road and through the abandoned guard gates. At the end of the access road, they veered around several abandoned vehicles and slowly drove toward the local police station, just five miles away. With the security of half a tank of gas and a full day to complete their mission, the crew chatted easily with each other.
A few miles away, as they took a particularly sharp turn, they came face to face with a blockade of abandoned vehicles. The driver of the minibus slammed on the brakes as four men with black assault rifles sprinted from behind the roadblock.
“Get out!” one of the armed men screamed.
The driver opened the swinging door, and the six scientists and technicians quickly ran down the steps and onto the road. One of the four carjackers directed them into the grass and lined them up.
“Put ‘yer hands on ‘yer head and turn around!” the man yelled, his voice thick with a rural Tennessee accent.
“Wait!” one of the scientists said. “We’ve got to get into town. There’s an emergency—”
“SHUT ‘YER MOUTH!” The vandal yelled. “’Jist Do What ‘Yer Told!”
“Look at that there bus,” one of the other men said. “That’s nice.”
“Told you I’d get us a ride,” the leader said.
The grimy, bearded men smiled at each other, two of them high-fiving.
The scientist tried to protest again before the butt of a gun smashed him in the forehead, sending him tumbling into the overgrown grass. Blood gushed from his scalp as he laid silently on his side.
“Too bad ‘thar ain’t any women,” the ugliest, dirtiest of the thugs grunted.
“Y’all turn around,” the leader commanded the power plant crew.
The five remaining men slowly turned and faced the woods.
“Please, mister, you don’t understand…”
The staccato of four semi-automatic rifles let loose, dozens of rounds shredding the helpless crew. Within seconds, they lay dead, bleeding from multiple bullet wounds. The leader walked up to each body and put a bullet into all six skulls with a handgun.
“Let’s move,” he said.
“Where to?”
“The nuclear plant,” the leader replied. “Y’all saw the sign on the side of the bus. If they got this ride, what else they got?”
“I like the way you think, boss,” said one of the thugs as he slouched into the driver’s seat.
Back at the nuclear plant, Davidson began gathering his notes and logbooks to preserve his team’s efforts. The Department of Energy would require this data for its post-disaster investigation, and the meticulous engineer was going to make sure that the blame fell squarely on the shoulders of the Department of Homeland Security. The loss of the backup generators for the second reactor was the result of Homeland’s negligence, and he wasn’t going to let Washington deflect the failure back onto the dedicated workers at the plant.
He had ten storage boxes full of papers, all documenting the demise of their nuclear generator. Handwritten notes meticulously documented the power plant’s death spiral. Hopefully, their efforts would give the Department of Energy a clue on how to handle future emergencies and some good could come from the unfolding tragedy.
The rumble of the old diesel bus reverberated off the office window, breaking Davidson’s concentration. He wrestled with the last box of papers, lifting it onto the top of the stack of evidence he’d assembled. As he glanced out the window, wondering why the bus had returned so soon, confusion quickly turned to fear as four armed men emerged from the bus’s door. Davidson ducked down behind the desk, less than a hundred yards from the unwanted visitors, and peered out of the window.
Davidson was on the first level of the three-floor building. The thugs paired off, two of them moving toward the front door. They held their rifles up at low ready as they scanned the front of the concrete office block.
Davidson had no combat experience. But his years spent in the Navy and his daily work with deadly nuclear material, gave him the ability to think without panicking. By the way the men walked and carried their firearms, he saw that they weren’t professionals. But they had guns, and he didn’t. That made his decision very simple. Escape was his only option.
The grounds of the nuclear power plant were vast, and the building he was presently in covered at least twenty thousand square feet. Roughly an “L” shape, the office building had two entrances. The one on the north side was the main entrance where Nuclear Regulatory Commission employees as well as guests entered. That’s where Davidson’s office was. But on the south end of the structure, there was an employee entrance that was shielded by a large copse of trees. If he could get out that door and into the concealment of the stand of southern oaks, he would have a chance.
He looked at the stacks of journals and paperwork in front of him. What was the most important documentation to take? After a moment of consideration, he opened a box near his feet. Davidson grabbed two journals and a folder of reports and stuffed them in his leather messenger bag. He slung the bag around his neck and then sprinted down the hall and out the back door. Without missing a beat, he plunged into the oak trees and raced south. Through the leafless forest he flew, eventually breaking free of their cover at the southern end of the stand. He then cut west and began to jog up Morrison Lane, a two-lane road that led to the dirt field where the government kept surplus equipment and unused shipping containers.
His staff was dead. Davidson knew it in his heart. There was no way they would have relinquished the bus otherwise. He had to make sure that their names were cleared, which kept his feet moving away from the plant—and away from the men with guns. Two hours later, he was far away, leaving the four criminals to their fate with the rapidly deteriorating pile of nuclear material. Surrounded by miles of fallow farmland, Davidson was safe. Now he had to find his way to the next occupied town, but he had no idea where that could possibly be.
He was miles from any town, and all the neighboring farms had been evacuated over the last three months. So he kept jogging, clutching the leather satchel that he hoped would deliver redemption for him and his people, because the truth was all he had left.



CHAPTER 4
OFFICE OF MAJOR GENERAL LESTER 
FORT KNOX, KY
“When one gets in bed with government, one must expect the diseases it spreads.”
— Ron Paul
AS DAVIDSON ESCAPED THE IMPENDING meltdown at the Watts-Bar plant, Major General Lester hung up the phone in his office at Fort Knox. A call from Washington had just informed him that he was assuming control of the United States Military, Southern Command. He was now in charge of the reorganized southern branches of the service, putting all military assets under one umbrella.
DHS had instituted this change after the EMP took out the grid and most of the country’s computers. Centralizing power would give them more effective control of the recovery and the country’s military assets. More importantly—and unbeknownst to the general—he had been selected because of his consistent and unwavering belief in the chain of command and a history of following the rules. Furthermore, he wasn’t overly ambitious, so he wouldn’t present a threat to DHS. He was a “yes” man and would take orders from above without hesitation.
The general was surprised to get a promotion, although his resume indicated that he was more than qualified for the job. Pushing sixty, all he had wanted was a less demanding command as his final years in the military came to a close. He had taken the ROTC billet because he felt he could leave a lasting mark on his beloved country by improving the quality and quantity of new officers.
In his mind, strengthening the ROTC program, where college students were nurtured into officers, was just the way to do this.
Nicknamed “Saint Bart,” for his almost fanatical dedication to Army doctrine and unwavering devotion to following the rules, he was a hard driving and by-the-book soldier. He never took a short cut and never strayed from his orders, demanding that all under him tow the same line.
When he had taken over from his predecessor, he had given himself three years to bring the ROTC program up to snuff. He’d been on track to accomplish this when the EMP took out power to the rest of the country.
Fort Knox fared better than most, with multiple redundant backup systems to keep the base and their precious gold reserves safe. Because of this, life carried on relatively normally. With the successful evacuation of non-military personnel from the adjacent town of Radcliff to the base, the general felt responsible for the surrounding countryside. Crime was non-existent under his watch, and he had commanded that the remaining personnel and their families move onto Fort Knox property with little disruption in the base’s function.
And now, as the phone settled into its cradle, he realized that he was in charge of far more than a few square miles of Kentucky countryside. He had been made commander of all of the country’s southern forces, reporting directly to Washington and the head of the Department of Homeland Security. It was an awesome responsibility at a time when the nation would need stability and strength.
Lester pressed a button on his Ethernet wired intercom box. “Welch, have Captain Kuris and Lieutenant Ferraro report to me at once.”
As a major general, he was entitled to two aide-de-camps. Normally, Lester would give an order to the captain, who would then disseminate his demands down the line. But with such a tectonic shift in responsibilities, Lester wanted to speak to both his aides at once. Their lives would be changing dramatically. It would be especially difficult on Ferraro, given his lack of combat experience. Lester was going to have to reassign the lieutenant and wanted to give him the news personally.
Fifteen minutes later, Lester’s intercom squawked.
“Sir, Captain Kuris and Lieutenant Ferraro are here.”
“Have them report immediately.”
The two men entered the office. Each wore their Class “B” Army standard uniform. Their blue trousers and white short-sleeved shirts were starched to precision, and their appropriate rank was pinned to the right side of their stiff collars. Both the double silver “railroad tracks” bars of Captain Kuris and the single brass “butter” bar of Lieutenant Ferraro were parallel with the floor, and each had the Branch of Service Aide-De-Camp pinned on the other lapel. Their left breast displayed the campaign ribbons each had been awarded, the colorful boards displaying a rainbow of vertical bands that had, over the years, earned the nickname “fruit salad.” There was not a single hair out of place, and each crease was flawless. Perfect, just as the general demanded.
“At ease,” Lester said after salutes were exchanged. “I just received new orders from Washington.”
Both men shifted slightly, their only outward display of surprise.
“Please, sit down,” the general said as he took his own seat, waving at the two leather chairs at the head of the desk.
“Washington’s reorganized the military and I’ve been given its southern command.” Lester began. “This is going to mean big changes for us all.”
Turning to Ferraro, the general continued.
“Lieutenant, I’m reassigning you to Orlando. You’ll need a combat billet to qualify for your next promotion, and I’m planning to make Orlando a hub for our recovery. Can you handle that?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good, then let’s get down to the details.” Lester said.
Almost an hour later, the two aides departed the general’s office.
“Well,” Kuris said. “I thought things had gotten strange before.”
“At least you’ll be staying with the general.” Ferraro sighed.
He liked his job and Captain Kuris was an excellent teacher to work under. He had hoped to get his own senior aide position when he became a captain.
“Come on,” Kuris chided. “You’ll love it there.”
“Maybe now,” Ferraro replied. “I won’t miss the snow. But wait till summer. It’ll be brutal.”
The men continued down the glossy linoleum floor, their perfectly shined shoes clicking with each step. Their gait was so well synchronized that it sounded as if only one person was marching down the empty hallway.
“You should have electricity in your apartment, so staying cool won’t be a problem. But I do feel for you. Florida can be brutal in the summer.”
“I can’t wait to tell Stella,” Ferraro said sarcastically. “She’ll flip. The kids love it here, and it’s safe.”
“Hey,” Kuris said as he stopped and turned to his friend. “You’ll be alright. Besides, this is your chance to put ‘combat experience’ on your résumé. You’ll need that to move forward.”
“Just about anywhere in the country is considered a combat zone right now.”
“Chin up,” Kuris concluded. “You could have ended up in Chicago.”
Ferraro shivered, thinking of the massive “Charlie Foxtrot” that was going on in the nation’s third largest city. With no power and millions of citizens starving and freezing over the winter, it was a massive “no-go” land for the military where the strongest survived and the weak were killed or enslaved. An assignment to that part of the country meant constant strife and a high probability of being wounded or killed.
“I suppose I could do worse than Orlando,” Ferraro agreed as they retrieved their Class “B” windbreakers. “But I haven’t heard anything about the city. Have you?”
“No, but that’s a good thing. At least it’s not bad enough to show up on our radar.”
“Plus, it mean that the general trusts you.” Kuris continued. “Orlando will be the hub of recovery for the entire southeast, so I’m sure he wants someone there who will send him accurate and unvarnished reports. Just do your job and you’ll move up quickly.”
“I’ll put a good spin on this with the wife,” the lieutenant said. “And thanks, Captain.”
“You’re welcome,” Kuris replied with a smile, holding out his hand.
Shaking hands, Ferraro said, “I owe you, sir. I’ll keep in touch.”
“The general and I are both counting on it.” Kuris said as the two men stepped out into the cold Kentucky morning.
Back in his office, General Lester began the task of converting his headquarters from an administrative office to a combat command. He made a list of subordinates he would need to bring his staff to a proper level. As he scribbled down his notes, his intercom buzzed, interrupting his train of thought.
“Yes?” Lester barked. “I said I didn’t want to be disturbed.”
“I’m sorry, sir. But your wife is here.”
Damn it, Lester thought to himself. She’ll be pushing me to go to the lake house with the grandkids.
After taking a deep breath, Lester hit the intercom and had his assistant bring his wife into his office.
“Thank you, sergeant.” Lester said to his assistant as his wife took a seat in one of the chairs that the Kuris and Ferraro had just been using.
“What can I do for you?” Lester said after kissing his wife on the cheek and then returning to his chair behind his desk. She sat across from him, her hands folded in her lap.
“Bart, the convoy’s leaving this afternoon and you haven’t given me an answer on the lake house.”
“You know the rules. I can’t make an exception for you just because you’re my wife.”
“Oh Bart, please. The children need to get out of here. It’s stifling. Your son-in-law’s off doing God knows what in Washington and our daughter needs to get out of the house. You know how she loves the lake house.”
He leveled his gaze at her, trying to contain his frustration. He had work to do, damn it. “I said no, Ann. Don’t ask again. The rules are the rules.”
“You made the rules, Bart. Need I remind you?”
“I don’t have time for this. I’ve just been given a huge assignment by Washington. They’ve made me commander of our southern forces.”
“All the more reason to get me and the grandkids out of here. You’ll be living in this office for the next week, so we should get out of your hair. Besides, Haylee could use the break. It’ll be another month before her husband gets home from the Pentagon.”
General Lester had to admit that his wife’s logic was sound, but he wasn’t eager to break the rules. He hadn’t risen to this level of responsibility and rank by ignoring the manual. Letting his family vacation while the rest of the base was on lockdown went against every fiber in his body.
On the other hand, the next few weeks were likely to be hell. He’d be lucky to get six hours of sleep at night and probably wouldn’t be home for meals.
His wife could see the gears moving in her husband’s brain, and from experience, she knew that silence was the best path to get what she wanted.
Lester sighed. “You know this goes against everything I believe in.”
“Bart, you know it’s safe. The entire county surrounding the lake has been cleared and everyone’s been relocated to a safe zone or camp. There’s no one within miles of our house.”
Lester smiled at his wife, and Ann knew that she’d won him over.
“Thank you, Bart!”
“Take a sat phone,” Lester said. “And check in with the sheriff’s office when you arrive. I want to talk to him directly before you go to the house.”
“Yes sir!” Ann said, giving him a mock salute.
His wife left the room and waved to the sergeant as she closed the outer office door, feeling pleased with herself. Their daughter Haylee would be thrilled to get away from Fort Knox. The families that had been evacuated to the fort were not shy about venting their frustrations at leaving their off-base homes. And because of the forced relocation, her daughter Haylee had been the recipient of several rude comments made behind her back. Nothing serious nor threatening, but aggravating just the same.
Ann walked to her government vehicle, a Cummins diesel-powered 2001 Dodge pickup. The base’s mechanics had brought the truck back to life after the EMP, and her husband had grabbed it for the family’s use. All Ann knew was that it drove over just about anything and that it had leather seats. Its extended cab allowed for a comfortable second row of seating with enough room for the kids and her daughter. They’d take the truck to the lake house, a four-hour drive in normal times. She had plenty of fuel to make the trip there, and the convoy that was leaving for Knoxville later that afternoon had fuel trucks that could top her off during the trip.
Driving the pickup to the base’s vehicle “barn,” Ann saw the man she was looking for standing by a six-wheel truck that was already loaded with boxes and other supplies.
“Captain Herman,” she called out to the harried Army officer with a little wave.
Herman was organizing the convoy, reviewing the supplies and readiness of the M49 fuel haulers, HUMVEEs and a dozen M939 6-wheeled trucks. Over 40 vehicles in all, the logistics were difficult enough to organize without the general’s wife tagging along.
“Good morning, ma’am,” Herman said, his eyes and concentration on the ledger and clipboard he was reviewing. “What can I do for you?”
“The general has given me permission to accompany you this afternoon.”
Herman put his clipboard down and sighed deeply. Just what he needed, a VIP to deal with.
Sensing the growing frustration in the captain’s attitude, Ann Lester put her well-honed social skills to work.
“Captain, I promise I won’t be a burden. And the general will be so happy to know that you’ve worked me into your convoy.”
Herman knew there was nothing he could do about it, other than accept the inconvenience of having a gaggle of civilians accompany them.
Make the best of it, Herman thought.
“No problem, Mrs. Lester. We’re assembling the vehicles at 12:30 and departing at 13:00 sharp. Please be here no later than 12:15.”
Looking at her watch, Ann saw she had two hours to collect her daughter and grandkids, pack the pickup, and be back to get in line. Having already planned on departing this afternoon, that wouldn’t be a problem.
“Where will you be leaving us, ma’am?”
“Crab Orchard, Tennessee.”
The captain reviewed his map. It was about two hundred miles from Fort Knox to Crab Orchard. His HUMVEEs had a range of about two hundred fifty miles, that would actually be a good place to stop and refuel his convoy. Captain Herman smiled as he felt like he had been given a break.
“That’ll work, Ma’am.”
“Can you spare some fuel for us when we get there?”
“Actually, I was planning on refueling all our vehicles there, so that won’t be a problem.”
“Thank you, Captain. I’ll be sure to tell my husband how co-operative you’ve been.”
Ann gave the captain her patented general’s wife smile and hopped into the Dodge. Driving to her daughter’s house, she mentally reviewed her supply list and found all in order.
“Haylee!” Ann Lester called out as she entered her daughter’s kitchen.
“Hi, Mom,” Haylee Romine replied as two fast-moving children shot by their mother.
“Nana!” the little boy shouted. Four-year-old Bart flung himself into his grandmother’s waiting arms. Right behind him, his younger sister, Maggie, fought for some space in her Nana’s embrace.
Hugging her grandkids, Ann looked up at her daughter and grinned. “You packed? We’re leaving in two hours.”
“Are we going?” the young boy asked.
“Your Grandpa said it’s okay.”
Both children whooped in delight.
“Up to your rooms,” their mother said. “Let’s get a bath before we leave.”
The kids scurried out of the kitchen, laughing and jostling each other as their little feet clomped up the stairs to their second-floor bedrooms.
“I really needed this,” Haylee said to her mother. “Thanks, Mom.”
“Thank your father,” Ann replied. “Quite frankly, I’m surprised he said yes. Something big is happening, and I think he wants us out of his hair.”
“Whatever it is, I’m just happy we get to go. I’ve even packed the kid’s ice skates just in case the lake is frozen over.”
“Good idea,” Ann said, smiling. “I’ll start loading up the truck. ”
“Can’t wait!” Haylee said.
As Ann Lester turned to leave, her daughter held out her open arms and gave her mother a hug.
“Thank you so much, mom. I really needed this.”
Ann Lester smiled and replied. “Watts Bar Lake, here we come!”
 
– TWO DAYS LATER – 
WATTS BARR NUCLEAR FACILITY
The generators had failed. The screeching of failing gears and metal-on-metal friction would have been deafening—if anyone had been there to hear it. The final death throes of the coolant system came and went without human witness as the water pumps went offline. The breakdown of the uranium inside the containment vessel accelerated and the rods began to glow, the heat of the now-unchecked radioactive reaction building. The rods began to melt, forming a glowing slag of heavy metal at the bottom of the concrete container.
The concentration of uranium was too low to lead to an explosion, but the heated material began to eat away at its containment vessel’s wall. By the end of the day, it penetrated the concrete barrier and hit the earth, drilling into the ground, flowing along the path of least resistance.
At 11:00 am on the third day after Davidson had fled the facility, the radioactive slag reached the nearby pond, sending up radioactive steam. The hot gas was grabbed by the eddies of cold wind that were sweeping in from Canada. The swirling bands from the advancing front lifted the poisonous air up, carrying it several miles to the east.
As the hot gas began to cool a few miles downwind, it settled on the shores of nearby Watts Bar Lake, bringing an odorless and colorless radioactive poison to whomever was exposed to it.
It was especially damaging to the two little children who were preparing to ice skate on Watts Bar’s frozen surface. The inhaled mixture of radioactive iodine, tellurium, cesium and strontium found its way into their lungs. Within minutes, the poisons had settled into various glands and fat deposits and began to release deadly protons. These radioactive particles smashed through cell walls and broke apart strands of DNA, doing massive—but unseen—damage to their bodies.
A bomb had been set inside General Lester’s grandchildren, and the countdown was already ticking.



CHAPTER 5
MAITLAND, FLORIDA
“The truth of what one says, lies in what one does.”
— Bernhard Schlink
I WAS WORRIED ABOUT BEKER. SINCE I had found his stash of stolen jewelry a week or so ago, I’d become more and more concerned about his motives. He seemed the same on the surface, but now I knew there was more to him than the sweet, shy kid.
We had hoped to leave by now, but the weather turned nasty and a couple of hard winter storms, along with an increase in gang activity, had kept us here a few weeks longer than we’d wanted. Jorge and Maria were chomping at the bit to start their journey, but we’d all agreed to hold out until the weather cleared. Today was that day.
I had decided to go with Garrett and Janice to find Dr. Kramer’s place. We chose a route that will take us north and then west of the city. The indirect path would avoid ninety percent of the heavy population centers west of town, but it would also add a few days to the journey.
Jorge and Maria were going the opposite way, east then south. If they manage to make it to the cattle ranch, they should be in a safe place with plenty of food and shelter.
And Beker’s plans? No one knew. All of us had asked him, in one way or another, but he refused to tell us who he wanted to accompany. He might even stay, and after having told others about Beker’s burglaries, Harley and Ashley were less than thrilled at the prospect of having an unreliable and shady neighbor a block away.
“Well, I think we’re ready,” Jorge said after we all reviewed the contents of our backpacks and battle belts.
With the life straw water filtration kits provided by Beker, we could get by with carrying far less water. Three clear bottles each should cover us for at least a day’s water needs, and the filtration system would give us an unending supply of drinkable H2O. A week’s worth of calories via our homemade pemmican, along with trail mix, candy bars, and peanut butter, added considerable weight, but we couldn’t rely on scavenging along our journey. We could only count on the things we carried on our backs.
Even budgeting for a few delays during the fifty-mile trip, we should still be able to make it to Monteverde in eight or nine days.
I planned to load up on calories today so that I could keep a steady pace and bang out at least ten miles on our first day’s travel without needing to stop to eat. Janice and Garrett were going to follow the same plan. I was feeling hopeful for the first time in a long while that everything would all work out.
Harley and Ashley were going to grill off some fish that we caught in nearby Lake Maitland during our last meal together. Janice, Garrett, and I were planning on leaving around dusk, reasoning that the night would reduce our profile and hopefully help us avoid conflict along the way.
I tightened a strap on my bugout bag and nodded at Jorge. “Agreed,” I replied. “Ammunition looks good too. Everyone’s rifles and pistols clean and lubed?”
All heads nodded as we broke up to spend the next few hours resting. The winter storm had been followed by clear, blue skies. The last couple of nights were nearly moonless, with the constellations a vibrant and shimmering roadmap that would help steer us in the correct direction. Each of us had a more mundane paper map marked with rally points along the way, places where we could meet up if we got separated. I could only hope that we wouldn’t need to use them.
I went to my dad’s study. My heart was heavy as I sat in his swiveling office chair, surveying his room for possibly the last time. His absence was palpable, with pictures and knickknacks all reminding me of him.
I caught my breath, holding back a sob. I felt so alone. I thought I had come to terms with my new life, but now I was overwhelmed, engulfed with grief. My breathing became shallow and my eyes watered, but I didn’t cry. I wasn’t sure I had any tears left. There was nothing left but anger at whoever had started this mess and regret at surviving this apocalypse when so many others had died.
I drank in the sights of the room and inhaled the familiar smell, a mix of cologne along with the musky, earthy scent of my dad. I would miss this room. I missed him. I missed the world the way it used to be.
I must have drifted off to sleep because the next thing I knew, the light filtering in from outside was the yellow of evening. I stood up and stretched, mentally preparing myself for the trip. I needed to put on my game face, which I had discovered was much more than mere bravado. It meant I was committed. It meant I was in a place that wouldn’t allow for distraction. I was focused and ready. That’s my game face.
I learned a trick in college when I swam competitively, a sort of self-hypnosis that focused my mind and pushed my emotions to the side. As I began the breathing exercise, I heard the distinct popping of gunfire. I grabbed my rifle and rushed out to the backyard, where I was joined by the others.
The shooting sounded like it was coming from close by, but the tree-lined streets tended to both amplify and distort loud sounds. The distinct crack of two or more AR-15 battles rifle was clear, mixed with the deeper bark of heavier rounds, likely hunting caliber bullets.
All of us had grabbed our weapons on the way out of the house, just as we’ve trained ourselves to do. We scurried out of the yard and took pre-planned defensive positions.
The distant battle intensified at a terrifying rate as the number of AR rifles entering the fight grew. I heard at least a dozen weapons, the shots so rapid they sounded like a movie theater’s popcorn machine.
The sound of the heavier caliber rifle boomed in answer. Four, then five heavy rounds in rapid succession were followed by the cacophony of a dozen .556 magazines being emptied once again.
After a few minutes of this back and forth exchange, the neighborhood grew silent. A minute or so of quiet was followed by the unmistakable sound of a large diesel engine and then a loud boom that reminded me of a traffic accident. The ARs began popping again, but a few seconds later, it was all over. We each gave the others a confused, frightened look. All we could do was hunker down behind cover and wait for the coming storm.
***
Cory Flannigan wasn’t going anywhere. Not too long ago, a man and woman had invaded his space. They had been looting the house across the street from his garage fortress. After emptying over twenty rounds from his Bushmaster MOE M4 AR-15 at the two thieves, he had decided to switch over to his more powerful AR-10. Trusting the heavier .308 bullets, he was determined not to let any more looters escape from his sights.
Cory wasn’t worried about his fate. He had spent the first few weeks after the loss of power collecting newspapers and phone books. He lined his garage with them, double stacking the paper to create an almost impenetrable barrier against most any bullet that could be sent his way.
His house was booby-trapped as well, rigged with non-lethal alarms that would let him know if it had been invaded. He’d considered more deadly traps, but explosives tended to cause fires, and he didn’t want to inadvertently burn his fortress to the ground. A bullet would have to do, as long as he had some warning that someone was trying to sneak up on him.
Like every other day since the lights went out, Cory sat in his garage, peering out of the bottom third of the open door. Since the last incursion into his kingdom by the two criminals, he hadn’t seen a soul. But that all changed when he heard the sound of over a dozen men breaking into the houses farther down his street. More looters were coming, and Cory was the man to stop them.
His garage was a veritable warehouse of ammunition and weapons. He was one of the firearm “super-owners” that ATF had flagged. He had bought several AR-15s along with a couple of hunting rifles, a half-dozen handguns (all 9mm to avoid having to buy multiple caliber rounds) and, of course, his AR-10. All were pre-positioned at different shooting stations in his garage. One was by the back door, looking out over his backyard. He had another protected shooting position by the garage’s side window, and a third by the door to the kitchen. The last one faced out of the partially raised garage door and down his tree-lined street. It was there that he saw the gang of skinheads making their way down the road directly toward his house.
As the thugs came closer, he could make out their tattoos through his magnifying rifle scope. Swastikas, knives, and eagles were plastered on every inch of their bodies. The men looted the neighborhood with brutal efficiency. A pair of hoodlums would kick in the front door and disappear into the darkness beyond while the others kept watch. Cory knew that knew there was nothing left to salvage. His neighbors had abandoned their homes, but not before consuming anything of value and taking anything worth stealing with them when they left. These criminals wouldn’t find a thing.
Finally, the gang of thieves entered Cory’s designated kill zone, an open area with no trees impeding his view. HIs training had been limited to targets, not real people. As he learned from his failure to drop the first pair of thieves, shooting at firing range targets was a lot easier than hitting a moving person. But the skinheads were walking at a steady pace, moving toward him head-on instead of at an angle. A .308 round would put down a three-hundred-pound black bear, so it would be more than enough to stop a more fragile human being even if his aim was a little off.
Cory lined up on the nearest man, a scrawny piece of crap if Cory had ever seen one. Shirtless and with a cigarette dangling from his lips, he was skeletal. He had the look of an addict that spent his money on drugs instead of food or was so high all the time that he simply forgot to eat. As the scrawny man turned to speak with one of his larger companions, Cory pulled the trigger and felt the satisfying jolt as his rifle’s stock slammed into his shoulder.
Keeping his scope on his intended target, Cory watched as the blood exploded out of the man’s back. A rookie mistake, watching his first victim fall rather than immediately moving to his next target. That tactical error gave the others a chance to sprint for safety.
Cursing himself, Cory continued to scan the road, finally finding a leg projecting from behind one of the neighborhood’s many oak trees. he lined up his sights and fired, once again keeping his scope glued to his target. The shot went high, clipping the asphalt, and Cory quickly lowered his aim and put two more rounds downrange. The third bullet found its target, and the leg was shattered into two pieces. The man’s knee and lower leg bounced almost a yard away from the rest of the stump.
A scream from behind the tree confirmed his success, and Cory grunted to himself in satisfaction. He saw another limb poking out from behind a second tree, and Cory blew that one off as well, which brought a smile to his face.
But his grin was short lived as several of his targets began to shoot back. The targets at the gun range never shot back. How a person reacted to return fire was the difference between a marksman and a shooter, between a soldier and civilian with a gun. Suddenly, with deadly .556 rounds peppering his garage door, Cory realized that his plan wasn’t so good anymore. He pressed himself down and tried to become one with the concrete floor while over a hundred bullets shattered his walls and shredded his phone book and newspaper barrier. The minute or so of sustained gunfire seemed like an eternity. So when the shooting stopped, Cory didn’t react immediately, but lay still on the cool concrete.
After thirty seconds of silence, Cory decided that his bunker wasn’t the place to be. He jumped up from behind his newspaper wall and ran to the kitchen door. If he could get out of his bedroom window, he could jump over the next-door neighbor’s fence and make a quick getaway. He hadn’t planned to leave, so he had no bug-out bag ready. He had no rally points scouted and prepped, so he had no idea where to go. He just had to get out of there and put as much distance between himself and those guns.
Just as he flung the kitchen door open, he heard the crash of several pots from within. Someone had tripped his alarm. Cory brought up his rifle and let off six or seven rounds at the skinheads that had snuck inside. All found their marks and the two men hit the ground, blood squirting from several arterial hits. But before Cory could move, several more rifles opened up from the living room, punching through the walls of the kitchen and sending Cory scurrying back to his paper-lined fortress.
The bullets from the street began to fly again, the air filled with instant death. Cory laid back down behind his newspaper wall as more and more of his house was ventilated. Finally, one of his phonebooks took one too many rounds, and a fifty-five-grain slug shattered his right knee.
Cory lost his breath. It felt like being kicked by a mule at first, but the pain transformed into an intense burn that was nothing like he had ever felt before. He howled and brought his AR-10 over the barrier and indiscriminately fired at the street.
Cory looked at his mangled limb, his foot tilted at an impossible angle away from his body. He began to sob out of pain and fear. In the distance, he heard the deep-throated growl of a large diesel engine. From down the street, a dump truck came rumbling toward his house. Cory brought his AR-10 up and aimed at the driver’s side of the windshield. The pain in his leg pounded, throwing off his aim, and he fired futilely three times before his bolt locked back. He was out of bullets! He had forgotten that the AR-10 magazine, because of the larger size of the rounds, held only twenty shots instead of the thirty that his AR-15 carried.
He scrambled for a spare magazine, but the deafening sound of the rapidly accelerating truck forced his eyes up to the garage door. Cory knew he would never be able to reload in time as the truck rushed up his driveway. The last thing he would remember was the impossibly loud crash of metal on brick, and the momentary feeling that an elephant had landed on his back as the garage’s walls collapsed on top of him.
The battle had been concluded. And although Cory had taken out almost half a dozen thugs, the lack of training and poor planning that marked his tactics had doomed him. In war, lessons were often brutal and unforgiving, and dead men could not learn from their mistakes.
***
We kept our positions behind cover, the four of us at strategic intervals to provide supporting crossfire. Harley and I were taking cover on one side of the street, while Jorge and Garrett were on the other. Backyard walls and well-placed hides minimized our exposure to a flanking attack, but we kept our heads on a swivel, checking side to side for any enemy movement.
Many minutes went by, and with the sounds of battle long nothing but a memory, I began to relax. I sat back, lowering my weapon, and grabbed a bottle of water. Adrenalin has a way of dehydrating your body, and I guzzled my water greedily.
As I put the nearly empty water bottle back in its pouch, a man began shouting.
“You’re dead if you don’t come out now,” he bellowed. “Surrender, and I’ll let you live. Fire on us and you’re dead!”
I glanced at Jorge, who gave me a confused look. We held our positions as the man turned the corner of our street. He was tall and muscular, and tattoos covered his body. He held his battle rifle like a toy, waving it at the houses with one hand. He carried a fireman’s axe in the other. On either side of him, at least a dozen men prowled. They displayed an amazing level of discipline as each house was penetrated and cleared while the rest of them kept watch outside. They were coming our way, and there was nothing we could do about that. I looked to Jorge, hoping he had a way to win the battle without committing suicide in the process.
“Retreat?” he asked, speaking low enough to not be heard by the oncoming gang.
I nodded and turned to run. I would go back to my dad’s house and then down to the lake, where we had planned an escape route to the housing development to our west. Then I heard a voice calling out in answer to the gang of skinheads marching down the road.
“TAURUS!”
The gang dropped to the ground, scanning the homes in front of us. To my shock, Beker walked out onto the street, holding up both arms. He walked out onto the street in front of us, between our positions and the advancing gang.
“Taurus, it’s me. Beker!”
“Beker?” asked the large man, whose name was apparently Taurus. “What the hell are you doing here?”
Beker slowly advanced toward the men. He was clutching several purple velvet Crown Royal bags filled with his looted booty. The gang advanced to meet him, standing close enough that I could hear them speak.
“I’m so happy to see you guys,” Beker began. “I’ve been hiding here since we were ambushed at the racket club.”
Taurus took the bags from him and opened one. A large smile broke across his face as he went through the pouch of gold and jewelry.
“I was trapped here,” Beker continued. “Two of them almost got me, but I escaped. They’ve been all over the place, so I had to hide.”
Taurus grinned and put his arm around Beker’s shoulder. “This is my man! Pinned down by the Spics, he still manages to find us the goods.” He dropped let go of Beker and yelled to his gang, “Let’s keep moving!”
As one, they began to march toward us.
“No good,” Beker said. “I’ve cleaned all these houses out already.”
Taurus stopped and looked down at our former companion. “Nothing?”
“I’ve cleaned out all the houses in this subdivision and down the road toward the racket club. Didn’t go into King’s Row yet, though.”
“Just left there. Lost five men,” Taurus said. “Bastard in his garage got ‘em.”
“There’s another subdivision next street over,” Beker said, jerking his thumb toward the older houses to the west, where we had planned to escape. “A couple of lakefront mansions and a ton of older homes. I haven’t hit it yet.”
Taurus thought for a minute and agreed. On command, the gang turned and retraced their steps to the main road. Turning left, they disappeared from sight.
Beker had just saved our lives. The little creep did have a heart in him after all.
Jorge and Garrett ran to our position, sliding to their knees next to me and Harley. Jorge pointed up the road.
“I want to follow them. We need more intel. How many and what they’re armed with.”
“You looking for volunteers?” Harley asked.
“Just one,” Jorge said. “More than two will increase the chances of getting caught.”
“I’ll go,” I said.
“You just want to check up on your boyfriend, but I think Beker has a thing for that big guy.” Harley joked.
“This is serious,” Jorge said. “No fooling around.”
“You should know us by now,” I replied. “Humor is how me cope.”
“Then let’s go,” he said as he stood up and peeked around the corner of the house we were hiding behind. In a flash, Jorge disappeared, forcing me to run to catch up.
We got to the end of the street and peered around the corner. The gang was up ahead, moving quickly toward the main road. Based on the conversation we’d overheard, I was expecting them to leave our development. Instead, they turned back onto King’s Row.
We followed them from a distance as they met up with an even larger group of thugs outside a home that had been destroyed by heavy gunfire. Jorge and I looked knowingly at each other, recognizing the house where someone had taken shots at us. A large dump truck had taken out the side of the garage. It was wedged against the concrete block wall, engine off and doors open.
“You get that damn thing working?” Taurus yelled as he approached.
A thin, shirtless guy wormed his way out from under the belly of the truck, his upper body covered with brown fluid.
“Sorry, Taurus,” he said. “Hydraulic line’s shot. It’s done.”
“Damn it!” Taurus yelled as he strode up the driveway. He called into the house, “You get it all?”
Five more men came out, each carrying multiple rifles and metal boxes full of ammunition.
“Nice haul,” one of the thugs said, smiling at the group’s leader.
A sudden, violent slap from Taurus sent the man sprawling onto the lawn. The tattooed crook shook his head and scrambled to his feet.
“What the hell was that for?”
Taurus grabbed him by the hair and turned his head to the dead bodies that had been lined up on the grass.
“Nice haul? You think that those guns were worth THIS?”
Taurus pushed him, sending the man stumbling onto the corpses. He drew his handgun and pointed it at the prone man.
“I…I’m sorry,” the skinny mechanic said.
“Show some damned respect for your brothers,” Taurus replied, his handgun unmoving and pointed at the man’s head.
Everyone froze, including Jorge and me. Seconds ticked by, no one seeming to breathe, until the big guy slowly lowered his weapon and replaced it in his holster. Taurus picked up a shovel leaning against a nearby tree. He threw it down next to the man.
“Start digging, maggot.”
“Just me?”
“I’ll help,” one of the others said.
Taurus grunted his approval. “About time you acted like a team. Now find some more shovels and get our men in the ground.”
Thirty minutes later, the graves had been dug. Taurus took a minute to say a prayer over the dead before leaving with their haul. We let them go. The group now numbered nearly forty, all armed and all united behind their leader. They moved with tactical awareness, including a point man and rear guard, without direct orders from Taurus to keep them in formation. Those that weren’t overburdened with stolen goods were flanking their comrades, rifles at ready and scanning their surroundings as they moved.
“Someone in their group has some military experience,” Jorge whispered.
“Yeah, these guys are dangerous.”
Jorge broke cover and began to walk up to the destroyed house. We cautiously walked over to the dump truck, sidestepping the oily liquid that was running down the driveway. Jorge jumped up onto the driver’s runner board. A moment later he hopped back down, a key dangling in his hand.
“This is a universal key for just about any piece of Caterpillar equipment. I hoped they had left it. You never know when this will come in handy.”
“I’m impressed.”
“Thank my brother. They have some Cats on their ranch. He carries the key around his neck.” He pocketed the prize, and we walked back home.
We had found out who our enemy was, and he was deadly, organized and ruthless. And unfortunately, he was now our neighbor. After the gang left, they settled into the homes to our west, just on the other side of our subdivision’s eight-foot concrete wall, while leaving some of their men to guard several intersections in the area. We were surrounded and any sound that carried outside our area could bring the gang back. In one short afternoon, our lives had gotten very complicated—and dangerous. We were supposed to be walking to Dr. Kramer’s house, but now we were trapped in a three block subdivision. We quietly returned to our houses and began to plan our next move.



CHAPTER 6
EARLY SPRING 
MONTEVERDE, FLORIDA
“Opportunities will come and go, but if you do nothing about them, so will you.”
— Richie Norton
“GERRY, WAKE UP,” BARB KRAMER whispered as she gently shook her husband’s sweat-soaked shoulder. “You’re dreaming again.”
Kramer slowly lifted his head from the pillow. The light from the crescent moon cast shadows of ghostly apparitions from the passing clouds onto the bedroom’s wall. He squinted at the darkened silhouette of the ceiling fan, which had stood immobile since that November day when the EMP detonated somewhere over the North American continent. The cool evenings hadn’t required its use, but he would miss it in the coming summer.
“You know,” Kramer whispered back to his wife of over thirty years, “I never knew how precious light was until all of this happened.”
The two of them stared at the phantoms, the vaulted ceiling creating a movie screen of dancing shadows.
“That one looks like your uncle Saul!” Kramer chuckled as he pointed to a silhouette.
“Oh, stop,” she said.
“No really!” Kramer raised his arm and traced the outline of the shape in the air above them. “That’s definitely your uncle’s nose and chin.”
Barb stared at the black outline as it disappeared, finally seeing what her husband’s imagination had found. “Well, I’ll be,” she snickered.
They lay together, caressed by the spring breeze that brought the heavy fragrance of the nearby orange groves. Several weeks a year, the overpowering fragrance of tens of thousands of orange blossoms covered the area. Although the perfume of was most intense at dusk, the scent lingered most of the night, carried by the cool night breeze.
“I’m so sorry you haven’t had a good night’s sleep since you came back.” Barb said, gripping her husband’s hand.
Sorry couldn’t begin to express her emotions. Fear, anger and disbelief all swirled in her mind as the specter of her husband’s discovery always seemed to float just below her conscious thoughts. When he had returned from his horseback trip with Mr. Jacobson, what he told her was a story too unbelievable to be real. In fact, their best friend and neighbor, Ed Grafton, had to drive to Mr. Jacobson’s home and verify the details of her husband’s horrific report.
After her normally steady and indefatigable husband had stuttered and stumbled his way through the tale, she got Ed Grafton to drive his old stove bolt pickup to the Jacobson home. Ed brought the old guy and his dog back with him, explaining that he found the elderly man sitting in a rocker on his front porch, holding an old revolver and clutching his deceased wife’s favorite shawl.
“He looked like he’d been crying,” Ed said when he helped Jacobson out of the vehicle and into one of the Kramer’s spare bedrooms.
When her husband found out they brought his travelling partner back to their house, Kramer joined Jacobson in the bedroom and closed the door. An hour later, both men came out, seemingly back to their old selves. With Will and Rob guarding the road to the house, the rest of the group had gathered in their living room to listen to his report of their travels to the Coventry power plant, where they had watched agents of the DHS incinerate the elderly, the infirm, and other people they deemed undesirable.
“Are you sure?” she had asked in disbelief, challenging her husband’s story. “Maybe it was just garbage they were burning?”
“No,” Gerry had quietly replied. “I know what I saw.”
“We watched buses loaded with people driving to the plant,” Jacobson said. “And they were empty when they left.”
“But maybe they were being housed in the plant somewhere?”
“Barb,” Gerry had replied. “These buses were transporting chronically ill people, folks that were infirmed and fragile. They needed medical supervision, and there were no medical facilities there.”
“You mean they burned ‘em alive?” Trey asked.
“I don’t know,” Kramer replied. “We never went inside the fence, but I didn’t hear any gunshots.”
“I don’t imagine any of the residents from the nursing home could have put up a fight,” Jacobson said. “And cutting a man’s throat is a lot harder than you’d think.”
“So is pushing a man into a furnace,” Ed had said. “Who knows how they did it. They did it somehow. Let’s just all get back to our jobs here, and we can talk about it some more at dinner tonight.”
That was several weeks ago, but the memories haunted her. Barb slowly released her grasp on her husband’s hand, realizing that Gerry was likely off in his own world as well since he had failed to complain about the death grip she had just released.
She draped her arm over him and began to caress his bare chest. Getting an approving grunt from her husband, Barb Kramer decided that both of them could use a release. She straddled him and kissed him deeply.
“I love you, Gerry Kramer. And nothing will ever change that.”
“I love you too,” he replied as he fumbled with the buttons on her silk nightgown.
As the garment slid down her back and the fragrant breeze danced in her hair, she gave herself up to him, grateful that neither of them would be thinking about the world. At least for the next hour or two, reality could be pushed back and they would find some peace with each other. While her husband explored her body, massaging her sore muscles and caressing her bare skin, the rest of the world could crash and burn. Because in this room, with the love of her life at her side, her world was just fine.
The next morning, Barb’s eyes struggled to open. Her body had melted into the sheets. Reaching blindly to her left, she felt around for her husband, but found only a rumpled bedspread and a stray pillow. She sighed, hearing her husband’s muffled conversation with Mr. Jacobson in the kitchen. She was suddenly sure their voices—and the other sounds they made—had found the ears of their guest last night. Then the thought of her daughter hearing the two of them in bed was enough to drive away any idea of further sleep, and she was up and dressed in record time.
Barb entered the kitchen to find the two men eating cereal and reconstituted milk. A cup of instant coffee with condensed cream and sugar rounded off their breakfast.
“So what are you two talking about?” Barb said as she rushed into the kitchen and began pouring hot water over her own cup of coffee crystals.
“What else?” Mr. Jacobson replied. “What do we do about that power plant.”
Kramer nodded. “We’re going over to Ed’s later this afternoon and see if he’ll drive us to Vernon Bragg’s place. We need to find out if this is happening anywhere else. He’s been in touch with the rest of the world on that HAM rig of his, and he’ll know if others have reported this and if there are any other people planning to stop this massacre.”
“Stop the massacre? Just what do you think you can do? You’re just an old man with a medical degree,” Barb scolded. “And you have a family to take care of.”
“I just want to talk with him,” Kramer replied. “I know my place.”
“No you don’t, Gerry Kramer!” Barbara shot back. “You’ve got a martyr complex, and I don’t want that getting you killed.”
“Barb, please! I’m not going to do anything stupid, but this cannot stand. I will not sit by and watch another Holocaust sweep over my people.”
“It’s not just ‘our people.’ It doesn’t matter what your religion is. You can’t take this so personally.”
“And why not?” Kramer demanded. “If not me, then who?”
“Now wait a minute, you two!” Jacobson interjected. “Let’s stop this right now. Just remember who the enemy is.”
“I do know who they are.” Barb said. “They are a big, powerful army that has guns and tanks. And what do we have? Some rifles and a few vehicles that actually work. Just how are you going to overcome that?”
The argument continued between the couple while Jacobson sat quietly, allowing both of them to vent their frustrations. It was a heck of a thing they were trying to come to grips with. Jacobson knew that their anger wasn’t really with each other, but with the new life they were thrown into. With a daughter almost seven hundred miles away and nothing but death and uncertainty just beyond their front gate, there was no one to vent to other than each other.
“You’re crazy!” Barb yelled at her husband. “You couldn’t give a rat’s ass about me and our daughters. Why else would you go out there and stir up trouble!”
Jacobson slammed his hand down onto the wooden kitchen table, sending a salt shaker tumbling onto the floor. Momentarily jolted out of their fight, Gerry and Barb turned to see the old man staring back at them.
“I never thought I’d see the two of you fighting like little kids,” he said. “Now both of you just sit your butts down and stop this.”
The couple meekly settled into their chairs, both embarrassed at their behavior.
“Now I understand why you’re afraid.” Jacobson said as he faced his friend’s wife. “The two of us are too old to go out and pick up a rifle. But there are thousands of people being killed because they can’t help themselves. Shame on you, Barbara, for being so selfish.”
“But—” she began to protest.
“And you, Gerry! Shame on you for not understanding your wife’s side of this. I haven’t heard a single word come out of your mouth that would let her know that you heard what she was saying. She has every right to express herself, and frankly, you’re being too pigheaded to listen. Now both of you just shut your mouths for a minute and catch your breath.”
“I would,” Barbara said, “but my husband can be so hard to communicate with. Sometimes…”
“You two were communicating just fine last night!” The old man replied.
Barbara’s face turned turn beet red.
“Oh my God!” Gerry said, a huge grin on his face. “You were listening?”
“Heck, I wish I hadn’t. But with the windows open and it being so quiet and all outside, I didn’t have much of a choice.”
Gerry’s grin began to spread, especially as he saw his wife’s face turning a darker shade of red. She was literally at a loss for words, as Jacobson’s face finally began to crack into a wrinkly smiled.
“All that heavy racket made me miss my own wife,” he said. “I remember a time when the two of us were down by our lake, and the moon was coming up over the water. She got this devilish look in her eyes and the next thing I know…”
“No!” Barbara wailed. “Too much information.”
Jacobson tried to keep a straight face, but a flustered and embarrassed Barbara was just too fun to watch. He began to laugh, his old cheeks and craggy nose scrunching into a Jimmy Durante face that made Barb smile as well. And just like that, the fighting was done.
“What about Caroline?” Barb said, her laughter dying away. “She had to have heard us last night.”
“I think the dead heard you two. But you never know. I haven’t slept well since the horrors back at the power plant, so maybe it was just me being awake already.” Jacobson said.
Barb was mortified at the thought of her youngest daughter exposed to her parent’s bedroom behavior.
“I wouldn’t worry about it too much,” Jacobson said. “I can’t think of anything more important that a child knowing that their parents still love each other.”
Barb took some comfort in those words, at least until her husband got his last dig in.
“You know,” Gerry deadpanned, “there are numerous studies about psychologically damaged children blaming their problems on some Freudian adult behavior they witnessed. Now, I don’t know if hearing things is as bad seeing things, but…”
“I wouldn’t push that line of thought too much,” Jacobson interrupted, seeing Barbara’s face begin to darken. The last thing he wanted was another fight.
Kramer grinned, knowing that his friend was correct to stop the joke then and there. Barbara got it too, but it didn’t make her feel any better.
Kramer faced his wife and took her hands in his and said, “I’m sorry, babe, I get it. I promise to be careful. But please, you have to understand that we may be the only people outside of the government that have any idea what’s going on out there. At the very least, I can warn others.”
“I get it,” Barb reluctantly replied. “I just don’t have to like it.”
“You alright?” Gerry asked.
“Yeah, as alright as I can be.”
Gerry got up from his chair and moved behind his wife, hugging her shoulders as she sat in the wooden kitchen chair.
Barb began to feel better about it all—until Caroline strode from her bedroom and saw her parents embracing at the table.
“Seriously!” the teenager cried as she stormed out of the front door. “Do you two never take a break?”
“Oh my God!” Barb said, covering her face with both hands.
Gerry smirked. “I guess that answers that question.”
Jacobson quietly excused himself from the table and ambled back to his bedroom, where he plopped down in the room’s only chair. His faithful dog lay next to him on the wooden floor, the canine’s tail flopping up and down as the old man rubbed his snout and ears. Then the octogenarian closed his tired eyes, leaned into the heavy cushions, and reminisced about the nights he and his wife had shared down by the lake. As the minutes passed by, his smile returned and he drifted off into a peaceful and much-needed slumber.
***
Later that afternoon, Kramer and Ed Grafton drove the old stovebolt pickup truck to Bragg’s place, leaving old Mr. Jacobson in his room to rest. As they travelled down the winding dirt road that passed for a driveway to Bragg’s military surplus Quonset hut, they could hear the sound of heavy equipment coming from the clearing ahead. Already half-buried in the Florida sand, the elongated semi-circular building was being reinforced with strategically placed sandbags. A new Hesco barrier now stood in front of the structure’s front door, and the old NCO was using a small backhoe to fill the rectangular gabion with sand. As the pickup pulled up to the front of the structure, Bragg shut the Caterpillar down and hopped out of the machine’s open cab.
“Well, if it ain’t ol’ doc and Fast Eddie,” Bragg croaked, referring to Ed Grafton’s former career as a local racing legend. “What can old Vernon do for ya?”
Kramer looked at Grafton and nodded. “Hiya, Mr. Bragg. We wanted to pick your brain.”
“Well,” Bragg replied. “Them’s slim pickins.”
“Can we speak inside?” Grafton asked. “It may take a few minutes.”
Kramer held up a basket of food Barbara had prepared. Ever since the old guy had connected her with their daughter over his HAM radio, Vernon Bragg could do no wrong.
“Watcha got fer ole’ Vernon?” He asked with a smile.
“Barbara wanted you to know she’s still thankful,” Kramer said, offering the basket.
“Well, don’t go tellin’ yer wife I woulda helped anyways. But I surely appreciate it.”
The three men moved around the partially constructed Hesco barrier and into the cavernous corrugated building.
Being partially buried under the sand gave the building some natural insulation from the cold and heat. Both Kramer and Grafton once again marveled at the moderate temperature that hit them as they went inside.
The three sat down at a cluttered table. Bragg opened the picnic basket and let out a low whistle.
“Yer a lucky fella,” Bragg said absently as he pulled out dried meat and some fresh-baked bread. A Ziploc bag of oatmeal cookies and a couple of beers rounded off the booty.
“How are ya keeping things cold?” Bragg asked as he twisted the cap off the beer bottle and took a long gulp.
“We each have enough solar power to run a refrigerator,” Grafton replied.
“Both of ya?”
“Yes,” Kramer answered. “It eats about a hundred and eighty watts a day so it’s no problem, especially since we got those extra batteries you told us about from the cell tower. Thank you for that.”
Bragg downed more of the cold brew and let out a burp. “Twernt’ nothin’.”
Bragg downed more of the cold brew and let out a burp.
“Now, what kin’ ole’ Vernon do fer ya?”
Kramer told Bragg about their trip to the Coventry Incinerator and its apparent use to eliminate those that the government deemed unfit or too difficult to manage. Kramer described the busloads of people going into the plant and the empty buses leaving. Finally, he pulled out the partially burnt Brightside nursing home nametag he found in the field outside the plant’s fence.
Bragg, for his part, sat silently and showed little emotion as the horrific story unfolded. When Kramer finished, Bragg simply stood up and walked over to his HAM radio workbench. He retrieved a notebook and brought it back to the table where Kramer and Grafton sat. Throwing the binder down, he spat out a curse and sat.
“I been hearing things out there,” he said. “Folks is coming up missing.”
He flipped through several pages, listing off the HAM operator’s handle and location along with the estimated number of people missing. After totaling his rough count, the three men sat in silence, trying to wrap their heads around the magnitude of the situation. Including the busloads of people that Kramer and Jacobson had seen, there were tens of thousands missing without a trace.
“Now we can’t be sure of these numbers,” Kramer said, his voice shaking. “This is second – and third-hand information.”
“You’re right,” Bragg replied. “But it ain’t no coincidence that you seen some real nasty shit. Most of them reports is of big groups of folks that was there one day and gone the next.”
Bragg wrote down some notes in his binder as he questioned Kramer for several minutes, asking about the type of buses, uniform colors and unit patches on the DHS agents, as well as whether the vehicles had antennas or mounted weapons. Kramer was impressed with the debriefing. When they finished, Bragg had a pretty good start on cataloguing the armament, communication equipment, and number of DHS agents that had accompanied the doomed prisoners.
“I’ll get this intel to everyone I can. We’ll just see what our high ‘n mighty government is doing out there.”
“Will you please let my daughter know?” Kramer asked. “If she’s at the hospital in Nashville, she’s probably seen something. I don’t want her getting caught up in this.”
“Claire has a serious problem,” Grafton added. “She’s got her dad’s moral compass, but she’s not old enough to know when to shut it off. She just might say something that would make her disappear, too.”
“That’ll be my first call,” Bragg said. “Now you leave this up to ol’ Vernon.”
“How long before we know if you got the message to her?” Kramer asked.
“A day or two. Now don’t you worry none. I’ll be in touch.”
With that, Bragg stood and went to an old metal locker set against one of the walls. He reached behind it, into the space between the curved wall and the straight locker, and pulled out a duffle bag.
“Here,” Bragg said as he handed Grafton what looked like a walkie talkie. “Take this Hytera. Gotta chip inside that works on a frequency that ain’t used by no one else. Just turn it on like this,” he said as he rotated a knob that brought the portable HAM radio to life.
“How’d these survive the EMP?” Grafton asked.
The old man jerked his thumb back to the wall, pointing out several galvanized steel garbage cans.
“Them cans. Picked ‘em up at the hardware store for next ta nothin’. Line the opening with steel wool and snap the lid shut. Best Faraday cages you can get.”
Kramer was impressed. Vernon Bragg might look and sound like a hillbilly, but he was a sharp and capable man.
“I’ve set ‘em to a bunch a repeaters in this area that’s still workin’, but if ya turn it to the one marked ‘PRIVATE,’ then only you an me can talk. But be careful. Them DHS agents can triangulate the signal even if they can’t understand what we’re sayin’.’”
“Then we better plan on talking at a certain time,” Grafton suggested.
“Yar’ a far sight smarter then ya look,” Bragg joked.
“Well, that’s not too hard.” Kramer said. “If he was as dumb as he was ugly, he’d have trouble breathing and walking at the same time.”
Bragg roared a deep, raspy laugh, then began hacking and coughing as his cigarette-scarred lungs seized up. After nearly almost thirty seconds of coughing and gasping for air, the old retired sergeant wiped his spittle-coated lips on his tattered military blouse and pulled another Camel out of its pack. Lighting it with his military issued Zippo, he took a deep drag and blew the blueish grey smoke up toward the rounded roof of his Quonset building.
He sighed. “Lil’ hair of the dog.”
“Let’s monitor the private channel at ten each night,” Kramer suggested, ignoring the stupidity of Bragg’s last statement. “Then listen in every two hours until two a.m.”
“Naw,” Bragg replied. “Every snot-nosed rookie monitorin’ the HAM frequencies knows that’s when to listen in. Everyone calls at the zeros and 30s.”
Bragg reached into his duffle bag and pulled out a digital watch that matched the one on his own wrist. “This one’s fixed to the same time as the one on my wrist. Y’all can take it.”
“Keep those in the garbage can too?” Grafton asked.
“Nah, keep a few of these in a faraday bag I got from a company called SurviveTek,” Bragg said. “Don’t like moving electronics around without protecting ‘em.”
Bragg made sure the watches were synchronized and demonstrated how to reset the seconds to .00 and where the time adjustment button was.
“Now,” Bragg continued, “we’re gonna listen in at thirty-seven minutes after each even hour, startin’ at 1837 and stoppin’ at 0237. And we ain’t listenin’ for more than two minutes.”
“Okay,” Grafton said.
“If we talk, then the next time we listen is thirty-seven minutes after each even hour plus add the hour we spoke to the end.”
Seeing their confusion, Bragg explained.
“Say we spoke at 2237—and make sure you use military time, boys. Ain’t no such thing as p.m. in the military. So we speak at 2237, then the next window will be the next even hour. Thirty-seven plus twenty-two equals fifty-nine minutes. That way, anyone trying to listen in won’t be able to sit on the thirty-seventh minute after the hour. We’d start listening at 00:59. Y’all got that?”
“Makes sense,” Grafton said with some hesitation.
“I get it,” Kramer said. “So if we speak a third time, let’s say the next day at 1859, then the next window would be at 2017 hours. Take fifty-nine plus eighteen, and that’s seventeen after the hour, since fifty-nine plus one goes back to the top of the hour, plus seventeen more.”
Bragg slapped his thigh. “Hot damn! Ya would a made an alright officer, Doc!”
Grafton’s eyes lit up with recognition as he finally grasped the way that they could set up a new time without broadcasting it over the open HAM wavelengths. Vernon Bragg was a wily old coot, and Grafton was glad the man had been willing to help.
“Then it’s settled,” Kramer said. “We’ll begin tomorrow night.”
Bragg reached into his duffle once again and brought out a printed piece of paper. Handing it to Grafton, he said, “This is directions on makinz an antenna for the Hytera. Follow the directions exactly on the lengths of copper wire. Set it up high, on a roof or in a tree. Ya should get forty or so miles out with it. If you’re off by more than an inch, y’all gonna be boostin’ the signal on a frequency we ain’t usin’.”
“Copy that, Sergeant. I’m impressed.” Kramer swept his hand to indicate the cavernous space. “How come you have all this equipment? You seem to have multiple…well, everything.”
“Doc, you should know. Two is one, and one is none. Simple as that. Ain’t no surprise when somethin’ don’t work. It’s just plain ignorant to expect that things ain’t gonna fail.”
“I’m glad you did,” Kramer said.
“Time to go” Bragg said, shuffling toward the single door. “Don’t want them satellites to wonderin’ what y’all are doin’ here.”
Bragg ushered Kramer and Grafton outside and with a wave and closed the door behind them.
“Always an interesting place to visit,” Grafton said as he pocketed the watch and held up the portable HAM radio.



CHAPTER 7
SMYRNA, TN 
278TH
TENNESSEE ARMY NATIONAL GUARD
“It is easier to forgive an enemy than to forgive a friend.”
— William Blake
AS BRAGG MADE HIS HAM
radio call to warn Claire Kramer, Staff Sergeant Kevin Thomas Dixon strode towards a three-story brick building, ignoring the frigid early spring gusts battering his already wind-burned face. He spat a silent curse, thinking of the wasted months he had spent trying to make his Apache gunships fly again.
The AH-64 helicopter was the most advance attack helicopter on the planet. A monster in battle, it could carry up to sixteen radar-assisted Hellfire anti-tank or seventy-six unguided Hydra-70 missiles. The final talon on the flying tank’s lethal claw was the 30mm cannon that had a “shoot where I look” aiming system. The cannon was controlled by a monocular worn by the helicopter’s weapons system operator, which rotated and swiveled the barrel to wherever the operator was looking. While the pilot sat in the rear elevated seat of the craft, the co-pilot and gunner sat in the front of the Apache and operated the helicopter’s weapons systems. The Apache could hunt and strike in any weather condition you threw at it. The twenty-million-dollar aircraft was the tip of the sword in the 278th Tennessee Armored National Guard’s attack plan. The helicopters normally would be out in front of the advancing tank battalion, killing as many of the enemy’s armored vehicles and tanks as it could find, softening up the enemy’s line of defense for the hammer-like punch of Tennessee Cavalry’s M1A1 Abrams tanks.
Unfortunately, after the EMP fried most of its computers, their Apaches were now worthless lumps of metal.
As a crew chief for the Tennessee National Guard, Dixon was tasked with fixing as many of these warfighting machines as he could. So far, months into what the civilians had begun to call “the darkness,” he hadn’t revived a single aircraft. Stripping the machines down to their basic flying frame and eliminating as many computer controllers as he could had not solved the issue. After multiple scans, he had found several small computers that were unaffected by the electromagnetic pulse. He had stripped the functional computers, sensors, relays and switches from the all the helicopters and put them into a single machine. The result was an Apache with a computer system that turned on…but only presented him with multiple emergency warning lights. Not a single sound from the engine. Not even a listless turn from its blades.
Finally, he had to concede that without the proper computer diagnostic system and more spare parts, the job was impossible. As he strode into the base commanding officer’s building, the scowl on Crew Chief Dixon’s face told the story of a man who didn’t like to fail.
Colonel Preston Cooper was in charge of the Air National Guard at the Nashville Airport, but his C130 transport aircraft were grounded for the same reason as Dixon’s Apache gunships. None of their electronics worked. The colonel had transferred his headquarters to Smyrna primarily because of the extensive on-base housing available for his men and women, along with their families. Also, a number of functional HUMVEE and tractor trailers used to haul the Tennessee Cavalry’s M1A1 Abrams tanks were stationed at this base. Minimal computer components were installed in the vehicles, so the HUMVEEs and “toy haulers” (as they affectionately called truck-tractors) were unaffected by the electric pulse that had fried most of the country’s electronics. Presently, only the HUMVEEs were being used. They’d been sent out to the various armories scattered around the state in an attempt to bring in any Guardsmen that were trying to report for duty.
Located about fifteen miles south of the Nashville airport, the Smyrna National Guard headquarters put Cooper’s people out of a high-density population area. Surrounded by an eight-foot chain-linked fence topped with concertina wire, Cooper felt he could operate with some level of safety and free up his soldiers for tasks other than security.
Just as importantly, he could get away from the Feds and the DHS clowns who had control of the Nashville airport. Watching the erratic and wasteful conduct by Homeland filled the native Tennessean with a loathing that was hard to swallow. Further, being put under the command of Deputy Associate Administrator McCain was way over the line. While true that the military was controlled by civilian leadership, it was unheard of for civilian DHS administrators to have direct control in a military chain of command.
The friction between Cooper and McCain had become unbearable when the colonel challenged a number of McCain’s nonsensical orders. As a result of the breakdown in confidence between the Guard and DHS, McCain had begun to inflict small, punitive punishments on the Guardsmen. As far as the Homeland administrator was concerned, Cooper and his men had nothing to offer other than bodies that needed to be fed and watered. In the end, it had been a simple thing to get Cooper and his men transferred to Smyrna, where the non-functional Apaches were stationed.
“The colonel will see you now,” the new E-2 aid said to the waiting Sergeant Dixon.
Dixon stood up and straightened his uniform as he approached the commander’s office door. Giving the wood a single, sharp rap, he opened the door and strode purposefully into the room. Stopping three paces in front of the seated commander’s metal desk, he stood at attention with his heels together and feet flared at forty-five. Dixon’s eyes were fixed at the wall above the colonel’s head. Snapping a crisp salute, Dixon barked out, “Sir! Staff Sergeant Dixon reporting, sir!”
The colonel absently returned the sergeant’s salute and cleared a space on his cluttered desk. “At ease,” Cooper said.
Dixon moved to parade rest, his hands crossed behind his back and his feet shoulder’s width apart. Copper noticed Dixon’s stiff demeanor and knew, before his sergeant even opened his mouth, that he had failed to nurse any of his Apache gunships back to flying form.
“Relax,” Cooper said. “I know.”
Dixon dropped his gaze, anger and pain reflected in his eyes.
“Sir, I tried everything.”
“I don’t doubt it, K.T.”
“My Herks,” Cooper continued, using the nickname for his Hercules C-130 transport aircraft, “were as dead as doornails, and they have half the computers you deal with. I just hoped that you could cobble enough unaffected parts together to make one or two work.”
Cooper’s soft words did little to mollify the hard-driven crew chief. The colonel stood up and came around his desk.
“Sit down, K.T. Let’s talk.”
The two sat down in the chairs that faced the colonel’s desk. They were now speaking as fellow warriors, not as commander to subordinate.
“Things are happening that I’m not too pleased with.” Cooper began. “I’ve been in touch with some of my men who stayed behind in Nashville and it’s a real Charlie Foxtrot. DHS has no clue what they are doing.”
“How so?” Dixon asked. “I haven’t seen daylight in weeks.”
“I know, and I’ve noticed how much you put into trying to make our Apaches work. And more importantly, how close you are to the men. So I have to tell you that we might be evicted by DHS. They want this airport and its land to create a relocation camp.”
“WHAT?” Dixon shouted, the weeks of hard work and lack of sleep catching up to him. “Sorry sir,” he murmured as he caught himself. “I didn’t mean to yell. It’s just that I’ve been juggling my men’s problems and with all the time under the cowling, I just…”
“Apology accepted.” Cooper said. “You’re close with your men while I sit here in this ivory tower,” Cooper said with a smile, his hand waving towards the cream plaster walls of his office. “I want to know what’s going on with you and your families. I know you’re all safe, that’s why I moved us here. But I can only imagine your fears and frustrations. Tell me, what can I do for you and your people?”
“I don’t know if I can answer you right now,” Dixon said. “I wasn’t prepared to discuss that. But I can say that most everyone has a missing relative or two they’re worried about. That’s their number one concern. But they know there’s nothing more that can be done about that.”
“Are you still sending out teams to check on the remote armories?” Cooper asked.
“Not anymore. After we were skunked for two weeks in a row, I didn’t see a need to keep going back. If they were going to report, it would have been in the first month or two.”
“I haven’t seen our latest roster,” Cooper said. “But last time I looked we had almost thirty-eight percent reporting. That’s pretty good. In fact, the only decent intelligence I got from Agent McCain was that our National Guard regiment was above the Army’s own rate of retention. After the EMP, the Army has less than a thirty percent effective force because of desertion and dereliction of duty.”
Dixon, a proud man from Tennessee, smiled for the first time in days. “Thirty-eight percent. Not bad.”
“I’d expect nothing less from our state or my soldiers.” Cooper said. “I’m thinking of relocating to Fort Campbell. I’ve already sent some men ahead and they’ve got the room and supplies for us.”
“I can speak for the men,” Dixon said. “They’ll follow wherever you go.”
Cooper’s shoulders relaxed. He got up from the chair and opened a closet door that hid a refrigerator. He returned with a couple of cold beers. Handing one to Dixon they both twisted off the cap. The colonel gave the bottle a quick tip towards his sergeant, and they both pulled a long draw from the chilled glass bottles.
“Nothing better,” Dixon said approvingly.
A knock on the door interrupted the two men, and Cooper called for the person to enter. A young boy, perhaps six years old, galloped into the room. His right leg was bracketed by a metal brace surrounding a plaster cast that ran from ankle to mid-thigh. The child had a big smile on his face as he flung himself into the colonel’s lap. Colonel Cooper’s grandson, who had Down’s syndrome, was the most loving person Dixon had ever met.
“Hi, Papa!” the little boy squealed.
“Marky!” A voice yelled from the outer office.
The boy’s father, a lieutenant in the guard’s “Outrider” engineering squad followed behind the lad. Jeb Cooper led the regiment’s engineers, who paved the way for the 278th’s tanks. Clearing mines and creating roads were often required to go from point A to point B, and that was the job of the regimental engineers. Jeb called himself a glorified bus driver, but his men often found themselves under enemy fire or beset by landmines designed to kill man and machine alike. They were soldiers that fought with a shovel as well as a gun.
“Marky,” the father admonished the boy. “That’s not the way we report to our commanding officer.”
“But he’s my papa,” Marky replied as he hugged the old colonel.
“It’s alright, Jeb,” Colonel Cooper said to his son. “This is the first time I’ve been happy all day.”
“That’s because I’m the happy boy,” Marky said as he leaned back into his grandfather’s chest.
Jeb, seeing his father relaxed and smiling for the first time in a while, relented as the colonel let his grandson examine the contents of his desk’s drawers.
“Glad you’re here,” Jeb said to Dixon as they shook hands. “I heard about the Apaches. We sure could have used them, but I never thought you had a chance getting any of them to fly.”
“Thanks L.T.” Dixon said. “If anyone would get it, I knew you would. At least your vehicles survived the blast.”
“Minimal computers, and we had a few backup parts that were shielded in their storage sheds. Pure luck.”
A few moments later, the colonel’s daughter-in-law glided into the room.
“Hi, Nan,” Colonel Cooper said. “Come for your little monster?”
“I’m NOT a monster!”
“You’re just like Sullivan,” the colonel said to his grandson, referencing the boy’s favorite movie, Monsters, Inc.
“Yeah! I’m Sullivan,” Marky crowd as he jumped out of his grandfather’s lap.
“What happened to your leg, Marky?” Dixon asked as the boy staggered into his mother’s arms.
“I fell,” he said.
“A little more than fell,” Nan Cooper explained. “A greenstick fracture of his tibia and he tore up some ligaments in his knee.”
“He’ll mend soon enough,” Jeb said. “Kids heal quick.”
As Nan bent over and picked up the young boy, Dixon noticed the bump in her belly.
“What happened to you?” Dixon asked with a smile.
“Talk to your friend here.” She beamed, pointing to her husband. “He’s what happened.”
“Almost thirty weeks along,” Jeb said. “Marky’s having a baby sister.”
“Yay!” Marky said. “Her name is going to be Boo.”
“Boo?” Dixon asked.
The colonel laughed. “Also from Monsters, Inc.”
“Well, that might be her nickname. But we haven’t decided on her real name yet,” Nan replied, brushing her son’s hair from his eyes.
“But that is her name,” Marky complained.
“You can call her Boo,” Nan said. The boy gave a satisfied sigh as his mother led him out of the room. “See you boys at dinner?”
“Seventeen thirty!” Jeb replied with a smile.
After Nan and Marky walked out, Dixon watched the other two men’s faces. It was plain as day that their world revolved around those two—soon to be three. Dixon had no doubt that either man would step in front of a train to protect Nan and Marky. It made Dixon a bit sad, knowing that he didn’t have that kind of family to go home to. It had just never happened for him, but he was happy for the Coopers. In a way, he felt like a part of their family as well. That’s just the way Colonel Cooper made you feel when you served under him. After all, the Tennessee Cavalry was all volunteer, and the men of the 278th were proud to be a member of the group that began in the Revolutionary war, landed at Normandy during World War II, fought under General Patton and conquered the deserts of Iraq in both the early 90’s and Operation Iraqi Freedom just a few years past. For almost two hundred and fifty years, the men of Tennessee have voluntarily served their country, and that bond made them all brothers and sisters in Dixon’s mind. Colonel Cooper and his clan were a part of that brotherhood. He was family.
“I have some sensitive information,” Jeb Cooper began once his wife and son were out of earshot.
“Go ahead,” the colonel said. “The sergeant’s been with us for over a decade. He’s clear.”
“I’ve been getting some, how can I say it, disturbing reports from my Comspecs. I’m having a hard time believing what they’re telling me.”
“Sit,” the colonel commanded. Dixon and Lieutenant Cooper sat in the two chairs facing the him.
“Sir,” Jeb continued, “there are multiple reports that civilians are being herded into relocation camps and of families being separated.”
“Have you confirmed this?” The colonel asked, his brow creased with deep wrinkles.
“To some degree,” his son replied. “I sent a squad to a camp that DHS set up outside of Memphis. A couple of my soldiers had family there. They had to threaten to fire on the compound with their Ma Deuce if DHS didn’t produce their people to bring back with them. The stories I heard from those that were rescued are nothing if not abhorrent.”
The colonel’s face flushed as his anger percolated. Family was the most important thing in the world, and the government had no right to get in the way of that.
“A couple of families talked about a forced farm labor camp in Fayette County,” Jeb continued. “And my men found a facility guarded by DHS about forty miles from Memphis. They couldn’t get access to the camp. There was a significant response from the camp to our presence, including several MRAPs and up-armored HUMVEEs. From a distance, our men could see almost a thousand people manually working in the fields. I just debriefed our soldiers and their families, and they all told the same story. I’m recommending that we send a recon team over there to verify the situation.”
“My God,” the colonel gasped. “What the hell is DHS doing?”
“I don’t know, sir. But I mean to find out,” Jeb said.
Dixon sat quietly as the two men talked, their voices raised as they discussed the possibility that the people of Tennessee were being enslaved by those in charge in Washington D.C. It was too fantastic to consider, but after a few minutes of debate, they all felt that further information needed to be obtained.
“I want your Comspecs to monitor the airwaves, especially the HAM frequencies. If anything’s going on out there, that’s where you’ll get the unfiltered but unverified truth. We’ll use that information to direct our next mission.”
The colonel got up and began to pace behind his desk. As he spoke, it was almost as if he was talking to himself, rattling off a laundry list of things he had to get done. It was going to fall on his son and Dixon to complete that list.
“We need to build some QRTs to respond to anything that needs investigating. Dixon, with your birds down, your men have nothing to do right now. Organize at least three squads of your most trusted soldiers and begin training them on intel gathering techniques. You know the drill.”
Who, what, where, when and how. Critical thinking in a formula that they could train the soldiers to use when gathering information.
“I want this on the QT. No hint to anyone that isn’t fully cleared and trusted. This can’t get back to DHS or FEMA.”
“Understood,” both men replied.
“Make it happen, men. This is not what we volunteered for, but if true, it’s what we will fight against. I want a report tomorrow by 1400, and I want your QRT’s organized and training by the weekend. Is that clear?”
“Yes sir!”
“Then dismissed,” the colonel said. As the two men turned to leave, he called to his son, “1730 dinner?”
“Yes sir, Colonel, sir,” Jeb replied with a smile.
“See you there. And make sure my grandson knows his Papa is coming.”
After leaving the office, Dixon and Jeb each went their separate ways., mentally creating a list that had to be completed before 1400 tomorrow. Meanwhile, Cooper’s new E-2 secretary, Wright, knocked on the colonel’s door and stuck his head into the room.
“Colonel, is it alright if I use the head? I’ve been holding it for a while.”
“No problem, Wright. I’m sure I can handle myself while you’re gone.”
“Thank you, sir,” the young man replied.
Exiting the outer office, Wright walked passed the men’s room and entered an empty office. Dusty furniture sat in the unused room as he strode to a locked metal cabinet. Producing a key, he quickly opened the cupboard doors and pulled out a nylon sack. Unzipping it, he produced a satellite phone. He punched a button on the keyboard to dial a preset number.
“Wright, here,” Wright said. “You asked me to report anything out of the ordinary.”
The young man repeated the conversation he’d overhead at his boss’s door. He told of the failure to get any of the Apache helicopters functional as well as the plan to investigate the camps.
“I want to know what and when they are planning on sending out their men,” the voice on the other end of the said once Wright was done. “I want to know everything.”
“Will do,” the young traitor replied. “You’ll take care of me, then?”
“Like my own son,” the voice said back. “Keep me informed.”
Wright disconnected the call and hid the sat phone back in the nylon sack. He stepped into the men’s room and relieved himself.
Stupid Guardsmen, he thought.
He hated Tennessee. His family had moved here from California when his father took a job at a bank in Nashville. Joining the Guard was his dad’s idea of giving him some discipline—and as long as he had played that game, he was given access to his father’s money.
When “the darkness” hit, money held no more sway. After befriending a DHS agent in Nashville, it was clear to Wright who had power in this new world. Wright was now in the secret employment of the men from Washington.
When he was asked to keep an eye on Colonel Cooper by his handler, the order came from DHS. Technically, he was just following his commanding officer’s orders since DHS was now in charge of the Guard. What was it to him if there was intrigue in the castle, as long as he got his just dues in the end?
Back in Nashville, McCain put down his satellite phone and congratulated himself on seeing the potential of one E-2 Guardsman Wright. Having a direct backchannel into Colonel Cooper’s headquarters was critical in keeping control of the area.
The poor colonel, McCain thought. He really has no idea of the layers of deceit and misdirection in today’s political world.
“One can never have enough knowledge,” McCain said to himself.
The DHS assistant director punched a button on his intercom system.
“Yes sir,” a crackly reply came back over the ancient, but still functional, twentieth century device.
“Get me Washington,” McCain demanded.
If Colonel Cooper was going to make trouble, he needed to let his superiors know about it. Letting the man command a regiment of functional and deadly Abrams tanks was a good way to lose control. And McCain, like his bosses at DHS, were all about control.



CHAPTER 8
VANDERBILT MEDICAL CENTER 
NASHVILLE, TN
“Common sense is instinct. Enough of it is genius.”
— George Bernard Shaw
A FEW WEEKS AFTER K.T. DIXON gave his grim report to Colonel Cooper, Dr. Claire Kramer flopped onto an uncomfortable plastic couch and slowly closed her eyes for the first time in almost thirty hours. Since her chronic kidney patients had been moved out of her care late last year, she had become one of the few remaining emergency room physicians at the city of Nashville’s only level 1 trauma center. In fact, with only six such centers in the state, Vanderbilt’s medical center was the de facto destination for almost all life-threatening injuries in central Tennessee.
And boy, was there was a lot of trauma out there. Gangs had taken control of much of the area. The roaming bands of thugs were responsible for any multitude of criminal offenses. Murder, robbery, and rape were at epidemic levels. About the only thing that Claire could think of that hadn’t become an item of value was gasoline, even as the older vehicles that still ran had become a prize that the criminals would kill for. There were plenty of idle vehicles with full tanks of gas that were easy pickings for anyone with a siphon or someone that could drive a pick into a tank and catch the fuel with a bucket.
Her first gun-shot wound patient had been from a local junk yard where spare parts for the older, computer-free automobiles could be had. Criminal chop shops were springing up all over the city as crime lords sought control of the streets, and with a minimal presence of either police or the military evident outside of the university grounds, the gangs had free reign throughout the city.
Reports of neighborhoods coming together to create safe zones were also filtering into the emergency room. Wounded civilians were occasionally brought in as fire fights between the gangs and the various clusters of citizens became more common. Supplies were rapidly dwindling, so food and ammunition were now at a premium in the metro area. This brought the innocent and the criminals together with more and more frequency.
With the Vanderbilt medical center providing both primary care and emergency services for the new government, Claire found herself in something of a gilded cage. She had all the luxuries that one could want during an apocalypse, yet she was also a prisoner to a system that seemed to be slowly losing the battle to provide for its citizens.
She lay quietly in the lounge, grateful for the lights that shone above her and the cool breeze that she felt on her cheeks. She didn’t know the time because she had stopped checking her watch. All that mattered was being available when the need arose. It didn’t really matter what time it was when a person was dying. She often didn’t know whether it was day or night outside, so that knowing it was 3:30 meant nothing. She slept when she could and ate when she found herself in front of some food.
Claire had abandoned her apartment and now slept in the bunkroom attached to the lounge. The men and women “hot bunked,” sleeping in whatever bed was available when exhaustion finally overwhelmed them. Bathrooms were attached to their sleeping quarters, giving the residents and nurses a place to shower and private toilets to use. She knew that the rest of the country was experiencing a much more perilous situation, but Claire still resented being stuck here.
At first, after she was pressed into service in the E.R., they would see maybe one or two patients a day. Most of the injuries were burns from fires made for heat and cooking. A few accidental lacerations or the occasional traumatic amputation showed up as people, used to pushing a pencil or working a cash register, were now trying to build shelters and perform other manual labor projects they had never tried before.
But now, with spring’s arrival and the summer heat occasionally threatening to break through, fire injuries were less common. Instead, groups of survivors were bumping into each other as they sought out the ever-dwindling resources of a dying city. Knife wounds had replaced accidental lacerations, and gunshots had become the number one injury she treated.
As she began to sink into a light slumber, she felt the air move near her as one of her fellow workers walked by. Claire smelled the generic antiseptic odor of the person, giving her no clue whether it was a man or woman. She heard the distinctive clanging of a coffee mug and the ritualistic sounds of cream and sugar being added to the ceramic cup. Claire snuck a peek, lifting her heavy eyes just enough to recognize Rachael Mason, one of the best trauma nurses she had ever worked with. Rachael had taught Claire more than any of the emergency doctors she had shadowed. Given that the trauma nurses were often the first in the hospital to triage the patient and begin their care, Rachael was a wealth of life-saving information and critical care tips.
“Did I wake you?” Rachael asked with a distinctive lack of sympathy.
“Like you care,” Claire mumbled to her friend.
“You need to ask?” the nurse replied with a smile.
Claire heaved herself up from the furniture and stumbled over to the coffee pot.
“Why is it so quiet out there?” Claire asked as she poured coffee into an old beige mug. “Did they finally run out of bullets?”
“No,” Rachael said. “It’s close to five.”
“I’m assuming you mean morning and not dinner time.”
“You assume correctly. Even the gangs need some sleep.”
Claire sat down at the table with her friend, both women savoring the brief moment of calm as they sipped their whitened and sweetened coffee.
“How’s your family doing?” Rachael asked, breaking their trance-like state.
“Fine, I guess. I haven’t spoken directly with them in a while, although I still get updates from that HAM radio guy. He sends me notes occasionally with a message for me from my dad or mom.”
“That sucks,” Rachael said. “But I guess it’s better than nothing.”
Claire had no good reply to this line of conversation. She knew that Rachael’s parents had been killed early on in “the darkness” when they were ambushed by escaped inmates while driving their old pickup truck from the farm they owned near Ashland City. With so much confusion in those early days, their bodies had been recovered and cremated before Rachael had heard they were dead. She hadn’t been back to their farm since they were killed, which was now likely occupied by squatters or just falling into disrepair.
Hoping to deflect the conversation in a more positive direction, Claire asked, “How was your last visit to Smyrna?”
“Well,” Rachael said with a sly grin. “It was very productive.”
“Do tell! And don’t leave out a single detail. How’s your beau?”
Rachael took another sip of her coffee, primarily to hide the growing flush that was developing on her cheeks. Claire was enjoying her friend’s discomfort as Rachael struggled to decide just how much to disclose.
“Billy’s…fine. He’s just fine.”
“Just fine?”
“No, he’s quite fine.”
“Come on,” Claire begged. “Details! You know I have no life. I need a good story to get me through.”
“Oh, alright,” Rachael said, and the two women began gossiping like two teenaged girls. Billy Sims was Rachael’s boyfriend. A private pilot before “the darkness,” he was now with the Tennessee National Guard. At first, Rachael had been upset when the Guardsmen were relocated from the nearby airport to Smyrna. It was only fifteen miles away, but it might as well have been a thousand with gangs and criminals a constant threat. Recently, a regular convoy was established between the Smyrna National Guard Base, the Nashville airport, and the hospital, moving supplies between those three key areas. Rachael could hop a ride with the supply convoy and get back to the hospital within twenty-four hours.
“So what does Billy have to say about all this?” Claire asked.
“He can’t be specific, but I got the feeling that the Guard isn’t too happy with how the government is handling the recovery.”
“Heck, I could have told you that,” Claire said. “Our government has no control at all.”
“No, it’s worse than that. Billy says that some of the officers are starting to think that what’s going on is exactly what the government wants. They’re sending out men to investigate some pretty crazy stuff they’ve heard about.”
Rachael scooted herself closer to Claire and spoke in a whisper.
“Remember what you told your dad? How all your long-term patients just disappeared?”
“Yeah, of course,” Claire murmured, troubled.
“Well, some of the Guardsmen that reported for duty are talking about work camps with forced labor. And a few survivors have said that there are a bunch of people unaccounted for after a visit from Homeland.”
“You’re kidding!”
“Nope. Two of the Guardsmen from the Memphis area had to threaten DHS with their machine guns to get family out of the Memphis relocation camp. The place is a jail, and a lot of the men and some of the women that check in often go missing after a while. There was even a farm set up by DHS outside Jackson that refused to let the Guardsmen in. Said they didn’t have the security clearance.”
Claire’s brain was too tired to process the information, she decided to visit the local HAM radio operator named “Slack” and get in touch with her father. He’d know what to do.
“Hey,” Rachael said after a long pause. “You’re drifting off.”
“Just thinking,” Claire replied. “I need to talk with my dad about this.”
“No, the first thing you need to do is get some rest. I came down here to let you know that you’re officially on weekend leave and don’t have to report for ER duty for forty-eight hours.”
“How…?”
“They have an Army doc here for the weekend, getting some real-world trauma experience. You are officially not needed, so get some rest and have fun for the next two days.”
Claire slowly got up from the table and stretched her back. “It’s been so long since I’ve had a day off. I hardly know what to do with myself.”
“Get some rest,,” Rachael said, nodding to the bunkroom door.
“Thanks. Let’s talk later.”
“I’ll be here, just get some rest. I have a feeling we’re going to need it.”
Claire took the bottom bed on the last of the five bunkbeds. Hanging her lab coat on the wall hook next to her, she fell on top of the covers, too tired to pull the cotton blanket and sheets back. The last thing that Claire remembered was the cold, stiff pillow hitting the back of her neck as she fell into the deep abyss of a sleep long past due.
Twelve hours later, Claire finally pulled herself out of the lower bunk and stood and stretched. She went to a rack of fresh scrubs and found a set that fit, then grabbed her flip flops from her locker. A long, hot shower left Claire invigorated.
Afterward, she went to the hospital’s cafeteria and got in line with the rest of the staff. The sight of baked chicken and mashed potatoes set her empty stomach growling, and she loaded her plate with more food than she could ever remember eating. She also grabbed extra chicken for the HAM operator, remembering her mother’s penchant for sending food as a token of thanks. Embarrassed at the heavy tray, she rushed past the empty cash register. At least she didn’t have to pay for anything; since money wasn’t around anymore, the food was a perk for the hospital workers. She found a table well away from prying eyes and began the assault on her meal.
As she attacked a particularly delicious bowl of carrots coated in brown sugar, Claire felt rather than saw someone sit down next to her.
“Rachael?” she guessed.
“Were you expecting someone else?” her friend asked.
“Prince Charming. Note the spare chicken I brought for him.”
“Never met him, though he must be a big guy to need that much food.”
Rachael reached her fork over to the still-overflowing plate in front of her friend but received a dog-like growl from Claire for her efforts.
“Really?” Rachael asked. “You have enough to kill a horse.”
“Probably, but I haven’t had a hot meal since…what day is it today?”
“Good Lord, woman. It’s Saturday.”
“Then I haven’t had a hot meal since Wednesday’s breakfast.”
“Living on protein bars?”
“And coffee, lots of coffee.” Claire took a big bite of chicken breast topped with cheese and gravy, wrapped in a slice of white bread.
“They had ham sandwiches,” Rachael said, eyeing the strange concoction with curiosity.
“No pig products unless it’s an emergency. One of the forbidden foods.”
“Oh yeah, it’s a Jewish thing. What else can’t you eat?”
“Camels.” Claire deadpanned as she put another big bite of food into her mouth. “I’ll bet they’re delicious.”
Rachael snorted and began working on her salad. “So what are you planning on doing tonight and tomorrow?”
“I’m heading over to talk with the HAM guy.”
“With all the shit that’s going on out there! Are you kidding?”
“There is a convoy leaving at nine o’clock, and they can drop me off a couple of blocks from this guy’s house. I know he’ll be there on his radio. He said that Saturday nights were particularly busy. I just need to speak with my family. I miss them.”
“What about getting back here?”
“The convoy will pick me up when they return tomorrow. The radio guy offered me a room for the night.”
“I’m sure he would,” Rachael said.
“I don’t think I have a lot to worry about,” Claire said as she put her fork down and brought out a plastic zip-lock bag. She stuffed the remaining chicken into the bag along with a second full bowl of carrots. She zipped the bag closed and put it in a brown paper bag along with a half-dozen cookies wrapped in a napkin.
“You think that food in the belly will prevent lust in the heart?” Rachael asked. “Here in the South, we know that a way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.”
Claire stood up from the table and grabbed her tray of dirty dishes.
“Well? You didn’t answer my question. How’s that food gonna keep his hands off you?”
“He’s old,” Claire said.
“A dirty old man!” Rachael shot back.
“He’s in a wheelchair. He was exposed to Agent Orange in Vietnam. I’m not an idiot, Rach, and I can take care of myself.”
Rachael’s face fell as her teasing manner drained away. “I’m sorry. I just…”
“I know.” Claire said. “But sometimes you treat me like I was so stupid that if I had an idea, it would die of loneliness.”
“I’ve never thought of you as stupid. Naïve, but not stupid. I’m glad to know he’s not a threat.”
“Oh, so you’re glad he’s crippled with a neurologic disease?” Claire replied, refusing to let her friend out of the box she’d put herself into.
“I said I was sorry,” Rachael protested.
Claire smiled. “What do you say we go get some ice cream. I hear they’ve got strawberry tonight.”
“Sound great,” Rachael replied, grateful that her friend had let up on her. But the nurse still wasn’t all that pleased to see Claire go out at night, even with an army escort.
“Why won’t you let the guys drop you off at Slack’s house instead of a few blocks away?”
“He doesn’t trust them. Doesn’t want them to know where he lives.”
“Well, if the stories Billy’s telling are true, it’s probably a good idea to stay off the radar. I just hope the neighborhood is safe.”
“It is. They have a militia set up. They’re on a dead-end road with a small river backing up to them. They’ve got things under control.”
“Well, I still don’t like it, but I guess that’s something I can’t help.”
“I love you too,” Claire replied with a smile. “Let’s get some ice cream. I’ve got an hour to kill before I leave.”
“Please,” Rachael said, “don’t use the work kill.”



CHAPTER 9
LEBANON PIKE (SR 70) 
NASHVILLE, TN
“One life is all we have and we live it as we believe in living it.
But to sacrifice what you are and to live without belief, that is a fate more terrible than dying.”
—Joan of Arc
THE UP-ARMORED HUMVEE SWERVED TO avoid a burned-out Suburban that had come to rest across the right lane of the road. The driver, E-4 Specialist Janice Castro had been quietly cursing under her breath, while her fellow soldier Darius Jackson sat on the passenger side of the four-door vehicle.
“Hold on!” SPC Castro yelled from the front seat.
“I don’t get it,” Jackson said. “This was clear last night. Now it looks like a war zone.”
“What do you mean?” Claire Kramer asked from the rear seat. “I thought you told me this was going to be a milk run.”
“It normally is, ma’am,” Castro said as she accelerated away from the cluster of burned out vehicles she had just swerved through. “Been doing this run for a month, and we haven’t had a problem yet.”
The road seemed to open up as they shot toward the Nashville Airport. After a minute or two driving on a quiet and open road, Castro’s shoulders relaxed.
“We’re through,” she said. “But I still don’t like it.”
“We haven’t seen any problems on this route,” Jackson said as he turned in his seat to face their lone passenger.
Around Claire were boxes of supplies destined for the Nashville airport. Claire was smashed against her door, having created a space in the back seat by moving and piling crates of medical supplies that were bound for the airport, where they would then be distributed to aid stations throughout the area.
Jackson, a young African-American man from northwest Nashville, had an easy smile on his face as he turned to Claire. “Don’t worry, ma’am. We’ve seen a lot worse.”
“You sure about this, Doc?” Castro asked as they took a final bend in the road and began to slow down in front of the subdivision where “Slack” lived.
“Yes, thank you,” Claire said.
The giant military vehicle came to a stop in front of a street that had been blocked off by several SUVs and an old pickup truck.
“Don’t see anyone,” Jackson said.
“Go check it out,” Castro said.
Jackson swung the door open and produced a Surefire G2X flashlight from his pocket. The beam swept across the cluster of vehicles guarding the entrance to the housing development.
“Stay here,” Castro said to Claire as she dismounted from the HUMVEE. She produced her own flashlight and lit up the left side of the road while her partner scanned the area to their right. Satisfied the area was clear, she propped her battle rifle on top of the vehicle’s hood to cover Jackson’s advance.
“Looks good,” Jackson called as he walked carefully toward the barricade. Claire and Castro watched his beam darting behind and under the trucks.
“All clear!” he yelled as he returned to the HUMVEE. “No brass or signs of a fight.”
Both soldiers returned to the HUMVEE and shut their doors.
“This isn’t right, Doc,” Castro said. “The barricade’s been manned every time we’ve gone by.”
Jackson stared out at the empty vehicles. “They’ve waved at us every night for a month. No way they just abandoned their front line of defense.”
Castro turned to Claire. “I can’t make you stay with us, but this stinks. I’m strongly recommending that you cancel your little trip. Nothing about this makes sense.”
“You said there wasn’t any sign of a fight,” Claire said. “Wouldn’t there be bullet holes, spent casings, or blood if something happened?”
“Yes…,” Castro hesitantly replied. “But that’s no guarantee that things didn’t go south here.”
“Even if there wasn’t a fight,” Jackson said, “they’ve abandoned their barricade. You don’t do that unless you’ve left the area. The best you can hope for is that the houses are all empty. The worse you can expect is that bad guys have taken control.”
Claire sat for a moment, processing the information. In the end, there was only one choice she could make.
“I’m going in,” she said. “I have to try and contact my family. That HAM radio operator is my only link to home.”
“He’s probably gone,” Jackson said as he stared into the quiet subdivision. “Moved on with everyone else.”
“I don’t think so,” Claire said. “He’s wheelchair-bound and in no shape to leave his house.”
“Is that why you’re here?” Castro asked. “You’ve never explained why you’re making this trip. If you’re worried about your friend, we can arrange to have him brought to the hospital.”
“You don’t know him,” Claire replied. “Besides being stubborn, he’s a retired Marine.”
From the conversations she had overheard, the soldiers had a real love/hate relationship with the few Marines they had run across. Stubborn, loyal, and dangerous were the three most common adjectives she had heard.
“Copy that,” Castro said. “No reasoning with a jarhead once they’re set on their mission.”
Jackson laughed, his infectious smile bringing a grin to the two women.
“Very well,” Castro said. “This is your stop.”
“Thanks,” Claire said. “What time is my pickup tomorrow?”
“We’ll be rolling back through from the airport about 1300.”
“See you tomorrow.” Claire replied as she slid out of the back. Grabbing a backpack filled with the food and a couple of Cokes, she slammed the door closed and picked her way through the vehicles. She turned to wave and was met with a flash of the headlights followed by the growl of the HUMVEE’s diesel engine.
A nearly full moon bathed the road in the bluish glow of its light. The entrance road split, and Claire followed the street to the right. She had been driven here just once before, and that was a while ago. As she walked into the neighborhood, she reminisced about the time before “the darkness,” when she could have driven here in under fifteen minutes. Now her beloved sedan was nothing more than a useless lump of plastic and metal, sitting in the medical center parking lot across the street from the University’s emergency room entrance.
Mist clung to the open field to her right. A few cries from an owl somewhere in the fog-covered meadow gave life to the neighborhood, and the constant chirping of crickets comforted her as she walked.
They stop chirping when there’s a problem, Claire reminded herself.
Even with the background noises, the dark windows of the abandoned one-story brick homes gave the sub-division a tomblike air that eroded Claire’s resolve. The street was a large circle. Slack’s place sat at the bottom of the loop, his backyard on the river that marked the southern boundary of the neighborhood.
Muted sounds were coming from the center cluster of homes. Claire ignored them, but she began to pick up the pace as she felt, rather than saw, that someone was nearby.
CRACK…WHIIIIING!
A bullet flew by her.
Claire sprinted toward the field to her right as several more shots pinged off the road and slapped the dirt at her feet.
“There’s one!” called a voice from behind her as she disappeared into the mist.
Several people were chasing her. Adrenaline dumped into Claire’s bloodstream, and she barely felt the ground as her feet seemed to have a mind of their own. Deep into the fog, she stopped to get her bearings. The sounds of leather rubbing against metal, along with the crushing sound of many feet in the dry grass, was rapidly approaching. She turned to her right and began running back up the field.
Running parallel to the main road, she prayed that the fog would stay thick enough to cover her escape. But as she began to run uphill, the mist rapidly thinned. Seeing her cover disappear, she hid herself among the tall weeds and listened for her pursuers.
Like a trapped animal, her breathing was heavy and rapid. She tried to force herself to calm down, drawing on her crisis management experience in the emergency room where seconds meant the difference between life and death. She brought her breathing under control just as four men crashed into the spot where the fog thinned out.
“Where’d she go?” one of the men huffed.
“I think she turned back there,” another replied.
“No, she went this way,” the first. “We need to spread out.”
Each carried a battle rifle and had a military belt or bandolier with extra magazines of ammunition strapped to their bodies. They wore jeans and sneakers, so they definitely weren’t military or government.
The first man pointed over Claire’s head and sent two of his comrades in her direction, while he and the other man moved south. They brought their rifles up and surveyed the fog covered and moon-lit field. By Claire’s estimate, they were about thirty yards away when they split up. Her hiding spot was far from perfect, and if they got much closer, she would be captured.
Reaching into her backpack, she pulled out the plastic bag of chicken. As the two men slowly advanced toward her, they were scanning with their eyes side to side. About twenty yards away, both men stopped and looked to their left, peering into the fog at a noise or movement that had caught their attention. Taking advantage of the distraction, she heaved the bag of food deep into the field.
The bag landed with a thud, crushing the dried grass.
“Over here!” one of her pursuers yelled as they ran towards the sound.
Dropping her backpack, Claire sprinted back toward the highway, quickly losing the cover of the low-lying fog. Her legs moved with a speed and purpose that she didn’t know she had possessed.
“There she is!” Claire heard from the field behind her about thirty seconds later.
She continued running up the slight rise of the hill, using the maturing oaks as cover. Loaded down with guns and ammunition, her pursuers were having difficulty catching up to her. In fact, as she came to the end of the field, she glanced back to find the four men now about fifty yards behind.
As she broke out onto the open street, she heard the crack of a rifle, felt the air pop next to her ear, and heard the zing of a bullet as it passed within inches of her head.
Claire’s only thought at this point was getting out of the neighborhood, but as she zigzagged up the road, she realized that she had no plan beyond that. She didn’t know where to go once she escaped; she just knew she needed to get away from these four men.
Another bullet pinged off the asphalt at her feet, pushing away any thoughts. Her brain wasn’t capable of higher level functions as she tried to get away. The sound of two more gunshots pushed her forward at an even more frantic pace.
She could see the silhouettes of the trucks and SUVs at the front entrance about a quarter mile ahead as she rounded the bend in the road. Her pursuers were now blocked from a direct line of fire by the house on the corner. As Claire turned to look back, she stepped off the asphalt, causing her to stumble and fall. Quickly getting back up, she ignored the pain from her skinned knee and bruised right hand, and took off in a final attempt to get to the temporary safety of the vehicle barricade.
“Got her!” one the men cried in triumph, the voice closer than she thought was possible. She glanced back and saw that the pursuers had cut across the corner house’s front yard.
Claire cried out in fear and tripped again. Turning to face her executioners, she began crawling backwards through the grass on the side of the road as the four men slowed down to a walk, confident that they had cornered their prey. The men at last became more than dark specters in the night as the nearly full moon cast a pallid glow over their bearded faces.
“Got us a pretty one,” one of them said.
“Glad you’re such a shitty shot. Would have been a waste to kill her.”
“Screw you,” the first one said.
They lowered their rifles, and one of the men stepped forward with a sinister smirk on his face.
“Say there, honey, what’s your name?” he said as he approached with his hand out.
As the thug reached to grab Claire, the world exploded.
CRACK! BWRATT! CRACK! BWRATT! BWRATT!
The man who was looming above Claire jolted back and landed with a thud on the dark street. Two of his companions were trying to bring their rifles up when their heads erupted like a firecracker exploding a ripe cantaloupe into pulpy fragments. Their deaths were instantaneous as their bodies simply dropped in place. The fourth man screamed as three shots punched through his abdomen and chest. Within seconds, the four men were down, three of them dead and the last writhing and moaning from the gunshot wounds to his torso.
“Advance!” someone called out behind Claire.
She turned to see Castro and Jackson jogging toward her. Each held their black rifle up, staring through their ACOG scopes as they scanned the area.
“Clear!” Castro yelled. She dropped her slung M-16 to her side. “You okay, ma’am?”
Claire struggled to speak as she let SPC Castro pull her to her feet.
“What…how?” Claire stammered.
“You can thank Jackson for the save,” Castro said. “He made us come back for you.”
“It was no problem, ma’am.” Jackson said before Claire could respond. “Our C.O. would have thrown us in the stockade if we’d lost one of our only docs.”
Claire threw her arms around the young man, hugging him hard for a few seconds before letting go and embracing Castro.
“I don’t care why you came back. Thank you!”
“Just doing our job,” Castro replied. “Now we need to get out of here.”
As they turned to go back to the HUMVEE that was parked on the other side of the makeshift barrier, Claire stopped.
“I can’t,” she said. “I have find my friend.”
“You’re joking, right?” Castro asked.
“No, I’m not.”
“I’m sorry, Doc. But you’re coming with me.”
“I have to find out what happened to him.”
“That’s what happened to him,” Castro said, pointing at the downed thugs. She began to pull Claire toward the waiting military vehicle. “We have to move. There may be more.”
Claire resisted, but the two soldiers hauled her to the other side of the barrier. The HUMVEE sat idling with its lights off. Around them, the fog began to settle on the moonlit road. Claire looked over her shoulder. What if Slack was hurt and needed her help?
“Stop!” Claire said. “I need to tell you why I’m here.”
“Ma’am, you’ve already told us,” Jackson said as he began to push Claire into the open rear door.
“No, I haven’t.”
Claire shook their hands off her arms and took one step back. Facing the two Guardsmen, she made a decision to trust them with the real reason she had risked her life tonight.
“I don’t believe the two of you are involved. If you are, then I’m dead as we speak.”
The two soldiers looked at each other, confusion on their faces.
“Where are you from? Where is your billet?”
“Smyrna.” Castro hesitantly replied. “Why?”
Relief flooded Claire’s voice as she asked, “Do you know Billy Sims?”
“Sure,” Jackson replied. “He’s a friend.”
“Then I have a story to tell you, and I swear it’s true. I just hope you believe me.”
For the next five minutes, they stood in front of the HUMVEE while Claire told them about disappearing patients and the chaos her family was facing.
“And that’s why I need to get to my friend’s house. I have to talk to my dad. I need to know what to do.”
Castro gave Jackson a look before replying. “Doc, I believe you. We’ve heard some nasty rumors, and what you’re telling me jives with them.”
Castro turned to Jackson and barked out a command. “NVG’s Jackson. Take the deuce. We’re going in there.”
Jackson and Castro each retrieved a tube with a cantilevered arm from a pouch on their MOLLE belts. Snapping it onto a square mount on the front of their helmets, they both rotated the lens over their left eye and a green glow bathed their faces as the night vision monocular came to life.
“Front seat, Ma’am” Castro commanded, opening the passenger door for Claire.
Jackson moved to the back and stood up through a hatch in the metal roof of the HUMVEE. He took his place behind “Ma Deuce,” the M-2 machine gun mounted to the top of their vehicle. Pulling back on a handle on the right side of the gun, he racked the slide, putting a live round into the firing chamber.
Jackson leaned down into the cab of the HUMVEE and yelled out, “Locked and loaded!” He pulled himself back into position behind the machine gun and slapped the metal roof three times, indicating that he was ready to go.
“Which way, ma’am?” Castro asked.
“Claire,” she replied. “Please, call me Claire.”
“Maybe after we get out of the hot zone.”
“Go to the right and down the street to the end,” Claire said.
The vehicle’s huge, turbine V8 engine roared to life as Castro steered around the barrier’s vehicles and made her way to the makeshift blockade The HUMVEE pushed one of the barricade’s SUVs to the side.
With the lights out, and the moon shining down, they were still visible. But the NVG monocular that each of them wore, lit up the night in a bright green hue. As far as the two soldiers were concerned, it was mid-day when they looked through the light intensifiers that were over their left eyes.
“Fourth house on the right,” Claire said, as they made the turn at the bottom of the hill.
“See anything?” Castro asked over her military headset.
Claire couldn’t hear Jackson’s response over the rumble of the HUMVEE’s engine, but given that they continued down the road, she assumed that all was clear.
Claire touched Castro’s right arm and pointed to the single-story home where she had last visited Slack. The tall evergreen bushes that flanked the front door hid the entrance from view. Castro she turned the big machine and drove up the curb and onto the front lawn, then stopped directly in front of the house.
“Doc, you stay here until I give you the green light,” Castro said to Claire. “Jackson, cover me.”
Castro brought her rifle up and walked heel to toe to the front porch, then disappeared into the shadows between the tall bushes. A moment later, Jackson dropped back into the cab and exited through the rear door. Claire sat in silence for what seemed an eternity before Jackson returned.
“This way, ma’am,” he said as he opened her door.
“Is he in there?” Claire asked.
“I’m sorry, we were too late.”
Jackson produced a flashlight and guided her through the darkened house. Claire saw light ahead and entered the room where Castro stood. A camping lantern glowed in the kitchen, and another lit up the back bedroom.
“Slack?” Claire asked, already knowing that her only contact with her parents was dead in the next room.
Castro just nodded toward the open door. Claire hesitated for a moment then walked into the room. Slack was still in his wheelchair, his head tilted back. Multiple bullet holes riddled his torso. His mouth was open and his lifeless eyes stared at the ceiling. Rigor had yet to set in as Claire examined his body, so his death had occurred no more than a few hours ago. She gently closed his eyes and then turned to examined the desk. The radio and various other electronic equipment had been destroyed by multiple bullets. The HAM setup, a vintage Hallicrafter SX-122 he had owned since the early 70’s, was now a useless pile of wires and vacuum tubes.
Claire lifted the camp lantern from the floor, shining its light on the desktop. Papers were strewn haphazardly, and Claire began examining them to see if anything of value could be salvaged.
“Come on, Doc,” Castro said. “We can’t hang out here. There may be more of them.”
“A moment,” Claire said. “Let me at least gather these papers to bring with us.”
“You’ve got sixty seconds,” Castro replied. “Jackson, get back out front and set up overwatch.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Claire was collecting the various papers when she caught her name written down with what looked like red marker. She brought the page close to the lantern.
Claire, don’t forget to take my car.
“What the…?” Claire said loud enough for Castro to hear.
“Whatcha got?”
“That crazy Slack. He left me a note to take his car. But he doesn’t have a car.”
“What about that?” Castro said, pointing to a car fob that sat on a shelf above the destroyed radio.
“Why is it flashing?” Castro asked.
“I don’t know,” Claire said, as she examined the wireless car controller. “There’s no car name or logo on it.”
“Maybe it’s a duplicate?”
“But he doesn’t have a car. He told me that much when I was here last time. He sold it years ago to help pay for his motorized wheelchair.”
Castro moved next to Claire and took the fob, using her flashlight to inspect it more closely.
“That’s weird,” Castro said. “It’s got a smart card slot.”
Castro pushed on the edge of the card, releasing the tiny memory chip from its slot. Examining the fob again, she smiled.
“I’ll be damned. It’s a video recorder.”
Claire collected all the sheets of paper and stuffed them into a plastic grocery bag she found lying on the floor.
“I’m ready,” Claire said.
Castro gave Claire the memory card. “Hold this and don’t lose it. We’ll have to use a computer back at Smyrna to see what’s on that thing.”
“Smyrna?” Claire asked. “I thought you were going to the Nashville airport?”
***
“Oh, we’re going there to drop off the supplies, but we’re heading on to Smyrna for the night,” she said. “I know that our C.O. will want to hear your story.”
They returned to the HUMVEE, and Castro ordered Jackson back to the machine gun. Claire sat in the front passenger seat, staring out of the window at the darkened city as they drove, wondering just what she had gotten herself into. The HUMVEE’s dashboard gave off little light, so she had to wait before she could read Slack’s notes.
The trip to the Nashville airport took less than ten minutes. There were no further incidents, and Claire began feeling much more at ease when she saw the airport’s lights painting the dark Tennessee sky.
Approaching the northwest corner of the airport, Route 155 crossed over Interstate 40. As they crested the top of the overpass, Claire gave an audible gasp as she saw tens of thousands of people amassed on the flat, concrete grounds of the airport. Buses were leaving the facility, a seemingly endless line of yellow and grey metal boxes spewing diesel fumes. They passed at least a dozen Greyhounds and school buses that were merging onto the interstate, breaking east and west depending on their destination.
Castro turned into the airport’s commercial loading area. A DHS agent, backed by a variety of manned assault vehicles, stood guard. After passing over their orders and identification cards, they quickly dispensed with their cargo and returned to the gate. When they stopped to pick up their ID cards, they watched as another dozen buses rumbled past them on their journey out of town. All the transports were full of people; Claire could see their silhouettes in the foggy windows. Who were they? And where were they being taken?
Once the road was clear, they were waved through and the three of them were off on the final leg of their trip to the Smyrna airport and the Air National Guard’s relocated headquarters. The fifteen-mile trip took nearly forty-five minutes. After clearing security, Castro pulled up to a building about a quarter mile from the main gate near the runway. The concrete tarmac was littered with lifeless aircraft. Several more darkened administrative buildings sat just ahead, all as lifeless as the Guard’s dead helicopters. To her right were multiple apartment-like structures, each with a few lit windows. No one was outside.
“This way, ma’am.” Castro said as she hopped out of the driver’s side door and began walking up the sidewalk.
Claire wearily grabbed her plastic bag of papers and unconsciously touched her front pocket where she felt the outline of the memory card. Just inside the front door, a guard sat at a metal desk. Castro reported to him, and after a minute or two in hushed conversation, the guard picked up an old push-button phone and made a call.
“Follow me, please,” the soldier said. “Sully, take over.”
Another soldier, this one armed with an M-16, appeared from an alcove to her left. Claire was amazed that she hadn’t even noticed his presence until just then. Castro and Claire followed the first guard and were led into an office marked “Commanding Officer.”
“Take a seat,” the guard ordered. “The colonel will be here momentarily.”
Castro sat stiffly in one of the room’s chairs while Claire chose to stand instead. She was tired from riding in the HUMVEE; its thinly padded plastic seats transmitted every bump and pothole.
“How can you sit down after riding in that thing all day?” Claire asked.
“Those were my orders,” Castro simply replied.
Claire roamed the room, looking at a wall display of plaques as well as the official picture of the president. Claire wasn’t much for politics; her life had been too busy for it to be a concern for her. She looked at the picture but found it uninteresting. Other than skin color, this president’s photograph presented the same sanguine smile as all the other ones she had seen. It was a look she had never cared for. Given the constant problems a president faced, the optimistic grin seemed fake and out of place. The one thing she knew was that if she was ever elected president, her photograph would reflect an expression of sheer terror. It amazed her than anyone would want the job.
The clicking sound of shoes on the linoleum hallway floor approached and then stopped just outside the room. On cue, the door opened and a smartly dressed man entered. Greying temples and eyebrows indicated he was likely in his late fifties, but his physique spoke of a disciplined man, with a tapered waist and wide shoulders.
Castro snapped to attention, presenting a crisp salute and barking out her name.
“Sir, Specialist Janice Castro reporting.”
The officer gave her a gentle smile and returned the salute. “At ease, Castro. It’s too late to be so damned energetic.”
“Yes sir,” she replied, but she continued to stand stiffly with arms behind her back.
The officer went to Claire and held out his hand. “I’m Colonel Cooper,” he said as they shook hands. “Thank you for coming. Let’s go to my office.”
Three of them went through a second door and into his private office. After seating himself behind his desk, Cooper folded his hands on the desktop and looked up at Claire.
“Well, I’ve been told you have a story you’d like to tell me.”
His eyes and smile gave her all the confidence she needed. After almost ten uninterrupted minutes, including a description of her missing renal patients and other rumors she had gleaned from people she had treated in her emergency room, she produced the memory card and handed it to the colonel.
“I haven’t gone through the papers yet,” Claire said. “But that shouldn’t take much time.”
“Go ahead and get started.” Cooper punched some buttons on his phone and said, “Get I.T. over here right away with a secure laptop and memory card reader.”
Claire began going through the papers, putting them in a neat pile as she pulled each one out of the stuffed plastic grocery bag. About half way through, she found a handwritten note.
It read:
 
Message from Cornbread as follows – For Lady Doc
Contact father as soon as possible. Everyone is safe and healthy but situation has become dangerous. Confirmed mass murders by DHS agents. Incinerator plant outside Leesburg being used as crematory for sick and other undesirables. Thousands dead. Don’t tell anyone. Don’t talk about missing patients. DO NOT TRUST HOMELAND SECURITY.
 
Claire began to tremble as she re-read the message. Tears rolled down her cheeks. Cooper saw her crying and came out of his chair.
“What is it?” He put his hand on her shoulder. The fatherly gesture set off a range of pent up emotions and, Claire let loose with a full throttled sob. As she fell again the kind, older man’s chest, he put his arm around her and motioned for Castro to bring some Kleenex from his bathroom.
“Here,” he said, handing her a tissue. “Now what’s caused all those tears?”
Claire handed him the note.
“That’s from my dad,” she said. “If he says that DHS is committing genocide, I believe him.”
Cooper re-read the note then put it down on his desk, his face tensed in anger. He sat heavily in his chair and was about to speak when there was a knock at the door.
“Enter!”
“Sir, Specialist Rooney from I.T., reporting as ordered.”
After the specialist set up the laptop and attached the card reader, the colonel turned to him and asked, “Is this machine secured?”
“Yes sir, the computer was wiped clean and we are not on the network.”
“What’s that about?” Claire asked.
“Viruses,” the colonel replied. “Without knowing the history and source of this memory card, we’ve isolated the computer from the rest of our network. Can’t be too careful.”
The tech inserted the card and once the computer recognized it, Rooney navigated to the appropriate dialog box.
“Sir, just double-click on the icon and you’ll be able to see its contents.”
“Go ahead, Rooney.”
Specialist Rooney opened the card and found two large movie files.
“Shall I, sir?”
“Go ahead.”
The first movie file showed the final moments of Slack’s life. The old man stared straight into the camera, a look of weary resignation on his lined face, and began to speak:
This is first sergeant Michael R. Creighton, retired United States Marines. This is my final report. Doc Kramer, I hope it’s you and that you’ve found my note from your father. From what I’ve been hearing these last few months, and from what ole’ cornbread has been saying, we’ve got ourselves a mess. Lots of people disappearing once the government gets involved.
Just a few minutes ago, one of the neighbors came down and said that DHS is at our front gate with enough heavy firepower to wipe our neighborhood off the face of the earth. They want to take us all away to their relocation camp. I can hear heavy engines out there. Even if they spare the others, I’m one of the ones they don’t have a use for. I hope you find me with an empty gun in my hand.
***
When the recording ended, the colonel sat back in his chair and began to rub his temples.
“My God,” he finally said. “Can this really be happening?”
He double-clicked the second file. It was Slack once again, but the camera was tilted at a slight angle and he was facing away from the screen.
Claire guessed he had placed the recording fob on the shelf where Castro had first noticed it.
Someone was pounding on the door of his home. Seconds later, a crash sounded as they broke down the door. A voice shouting orders was calling for the men to search the house. All the while Slack waited, facing his inevitable death.
The retired Marine brought up a .45 handgun and racked the slide. Pointing the pistol at the door, he called out to the men just outside.
“What the hell do you want? Just leave me alone.”
“Come on out, old man. Your neighbors said you’d be in here.”
“I can’t come out,” Slack yelled back. “My wheelchair’s out of power.”
“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” a man said as he opened the door.
BLAM! BLAM!
The 1911 handgun spoke twice, sending its 230-grain hollow point bullets into the head of the DHS agent. A stunned look flickered across the man’s face as the back of his head exploded. His body landed on the kitchen’s linoleum floor at the feet of two more agents.
Slack emptied his magazine at the men in the kitchen. When his slide stayed back after his last round had been spent, an agent with a DHS logo on his tactical vest stepped into the doorway and emptied his thirty-round magazine in full automatic mode.
It was over in less than three seconds. Slack was dead, the gun falling from his limp hand onto the floor, and his beloved HAM radio equipment had died with him.
“Son of a bitch!” the DHS agent shouted. The camera continued to record as men dragged the two downed Homeland agents out of the kitchen. The agents left, not bothering to search the house, but the video continued to record. After almost five more minutes of viewing an empty room, the colonel stopped the movie.
The four of them sat in silence as they tried to process what they had just seen.
“Well,” the colonel said. “This looks bad, but it doesn’t confirm the stories.”
“What do you mean?” Claire asked. “You heard what he said. And those DHS agents murdered him!”
“He shot first,” Cooper replied. “If they had gone in with guns blazing, I could say that at least this group of operators were murders. But I can’t smear the entire government based on this video.”
Claire sat down, exhausted, realizing that the Colonel was correct. The only incriminating evidence on the recording showed a retired Marine sergeant making the first kill.
“So if DHS forced all the residents out of their homes,” Castro asked, “then who were the four we put down?”
“Probably looters,” Cooper said. “Opportunistic criminals that worked the neighborhoods cleared by our Homeland friends.”
“Makes sense,” Castro added. “They didn’t wear uniforms and definitely had evil on their minds.”
“Doctor Kramer,” Cooper said after a moment, “please don’t think I’m whitewashing this. There was no reason for those agents to kick down his door or force someone to abandon his home. I know that something is going on out there. I believe your father and I believe the First Sergeant. Most importantly, I believe you.”
“So what are you going to do about it?” Claire asked.
“Tonight? Nothing. It’s late, and I need to get home.” The colonel pushed some more buttons on his phone and spoke to the front guard. “Have Doctor Kramer taken to the VIP apartment and set her up for the night.”
“I’m fine to go home,” Claire protested.
“Just get some rest,” he said. “You’ve been through a lot and it’s showing. We’ll continue this tomorrow morning with my XO and another team leader. In the meantime, if you need anything, just ask. Any of the guards know how to get me.”
Claire suddenly felt exhausted. The adrenalin she’d been living off the last few hours had finally given out, and she almost collapsed as she stood up.
“Doctor Kramer!” Cooper yelled as Castro caught her.
“I’m alright,” Claire replied weakly.
“Yeah, you look great,” Cooper said. “Get her to the apartment and call Doc Adams to check her out.”
“No, really,” Claire said. “I’ll be fine. I just need some rest.”
Cooper shook his head. “Castro, go get Doc Adams. I’ll have the front guard take her to the apartment.”
“Yes sir!” Castro replied and spun on her heels to leave the room.
But before she was out the door, Claire felt a weakness fall over her and the room began to spin. A dark tunnel started to form in her peripheral vision. As the tunnel narrowed and her vision turned dark, she knew she was passing out. The last thing she remembered was floating toward the ground as two pairs of hands cushioned her from behind. She thought that it felt nice to let go. As her day came to an end, she smiled and closed her eyes, knowing that she was finally safe.



CHAPTER 10
DHS HEADQUARTERS 
ORLANDO, FL
THE MORNING AFTER CLAIRE KRAMER arrived at the Smyrna airport, John Drosky, the special agent in charge of the personal protection detail for Undersecretary Bedford of the United States’ Department of Homeland Security, was having one of those days where he wished he had just stayed in bed. As he stood guard outside the office door, he had nothing but time to think.
What had started as a means of staying close to Bedford had rapidly deteriorated into a babysitting job. While John “attended” every meeting, he was always outside the room and only heard the rare raised voice or gleaned the occasional parting comments as the door opened when the meeting concluded.
Any number of Washington dignitaries had been coming and going, enjoying the Central Florida winter weather. Bedford had even set up a helicopter shuttle service to take the visiting government bigwigs to one of two confiscated resorts. Both The Breakers in West Palm Beach and a gulf-front resort on Anna Maria island were now property of the U.S. government. In the Orlando area, the Hyatt at Grand Cypress had been the site of a couple of Washington powwows, and the golf course had been opened for the events. Bedford had attended both meetings, but John had not been privileged to enter the conference room, spoiling any opportunities for further intelligence gathering.
“Another exciting day planned?” asked Dixon Bruner as he approached.
“Bru, if life got any better, they’d make it illegal,” Drosky deadpanned. “I assume that Mrs. Bedford is on premises.”
Former Ocoee policeman Dixon Bruner had been assigned security for Tanya Bedford as she recovered from the gunshot wound suffered a few months earlier.
“Making her obligatory appearance at one of her husband’s social gatherings. She’s taken the kid down to the commissary for some ice cream. Any idea where we’re going today?”
Drosky shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Standing guard outside the director’s office at DHS headquarters had become both a frustrating waste of time and the fodder for any number of jokes from his friends. Nightly dinner with Bru and his fellow agent friends, Big Mike and Beth, inevitably brought out dark humor—and almost always at Drosky’s expense. Just last night, the trio presented John with a roll of toilet paper in a gold-colored box. “For the most royal wiping anywhere” was written on the front of the box, along with directions on how to properly apply the “gift” to Director Bedford’s backside.
“Probably another worthless planning session,” Drosky replied. “No doubt Captain Carlson and his wife will be meeting with our newest dignitaries out at the Grand Cypress.”
“Getting pretty dicey out there if Mike’s even close to accurately describing what he’s come across.”
“The entire south side of the city is a no-go zone,” John said. “Since they pulled Mike and the others out of the area, we’ve been knee-deep in refugees at the airport.”
Bruner sat down in one of the many chairs that lined the wall outside Bedford’s office. Leaning his rifle against the muted grey plaster, he adjusted his battle belt and pulled a pack of gum from his vest pocket. Throwing a couple of sticks into his mouth, he began contentedly chewing as he leaned his head back and stared at the ceiling.
“I feel worthless,” Bru said absently. “Tanya’s on the mend, and her daughter’s got two nannies. It’s a waste of time hovering over them. They never go outside the safe zone, so I’m nothing but a chauffeur, driving them around in a six-block radius. What a joke.”
“How is Lillie doing?” Drosky asked. “She better with mommy out of the hospital?”
“Yeah,” Bru replied, still staring up. “She’s not having as many nightmares now. Most nights she sleeps with her mother, except when you guys show up with Bedford for his ‘quiet time’ with Tanya.”
Drosky smiled, watching Bruner stew over the way Bedford treated his wife. The director barely tolerated Lillie, the woman’s daughter, and only used Tanya as arm candy for social gatherings and for pleasure on the occasional conjugal visit. Other than that, she didn’t exist in Bedford’s world as far as Drosky could tell. But it was obvious to John that his partner had become smitten with the woman.
“Bru,” Drosky said, “be careful.”
“What do you mean?”
“Tanya. Keep your distance. There are no positive outcomes for anything other than staying clear of her.”
Bruner’s head snapped up and he stared back defiantly at his friend.
“Seriously,” Drosky said, “she’s toxic. Off limits. You’ll disappear faster than a fat kid chasing the ice cream truck if you get between the director and his family.”
Bruner snorted, shaking his head in disagreement. “What family? He’s there when he has his needs, and nothing more.”
Bru stood and began to pace back and forth. Until that point, Drosky had assumed that his friend had an infatuation on the director’s exotic and beautiful wife. Now, it looked like the crush had developed into something much more. John put his hand out and gently grabbed his friend’s arm.
“Don’t tell me you’ve…”
“No! Of course not,” Bruner replied. “But the way he treats her and Lillie. I mean it’s enough to turn my stomach.”
Drosky released his friend’s arm as he looked into his partner’s eyes. “She’s got you,” he said.
“I don’t know, John.” Bruner replied. “It’s so confusing. Some days, I’m happy to be there and other days I resent the heck out of being her babysitter.”
“What does she say?”
“Nothing really.” Bruner said. “She thanks me, talks to me. And Lillie likes to climb all over me. But Tanya and I have never crossed any lines. As much as I want to sometimes, we haven’t done anything even close to wrong.”
“Hmm,” Drosky mused. “Sounds like you’re becoming the father and husband without the romance.”
“The way the two of them look at me…I wish I was.”
“She’s in a precarious situation,” Drosky said. “The kid can tell that Tanya looks to you for security. You’re the man her husband isn’t capable of being. But Tanya has to keep Bedford happy or else he might just get rid of her.”
“Not while I’m around!”
The sound of approaching footsteps from within the director’s office stopped further conversation. Bruner retrieved his rifle and both men stood at attention, flanking Bedford’s door.
“Thanks Mr. Director,” a voice said just as the door opened. Another new player from D.C. exited Bedford’s door. Captain Carlson and Micah Bedford followed him out.
“See you tomorrow on the first tee,” the fat little man shouted as the Washington bureaucrat strode away, disappearing down the long, dim hallway. Bedford then turned to the captain. “You up for eighteen in the morning?”
“Do we have a choice?” Carlson replied, acting as if they were being sentenced to hard labor at a federal prison.
“See you for dinner at six tonight. I’ll drive.” Bedford said, dismissing Carlson.
The captain nodded and left the three at Bedford’s door.
“What are you doing here?” Bedford asked Bruner.
“Sir, just checking in with Agent Dixon.”
“I like to get a daily report from the men guarding your family,” Drosky stated. “They’re in the commissary for some ice cream. With guards at the entrance to the building and several armed agents in the dining area, he felt it was safe to report to me.”
“Getting ice cream?” the rotund man stated with disdain. “I hope she isn’t down there getting fat.”
“No sir,” Bruner said. “It’s for Lillie. Your wife’s doctor wants her to eat more to help her heal, but she’s hasn’t been too compliant with his wishes.”
“Good,” Bedford said with relief.
Both men started contemptuously at their boss as Bedford turned to go back into his office.
“Sir, with your permission,” Bruner said to Dixon, “I need to get back.”
“Dismissed,” John replied, returning Bruner’s salute.
“Director, a word please.” Drosky said before Bedford could close his door.
“Sure, come inside,” he replied, waving Drosky into the room.
“I have a recommendation,” Drosky said after the director had taken a seat at his vintage mahogany desk. Salvaged from a high-end antique store, the massive partner’s desk was inlaid with ivory and decorated with gold leaf. The hundred-year-old brass hardware gave off a dusky gleam rather than the shine of new metal. The desk easily would have fetched five figures in the “before” economy. Now, months into the country’s recovery, it was being used by his corpulent boss to impress the visiting dignitaries.
“Recommendation for what?”
“Your family,” Drosky began, standing at parade rest in front of the desk. “I think we need to start the rotating agents guarding Mrs. Bedford and your daughter.”
“Why?” Bedford asked, looking up from the paperwork he had been scanning. “Is there a problem?”
“No sir,” Drosky replied. “But there is value in having fresh eyes on any situation, and I think that rotating agents would be of benefit.”
“Agent Drosky,” Bedford said, giving John his full attention, “My wife trusts Agent Bruner with her life. You two saved her from those MS-13 gang members. You’ll have a hard time getting her to agree with this.”
Bedford marched around the desk, his eyes almost a foot below Drosky’s own, Glaring up at the agent, he poked John’s chest rig and said, “Just what’s going on? I know you two are friends, so don’t bullshit me. Is there something here I need to know about?”
“No sir!” Drosky confidently replied. “But I worry that if you leave Bruner in his present assignment, he may become too attached to your family.”
“What! Are you telling me that something is going on between them?” he hissed, venom in his words.
“Not at all, sir, at least not yet. Please let me explain.”
“Please do!” Bedford shot back, his face still flush with anger.
“Sir, it is our responsibility to protect you. Not your wife. Not your daughter. You are the primary asset.”
“Go on,” Bedford said.
“If I may be blunt,” Drosky said, “I don’t want any of my men becoming more attached to your wife than they are to you. If we get into another situation like the one where MS-13 attacked our convoy, I need to know that the men I command will think of you first.”
Slowly, the director’s face began to return to its normal color. A slight smile twisted his lips.
“Yes,” Bedford said. “I see your point.”
The portly man returned to his leather chair. The springs that supported the antique groaned in complaint as the director leaned back and rubbed his chin.
“You’re right, of course. But I want you to stay with me. We can rotate security for Tanya and her kid, but you are to stay by my side. Is that understood?”
“Yes sir, completely,” Drosky replied crisply.
Bedford appraised John, nodding to himself. “I must say, I made the perfect choice putting you in charge of my security. You’ve just proven that again. I don’t like worrying about the men watching over my wife, if you know what I mean.”
“Completely, sir. Tanya is a beautiful woman, but the men respect you too much to take advantage of that. Besides, from what Agent Bruner tells me, she is completely devoted to you. I don’t think you need to worry about that.”
“True,” the bombastic man said. “But still, one never knows.”
“Might I suggest a solution?” Drosky asked. “I know someone that you could assign to your family who would never be a concern.”
“I’m listening,” Bedford said.
“Agent Beth Hildreth.”
“The female agent that stopped those gangbangers last month?”
Beth had been walking back to her apartment a few weeks back, when she spotted a group of MS-13 gang members raiding some of the nearby homes. She had called in support and personally took out one of the thugs with a well-placed bullet to his head, sending the rest scurrying out of the neighborhood. Beth had been hailed as a hero and was an asset in the field, but Bedford was more concerned with his own personal safety and controlling the population rather than confronting the gangs that were roaming the city.
“Yes sir,” Drosky said to his boss. “I can’t think of anyone more qualified. No distractions, if you catch my drift.”
“Is that all?” Bedford asked.
“I would still rotate a man from my command, giving your family a second person to guard your wife and child. But if you keep the men rotating through this assignment, they won’t forget who they are protecting, and Agent Hildreth can be the constant that would keep your wife satisfied with her protection.”
A smug look came over Bedford’s face as he pondered Drosky’s suggestion. “Agent Drosky, I want you to permanently re-assign Agent Hildreth to my wife. Commence with a rotation of your men as you deem appropriate.”
“Very well, sir,” Drosky said. “As you order.”
“Dismissed. And have my vehicle ready to travel to the Grand Cypress tonight. We’ll be leaving around six.”
Drosky snapped a salute, and after receiving the director’s typical limp-wristed reply, he spun on his heels and left the room. Calling a replacement to take over his overwatch duty, John was finally able to leave the director’s office. Striding down the hallway, he couldn’t help but smile at the way he had accomplished three goals in one stroke. The first was to get his partner away from Tanya and Lillie. The young man was smitten, and leaving him in that position was a recipe for disaster. The second goal was to get Beth closer to him. He was more and more convinced that things weren’t going well for the government, given the increased levels of gang and citizen violence. If the whole thing collapsed, he wanted her close by so they could team up and escape. The third goal was to have Beth share in the babysitting responsibilities he had been enduring. No longer would he be the only butt of Big Mike jokes.
Now, if I could just get Michael James Jones reassigned to headquarters Drosky mused.



CHAPTER 11
DISNEYWORLD 
ORLANDO, FL
“Whenever evil wins, it is only by default: by the moral failure of those who evade the fact that there can be no compromise on basic principles.”
— Ayn Rand
AS JOHN DROSKY CONCLUDED HIS meeting with Undersecretary Bedford, “Utter exhaustion” were the only words “Big Mike” could use to describe his physical and mental state. After being pulled out of Orlando’s south side, where he had been patrolling right after the EMP hit, he had been reassigned to a Rapid Reaction Group. The first few weeks of his new assignment were all training. He’d learned urban combat techniques including breaching and clearing buildings and other small unit tactics. The training period also gave him time to bond with the other members of his four-person squad.
Following completion of his training, the last months had been a blur of activity, each day bringing another dangerous situation that involved clearing a building or sweeping an abandoned neighborhood. Rarely did they come across criminal gangs. Rather, they were often confronted by families or groups of ordinary citizens scavenging for food, medicine, or other necessities.
In the early days of their mission, it was standard operating procedure to turn the looters over to DHS for processing. After a couple of firefights where wholly unprepared refugees were slaughtered, the four-man squad decided to let the perps go, along with their salvaged goods. They’d given the looters a stern warning in exchange for their promise that they wouldn’t return to loot again.
Repeating their mission day after day was taking mental and physical toll on them all, but especially on Big Mike, who was the largest member of the squad and had to lug around at least fifty more pounds of muscle than his battle buddies.
The heaviest burden he had to bear was the knowledge that his mother and sister were still unaccounted for. They’d lived north of Orlando in the Sanford area, miles from Big Mike’s area of operation. Mike saw the crime and disease that had enveloped the west side of town, and he worried that his family was in peril. But there was nothing he could do about it, other than have John’s girlfriend, Natasha, check the roster of refugees in Florida. The raven haired, blue-eyed Natasha worked at DHS headquarters, processing the new agents as they arrived. But more importantly, she monitored the camps and their progress in processing the citizenry into the nation’s new system of government. She had a line on the area’s activities and promised to let Mike know if she ran across his family’s location.
Big Mike’s fireteam consisted of himself, two Marines, and a Navy Corpsman. The other three retired from active service and all had combat experience. Mike, though by far the youngest and largest, was the least experienced of the four. At 6’4” and over 260 pounds, Mike towered over Cynthia Terrones, who was the most qualified. The staff sergeant had retired a couple of years back to start a private security company, specializing in counter-terrorism and marketing herself to the many resorts in the area. She had begun her career in the Marine’s Military Police but moved up to a Special Reaction Team. She then distinguished herself as a member of a Fleet Antiterrorism Security Team before retiring after twenty years in the Corps. Now pushing forty, she ran rings around the three men she had been teamed with. Mike quickly learned from Cyn that speed, agility, endurance, experience, and brains were far preferable to brawn. And if it weren’t for the cocky and condescending attitude of their DHS bosses, she would be giving the orders rather than taking them.
“Come on, Mike,” Cyn said in a low voice. “Keep your elbow in.”
Big Mike was trying to hide behind a faux marble pillar on a concourse at Disney’s Caribbean Beach Resort, aiming his M-4 toward a restaurant a few hundred feet ahead. Mike had a bad habit of aiming his battle rifle with a “chicken wing,” his left arm flared at a ninety angle from his body. The appendage would stick out from behind cover, presenting his enemy with a target. Cyn liked to remind him that a bullet to the arm was just as likely to put him out of the fight as a gunshot to the gut.
Roving gangs had been pillaging Disney’s stores, and their squad had been sent in after game trail cameras, which had been placed strategically throughout the theme park, confirmed that there was activity in this area.
Moving toward the sound of voices ahead, Cynthia and Mike were performing a bounding overwatch maneuver with the other two agents, Joey Phillips and Alan Taylor. As the other pair moved forward on their left, Cyn and Mike aimed down the alley, covering their squad mates’ advance.
Mike tucked his left arm tightly against his body as Taylor and Phillips paused on the left side of the walkway. A hand signal from the pair indicated that they were in position, and Cyn moved up and put her left hand on Mike’s right shoulder, initiating their move forward to their next area of cover. They walked heel to toe, both weapons aimed downrange at the threat, and took a position behind a large planter. Cyn left Mike and swung further to their right, advancing under an overhanging roof, passing several ransacked souvenir shops. She took a position about twenty feet ahead of Mike, behind another pillar and to the right of Mike’s lane of fire. Waving her hand side to side, she signaled the other pair to advance as she and Mike covered their movement once again.
Within a few minutes, the four were positioned outside the entrance to a restaurant from which the sounds of crashing furniture and laughter emanated. Cyn gave hand signals initiating their final assault. Phillips and Taylor advanced to the left side of the entrance. Taking a mirror from his front shirt pocket, Phillips scanned inside the building without presenting himself as a target. After watching for over a minute, Phillips pulled the mirror back and gave Mike and Cyn a signal that there were four bingos inside, each with a weapon. His final signal was that they were gang members and not a desperate family.
Cynthia had come up with the novel signals for what they were facing. An open hand with wiggling fingers represented a family, while a fist violently thrust into the air was a group that needed to be taken down. Mike felt the adrenalin course through his system. He needed to kick some butt after several frustrating weeks. He smiled at Cyn and was surprised to see a sinister grin in return. It seemed that she needed to dole out some good old-fashioned ass whooping as well.
Cyn and Mike advanced to the right side of the entrance and stacked up against the wall. Cyn held up her hand and counted down from five to one. Making a fist at “one,” she peeled into the room and turned to the right, while Phillips mirrored her movement on the left. Mike entered and took center right, finding cover behind a pillar and an overturned table. He saw Cyn advance and stop about ten feet ahead and to his right. Her hand signal initiated the others to move, and after two more leaps, Mike found himself less than twenty yards in front of the four thugs, while Phillips and Taylor were in a flanking and supporting position on the left wall of the large dining area.
“Do we give them a chance to surrender?” Taylor whispered into his neck mic, which broadcast to the other three team members.
“Negative,” Cyn replied. “You see the five-point crown on their arms? They’re Latin Kings. They won’t give up.”
She repositioned herself, leaning against the pillar, and took aim at the group.
“Taylor, take the left one. Phillips, you’re on the one with the yellow shirt. Mike, you take the playboy, the one with that stupid fedora. I have the one on the right.”
The four took careful aim as Cyn gave final instructions.
“Countdown from three,” she commanded.
“Is that on one or after you say one?” Taylor joked.
Cyn had drilled into them on this a million times. Taylor and Phillips were constantly trying to get her goat by asking that same question, on and off, over the last few weeks. Mike, who had a deep respect for her as a retired Marine, decided not to join in. Even though he had at least a hundred pounds on Cyn, she was quick and knew just the right places to strike a man’s body. He would give himself a fifty-fifty chance of surviving a fight with her. She wasn’t to be messed with.
“Shut it, Phillips. On my mark.”
The four took aim at the men, who stood by a table full of canned goods and other looted items from the adjacent stores.
“Three…two…one!”
At “one,” four rifles spat out their 62-grain, green-tipped .556 bullets. The penetrators roared out of their barrels and, like a scythe cutting down grain, put the gangbangers to the ground in one fell swoop. With the slugs moving at over three thousand feet per second, the four men were dead before the sound of the gunfire ever reached their ears.
Cyn advanced on the bodies, weapon up, and scanned the room.
“They’re gone,” she whispered. “Move up and clear the kitchen.”
The portholes in the double door entrance were lit with a dim glow, indicating that there was a light source inside. Few of the Disney buildings had skylights. It was most likely a lantern or flashlight illuminating the room beyond.
“Assume hostiles,” Cyn said. “On my mark.”
Neither Phillips nor Taylor joked this time, not with potential armed gangbangers waiting on the other side. Cyn counted down again, and they rushed the room, each breaking into their assigned lanes of fire. The squad, pumped for another fight, was met with silence. Scanning the room, the four advanced into the large, L-shaped area. Pots and pans were scattered over the white tile floor, and the detritus of months of abandonment were strewn among the discarded utensils.
“Shit. Over here.” Taylor said.
After ensuring that their side of the room was safe, Cyn and Big Mike quickly moved to the other men. The other two were standing with weapons slung down to their side, facing away from the corner of the room that they had been assigned to clear.
“Oh, no,” Cyn groaned, as Big Mike followed closely behind.
Lying on the floor, tied down to the legs of a metal prep table, was a young girl, naked and very dead. Her blank eyes stared up in terror and her mouth stood agape in a silent scream. Taylor found a tablecloth and covered the nude corpse. He knelt next to the victim and, closing his eyes, began whispering a prayer.
“Glad you didn’t give ‘em a chance to give up.” Big Mike said.
“With this corpse,” Phillips added, nodding his head toward the covered body. “They’d never have let us take them alive.”
“They were dead men walking,” Cyn said. “They just didn’t know it. Too bad they didn’t suffer.”
“I’ll call it in,” Phillips announced as he moved out of the kitchen to radio their findings back to headquarters.
Cyn and Mike followed Phillips back into the main dining hall. As their squad mate continued outside to send his report, they stopped by one of the four corpses. Cyn squatted next to the dead man and stared for nearly a minute at the lifeless body. Then, in one swift and nearly invisible move of her hands, she drew her Ka-Bar knife from its sheath, grabbed the corpse’s hair, and removed the man’s head.
Big Mike stood in stunned silence. She had decapitated the body in a little more than a second. As she threw the head to the tile floor and walked away, he recalculated his chances in a one-on-one fight with his battle buddy.
Nope, he thought. I ain’t messing with her…ever. 50/50 was a pipe dream. He now put his odds at less than one in four.



CHAPTER 12
MAITLAND, FL
“The Chinese use two brush strokes to write the word ‘crisis.’ One brush stroke stands for danger; the other for opportunity. In a crisis, be aware of the danger—but recognize the opportunity.”
— John F. Kennedy
ALMOST FOUR WEEKS HAD GONE by since Beker saved our butts. What I thought was going to be a day or two of laying low to avoid the white supremacist gang turned into weeks of lying low. It seemed that one of the mansions, just on the other side of the wall from us, caught Taurus’s eye. Within an hour of leaving our street, dozens more of the Nazi gang members had arrived to join Taurus in the neighboring subdivision. With the wall preventing direct access from our street to theirs, we at least had a buffer.
However, as the battle between the various rival gangs encroached on our neighborhood, vehicles began driving up and down the main road, bringing men and supplies from the area where we first saved Beker. As Taurus consolidated power over the area, the distant sound of gunfire could be heard throughout the day, most of the battles coming from across the lake and occasionally from the north.
We were now relegated to sneaking about at night, walking the two blocks down to the lake to get water and fish in the pre-dawn hours. We didn’t want to use up our valuable pemmican, and Harley had rigged up a solar oven using mirrors to cook what we caught. As long as we didn’t burn the fish, there was no smell nor smoke that would give our position away. We also used the solar oven to boil and sterilize our water rather than burning the remaining propane supply. Harley and Ashley still held out hope that the thugs will move on so that they could stay with their house. But with the arrival of Taurus and his gang, they had at least prepared bug-out bags in case they needed to accompany us to Doc Kramer’s house.
Tonight, I was going with Harley down to the lake. He’d rigged up a bunch of empty bleach and laundry detergent bottles as floats. We had tied off fishing lines to the handles with a rock wrapped to the line’s end to create a small anchor. Harley had sprayed the floats with a black-matte paint, and our plan was to place them off shore as a primitive trotline. Hopefully, with multiple hooks attached to the ten-foot anchored wire, we could harvest more food and minimize the danger of exposing ourselves to unwanted eyes.
After dinner, I did my typical nightly field strip and reassembly of my trusty rifle and hit the sack. It was well into spring now, with the smell of orange blossom in the air fading and the nighttime temperatures starting to warm. By June, sleeping indoors would become impossible, so we had to be out of here by then.
The last thing I remembered as I drift off to sleep was the sound of Jarrett—my semi-affectionate nickname for Janice and Garrett, in the style of Brangelina—doing more than snoring. I frowned, wishing I had someone to make noise with too. The next morning, Janice woke me for the trip to the lake. She was on overwatch, obviously not too tired from her and Garrett’s escapades just a few hours before. They tried to be quiet about it, but sound travels in a machine-free world.
I stretched and silently put on my boots and battle belt, the nylon strap snapping in place with its brass cobra buckle. I adjusted it slightly, trying to evenly spread the weight of my Glock and multiple spare magazines on my hips. It didn’t take long since I’ve been wearing a gun on my waist since “the darkness” began. Grabbing my AR-15, I slung it over my shoulder and then slid out the door.
The walk to the Rikers’ place was uneventful, and Harley and I were soon working our way along the shoreline, well away from our white gang neighbors. We had to go slowly even though we were sheltered in a cove. Homes on the lake could have become occupied since we last fished here, so stealth was needed.
I took the lead, my red-dot sight beginning to dim as its battery started to die. I had found a couple of spares, but they were hard to come by. It used one of those disc batteries like you find in a camera or car fob and not a standard AA or AAA battery. I kept those two little energy discs in my utility pouch attached to my battle belt. The red glowing dot was still bright enough to see at night, but the daytime washes most of its visibility away. In the daytime, I used my flip-up iron sights (even though they are made of plastic) to help me aim. Jorge said that the sights were “co-witnessed” with my red-dot. I had no idea what he meant until I turned on the Aimpoint and flipped up the front and back sights. There was my red dot, hovering above the front sight, right in the middle of the rear sight’s frame. The red dot and front sight were perfectly aligned. I was “co-witnessed!” Now that made sense.
“Here’s a good spot. We need to clear that house,” Harley said, pointing with his rifle to the dark mansion ahead.
I slid along the side of the hedge that bordered the mansion’s backyard. Most of the homes on the lake had been, at one point, manicured horticultural masterpieces. Now, the earth was reclaiming its own, as the St. Augustine grass had been overtaken by weeds and wild plants. Still, I didn’t want to march right through the lawn since I would leave a trail of broken stems that would show our passing. Better to stay to the side, where overhanging branches would hide our movements.
“Shit!” Harley hissed.
I snickered. The only thing that set Harley off was spiders, and the webs of Florida’s many eight-legged critters were everywhere in the overgrown trees and bushes.
“Screw this,” he said as he strode out a few feet from the overhanging branches. “I’ll lead.”
Harley began walking up the side of the lawn, bypassing the tangled matt of wild vegetation and dreaded spider webs to our left. With no sound nor light coming from the house, it was a pretty safe bet that we were fine. We cleared the house anyway. Ten minutes later, we were pushing a small aluminum boat out of the weeds and into the lake. We quietly paddled out into the cove, and stopped thirty or so yards into the deeper water.
“This is about eight to ten feet deep. This should work.”
We grabbed the floats and began to unwind the fifty-pound test line, tying off a baited leader about every two feet. Fish eyes from previous catches, as well as worms dug from our backyards, were speared onto the hooks. With four or five hooks attached to the main line and ten floats set, we had almost fifty chances of getting some fish.
As we turned and started paddling back toward shore, our boat was jarred, almost like we had run aground, except that we had barely started moving.
“What was that?” I asked.
“A gator!” Harley said with a level of glee that didn’t seem to fit our situation.
“You’re afraid of spiders but excited that an alligator almost tipped us over?”
“Gators have a lot of meat,” Harley said. “And I’m tired of fish.”
“And how’re you supposed to get that meat? Jump in and spear it with your knife?”
“Same as with the fish, only a bigger hook.”
“I can’t wait,” I replied sarcastically.
“Neither can I,” Harley said—except he was serious.
“Your brain’s not right,” I replied, shaking my head.
Harley just chuckled, which was the creepiest thing he could have done.
The next evening, we re-traced our steps. This time we brought a bigger float and hook set-up. Harley had three, one-gallon plastic jugs tied together with the fifty-pound line, and about four or five yards of twelve-gauge stranded electric wire hanging from the bottom which he had salvaged from a convenience store. He had two hand-sharpened coat hooks attached to the main cable, about three feet apart from each other, down near the end of the industrial line.
“I hate to ask what’s in the garbage bag,” I said.
“Squirrel,” Harley replied. “I’ll bait each hook with half of the carcass.”
“Then what? You’ll reel him in?”
“Not quite. Tomorrow, we’ll try to find the triple floats somewhere near shore. They’ll mark where he is. If everything works out as planned, we’ll grab floats, reel in the wire, pull him up to the boat, and then kill him.”
“With what? Your knife?”
“No, this.” He pointed to a long-barreled revolver inside the nylon gym bag he was carrying. “It’s a .22 caliber magnum. Put the end of the barrel to its head, right between the eyes, and pull the trigger. I’m going to use this bottle as a homemade silencer,” he said as he pulled a two-liter Coke bottle from his gym bag and shoved the barrel of the revolver inside its modified opening.
“Will those coat hooks be sharp enough to go through his snout when he bites down?”
“Nah, he’ll swallow them whole. I’m going to hook him in his stomach.”
I shook my head at his gleeful description while we pulled our boat out of the weeds once again and pushed ourselves into the shallow water just off shore. The moonless night made our work difficult, especially since we couldn’t use any light source to locate the black floating plastic. But we did recover seven of the floats and a total of seventeen fish of various sizes. Not bad at all.
“Here, take these while I bait the wire.” Harley said.
I gathered the trotlines onto the floor of the aluminum skiff while he pulled out the fresh carcass, cut the squirrel in half, and hooked the body parts with the sharpened hangers. He put the end of the electric wire into the water and began to slowly feed the line down to the bottom of the lake.
“You didn’t paint those floats black,” I said.
“He’s going to swallow the line, and we need to find him afterwards. He’ll run after he swallows the squirrels, and black floats will be tough to see.”
He turned to me after releasing the trap . “This is a long shot. The gator could take the bait and end up on the other side of the lake, so don’t get your hopes up. White floats are our best chance to find him, if we find him at all.”
Six hours later, I was awakened by a sharp punch to the shoulder. Harley was hovering over me in the pre-dawn darkness, his smile a faint glow in the dim light. As usual, he was in all black.
“Come on, let’s go look for our gator.”
“It’s isn’t even dawn. I thought we were going to check tonight,” I complained. “Besides, someone might see us.”
“I was thinking about that and changed my mind. By now, the gator’s going to have found a quiet spot to lay up for the day. By this evening, he’ll be on the move, looking for prey in another part of the lake. It will only be harder to find him the longer we wait.”
I was none too happy, having done overwatch from midnight to three.
“You know I just got to sleep,” I complained.
“You’ll get over it once we make a pot of my gator stew. Now hurry up!”
Sleeping in my clothing had its advantages, and I was ready to move within a minute. Outside, we were joined by an equally sleepy Garrett, who was holding a five-gallon bucket filled with water. Two more buckets were sitting at his feet. Harley handed me a container half-filled with soapy water and a heavy bristled brush.
“Here, I’ll need this to scrub the gator clean.”
The dead silence of the neighborhood was both a blessing and a curse. No sound meant no thugs, but it also meant any noise we made would carry a long way. With some luck, we made it to the cove without incident and found where we had set up our gator snare.
“Sun will be up soon,” I said as the eastern sky began to lighten. Faded pink and orange streaked the vista over the water. Within a few minutes we would be able to see more than just shadows lining the lake’s shore, but that meant others would be able to see us, too.
“I don’t see the floats,” Harley said with some pleasure. “That’s good, because it means a gator took our bait.”
“Yeah, but that won’t put any meat in our bellies unless we find him before it gets too light out.”
“Let’s keep going,” Garrett suggested. “Maybe we can spot it farther down.”
We left our buckets by the hidden boat and moved quietly through the next few backyards. We were starting to get uncomfortably close to the end of the cove. Another half a mile would put us near the racket club where we had rescued Beker from the Latin gang.
“There!” Garrett whispered, pointing to a cluster of cattails and tape grass under a dock near the bend of the natural inlet.
“I think I can reach the floats from the dock.” Harley said. “Come on.”
We crept through knee-high grass and weeds, keeping our distance from each other so as not to create a common path. We slid under the yard’s decaying ornamental bushes, and after a couple of minutes of motionless surveillance, we went out on the dock. Harley pulled gently on the line and had enough slack to wrap the electric wire around the dock’s pylon.
“This could get noisy, so we need to be quick about it. After I put a couple of slugs in its head, hustle back to the bushes and hide.”
Garrett braced himself, feet against the pylon as Harley produced his “silenced” revolver.
“I think I can see him in the weeds there!” I said, pointing down and out about eight feet away.
“Help Garrett pull,” Harley said as he leaned over the edge of the wooden platform. “Give a hard, steady tug on three. Ready?”
I positioned myself, feet at the pylon next to Garrett’s, and nodded. I bent out and grabbed the line and began to wrap it around my hand.
“Don’t wrap it like that,” Harley said. “He’ll just as likely pull you in as you pull him up. If he’s too big, let the line go.”
I adjusted my grip, and Harley began his countdown. On three, we heaved with all our might and the water exploded as the hook, buried in the beast’s belly, tore at his insides. A massive head erupted from the water as both Garrett and I pulled a second time, bringing the gator closer to us. The creature’s tail whipped back and forth, sending the monster twisting in the air.
Harley leaned out from the dock and hovered over the water, frozen and ready to strike. The gator belched out a roar. The twelve-gauge electric line was just strong enough to keep from being bitten through. As we pulled on the line, I could feel the primal strength of an animal whose species had stopped evolving hundreds of millions of years ago. The gator was a perfect fresh-water killing machine and needed no more improvement. We were trying to kill a modern dinosaur with a coat hook and a .22 caliber bullet.
The silenced revolver coughed three times.
The line went slack, and an eerie silence came over the cove as the massive beast’s carcass settled into the shallow lake. The maelstrom was over, leaving the three of us lying on the dock in shocked silence.
“Hurry!” Harley hissed as he grabbed his rifle and sprinted for cover in the tall grass.
Both Garrett and I were right behind him, our AR-15s clutched in our hands. The three of us went to ground, waiting for any response to the gator’s final fight for life. We held our position for nearly five minutes before we dared to move.
“I’ll stay here and keep watch.” Harley said. “You two go to the boat and bring back the buckets. I’ll make my way back if someone shows before you return.”
By the time we returned, the sun had begun to break over the treetops on the eastern shore. We dragged the carcass to the edge of the water, using the dock as a shield from any observers further down the shoreline. The ten-foot-long creature had to weigh almost four hundred pounds, so we could only bring him partially out of the lake.
Harley began by scrubbing the gator’s back with the soapy water. Dumping one of the two buckets of clean water over the lathered scales, he then removed the creature’s dorsal scutes, peeling off the back of the monster’s armor in one piece.
“We won’t have time to get all the meat,” Harley said. “But we’ll get the good stuff.”
He cut along the spine and removed the tenderloin from both sides of the gator’s back and dumped the two pieces of meat into the third bucket, which was still partially filled with clean water. Continuing up to the head, he cut out the jowls—two giant pieces of white jaw meat that were each as big as a turkey’s breast. Then he cut off the creature’s legs and put them into a garbage bag he had brought along. Finally, he cut into the tail and quickly removed two straps of meat he called jelly rolls. They peeled out easily, almost without a cut from his knife.
Garrett retrieved the line and floats, ripping the hook from within the body, and then we pushed the carcass back into the water. We watched it sink into the tape grass where it had originally taken refuge, all signs of its death and our involvement now hidden under the lake.
Harley returned to his house with the meat we had ripped from the beast. Exhausted, I barely remember my head hitting the pillow. I didn’t awaken for another six hours. That afternoon, after my shower and a change of clothes, Janice greeted me with a smile.
“You guys had a good haul! Ashley said she’s dehydrating over forty pounds of meat. You should see what she did. It’s amazing.”
Janice pointed to a couple of Fords parked in a nearby driveway. Our neighbor’s SUVs had been converted into dehydration machines. The sun heated the inside of the vehicles. Oven racks were lined up on the floor of their cargo areas over a bed of aluminum foil. The racks were layered with thin strips of marinated alligator meat. Salted and dried, they would be edible for months. An oven thermometer sat among the strips of meat, it read 135°.
Ashley waved me over from her front door, and as I joined her, I could smell the gator stew cooking. She had boiled the dark meat from the beast’s legs and added vegetables and spices to the mixture after it cooked. Waiting to flavor the stew once it was inside her house prevented the aromatic smell of the herbs from spreading to our unwanted neighbors. She handed me a bowl of gator stew that made all the craziness from the night before worth it.
I sat down and greedily shoved the food into my mouth. It was the first cooked meat I had eaten in weeks, and it was heavenly. It almost made me forget what waited on the other side of our eight-foot wall.



CHAPTER 13
VANDERBILT MEDICAL CENTER 
NASHVILLE, TN
“Tolerance becomes a crime when applied to evil.”
— Thomas Mann
FOR WEEKS AFTER RETURNING FROM Smyrna, Claire Kramer had been throwing herself into her work. There were more and more trauma cases in the emergency room as gangs and armed citizens clashed over the dwindling resources of the dying city. Over a dozen gunshot wounds had already been admitted since midnight, and the day wasn’t even half over. Nine of the thirteen GSWs had come from a single encounter, when a large gang invaded a subdivision being guarded by a local militia. Four of the gang members and one of the militia had succumbed to their wounds, but the other four were expected to survive, albeit two with limbs missing, amputated to save their lives.
“Hey, Doc,” one of the surviving militia patients croaked.
Claire had come to the intensive care ward to check on her handiwork, having transferred the man here after removing a bullet from his neck and a stitching up knife wound to his hand that had come perilously close to removing his four fingers.
“Yes?” she replied absently, jotting down notes on the paper charting that the hospital reverted to since the computer systems installed by DHS didn’t have any hospital software on it.
“The old man,” he said, grimacing in pain. “How is he?”
“Didn’t make it,” she replied, scanning the chart to make sure the appropriate vital signs were being monitored and recorded.
Claire was becoming irritated at the inconsistency of the recovery room staff. Several of them had abandoned their shifts over the last week, never to return. Most had been working in the intensive care and step-down units, with whom Claire had had little interaction until recently. She’d had to treat four patients who had been returned to the emergency room for infections or re-opening of wounds while in recovery. The state of the chart, along with the disorganization she found at the nurse’s station, reinforced her concerns that the hospital was dropping the ball.
Her work spent saving lives was being squandered by the lackadaisical care provided during the recovery phase. Claire, her head buried in the chart, finally became aware that the patient was sobbing.
“Hey,” she said, focusing her attention on him. “What’s wrong?”
“Did he say anything?” The man wiped his eyes with the corner of his hospital gown. “Did he suffer?”
“No, he never regained consciousness. I’m sorry.”
The patient turned his head and stared out the window. Outside, a fine mist swirling under a cloudy, grey morning sky. Spring was here, promising new life, but death still reigned in the city.
“You know,” he began, “the Vols should be having their spring football game about now. And the CMAs and Bonnaroo Festival wouldn’t be far off.”
Claire stopped scribbling notes. The realization of just how far society had fallen blindsided her, an emotional sucker punch. She looked at the man lying in bed, his far-off stare into a past that would never return. The hum of the overhead fluorescent light was the only sound in the sterile room as each of them became adrift in thoughts of what had been.
“He was my dad,” the man said, turning his head back to Claire. “He was fighting to keep our family safe.”
The patient’s eyes begged to tell her more, but Claire turned away. Then she stopped in her tracks and looked into her own heart. She realized that she was fleeing the conversation because it frightened her. She also knew a good man, an ethical man, who was putting his life on the line to help others. She didn’t want this conversation. She didn’t want to think about her family. She didn’t want to recognize that she was helpless. She just didn’t want to think about any of it anymore.
A tear began to form in the corner of her eye, and she fought to keep it from dripping down her cheek. Her dad had drilled into her the need to control her emotions. She was taught to fight the fear and bury the despair. Her Jewish legacy was filled with a history of oppression and enslavement, and yet their heritage continued by pushing forward and never giving up. To learn from mistakes both past and present.
Claire batted away the tear and grabbed a chair. Pulling it to the side of her patient’s bed, she sat down looked into his eyes. She saw both love and pain, as both emotions begged and deserved to be voiced.
“Tell me about your father.”
Minutes flew by, and Claire found herself sharing memories of her own father. The conversation was therapeutic for both doctor and patient. Claire felt her emotional heaviness lifted away.
After a lull, the patient asked, “Why are you working for them?”
“What do you mean?” Claire asked.
“The DHS agents. They killed my dad. They brought that gang to our neighborhood and let them loose on us. Just because we wouldn’t move to one of their camps.”
“I know,” Claire said. “But I am doing so much good here.”
“You could do good out there, too.”
“It’s not that easy. Where would I get supplies? Where would I get clean water to sterilize my instruments and wash my hands before surgery?”
“You boil the water. You find the drugs and tools you need. You run a generator to power lights. You just do what you have to do.”
Claire wrestled with her conscience. She stood up and stared out of the window. Most of the snow had melted and tulips were popping up in the trash-cluttered landscape beds that lined the multi-story concrete hospital buildings.
She sighed. “I guess I’m just doing my job.”
“Sounds a lot like the excuses I read about when they asked the soldiers who guarded the prisoners at Auschwitz and Treblinka why they did it.”
Claire gasped, and her hand flew to her mouth. “No,” she said.
“Then why stay?”
“I have nowhere else to go,” Claire tearfully admitted. “I have nothing else.”
“You would have us,” he said with more certainty than Claire would have thought. “You’d have a city full of patriots that won’t back down from these goons. We’d take care of you. I promise.”
A few hours later, Rachael walked into the break room and found Claire sitting in one of the lounge’s chairs, staring at the wall, crumpled tissues clenched in her fist. Rachael quietly sat next to her friend. She said nothing; Claire would talk when she was ready.
Rachael and Claire had been working side by side for almost fourteen hours. Since just after midnight, they had successfully saved over a dozen people. What was becoming an issue was that gang members who had been successfully treated by them in the past were returning with fresh wounds from newly fought battles. DHS had been taking the thugs away once the hospital had repaired the trauma, but obviously the criminals weren’t being put in prison. They were back on the street, continuing to create mayhem throughout the city. One of their “return customers” even recognized Rachael as she was treating him for a knife wound. Whether out of bravado or because he had a warped sense of timing, he had the audacity to ask her out on a date while she was suturing his laceration. The man had reacted badly when Rachael laughed in his face, and security had to intervene as the thug tried to assault her.
“I’m tired.” Claire sighed. “I don’t have anything left in the tank. I don’t know how much longer I can do this.”
“I know. Me too.”
The two women sank further into the leather chairs, each drifting off into her own world, when the door to the lounge exploded open and Rachael’s boyfriend rushed into the room.
Billy was in full battle rattle, and his combat uniform was streaked with dirt. His rifle was slung over his shoulder, and his battle belt was still bulging with a full complement of magazines. Whatever had happened, he hadn’t fired a shot, but his appearance indicated that he’s been through hell.
“What is it?” Rachael gasped, seeing her boyfriend’s appearance.
“Come now! I’ve got some wounded men out back.”
“Why are you here?” Rachael asked. “Take them to the emergency room!”
“I can’t! You need to come now. I’ll explain on the way.”
“Stop,” Rachael said. “I can’t just run outside with you. I don’t know what you need. I can’t give them proper care without equipment. Just bring them into the hospital. What’s wrong with you?”
“Oh jeez, Rach. Just trust me. I can’t bring them in. You need to come with me.”
“Billy, you’re not making sense. Just tell me what’s happening.”
Billy glanced at Claire, checking her up and down like an animal assessing another creature’s intent.
“She’s cool!” Rachael said.
“Is she with DHS?” Billy asked.
“No. That’s Dr. Kramer, the friend I’ve told you about.”
“Good. Bring her with you too.”
“Where are the injured men?” Rachael asked again.
“Out back, at the loading dock.”
“Oh Christ, Billy. Bring them around to the DHS checkpoint and they’ll escort you into the E.R.”
“That’s the problem. I can’t take them through the checkpoint.”
“Why the hell not?” Rachael asked.
“Because DHS just tried to kill us, that’s why,” Billy said. “The bastards tried to kill us all.”
 
 – 12 HOURS EARLIER – 
SMYRNA NATIONAL GUARD BASE
Colonel Cooper sighed as he looked at his son. He couldn’t believe things had come to this. “Are you sure?”
“Yes sir,” Lt. Jeb Cooper replied. “We are to be disbanded and absorbed into the Army. No more National Guard. No more Tennessee Volunteers. They’re making plans right now to take over the airport and turn it into another relocation camp.”
Colonel Cooper’s mind refused to believe what he was hearing. DHS was not in charge of his unit; the State of Tennessee was. The state had ultimate control of his men, and until he heard from the governor, he wasn’t going to listen to some two-bit Washington bureaucrat who hadn’t seen combat in his life.
Since his meeting with Dr. Claire Kramer and her subsequent departure almost a month ago, Colonel Cooper had been sending his men out to get more intel on the government’s activities. What he found nearly sent him into a rage-filled trip to Nashville to confront Deputy McCain. DHS was indeed using citizens as forced labor at multiple farms throughout the state. Families were being separated, and people that put up resistance often disappeared.
Cooler heads had prevailed, and the colonel instead began to plan their exodus to Fort Campbell to join up with the 101st Airborne division, who they trained with on a regular basis.
“Sir, we’re as ready as we can be.” K.T. Dixon reported.
“Any indication that the feds know what we’re up to?” Colonel Cooper asked.
“No sir,” Dixon replied. “All’s quiet.”
“Good, then let’s do this.”
“But sir,” the colonel’s son said, “we aren’t supposed to leave for another week.”
“Is there any reason not to leave now?”
“I suppose not.” The lieutenant replied. “It’s just going to rush a lot of the families that were expecting a few more days.”
“The longer we stay here, the more likely it is that DHS will get wind of our plans. We’re a high speed unit, so let’s act like one. I want all my soldiers and their families ready to bug out by 1600.”
Dixon checked his watch. He had a little over nine hours to prepare and produce the vehicles needed to move a couple of thousand people across the state. The journey would take them around Nashville and up Route 41, then bypass the city and connect to Interstate 24. From there, it was a straight shot to Fort Campbell.
All three men rose and left the CO’s office. But a fourth man followed closely behind the others. He ducked into an abandoned office where he made a final satellite phone call to Nashville, informing Director McCain of the impending move. As instructed at the end of his conversation, E-2 Guardsman Wright removed the phone’s battery and grabbed the nylon gym bag that DHS had given him.
Wright left the building and walked to a nearby shed where he kept his 2006 Honda VTX 1300. He kick-started the carbureted motor and left the base as directed by his contact at Homeland. After giving up his unit, the young traitor was returning to his masters. He shed no tear and gave no further thought to the men and their families that he left behind.
After the phone call from his contact, McCain reached out to Washington, letting his boss know about the battalion’s planned march to Fort Campbell. He reported the expected time of departure and route of travel that the unit was to take and disconnected the call.
McCain wanted to be back in Washington, and passing along that information would go a long way towards a promotion. In his mind, he was already planning on where he would move his family. There was an old Tuscan villa just west of Georgetown that backed up to Glover Park that had caught his eye. It was on a cul-de-sac and offered the privacy he so loved. If possible, he’d find a way to bring Wright with him. There were many divisions within his command where a properly placed mole could be of use.
McCain smiled to himself as the wheels of the government began to turn against Colonel Cooper and his men.



CHAPTER 14
MINOT AIR FORCE BASE 
5TH
BOMB WING
“Nothing in the world is more dangerous than sincere ignorance and conscientious stupidity.”
— Martin Luther King Jr.
ABOUT TWO HOURS AFTER COLONEL Cooper decided to send the men of the 278th to their new home at Fort Campbell, Captain Clark “C-Mat” Mathers was sitting in the pilot seat of his B-52H bomber, waiting for the ground cart to spin up his two inboard engines. The massive aircraft, sporting eight Pratt & Whitney TF33 engines, required engines number 4 and 5 be started by an outside source. Once these two innermost engines were running, they could be used to start the other six.
His co-pilot was sitting next to Mathers, acting as a flight engineer as much as anything else. The pilot could fly the beast without help, but the flight crew consisted of five men. The other members of the Minot AFB crew, a gunner and the electronic warfare officer, sat facing backwards behind the pilot, while down a short ladder the navigator accepted instructions and flight patterns from the Air Force’s Global Strike Command. Although now, with the military under the control of DHS, they would be getting their orders from Washington, D.C.
The B-52 “Stratofortress” was a big, ungainly machine. Its wings were long and thin compared to the thick aluminum and titanium tube they were attached to, sweeping back and slightly tilted upward to handle the massive weight of the jet. With 480,000 pounds of weight the beast was affectionately referred to as BUFF (for “big ugly fat fucker”,) often took the entire length of the vast Air Force runways to make it into the air.
Sweat was puddling on Mathers’ face. Most of the aircraft’s cooling capacity was needed to refrigerate the electronics that were crammed into every spare inch of the cockpit. The crew would have to endure this inconvenience until they reached their cruising altitude, where the outside temperature would drop below zero. Lining up the nose down the North Dakota runway, Mathers began final preparations for take-off.
“Set dry thrust,” he said.
His co-pilot adjusts the throttles, and the giant bomber begins to roll.
“Cleared for water,” the co-pilot replied.
C-Mat checked the jet’s water pumps. “Four good pumps,” he said as water misted into the front of the jet engines.
It seemed counter intuitive to spray water into a combustion engine, but the water vapor made the incoming air denser and allowed for more fuel into the mixture and thus more thrust. It also caused the engines to eject thick, black smoke, a hallmark of the B-52.
“Seventy knots…now!” C-mat called out to his navigator.
The navigator checked the passing seconds, using his knowledge of the length of the runway and speed of the jet.
“S1 expires…now,” the navigator barked.
The S1 was the point of commitment. Either the BUFF has the speed to make it off the runway, or it doesn’t.
C-Mat checked his airspeed once more and whispered into his neck mic, uttering just a single word. “Committed.”
As the Stratofortress passed seventy knots, the lift being generated started to raise the wings while the rest of the nearly half a million-ton airframe stayed glued to the ground. The wings were trying to fly, but the rest of the ship refused to lift. C-Mat fought with the yoke of the craft, keeping the rear wheels from prematurely lifting first. If they started to rise, it would send the aircraft toppling end over end, creating a very expensive fireball on end of the 13,000-foot runway.
C-Mat pulled the eight engine throttles back to the fire-wall and finally felt the bomber surrender, slowly lifting into the North Dakota air. Typical of the BUFF, it flew when it wanted to and not a second before.
“Our buddies with us?” C-Mat asked his co-pilot after achieving their cruising altitude.
“Affirmative. On our right,” said the co-pilot as he looked out his window to confirm that the other B-52 was on their wing.
“Settle in,” C-Mat said. “This may be a long flight.”
Just ninety minutes before, two crews had been scrambled for a mission to strike back at the enemy. No destination was given in the briefing; that information would be relayed while in flight by the computers in Washington. With a generally eastward path in front of them, C-Mat assumed this was a trans-Atlantic flight to drop his payload on whatever piece of shit country had set off the EMP.
The Minot AFB 5th bomb wing had been devastated by the EMP, with twelve of its fifteen bombers disabled by the electronic blast. The other three survived only because they were not in the continental United States at the time. C-Mat was flying one of these BUFFs that had been on a training mission to Elmendorf Air Base in Alaska.
Previously, the B-52s had been used for conventional strikes, dropping non-nuclear bombs and firing conventional cruise missiles in far-off places like the Middle East and Afghanistan. But with the loss of the B-1 and B-2 bombers to the EMP weapon, along with many of the nuclear missile sites, the remaining three BUFFs were once again being used to carry nukes. At any time of the day or night, one of them was flying with a payload of nuclear cruise missiles. Mutually assured destruction, a doctrine invented in the last century, would deter any Russian or Chinese attacks while the country recovered. Knowing that America’s submarines and remaining bombers were out there, ready to strike back with a fatal nuclear blow, kept the enemy at bay.
Today’s payload was conventional. Their partner’s Stratofortress, which has survived the EMP attack while flying over Canada, had been upgraded and was now carrying sixteen CBU-105 cluster bombs on its wings. Each thousand-pound bomb contained forty individual bomblets, giving the beast six hundred forty chances to destroy the enemy. Meanwhile, C-Mat’s own bomber was loaded down with fifty-one 500-pound and thirty 1000-pound gravity bombs.
“Sir, coordinates received,” The navigator said.
“Where’re we taking our little friends?” C-Mat asked.
There was a pause before the navigator answered. “We’re going to Tennessee.”
“What? Are you sure?”
“Affirmative,” the navigator replied. “We’ll receive final instructions when we are on station.”
“What the hell. Have we been invaded?” the copilot asked.
“Must be,” C-Mat replied. “The bastards are on our soil.”
The five men sat silently, each slowly burning with growing anger.
“We’re going to kill those SOBs,” C-Mat said, his jaw set and fire in his eyes. “Let’s burn ‘em down.”
“Damn right!” and “Hell yeah!” the others grunted.
No one was going to screw with the good old U.S. of A, C-Mat thought. Absolutely no one!



CHAPTER 15
278TH
ARMORED CAVALRY REGIMENT 
SMYRNA, TENNESSEE 
1200 HOURS
ABOUT THE TIME THAT CAPTAIN Mathers and his B-52 crew learned of their destination, the men of the 278th had mustered along the camp’s main road. Over a thousand soldiers waited by their assigned vehicles. Over a hundred HUMVEEs, along with dozens of M977A4 cargo haulers and even more decommissioned but functional M35 deuce-and-a-half trucks, were lining the road for as far as Dixon could see. The vehicles were stacked nuts to butts, with little room to pass between them.
“The soldiers are ready,” SSgt. Dixon said to Lieutenant Cooper.
“As always, it’s the families that are holding things up.”
“We could send most of the soldiers up to Campbell now. It would let them get their quarters assigned by the time the families arrived.”
“That’s not a bad idea,” Cooper replied. “If they leave now, that’ll give Campbell four hours to square them away. It’s make it a lot easier on the spouses and kids not having to wait around.”
Sarcasm dripped from Dixon’s words. “You mean no standby to standby? They’d never know they were in the Army.”
“I know,” Cooper said. “They’d be lost, wouldn’t they!”
The two were standing outside of the colonel’s headquarters, raised above the ground level by a flight of stairs and a concrete landing. The main doors were propped open behind them, while Guardsman lugged papers and boxes of non-essential “essentials” out and into an awaiting HUMVEE.
“A lot of crap,” Dixon observed.
“Yet here we are, hauling it to another camp.” Cooper replied, shaking his head in frustration.
“I’ll talk with the colonel,” Cooper said, watching the never-ending line of junk being hauled out of the building. “There’s no reason for our soldiers to wait around.”
“I’ll reassign the equipment and vehicles,” Dixon replied. “I’ll make sure to hold back enough HUMVEEs to guard the second convoy. I’ve got a bunch of school buses that I’m using to move the civilians, and getting these vehicles out of the way will help me process the families.”
“Go ahead,” Cooper said. “I’ll let my dad know.”
“Yes sir,” Dixon replied, and after exchanging salutes with the lieutenant, he spun around and strode to his vehicle.
“Gringold! Forester! On me,” Dixon barked. “We’ve got a lot to do and no time to do it.”
“What a surprise,” Forester replied.
***
At sixteen hundred hours, the line of school buses with up-armored HUMVEEs interspersed between them were positioned on the camp’s main road, right where the military convoy had been just four hours earlier.
“Good idea on splitting us up,” Colonel Cooper said to Dixon.
“We’d never have had the room to pull it off if we hadn’t.”
The two men watched as the spouses and children of the Guardsmen loaded their belongings into the eight-wheeled Oshkosh cargo haulers and then took their places in the many school buses that the Guard had borrowed.
“Papa!” a little voice squealed.
“Marky!” the colonel replied as the young boy lumbered up the steps and into his grandfather’s arms.
The colonel’s daughter-in-law was lugging a large suitcase in one hand as she dragged another wheeled one behind her. Dixon shot off the landing and took both pieces of luggage from the pregnant woman.
“Thanks, K.T.”
“You’re lucky Jeb didn’t see you doing that,” the colonel admonished.
“Well, what he doesn’t know…”
“Papa, are you coming too?” the little boy asked.
“Of course, I’ll be in the car right in front of you,” the colonel said, pointing to a HUMVEE laden with multiple whip antennas. “Now, off to your school bus.”
“Give Sullivan a hug first,” the boy said, holding the bluish green doll up to his grandfather.
“Marky! Not now. Papa has a lot to do.”
“Okay,” Marky replied good-naturedly as he hobbled down the stairs and limped onto the school bus, his leg brace making the steps a challenge.
“See you there!” Nan waved and then followed her son up the bus’s steps.
“Where will you be?” the colonel asked Dixon.
“I’ll be at the end in the recovery vehicle. Anyone breaks down, I’ll be there to sweep up the mess.”
“Makes sense. Keep in touch while we’re moving.”
“Of course, sir,” Dixon replied.
“Everyone’s ready,” Jeb Cooper said as left the building and bounded down the stairs. “This went remarkably well.”
“Don’t jinx it,” his father replied as he scanned the row of buses and military vehicles that were now idling in the street. “Let’s move out. The fumes are going to kill me if we don’t get going.”
Soldiers attached to the multiple HUMVEEs guarding the convoy stood on the sidewalk next to the idling buses and trucks. Each waved, indicating that their assigned vehicles were loaded, running, and ready to move.
“Let’s go! We’re burning daylight,” the colonel said over his headset, sending the massive convoy out the gate. With a little more good luck, Cooper hoped to be passing through Fort Campbell’s perimeter by eighteen hundred hours.
“Looks like we did it,” Dixon said to Sims as the two of them jumped into the cab of their giant tow truck. Both a mobile repair shop and towing vehicle, they would service and repair anyone that broke down on the trip.
“Copy that,” Sims replied as he turned on the diesel’s warming elements. When the glow point lights on the dash turned red, he engaged the ignition switch and the engine rumbled to life.
Normally, they would have traveled in a military open convoy pattern, with three hundred feet between vehicles. But the trucks, buses, and HUMVEEs were already bunching up. Many had less than a vehicle’s length between them.
Colonel Cooper was about to admonish the drivers but realized that many of the school buses were being driven by civilians with CDL permits. They simply didn’t know any better, and expecting military discipline from them was unfair.
What the heck, it’s only for a couple of hours, he thought to himself as the suburban Nashville countryside began to roll by. The colonel let himself take a break and sat heavily back in his seat. Each bump reminded him of his age.
It will all be over soon enough, he thought with a grateful sigh.



CHAPTER 16
SCOTT AIR FORCE BASE 
SOUTHERN ILLINOIS 
502D
AIR WING
WHILE COLONEL COOPER WAS PULLING out of the Smyrna National Guard front gates, a pair of Air Force officers sat at their respective terminals in one of six mobile ground control stations at Scott Air Force base in southern Illinois. The GCS looked like a metal refrigeration unit you might find attached to the back of a restaurant, only these containers were covered in duct work and electronic cabling. Umbilical cords connected each unit to a fiber optic cable where instant communications with their Washington controllers was performed at the speed of light. Almost two hundred gigabits of data per second were now bouncing between the GCS and the Pentagon’s war room.
Flying the Predator, a remote piloted aircraft, requires the work of two airmen. One to pilot the craft, using controls not unlike game console paddles and sticks, while the other operates the craft’s various cameras and sensors, helping the pilot designate their target.
“Vector south, cross winds at eleven knots,” the sensor operator barked. “Holding pattern in two mikes.”
“Two mikes, roger that,” the pilot confirmed.
The sensor operator monitored multiple consoles, swinging the on-board cameras left and right, then switching to infrared and back to visible light. Tapping a keyboard mounted vertically on the wall next to his right shoulder, the drone received data and instructions for the final leg of their mission.
“All systems nominal,” he reported to his superiors over his headset.
“Proceed to target,” came the cryptic command.
Although the pilot and sensor operator has mirror image screens, the pilot was concentrating on flying the unmanned craft while the sensor operator fiddled and adjusted the flight controllers like a kid with ADHD playing with a Gameboy. While one was steady and deliberate, the other was a blur of motion.
“Approaching designated coordinates,” the sensor operator announced.
“Put the bird in a holding configuration. Five-mile racetrack pattern.”
“Roger that,” the sensor operator said.
“Roger,” the Air Force pilot replied as he tapped on his console, putting the Predator into a five-mile-wide circular flight pattern over the northwest Tennessee countryside.
A set of computer commands appeared on their monitors. They were temporarily relieved of their duties and would be replaced by DHS agents.
Both of the officers took off their headsets, exited the large metal box, and walked away.
“Damn spooks,” the sensor operator mumbled. “Just once I’d like to know what they’re doing.”
“It’s getting old. I’m tired of this Bravo Sierra.”
“Let’s quit and go to fly drones for Amazon, delivering dog food and cookies,” the sensor operator said sarcastically.
“Point taken.”
Once they had exited the large hanger where the multiple control stations were situated, two more officers, this time from DHS, entered and took their places in front of the screens.
“Matterhorn on station,” one of the men said into his headphone.
“Good to hear from you,” the Pentagon replied. “We’re about an hour from contact.”
“Roger that. Standing by.”
Over the next hour, the two agents flew the Predator across the Nashville metropolitan area. Finally, the sensor operator spoke into his headset and microphone unit.
“Target identified. Travelling on Highway 24. Coordinates are as follows.”
The DHS agent typed the information into his keyboard and sent it to Washington. With the speed and location of the convoy confirmed, their job was done.
“Good job, Matterhorn. Return the bird to its nest.”
“Returning to base, confirmed. Matterhorn, out.”
The pilot hit a switch, sending the UAV a command to return to “home.”
The unmanned craft slowly turned toward Scott Field, automatically following its designated flight path back to its southern Illinois base.



CHAPTER 17
HIGHWAY 24
21 MILES NORTHWEST OF NASHVILLE
DIXON PULLED OFF ONTO THE berm of the two-lane highway. One of the HUMVEEs had broken down and been moved to the side of the road. Dixon, pulling rear guard duty, stopped to repair the vehicle.
“Karma! What a bitch,” Dixon said laughingly as he came up to a frustrated Lieutenant Cooper. The driver for the lieutenant had already opened the front hood, staring at the engine like he was studying an alien lifeform for the first time.
“Figures,” Cooper said. “The day was going way too well.”
“So what happened?” Dixon asked the driver.
“It just died.”
“Let me take a look.”
Cooper stared down the highway and watched the last of the vehicles disappeared over the crest of a hill. Almost a hundred buses, trucks, and HUMVEEs had made it to within thirty miles of their destination, and his vehicle had to be the one to break down.
Noticing the lieutenant’s gaze, Dixon put his head back under the hood and commented. “Don’t worry, L.T. The colonel will take care of your family.”
Cooper grunted and craned his neck to stare over the sergeant’s shoulders. “So, what’s wrong?”
“Don’t know yet, Lieutenant. It could be electric short, or possibly a clogged fuel line. When one of these beasts just quits, you look at what feeds it,” Dixon said as he lifted some tubes and cords. Searching through the HUMVEE’s wiring, he gave a grunt. “Looks like a loose cable. Let me tighten it a bit.”
“Will that fix it?” the impatient lieutenant asked.
“I’ll know in just a…hey! What’s that sound?”
A low rumble, almost imperceptible at first but rapidly building in volume, was coming from behind them. All four men turned and stared.
Sims pointed into the sky and gasped. “Is that a BUFF?”
“That’s an affirmative,” Cooper replied as all four men stood and stared at the giant flying fortress.
Hugging the rolling terrain, the bomber jumped up and down, its frame buffeted by thermal drafts. Sims was fascinated by the wings as they flexed up and down with the shifts in the atmosphere while the aircraft’s tubular body held a steadier course. It almost looked like the wings were flapping, just like a flying bird.
A growing sense of unease hit Dixon, and he turned to look at Cooper. Seeing a similar look of dread, they wordlessly scrambled into wrecker’s cabin.
As Dixon started the repair vehicle, Sims and Cooper’s driver stood frozen. They were snapped out of their trance when multiple explosions sounded up the road. The ground began to shake—the mammoth bomber was actually moving the earth under their feet. The sound of the engines pushing the B-52 through the air was deafening as it passed overhead, forcing the two men to cover their ears. Crossing in front of the late afternoon sun, an elongated shadow fell over the men, casting them into a temporary twilight.
The experience of being under the wings of a low-level B-52 flight would stay with the men for the rest of their lives. But what happened next would scar them forever.
 
B-52H
NORTHWEST TENNESSEE
As the Predator returned home, C-Mat received a final computer message. The onboard system updated the BUFF’s flight path, sending the bomber toward the outskirts of Nashville.
“Twenty minutes to target,” the weapon’s control officer said.
The bomber began to descend, its speed automatically decreasing and its altitude dropping as the computer determined their proper flight path.
“Looks like we’ll be making a low-level run,” the navigator said.
“Love those,” C-Mat said. “Make sure you’re strapped in.”
“One minute to target,” the weapon’s officer said.
“Thirty seconds to release.” He stated as they approached their target.
The on-board computer sent a message back to base asking for any changes in their orders. An instant later, the mission was confirmed.
Meanwhile, their companion bomber was ahead of them and at a higher altitude. C-Mat watched as that Stratofortress released its sixteen cluster bombs from four hard points on their bomber’s wings. The CBU-105 Sensor Fuzed Weapons dropped free, and parachutes deployed from each one, bringing the bombs into a nose-down position. As they approached the ground, C-Mat lost sight of them. Even without seeing the explosives’ final moments, he knew that right now the enemy convoy was being riddled with death and destruction.
It was time for the coup de grace.
Less than a minute behind the first Stratofortress, C-Mat’s bomber was now flying at five hundred feet, well below normal altitude. The ship was on autopilot and bouncing up and down like some demented carnival ride. Riding thermal waves of air, sometimes jumping almost ten feet at a time, caused the crew’s safety harnesses to dig into their groins and legs.
About a mile from their target, the convoy of vehicles disappeared under the front nose of the jet. C-Mat struggled to see what and who he was killing, but the turbulence from the low-level run wouldn’t allow him to sit high enough to see down to the ground.
“Command confirmed.” C-Mat said to his weapon’s officer. “On my mark.”
Staring at the computer, the Captain Mathers finally saw the green words flash on his screen, confirming the crew’s final orders.
“Release! Release! Release!” he barked.
All of their ordinance spilled out of the machine’s belly. Travelling at almost four hundred knots, the bombs were spread down a line of destruction over a mile in length. The enemy convoy was going to feel the wrath of the United States Air Force as over fifty thousand pounds of explosives landed on their heads, effectively pulverizing the enemy vehicles that the first bomber had disabled as well as vaporizing the enemy soldiers that had dared to set foot on this great nation’s soil.
As the Stratofortress lifted with the abrupt loss of all of their bombs’ weight, C-Mat smiled and took control of the BUFF once again, steering their enormous aircraft back home.
He crowed into his headset, “Great job, boys. I’m buying the first round tonight!”
 
278TH
ARMORED REGIMENT—FAMILY CONVOY 
HIGHWAY 24 
22 MILES NORTHWEST OF NASHVILLE
Nan Cooper sat in the back of the bus while her son settled into the window seat to her left. Marky had been amazingly quiet during the ride, and she was grateful for that. Several other families had lost control of their own children. She couldn’t really blame the kids—their world had been torn from them months ago, and now they were being hauled off to yet another new home.
Their bus suddenly slowed down, and then it picked up speed once again. A few moments later, Nan saw her husband’s HUMVEE, which had pulled off to the side of the road, and felt a pang of concern. He saw her and waved, a grumpy expression on her face. It must not be anything too bad—just a delay.
“That’s Daddy!”
“Yes, it is daddy,” she said with a smile. “And daddy’s not going to be too happy when we get to our new home before him.”
Marky, clutching his blue doll, smiled back at his mother. All was quiet. The only sound they heard was the low growl of the school bus’s diesel engine. Then the little boy pointed up in the sky and gasped.
“Look, Mommy! Balloons!”
Nan Cooper leaned over her son and stared up into the afternoon sky.
“Those aren’t balloons,” she said. “They look like parachutes!”
She made out a tubular shape dangling underneath the half-deployed nylon chutes. Suddenly, the tubes dropped free, and a small explosion erupted inside of them. The tube fragmented into multiple smaller shapes, and each one of the ejected alien objects began to spin as tiny jets ignited, scattering them into the clear blue sky. Then, without warning, the hockey puck-like discs stopped their climb, and thrusters pushed the canisters straight down into the mass of vehicles below.
Nan realized what the objects must be, but her brain couldn’t accept the information her eyes were relaying. “Oh no!” was all that the pregnant mother could say, as the first explosions detonated.
The line of vehicles was decimated as molten copper thrust through every engine—as well as many of the convoy’s passenger compartments. Those skeets that couldn’t find a target exploded in a final failsafe, sending shrapnel into their surroundings. It was like a fourth of July fireworks finale’, only this one destroyed nearly everything it touched.
Nan quickly regained her senses, only to find the front of her bus ripped open, its engine torn and burning. She searched for her son, grateful to find him alive under the seat in front of her. Marky was beginning to cry. The sound of people calling for help began to filter through the ringing in her ears. Through the front of the now-destroyed bus, she watched her father-in-law crawl out of the back of his decimated HUMVEE. She waved to him as he frantically scanned her vehicle, a momentary look of relief coming to his face. But then the rumbling began, and Nan’s heart dropped.
She struggled out of her seat, ignoring the pleas of a family behind her, and looked through the rear door’s window, back down the road. The frame of the destroyed bus began to shake and the pained screams of the people around her quickly became shouts of fear as a massive jet rumbled towards them.
“Don’t look, baby,” she said, holding her son tight. “Mommy loves you.”
As Nan clenched her boy against her swollen belly, the shadow of jet passed overhead, blocking out the sun. She turned her head and locked eyes with Colonel Cooper, who was on his knees, an expression of horror and sorrow on his face.
She gave him one final sorrowful look and received a regretful stare back from the defeated man. Then, in a flash of light, over a thousand souls disappeared from the earth as over a mile of road became a pulverized piece of hell. Within just a few seconds, the families of the Tennessee Cavalry’s 278th Armored Regiment were gone.
***
Sims was sprawled on the pavement, the wrecker he had been clinging to smashed against a tree in the median between the north and southbound lanes. He staggered to the vehicle, looking for the lieutenant and SSgt. Dixon, when he noticed the lieutenant’s driver crushed under one of the wheels. A quick check for a pulse confirmed the man’s death.
Hearing movement in the cab, he rushed to the driver’s side door and flung it open. The windshield of the wrecker had been blown into the cab. Its bulletproof glass prevented it from shattering, but the entire window slammed into both Dixon and Cooper, stunning them into semi-consciousness.
Sims pushed the shattered windshield up and out of the front of the truck and helped Dixon stagger to the ground. He jumped back up to retrieve Lt. Cooper, but the man pushed him away, staring up the road. Sims followed his gaze and saw the plumes of smoke rising over the crest of a hill about a half a mile ahead.
With a savage cry, the lieutenant kicked his door open and jumped down. As soon as his boots hit the dirt, he began to sprint up the road towards the devastation.
Sims began to triage SSgt. Dixon. He checked for breathing, bleeding and shock. Finding Dixon free of these immediate life-threatening symptoms, he helped the man get to his feet.
“You alright, Sarge?”
“Shit,” Dixon replied, wiping his face and shaking his head. “What the hell happened?”
“We were bombed.”
They heard Cooper yelling as he ran, drawing the two men’s attention up the road where the lieutenant disappeared over the crest of the ridge.
“Let’s move.” Dixon stumbled, and Sims grabbed him around the waist, bringing him down on the ground.
“Not yet, sir. You need to rest.”
“Just give me a minute.” Dixon put his head between his legs, then rolled over and vomited. “My head. It feels like it’s gonna explode.”
Dixon sat back and took a deep breath. Looking over, he saw the driver’s legs under the wrecker.
“Did you check him?”
“Yes sir. He’s gone.”
Sims left Dixon on the berm and checked the wrecker. The engine was still running, but it refused to shift into gear. The transmission was shot. After about five minutes, Dixon was able to get up and they began walking up the slope toward the smoke. With each stride, Dixon took control of his body, and by the time they made it to the top of the rise, he was walking strongly on his own. That is, until they made it over the crest of the hill and saw the devastation below.
Neither man had family in the convoy, but that didn’t lessen the horror. The scene could only be described as apocalyptic. Massive craters, some over thirty feet deep and a hundred feet across, marred the highway. In fact, there was no more highway. Any sign of asphalt, signs or guardrails were gone. The convoy, for all intents and purposes, was nowhere to be seen. The field of devastation looked like the moon, other than the massive trees upended with their root balls sticking up in the air. A couple of HUMVEEs were still standing, their windows blown in and the metal frames compressed like someone had taken a vice and squeezed the jaws together.
Sims saw movement ahead, bringing fleeting hope that someone had survived, but it turned out to be Lieutenant Cooper. Scurrying out of one of the massive holes, he ran and called out his wife’s name over and over again.
“Come on,” Dixon sighed. “Let’s help the lieutenant find his family.”
The look on the sergeant’s face told Sims that he didn’t expect to find anyone alive, but they crawled down into the first crater anyway. Their brother needed them, and that was all the reason they needed to enter hell.
Ten minutes of crawling up and down the cratered road brought them within sight of the lieutenant, who was standing in the middle of the devastated highway. As they approached him, Dixon pointed to the side of the road where a HUMVEE had been flung against the trees. Two soldiers were lying on the grass outside the vehicle, while a dead man hung from the driver’s side window.
“Over here!” Dixon shouted to Sims.
They rushed over to the injured men and examined them.
“This one has a pulse!” Sims said.
“Mine does too.” Dixon replied, checking the other man.
Sims looked at the name patch on the fallen soldier’s uniform as he assessed the damage.
“Kerns,” he said to the man. “Hey, Kerns, can you hear me?”
The soldier groaned and gazed up at Sims without focusing. His breathing was rapid and shallow, likely from shock.
A scream came from the man Dixon was examining, followed by a string of curses.
“Got a broken leg here,” Dixon shouted.
“No shit, Sherlock!” the injured soldier shouted back.
Dixon called out for Cooper. “LT, we have two injured here!”
Cooper ignored him, and after trying to get his attention three more times, Dixon ordered Sims to stay with the two injured soldiers as he jogged up the road.
“Lieutenant! We need your help to get the wounded to safety.”
“Where are they?” Cooper’s eyes darted back and forth across the devastated landscape. “This is the middle of the convoy. That’s the safest spot to be. They should be here.”
Dixon let the man rant. The lieutenant was losing it. His family was gone, and the man’s mind couldn’t allow himself to grasp that fact.
“Lieutenant, I have two injured men that need treatment.”
“What?” Cooper said.
“I said, Sims and I have two injured soldiers.”
“Then get them treated.” Cooper said, as if he was telling Dixon to go to the corner store to get more milk.
“Sir, you need to come with me.”
“I’m not leaving until I find them. Marky must be so scared. He hates loud noises.”
“Sir, I don’t think that’s a good idea. You really need to come with me.” Dixon gently grabbed Cooper’s sleeve.
The lieutenant drew his handgun and pulled his arm away from the sergeant. Waving the Berretta in front of him, Cooper began to rave.
“Damn it, you’re not listening. I have to find them. Marky needs a bath before he goes to bed. And if Marky doesn’t get to bed on time, he’s a basketcase. It’s our first night at the new apartment, and I want everything to be perfect for Nan.”
Cooper’s eyes, wild with fear and anger, stared into Dixon’s.
“You understand, don’t you? I’m not leaving here until I find my family.”
Dixon backed up a step and nodded. “Yes sir. I understand. Why don’t you put the gun down, and we’ll go look together?”
“I’m fine,” Cooper snapped. “Go help Sims.”
Cooper watched Dixon jog back to the side of the road where the injured soldiers lay on the grass. Then the lieutenant began to search the other side of the highway. The grassy median was littered with shredded clothing and metal fragments.
He tried to ignore the detritus, but one shiny object kept catching his eye. In the back of Cooper’s mind, he knew what it was. But hope kept him from examining it and without hope, he had nothing at all.
Finally, after frantically searching every other spot, he turned to the shiny metallic frame that lay bent in the bushes. As he slowly moved closer, he recognized the hinges and straps that used to hold his son’s leg together. It was Marky’s brace, but there was no Marky.
The weight of it dropped the man to his knees. He had nothing left, no tears to shed and no hope to cling to. He bowed his head and said a prayer. Then, after hugging the cold metal brace to his chest, he pulled out his handgun and put the barrel into his mouth.
As he pressed his eyelids together, Nan’s image floated in front of him.
Cooper smiled and pulled the trigger.
***
Dixon left the lieutenant and jogged back to Sims and the fallen men.
“Sergeant, my guy’s in shock. He needs help right now,” Sims said.
Dixon went to the damaged HUMVEE and pulled the corpse from the vehicle. Gently placing the dead man to the side, he jumped in and grinned savagely when the diesel engine fired up.
Dixon and Sims picked up the man with the broken leg and positioned him in the front passenger’s seat. Kearns was placed on a tarp and they dragged him to the vehicle, loading him into passenger’s rear side.
“Hop in back and keep this guy alive,” Dixon said.
“What about the LT?” Sims asked, climbing behind the driver’s side seat.
Dixon hesitated for just a moment. “He’s staying.”
Just then, they heard the muted crack of a gun.
“What was that?” Sims asked.
“The lieutenant,” Dixon sighed. “He wanted to be with his family.”



CHAPTER 18
VANDERBILT MEDICAL CENTER 
NASHVILLE, TN
“The price of apathy towards public affairs is to be ruled by evil men”
—Plato
JOGGING DOWN THE SERVICE HALLWAYS of the Vanderbilt Medical center, Rachael and Claire had heard only the briefest explanation on how Billy Sims had come to the hospital. All they knew was that the convoy had been bombed by their own air force, and that the only four survivors of the attack were Sims and the three men at the loading dock.
“This way,” Rachael said, pointing down a corridor that her boyfriend had accidentally bypassed.
“Sorry,” Sims replied. “First time coming this way.”
The hallway opened onto a giant, elevated platform. The HUMVEE had been pulled through one of the three roll-up garage doors and was the lone vehicle in the bay. A soldier stood next to it, his right hand resting on a holstered sidearm, while two hospital employees sat nearby on the metal stairs that fed the top platform down to ground level.
Rachael and Claire rushed down the metal steps and assessed the injured soldiers.
“This man is in shock,” Claire pronounced. “He’s needs an abdominal and chest x-ray, stat. Probable internal injuries.”
She looked at Dixon and shook her head. “He’s got to go through the ER right now or he’ll be dead in hours.”
“Compound fracture here,” Rachael said, pointing at a piece of white bone that had pierced the man’s skin. “He’s got to go through the ER as well. Surgery and antibiotics, or he’s going to lose the leg.”
“What do we do?” Dixon asked. “We could be arrested if we bring them in through the DHS checkpoint.”
Claire thought for a moment and made a decision. “Rachael, come with me.”
“What are you two doing?” Sims asked.
“Yeah, what are we doing?”
“We’ll take them directly to a triage room from here. Get them in the system and bypass the guards at the front door.”
“Dr. Kramer, if we do that, we’ll be arrested. You know the rules.” Rachael said.
“They can’t arrest us if we aren’t here.” Claire turned to Dixon. “I assume you’re not turning yourself in.”
“No ma’am. We’re heading to Fort Campbell. They don’t know what happened yet.”
“Can you take another passenger? I can be useful,” Claire said.
“And how about a trauma nurse?” Rachael added.
“You both would be most welcome!” Dixon eagerly replied.
Claire and Rachael sped into the hospital and retrieved a gurney and wheelchair. With the help of the two employees and the loading dock’s hydraulic lift, they had both injured soldiers up on the platform and into the hospital.
They took the men to the admitting desk where they processed into the system. Within minutes, they taken to surgery where a ruptured spleen was to be removed in one man while the other had his fractured leg reset.
“Wow, that was quite a turnaround,” Rachael said as the two women hustled back to the resident’s quarters. “What made you decide to leave so suddenly?”
“I’m done helping the enemy,” Claire replied.
Arriving at their communal sleeping quarters, Claire scooped her clothing up and piled it into a pillow case.
“What about your stuff?” Claire asked.
“Billy brought my clothes from his place, but they’re in the wrecker back on the highway, so I’m wearing what I own now.”
“Grab some scrubs. Grab everything useful you can find.”
“There’ll be stuff at the base’s PX. Don’t worry about packing. We need to leave now.”
The two women rushed back to the loading bay, where they found the HUMVEE idling and facing the exit. The two employees, having helped move the wounded soldiers, were nowhere to be found. After they jumped in the back, the vehicle’s diesel engine roared and they sped out of the garage, leaving the medical center and the city of Nashville behind.
A fog lifted from Claire’s soul. She hadn’t recognized the stress and self-disgust she had felt working with DHS until she broke free from the hospital.
Sims drove west at first, but once they hit Highway 24, he headed north. Then he suddenly cut across the grass and tree-lined median. They were now going north in the southbound lane. Claire was going to ask him why when they crested a hill and saw the devastation on the other side of the highway.
“There it is,” Dixon said as they pulled over. The mile-long trail of destruction was not navigable, even with the four-wheel-drive of their HUMVEE. They had to skirt along the side of the carnage, stopping occasionally to call out for survivors. There were none.
The HUMVEE’s mounted spotlight swept over body parts and charred vehicles. Dixon spotted Lieutenant Dixon lying on the ground, his eyes gazing up at nothing as he clutched his son’s mangled leg brace in his hands.
Finally, they moved forward, speeding to Fort Campbell. Part of him didn’t want to reach their destination. He’d be forced to tell the Guardsmen what had happened, and that was a conversation he never wanted to have.
They need to know. The thought drove Dixon onward. They all need to hear how the government killed their families.



CHAPTER 19
SOUTHERN COMMAND 
FORT KNOX, KY
EVER SINCE THEIR RETURN FROM the lake several months ago, General Lester’s two grandchildren had been sick. At first, their little bodies had been racked by vomiting and nausea. Initially, his wife thought that they had eaten something foul. Her diagnosis seemed correct because after the digestive problems went away, the kids returned to normal. Then about a month ago, they became lethargic, their symptoms much like a viral mononucleosis infection. That’s when the medical mystery began. For many more weeks, the children had endured batteries of tests while their condition slowly deteriorated.
Finally, as their white blood cell counts began to drop, radiation sickness was the diagnosis.
“Sir, it’s the only thing that makes sense. Nothing else could be causing their immune systems to shut down like that. We tested for autoimmune diseases, chemical poisoning, and anything that could affect their bone marrow. By our best estimates, your grandchildren were exposed to a high dose of radiation,” the doctor reported to the distraught grandfather.
“Watts Bar,” Lester said. “We haven’t heard from the plant in months.”
“If the nuclear piles went critical, the fallout could have caused these symptoms,” the doctor said.
“Does that mean they’re going to die?” The general’s eyes begged for hope.
“It all depends on the amount of radiation they were exposed to.”
“Well, they were never at the plant. They were at least two miles away at all times.”
The doctor scratched his chin. “Then we’re looking at fallout. That’s trickier to diagnose because there are several radioactive isotopes they may have been exposed to.”
“How can I help? Tell me what to do.”
“You need to send a CBRN team to the plant and take some readings. That would be a great start.”
General Lester’s next five minutes left no person on the base with any doubt as to what their jobs were. A CBRN team was dispatched by the end of the day and was told that he expected them to report back their findings without delay. After the doctor was dismissed, General Lester commanded his aide to hold all further calls and meetings. He sat down in one of his office’s high-backed leather chairs and began to rub his temples.
He never should have let his wife take the family to that damned lake house. No one was supposed to leave the base for any reason other than mission-related travel.
He never thought about blaming his wife, who had pressured him into the journey. Nor did he blame his daughter, who had made it clear that she needed the time away for herself. He didn’t blame the nuclear plant for spewing its poison over the land. He didn’t even blame the EMP that started the whole thing. No, he blamed himself. He had broken his own rules, and like any good leader, the buck stopped with him.
 
WATTS BAR NUCLEAR POWER PLANT 
SPRING CITY, TENNESSEE
The M1135 Stryker Nuclear, Biological, and Chemical Reconnaissance Vehicle rolled into the front gate of the Watts Bar nuclear facility. The eight-wheel NBCRV was equipped with sensors mounted on the outside of the metal monster. Its four-man crew sat safely inside the over-pressured compartment as it rumbled down the dead plant’s access road.
The capabilities of this vehicle were too numerous to list—at least before the EMP took out most of its sensor computers. But some of its systems were hardened against an EMP, given that its purpose was to check for fallout after a nuclear attack, and the radiation detection system was one of the ones that still worked.
The readings spiked as they approached the twin towers of the plant, so much so that any exposure outside the Stryker’s protective armor would be limited to just a few minutes.
“Jesus, I’ve got almost four hundred rems,” one of the technicians reported as they drove nearer to the protective dome.
“If Fukushima is any guide,” another responded, “it could get worse if the rods have melted together.”
“It’s too hot to enter the containment dome,” the squad leader said as he unfolded a diagram of the plant. Finding what he wanted, he barked orders to his men. “Cut across the parking lot and head toward that L-shaped building.”
The driver rolled through the large parking area and over several grassy strips of land, ending up at the front of the administrative building.
“Radiation down considerably,” the technician said. “Under ten rems.”
“Let’s look for some papers,” the group leader said. “The more we know about the plant and the nuclear material it stored, the better.”
Two soldiers exited the safety of their Stryker, the positive pressure chamber spewing sterile air out of the door as they left. Helmet-mounted cameras let the squad leader and driver see their teammates’ point of view. As they worked their way into the building, the flashlights mounted to their rifles shone tight beams of light into the dark rooms.
The leader pointed at the screen. “Hold there! Carter, scan back to your left. I saw something against the left wall.”
The television monitor displayed the office, a large square space with row upon row of cubicles running the length of it.
“There! Back to your right just a bit.”
“I see it,” Carter said. “Nichols, on me.”
The other television monitor showed specialist Nichols sprinting down an aisle, joining his partner as they slowly made their way further into the room.
“I have bodies,” Carter said, his flashlight playing over three corpses that were in the advanced stages of decomposition. “Glad I’m on oxygen.”
“I’ve got a fourth,” Nichols said, moving to an adjacent cubicle.
“Carter,” the squad leader said into his microphone, “what’s that to your left. That puddle by the wall.”
“God, I don’t know,” Carter replied. “It’s dried out. I don’t have a clue.”
“Well, shit. Look at that,” Nichols said, pointing his light at the floor. Dozens of dead flies were littered on the industrial carpet.
“They’re flies,” Carter said. “And they’re on that pile as well.”
“Radiation.” The squad leader said. “These four died of radiation. Are they carrying any identification?” The two rifled through the dead men’s clothing, coming up empty.
“Over here,” Nichols said. “I’ve got three ARs and an AK.”
“I’d guess looters,” Carter said. “I found canned food, some ammo and porn magazines.”
“They picked the wrong place to loot,” the team commander said. “Keep moving. The plant manager’s office is just through those far doors. First office on the right.”
“Copy that, we’re moving.” Carter replied.
Carter and Nichols scoured the administration building. After an hour of searching, the team gathered the papers they had found and returned to the radiation-protected vehicle. A spray of liquid doused their suits before they entered the Stryker.
“It was a bust,” Carter said. “All the reports we needed were already gone. Someone must have taken them when they abandoned this place.”
“Let’s head back,” the team leader said as he looked at a map of the area. “The rear exit will take us away from the containment dome and cut off a few miles on the way to our rally point.”
The eight-wheeled vehicle easily maneuvered down the dirt road. After some off-road travel, they hit the highway that was to take them back to their rally point. With some luck, they’d be out of their monkey suits and in open air within the next thirty minutes.
About five miles away, they were startled to see a man running out of a local farmhouse, waving his hands over his head.
“Stay back!” the commander shouted over the vehicle’s loudspeakers. “This vehicle has been contaminated with radiation. It is not safe to approach. Stay back.”
“Please help me,” the man cried.
“I’m sorry, sir. This is a military mission. Please report to your local camp for help. DHS has a facility about thirty miles from here.”
“I can’t! I won’t live a day there.”
“What the hell is he talking about?” Carter asked.
“No clue. Maybe he’s gone insane. Wouldn’t be the first time.”
The commander returned to his microphone. “Sir, we’ll alert DHS and have them come pick you up.”
“No!” the man shouted. “They’ll kill me.”
“Sir, please get off the road and let us pass. We’ve been exposed to radioactive material and need to return to our base.”
“Were you at the plant?”
After a moment, the team leader replied. “Yes. That’s where we were exposed.”
The man took a step closer. “I can help. I used to work there.”
Nichols frowned. “Maybe he knows what happened.”
“State your name and position at the plant,” the leader demanded.
“I’m Brendon Davidson, chief of maintenance at Watts Bar!”
“Holy crap, Sergeant,” Nichols said. “He’ll definitely know what happened.”
“Mr. Davidson, please stay here. I’ll send a vehicle to pick you up within the hour.”
“Good! Just don’t tell DHS,” Davidson shouted back as he moved off the street and into the front yard of the farmhouse.
“We won’t. We’re just trying to find out what happened at the plant.”
“Hell, I can tell you exactly what happened!” Davidson shouted. “DHS happened. And I have the paperwork to prove it!”
An hour later A HUMVEE pulled up to the temporary rally point, carrying a civilian and a backpack full of documents. The Stryker had been already been decontaminated, a water truck dousing it for several minute to wash away any radioactive particles. The vehicle now sat on a trailer, and the crew was eating a hot MRE and drinking orange powder that had been added to a one liter bottle of water.
“You Davidson?” the team leader asked as the former plant maintenance manager climbed into the MRAP with the crew.
“Yes sir.” His eyes were focused on the food.
“Hungry?” Carter asked.
“That’s an understatement.”
“Must be if you’re salivating over this crap.”
Nichols grabbed an MRE and tossed it to the man. He tore into the packaging, ripping open the pouch of the box’s main entrée and shoveling in mouthfuls of a rubbery yellow substance studded with vegetables.
“Is that the omelet?” Carter asked with disgust. “You really should put some hot sauce on that.”
“I haven’t eaten anything for days,” Davidson said between bites. “This is great.”
“You really are starving.” Nichols. “Here, try a this one.”
Davidson finished the omelet and tore open a second box, this one a package of chili mac. He was about to bite into the entrée when Nichols took the bag of food and put it into its heating pouch.
Nichols handed him a package of marbled pound cake instead. “Chew on this until it’s heated.”
Carter mixed the enclosed lemon-lime electrolyte powder into a bottle of water and gave it to Davidson. Within a couple of minutes, the poor man had eaten the two entrees and was now contentedly chewing on a handful of Skittles that had been a part of his second meal. As he finished his candy, the MRAP rumbled to life and they began the trip back to Fort Knox.
“Well, tell me a story,” the team leader said. “And don’t leave out any details.”
The former Watts Barr plant director told the team about the failure of the old generators and the mysterious disappearance of the promised replacements from DHS, along with the death of his loyal crew at the hands of the raiders. When Davidson had finished, producing documents to back up his tale, the four CBRN technicians grimly looked at each other. There was only one conclusion to be drawn. DHS was culpable in the plant’s meltdown and therefore the radiation poisoning of the general’s grandkids.
Later that day, Davidson finished his debriefing at the commander’s office. Davidson had watched the general’s expression throughout his interrogation. Earlier, on their ride back to Fort Knox, the Hazmat team had filled him in on the details of the general’s family and their apparent exposure to the radioactive fallout. As Davidson’s story unfolded, General Lester’s face went from neutral to ashen and finally to a dull red.
“Thank you, Mr. Davidson. You’ve done your country a great service,” one of the aides said, indicating that the debriefing was over.
As the door closed, Davidson could hear a muted scream of anger coming from the commander’s office.
“God help whoever took those generators,” Davidson said under his breath.
The NCO escorting him slowed his stride, and in a grim voice said, “You have no God damned idea how true that is.”
***
“Traitors!” General Lester hissed. “Who would steal from a nuclear plant? What kind of sick bastard puts millions of people at risk?”
The general’s aide, Captain Kuris, held his tongue. He’d never seen the man so out of control as his commander ranted on about sedition and incompetence.
“That’s it. I’ve had enough. It’s time to take control.”
“Sir?” Kuris asked, barely hearing the general’s last words.
“Nothing, Captain.”
Lester began paging through the mountain of papers that Davidson had retrieved from the power plant.
“Here!” Lester said triumphantly. “Get these numbers out to every post we can contact. Do it now.”
Kuris took the sheet of paper with the serial numbers of the missing generators that had been assigned to the failed nuclear plant.
“Sir, what do you want me to tell them?”
“Tell them to find those generators! When you know where they are, let me know right away. Is that so hard, Captain?”
Kuris studied his commanding officer. Lester’s voice was steady and firm, but his eyes were off, sort of glazed and dilated. Definitely not right.
“Yes sir,” Kuris said. “I’ll see to it.”
As Kuris left the general’s office, an uneasy feeling started to settle into his gut. General Lester had displayed no emotion since their diagnosis of radiation poisoning. But now, with a target on the table, someone could be held accountable. This was personal for his commander—they’d hurt his family, poisoned innocent children.
When Kuris got to his own office, he handed his aide the list and gave the soldier instructions to broadcast the serial numbers to every station and fort under their command.
“Sergeant, don’t put any more information into that memo. Just the numbers and where to report.”
“Understood, sir.”
Kuris didn’t want any rumors or innuendos associated with the search, nothing to warn the potential perpetrator. If this was personal for the general, it would be personal for all the men under Lester’s command. They all felt his pain, even though St. Bart never showed his emotions. Never that is, until just a few moments ago, when Kuris saw the hurt in the man’s eyes. It seemed that Lester felt emotions after all, and that pissed Kuris off more than anyone could ever know.



CHAPTER 20
ORLANDO, FL
“We all make choices, but in the end our choices make us.”
— Ken Levine
SEVERAL WEEKS AFTER DAVIDSON’S RESCUE, Drosky rolled out of bed, a low murmur of protest coming from under the sheets.
“It’s not even dawn,” Natasha groaned, the bedspread dropping back as she reached out to reveal her female curves. “Come back here.”
Drosky hesitated for a moment. His first impulse was to follow her seductive voice back to bed, but he’d promised to meet Beth and Mike early at the mess hall.
“Babe, I’ve got to go. But I’ll be back tonight.”
“You could be a little late,” she whispered sensually.
Drosky went to her side of the bed and sat down. Natasha rolled over and brought her left arm around his waist, pulling him against her body.
“Tonight. Can you keep those thoughts till then?” John softly asked.
“All day, mister. I’ll be thinking of you all day.”
Drosky leaned over and kissed his girlfriend. She leaned up into him, pressing her body through the sheets, practically begging him to give in to her desires.
He pulled away and smiled. “I’ll be thinking of you too.”
Drosky hurriedly dressed and left their quarters, jogging toward the mess hall. Beth and Mike were already there.
***
“Well well,” Mike deadpanned. “Look who managed to show up.”
“I’m exactly on time,” Drosky said.
“No thanks to a certain dark-haired woman who will remain nameless.”
“She’s hard to leave,” he admitted with a grin, sitting down with his plate of eggs.
Beth ignored the male banter, concentrating on her own breakfast and reading some papers. When she had been reassigned to guard Bedford’s wife, she had been none too pleased about it. But a friendship was blossoming between the two women. Beth provided Tanya with another woman with whom she could confide—and now Tanya was providing Beth with stolen memos and other secrets.
“What do you have?” Drosky asked her, ignoring Mike’s further attempts to goad him about his private life.
“Deployment schedule,” Beth replied. “Timetable and strengths.”
It was a bit risky meeting in DHS headquarters’ mess hall, but at 0530, they were the only people in the dining area other than the kitchen staff. John figured that the best place to exchange secrets was in the open and at a place where they normally would meet anyway. They were known friends and ate breakfast together every day. It would be a lot more suspicious if they got together at a more secluded spot, and it wasn’t every day that they exchanged information.
“Cyn’s gonna like this.” Mike said, looking at the spreadsheet.
“Seems Tanya’s becoming quite the fountain of information,” Drosky added, looking at another page from the stack that contained more details of the upcoming deployment.
Cynthia Terrones had been contacted by a growing opposition to the new government. Her years in the Marines and time spent doing security work for the theme parks gave her an interesting and varied list of associates. One of them reached out to her a two months ago, and she’d become part of that group of patriots. Four weeks ago, she brought Mike on board, who in turn brought in Drosky and Beth.
Now Beth’s relationship with Bedford’s wife was paying dividends because she had access to her husband’s private files. In just a few short weeks, they had been overwhelmed by the amount and quality of the information Tanya had stolen. It was fitting that the woman Bedford had turned into his personal plaything was now stabbing him in the back.
The results of their efforts had been both immediate and remarkable. Two convoys of DHS agents had been ambushed by a growing rebel force, resulting in the loss of nearly a hundred men and truckloads of supplies, including small arms, explosives and anti-material weapons. Bedford had been livid after hearing of the second ambush, convinced that the civilians still left in the city were responsible, and not an organized resistance.
“I’ll get these to Cyn,” Mike said as he slid the papers into his messenger bag. “They’ll be in our friend’s hands by tonight.”
None of them knew who Cynthia was communicating with, and if OPSEC was being followed, she likely didn’t know who she was interfacing with either.
Someday this will make a great story, Drosky thought. Too bad I can’t keep notes.
Later that morning, Drosky was in Bedford’s office, reviewing the day’s agenda.
“I’ll need another vehicle,” he said as he glanced at the day’s calendar. “The trip to the airport is getting more problematic. I’ll need to add two more vehicles for security.”
“That’s fine,” the director said absently.
“Sir, I’ll need to pull them from the city. Our fleet of up-armored HUMVEEs is dangerously low since the two ambushes. Do you have any recommendations on which units we should re-task?”
Bedford sat silently for a moment, then slammed his fist onto the table. “Damn it! I’m tired of fighting these ungrateful bastards.”
He stood up and began pacing the floor in front of his desk. Drosky sat calmly, a blank expression on his face. It was good to see the stress their efforts were causing DHS. Drosky thought about the spreadsheets he had seen that morning and suppressed a grin. More agents were going to die, and that was just fine with him. Almost to a man, the agents that stayed with DHS were cowards, exchanging their souls for air conditioning and a hot meal. His efforts to stop the new government had allowed him to sleep well once again.
Bedford stopped his pacing, his expression suddenly changing from anger to calm.
“Get me Nixon,” Bedford commanded. “Now.”
“What for, sir?”
“Not your concern,” Bedford replied with a nasty smile. “Just get him for me.”
Drosky sent one of his agents to get the evil man. Ever since he had witnessed Travis Nixon shoot an unarmed father and burn two families this past winter, he had been searching for an opportunity to pay the bastard back. But Nixon and Drosky’s paths hadn’t crossed since. Nixon had been mostly absent since then, sometimes not showing up at the tower apartment for weeks on end. Finally, after a few months without running into him, Drosky’s intense anger had subsided into a slow, simmering burn. Revenge and retribution would come soon enough, but not at the expense of ruining his budding career as a spy. Taking down Nixon was now secondary to providing the resistance with information.
A half an hour later, Nixon smugly strode into Bedford’s office.
“You’re dismissed,” Bedford said to Drosky.
He reluctantly closed the director’s door behind him and stood nearby. There was nothing he could do to overhear their conversation, and he vowed to somehow rectify that problem. Perhaps a hidden mic? he thought as Bedford and Nixon conspired in the room just a few feet away.
Behind the closed door, the director greeted Nixon warmly. “Travis!” Bedford said, clapping him on the shoulder. “How was your assignment?”
Nixon had been in Miami, where his men had crushed pockets of resistance on the island of Key Biscayne. The waterfront mansions were going to be prized pieces of real estate when the dust settled, and Bedford was bound and determined to be the owner of those lots. Nixon had performed with increasing efficiency as he learned what would drive the remaining groups of non-compliant citizens into the DHS camps.
“It’s been a ton of fun,” Nixon said.
Bedford let out a deep belly laugh, his stomach flab rippling up and down through his too tight white button-down shirt. It was late spring, and even with the air conditioning, the man was sweating through his clothes.
“I brought you here to solve another problem. This one is local.”
“I thought we had this town under control?” Nixon asked, taking a seat across from the director’s desk.
“We did, but things are starting to turn in the wrong direction.”
Bedford handed Nixon a folder. The agent opened began reviewing the papers within. Settling himself in his chair with an audible grunt, Bedford opened his own folder and turned to the first page.
“On page one, you can see the damage we’ve suffered since the beginning of the month.”
Nixon whistled as he reviewed the battle damage report. “A hundred and six dead?”
“Actually, it’s up to one hundred thirteen. Seven of the critically wounded died since that report.”
“And the material. Was that destroyed or captured?”
“Captured. Including over a dozen AT4s”
“Jesus,” Nixon said. “That can do some damage.”
“Exactly. That’s why I need your men to get this under control right now. I can’t have these ungrateful morons running around with shoulder rockets, blowing up my MRAPs and HUMVEEs.”
“It’s solvable. I just need a few weeks to weed out the rats.”
“Whatever you need, it’s yours.” Bedford replied, handing the man a laminated card. “This is your ‘God Card.’ It will get you anything you want.”
Nixon looked at the piece of plastic. It was roughly the size of a credit card, but it was so much better. Bedford’s signature was on the bottom, and it authorized the holder to have full access to whatever he would need. With a smile, he put it in his shirt pocket.
“I’ll be out there in the morning.” Nixon said. He was already planning where to move his team and their entourage of female companions. The men had collected a virtual harem that he needed to keep housed and fed. This card would allow him to do just that.
“Any suggestions where we can base the men?” Nixon asked.
“Grand Cypress,” Bedford immediately replied. “I’ve got a gas station out there, plenty of rooms for you and your boys, as well as a twenty-four-hour restaurant on site. There’s even a spa for some of your tagalong guests.”
Nixon’s surprised look pleased Bedford. The man needed to know that Bedford was on top of everything around him, including the lifestyles and predilections of his agents.
“Oh don’t be surprised, Travis. I know about the girls.”
“And you don’t have a problem with that?” Nixon asked.
“Problem? I’m looking forward to a visit.”
“They’re all yours, sir. Any girl you want.”
“You mean girls, don’t you?” Bedford deadpanned.
Both men laughed as Nixon rose to leave.
“You’re my kind of boss, sir.” Nixon said, shaking the director’s hand.
“And you’re my kind of soldier.”
“Thank you, sir.” Nixon saluted.
“Now get out of here and fix my problem,” Bedford said as he returned the agent’s salute.
Nixon exchanged a menacing glance with John Drosky as he strode past. Leaving Drosky behind to guard Bedford’s door gave Nixon a level of satisfaction that he could barely contain. Since their days at the Orlando Police Department together, Nixon had held a grudge against him. Drosky had been a Marine, serving tours in Iraq, while Nixon had washed out after his three-year term had expired and been told not to re-enlist. Drosky reminded Nixon of the injustices that the military had heaped on him. And now Drosky was nothing more than a glorified guard while he was the Bedford’s counter-insurgency man.
Maybe there is some justice in this world, Nixon thought as he patted the God Card in his pocket.



CHAPTER 21
ORLANDO, FL
“That’s just the way: a person does a low-down thing, and then he don’t want to take no consequences of it. Thinks as long as he can hide it, it ain’t no disgrace.”
— Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
AS THE NEXT FEW WEEKS rolled by, several convoys had been destroyed and scores of agents had been killed. Nixon’s attempts to catch the elusive rebels had been an utter failure. Hitting the insurgent’s camps only worked when they stayed still, but they were constantly moving. Whenever Nixon’s men raided a suspected site, they found it abandoned and often booby-trapped. He’d lost four men so far to sophisticated explosives, and he’d failed to kill more than a handful of the enemy. Now, Nixon was in Bedford’s office, trying to explain his lack of success. Drosky was stationed by the director’s door and had the satisfaction of listening to Bedford’s screams and roars of fury at Nixon’failures.
Drosky looked over at a pretty secretary who now occupied a desk in Bedford’s waiting area. She was a young, well-endowed Latina from Miami who barely spoke English. Her only responsibility seemed to be occasional private visits to Bedford’s office where he would “dictate memos,” although these supposed directives never seemed to materialize to the rest of the world.
As one particularly vile curse found its way through the thick walls, Drosky nodded to the girl, getting a seductive smile in reply.
A moment later, the director’s door was flung open as Bedford threw a final, profanity laced command at the cowering agent.
“You get this under control, Nixon. If you don’t, I’ll have you buried so deep you’ll be fertilizing the rice paddies in China. Do you understand me?”
“Yes sir. I’ll get it done.”
Bedford slammed the door, leaving Nixon at the mercy of Drosky’s sharp tongue.
“That went well,” Drosky deadpanned. “You guys having a beer after work?”
Nixon’s eyes flared, his fists clenching as he attempted to control his rage. The agent placed his beret back on his head, completing his self-created uniform. The black ninja outfit would have been comical if it weren’t for the fact that Nixon had earned the right to wear it. His counter-insurgency efforts had resulted in hundreds of deaths in Miami, although his efforts so far in Orlando had been less than stellar.
“Just warming up”, Nixon said as he brushed past.
Their eyes locked, neither man backing down.
As the agent passed Drosky, he turned and made a gun out of his thumb and fingers. Pointing it as John, he depressed his thumb like a pistol hammer strike.
“Bang! See you next time, Drosky.” Nixon said with a smile, before turning to leave the director’s reception room.
As he opened the room’s outer door, something thudded into the wall next to his head. Turning to his right, the smug agent staggered back as he saw the blade of a Ka-Bar knife buried in the drywall about a foot away.
Drosky approached the trembling man, grabbed the knife’s handle, and pulled. He removed the blade from the wall and sheathed it in one smooth motion. He returned to his post and stood calmly by the door. Out of the corner of his eyes, he watched Nixon gather himself and quickly leave the room. A smile creased Drosky’s face as he noticed a wet stain on the front of Nixon’s pants.
“I think he is going to change his clothes,” the secretary said with a grin, in broken English.
“Yeah, I think he is.”
Just then, the speaker on the woman’s desk came alive. “Lucia, please come in here. And bring your pen and pad.”
They both knew what that meant, another “private” session with the fat DHS director.
With a sigh, the girl got up from her chair and adjusted her form-fitting pencil skirt. She primped her white silk blouse and checked her face with a compact makeup mirror. She looked up at John with a brave but defeated smile and walked to the closed door.
“I’m sorry,” Drosky murmured.
The girl stopped and gave Drosky a look. “I’m free tonight,” she said.
“I’m not.” John simply replied.
The secretary took a breath and entered the room. If experience was any guide, she’d be back soon. Their boss wasn’t one to take long at anything he did.
***
Nixon scurried out of the director’s office. The knife had been inches from punching through the back of his head. More than the act itself, it frightened him that he hadn’t seen Drosky as such a threat. He’d have to re-evaluate the situation and determine the best way to get rid of him.
Nixon put that problem away because he had bigger fish to fry. Bedford had put him in charge of crushing the budding insurgency, but his efforts had been a total failure so far. What had started out as a twenty-five-man strike force had been reduced to nineteen by the insurgents. The tactics he had used in Miami were inadequate in this city. The insurgents were more organized, better trained, and seemed to anticipate his moves. His efforts so far had been a failure.
To make matters worse, another column of supplies had been raided, leaving Bedford with a shortage of both men and machines. The AT4s stolen in the first raids were being used with great effect when the rebels took out the lead and rear elements of the convoy, trapping the remaining vehicles in between. Crossing lanes of fire from pre-placed firing positions had decimated the column, resulting in the deaths over fifty more agents and loss or theft of tons of food and weapons. If this continued, it wouldn’t be long before the insurgents would be better armed than the government.
“Take us home,” Nixon said to his driver.
He leaned back in his seat and tried to come up with a plan. He had to think out of the box, and he had to do it quickly. Nixon had no doubt that if he didn’t produce results soon, he would not live to see end of summer.
When they arrived at the hotel, Nixon walked into the wing of the resort that his group had occupied. Doors were left open and the sounds of video games and movies were flooding the hall. Even the moans of passion from one of the rooms failed to distract the agent as he walked down the hallway, pondering his next move. Approaching his own suite, he noted the sound of a movie he had seen before. It was a science-fiction flick about an interstellar crew of rebels that were fighting a future government. In an attempt to capture the rebels, the government killed all the people that had worked with them over the years.
He suddenly remembered a line from the movie, and his next move crystalized in his brain.
“That’s it!” Nixon said, remembering the quote. “If your quarry goes to ground, leave no ground to go to!”
***
Lieutenant Ferraro was tired of the heat. Since moving to Orlando from Fort Knox, he’d been doing nothing but putting out fires between the military and their DHS friends.
Now, a third column of supplies had been destroyed and Bedford was complaining that it would be almost a month before another shipment could be arranged. The DHS director was infuriating—and more importantly, he was a corrupt and incompetent man. Rumors of graft and prostitution were rampant, and the airport was awash with “dignitaries” from Washington, D.C., as they brought their families and mistresses to the costal resorts DHS had impounded.
Ferraro’s family was quartered in one of the city’s central apartment buildings. They occupied a two-bedroom unit on the top floor of one of three federally built, four-story buildings. The square structures were painted in muted pastels and reeked of government design, with no esthetic qualities to the complex.
His wife had been reluctant to move, but his position as liaison put him at the top of Orlando’s military food chain. The perks of command were now available for his family, which changed his wife’s attitude about the move. At least that problem had been solved as she flitted about with visiting high-ranking official’s spouses, enjoying the Grand Cypress resort and even taking the kids to West Palm Beach for a weekend.
But for Ferraro, the problems of command never ended, so he decided to wander about in thought, clearing his mind in anticipation of the coming day. Walking in the early morning heat was oppressive, especially compared to the cool, fresh summer air he’d left back in Kentucky. But the eighty-degree morning temperature was downright frigid compared to the expected afternoon high of ninety-six. And he didn’t even want to think about the humidity, the kind that made his uniform damp and thick with hot, sticky moisture. So walking now was about the only time he’d be able to enjoy a quiet stroll, even though he’d likely be drenched in sweat by the time he got to his office.
Ferraro passed by the tower where many of the DHS agents lived. The front of the structure was always a beehive of activity as the men and women scurried back and forth between their new home and DHS headquarters just a few blocks away. He stopped and watched as people in uniform entered and left the building. Groups stood in the plaza in front of the building, and the roads were devoid of vehicles, used now as pedestrian walkways. In fact, several square blocks of the area were free of any traffic other than foot. It was nice to see people engaging in normal activities even though they were all federal agents and not average citizens.
Well, it’s a start, he thought.
Instead of taking his normal morning path, Ferraro decided to continue down the road, moving beyond the tall building. The center of the city was returning to normal, at least in this limited area.
Generators weren’t needed in town other than as backups now that the area was being fed by the Stanton Energy Center. The electric plant east of town was getting limited a limited supply of coal that was being brought in by train from West Virginia. After losing several shipments to bandits, DHS had begun providing on-board security for the trip. The reliable deliveries allowed a steady stream of electricity to be generated.
To bring power back to the center of town, the feeder lines into the city had to be verified as safe, and all power to uninspected buildings had to be cut off. If they had simply pulled the switch to feed the entire area, a deteriorating electric box or simply an oven or stove that had been left on could ignite a house fire that would rage out of control. It took months for the technicians to clear and certify the buildings before power could be reinstituted.
Suddenly, the nearby generators to the tower kicked in, deafening the lieutenant and forcing him to cover his ears.
Damn, he thought. Someone must have taken out another transformer.
One of their biggest problems now was the citizens of the city that hadn’t complied with the government’s orders to report to a relocation camp. These survivors lived on the scraps in the areas outside of downtown, and their wrath at the government seemed to know no bounds. Since the electricity was reestablished a few weeks ago, power interruptions had become a daily part of their lives. Ferraro didn’t have a problem with people choosing to stay home and make a go of it. In some ways, he was impressed with those that had survived so far. But their vindictiveness in shooting out the newly installed transformers, just to make the government center lose power, angered him. If they chose to live like that, fine. But don’t hurt those that are here to help. At least, that’s the way he thought of it.
“I need some help here!” Ferraro heard someone shouting from behind one of the generators that were attached to the tower.
The lieutenant jogged toward the sound of the voice and found a technician struggling with an access panel that was askew and in danger of falling. The man was holding the massive plate of metal as diesel squirted out of a hose that ran from an adjacent fuel truck.
“Grab this while I shut off the pump!”
Ferraro took the technician’s place and kept the panel from twisting free. One of the hinges had broken when the mechanic had opened it, and it was in danger of ripping the other hinge off if he let it drop. Moments later, the generator shut down, and the fuel stopped hemorrhaging onto the concrete pad.
“Thanks,” the man said. “Ever since we got electric, these engines have been turned on and off almost every day.”
The two men positioned the metal plate back in place and twisted the access panel’s handle to lock it.
“These things were made to run without shutting down,” he continued. “Every time we have to restart them, there’s a specific procedure that needs to be followed. If I’m not here, the idiots inside just come out and flip the switch. Next thing you know, something goes wrong and I’m out here fixing their stupidity.”
“I know the feeling,” Ferraro said with a smile. “If people just followed the rules, we’d have a lot fewer problems.”
“Amen, brother.”
The technician grabbed his toolbox and hustled back into the bowels of the building, leaving Ferraro next to the silent machine. As the lieutenant turned to leave, he glanced at the panel one more time and something caught his eye. He leaned in and examined the writing on the side of the generator. Specifically, at its serial number: MAR49304Y.
Jesus! Could it be?
Several weeks ago, he’d received a memo from Kuris with a list of generator serial numbers and a command to report back to the captain if they were found. Ferraro had handed the order off to DHS. Since they installed the generators and did maintenance on all their equipment, he had asked them to check their records and let him know if these units were here. They never got back to him.
Without any explanation as to why those generators were to be found, Ferraro had let the matter go and went on with his assigned duties. Now, looking at the serial number, he got a sinking feeling that DHS might have let him down. He’d remembered the code because his daughter’s name was Mary, and those letters were in several of the serial numbers. Ferraro wrote the number down and retreated to his office.
“Sergeant,” he said as he entered. “Where is that list of serial numbers from Fort Knox?”
The aide opened a cabinet and retrieved the list. Ferraro took the paper and sat at his desk. It didn’t take him long to discover that the number on the list and the one on the generator downtown were the same.
“Get Captain Kuris on the satellite phone,” Ferraro commanded.
A few moments later, his aide brought the phone into Ferraro’s office and handed it to the lieutenant.
“Ferraro, here,” he said into the device.
“Hi, Lieutenant. How’s Orlando treating you and your family?”
“Very good, sir. Thank you for asking.”
“That’s good. What can I do for you?”
“Sir, it’s about that list of generators you were asking about.”
The phone went silent, and Ferraro thought they’d lost their connection.
“Sir, are you still there?”
“Yes. Yes, Lieutenant. I’m here.”
“I found one of the generators. I don’t know if there are any more here. I directed DHS to review their records and report back to me if they found any of the serial numbers in their files. They hadn’t reported back, but I ran across one of them attached to a high-rise here in town.”
There was another long pause. “Lieutenant, I’m going to get back to you. Does anyone else know what you’ve found?”
“Just my aide, sir.”
“You two keep this quiet. That’s an order. I’ll get back to you by the end of the day to give you further orders.”
“Yes sir,” Ferraro said with hesitation. “Can I ask, is this important? If I can be blunt, sir, you sound a bit off.”
“Yeah, Lieutenant. I’m a bit off,” Kuris replied. “I’m going to tell you a story, and you will not repeat it unless I say so. Is that understood?”
“Yes sir,” Ferraro replied. “I understand.”
Ten minutes later, Ferraro handed the phone back to his aide in the office’s reception room.
“Sergeant, you are not to mention anything about this serial number or my phone call to anyone. Is that understood?”
“Yes sir,” the sergeant said, but there was doubt in his eyes. “Is there something going on?”
Ferraro smiled grimly. “The wrath of God himself is coming to Orlando, and we’re about to see it for ourselves.”



CHAPTER 22
ORLANDO, FL
A FEW WEEKS LATER, THE GULFSTREAM C-20b rolled to a stop outside the maintenance hangar. Lieutenant Ferraro stood attentively outside the aircraft along with four armed soldiers as the door to the jet dropped down, allowing a ten-step ladder to extend to the ground.
Captain Kuris stood in the opening and nodded to the lieutenant. Moments later, General Lester appeared and strode down the extended stairs.
The four guards turned away from the arriving dignitaries, their battle rifles at low ready as they scanned their designated fields of fire for signs of danger. Lieutenant Ferraro approached the steps and stopped ten feet short. Snapping to attention, he threw up his best salute.
Lester, recognizing his former aide, returned the salute. Ferraro dropped his arm to his side, but before he could say a word of welcome, Lester reached out and shook his hand.
“Ferraro, good to see you.”
“Y-yes sir,” Ferraro stammered. “Thank you.”
“You’ve done a great job here. I won’t forget it.”
“Thank you, sir. But I would recommend we get moving as soon as possible. It’s dangerous to linger here.”
“Lead the way, Lieutenant.”
The general, Kuris, and Ferraro strode to a waiting Stryker, its outer hull reinforced by sandbags. A 50-caliber M2 was manned on the top. The rear door was down, creating a ramp, and the men walked at a hunch and then took seats along the mobile infantry carrier’s bench seats. As the armored eight-wheeled vehicle began to roll, the general turned to Ferraro.
“A Stryker? Is it that bad?”
“It can be, sir. DHS has lost control of parts of the city. It’s in my report.”
“Yes, I read it. I thought that the route from the airport was secure?”
“It used to be, sir. Two nights ago, we lost three unarmored vehicles to an ambush. Since then, I’m not taking any chances.”
Lester sat back, satisfied with the explanation. Kuris caught Ferraro’s eyes and nodded with a slight smile. Ferraro nodded back, pleased at the acknowledgement he’d just received form his former mentor.
“He knows I’m coming?” Lester asked.
“Yes sir. I didn’t tell him when you were landing, though. Said it was operational security. He accepted that. He has arranged a formal reception tonight, including dinner and a social. I don’t think he has any idea why you came.”
“Good, Lieutenant. You did the right thing.”
“Did you locate the remaining stolen generators?” Kuris asked.
“All of them, sir. Every one of them is attached to apartments in the city, including the director’s own building where he had a custom penthouse built.”
Lester’s face remained stoic. Only his eyes gave away the anger.
The ride to the former Orlando Police Department headquarters building was uneventful. No one there knew that the general was arriving, so he received a less-than-formal greeting when he strode in the front door. In fact, no one greeted him at all.
The general did not look impressed. “I like the formality.” The general said sarcastically. “Is this the way DHS always operates?”
“Yes sir,” Ferraro replied. “Most of the agents are former police or retired federal workers. They don’t adhere to protocol. It’s rather sloppy.”
“That’s going to change,” Lester said as he scanned the chaos in the hallway. “I’ve seen enough. Take me to Bedford.”
Not a word was spoken during the five-minute drive to the plush apartment building. Kuris and Ferraro exchanged worried glances as they watched the general, his left foot drumming up and down on the Stryker’s floor.
A pair of guards posted at the entrance to the apartment snapped to attention when Lester exited the vehicle, earning an approving nod from Kuris.
At least someone’s been trained properly, he thought.
At the top of the building, the elevator doors opened onto a long, lushly furnished hallway. Antique lawyer’s bookcases, their original leaded glass windows shimmering, lined one wall. The cases were filled with a potpourri of Tiffany stained glass, exquisite porcelain, and fine crystal. The spoils of power on display to every visitor that came down the long hallway. Paintings hung on the opposite wall, including several original masterpieces that must have been pilfered from the Dali museum near Tampa. The only unifying theme to the treasures seemed to be a certain erotic aspect to the art.
They entered the director’s waiting room and stopped in front of an unoccupied secretary’s desk. Another guard was standing watch. The man glanced at Lester’s collar, and seeing the stars attached he snapped to attention.
“I’m here to see director Bedford,” Lester said calmly.
“Yes sir. He’s…indisposed at the moment.”
“What, may I ask, is keeping him so occupied?”
“Sir, he’s in his office with his secretary,” the agent replied, his eyes downcast as a flush crept in his cheeks. “She’s…uh…taking dictation, sir.”
Lester’s eyes flared. “Well, make him available,” he said. “Make it happen right now! Am I clear?”
The black-clad man turned and pounded on the director’s office door. “Director Bedford? You’re needed immediately!”
A muffled shout came from behind the heavy oak door. It sounded like a woman, but it was impossible to tell whether the cry was from pleasure or pain.
“Open the damned door now!” Lester hissed.
“I can’t, sir,” the distraught agent said. “It’s locked from the inside.”
“Go down the hall and guard the elevator,” Ferraro commanded. The man nodded gratefully and trotted away.
Lester moved back, turned to Kuris, and nodded. The captain, a tall and fit man, stepped up to the door.
“On my mark,” Kuris commanded to the four guards that had accompanied them.
“Three, two, one…” Raising his boot, he kicked the door near its ornate brass handle, sending the wooden plank crashing into the room.
The four soldiers rushed into the dusky room and set up a semi-circular perimeter. Their M4 rifles were up to their eyes as they scanned the room for threats.
Kuris followed through next with his M-9 handgun drawn while Ferraro drew his service weapon and held rear watch behind the general.
A woman screamed again as the armed men rushed the room.
Lester stormed into the office and found the woman, whom he assumed was the secretary, laying back on the director’s desk, with her legs in the air and Bedford between them. Kuris looked at the corpulent man, his pants around his ankles and a look of fury and terror on the director’s face, and almost shot him right then and there.
“Clear!” Kuris yelled after scanning the room.
The four guards brought their weapons down to low ready, and held their positions.
Lester strode to the desk and stared at Bedford. The man was too stunned to move, his eyes bulging. The general looked down on the woman, who covered her face in embarrassment.
“At least one of you has some shame,” he said. “Get out of here and clean yourself up.”
Ferraro led her out of the room. Before letting her go, he got her name and billet address, knowing that the general would want her interviewed later.
Bedford had backed away from the desk to allow his secretary to follow the general’s instructions. With his pants still down, Kuris looked at his naked lower half and smirked. If the shrunken muscle was any indication, Bedford was far more afraid than he was angry.
“Please collect yourself, Director. I have time,” Lester said, his voice deadly calm.
The Bedford pulled up his pants and scurried into his private bathroom. Lester scanned the office, noting the opulent and erotic nature of the decorations. He shook his head.
“Take photographs, lots of them,” Lester told Kuris. “I want all the evidence I can muster.”
Bedford returned, his thinning hair combed back and a fresh shirt hastily buttoned over his sweaty body.
“Uh, General. I wasn’t expecting you until this evening.”
“Obviously. Was this an inopportune time?”
The director frowned, his rodent-like eyes darting back and forth as he tried to come up with a response.
“Never mind,” Lester continued. “We heard a scream from the room, didn’t we captain?”
“Yes sir. Definitely a scream.”
“Sorry about your door, Director. We were… concerned,” Lester added.
“Uh, oh. That’s quite alright. I can have it fixed.”
The two men stared at each other. Bedford shrank before the battle-hardened soldier.
“We’re taking a survey of all the assets under my command,” Lester said. “Would you be kind enough to share that information with my captain?”
“Oh! Of course, General. I’ll assign a team to assist you any way I can.”
“Very good. Then I’ll see you tonight at dinner?”
“Oh indeed. I’m sure you will enjoy what we have planned.”
“I’m sure. Until then.”
“Uh, yes. Until then,” Bedford practically sighed.
The general and his entourage left the office and waited silently at the elevator door. The guard Ferraro had deployed to this spot stood nervously, unsure whether to salute or stay silent. The frozen look of fear on the man’s face explained his lack of military decorum.
After the doors slid shut and the lift began to descend, Kuris said, “I assumed you were going to arrest him.”
“Not yet,” Lester said. “This is a den of rats, and I want to clean it out. I want everyone responsible for the deplorable state of this command removed.”
Kuris nodded and glanced at Ferraro.
“Sir,” Kuris began. “Lieutenant Ferraro’s report on the state of the city includes some unedited after-action reports. I think this will give you a head start on the personnel responsible.”
“Bring them to me as soon as I settle into my room, Lieutenant.”
“Yes sir” Ferraro replied.
“And Ferraro, well done back there.” Kuris added. “Glad you remembered your room-clearing techniques.”
“I’m not soft yet, Captain. Thank you, sir.”



CHAPTER 23
ORLANDO, FL
WHILE BEDFORD WAS PULLING UP his pants, Drosky and Bru were in the cafeteria of the newly recommissioned Orlando Regional Hospital, waiting for the director’s wife to finish her final medical examination.
“She’s recovered well,” Drosky said.
“I think Beth had a lot to do with that,” Bru replied. “Tanya seems to enjoy her company.”
Bruner hadn’t been let into the loop about Tanya’s clandestine activities. It was agreed in the beginning that the fewer people that knew about their insurgent activities, the better. Besides, Drosky was concerned that Bru’s increasingly protective behavior would lead him to dissuade Tanya from spying. After all, a spy only had two paths forward. Either their side won…or else they were caught and executed. Both scenarios were fraught with danger, and Bru had lost his ability to be reasonable after being reassigned from Bedford’s family to another high value subject. He seemed more possessed by the director’s wife since Beth took his spot and found any opportunity to be near her in his free time.
Today was one of those off days when he had magically appeared on the sidewalk of the medical office, receiving a warm smile and a wave from Tanya as Drosky escorted the woman inside. Beth was back at the director’s apartment watching Tanya’s young daughter.
Drosky checked his watch and noted that the thirty-minute examination was almost up. “I’ve got to go. Why don’t you get back to your room and relax?”
“I’m not tired,” Bru replied. “And I haven’t had a chance to say hello.”
“Dammit, Bru. Let it go. She’s married. To the director!”
Bru dropped his head, acknowledging that fact. “I can’t help it, John. She’s in my head.”
“Then get her out,” Drosky replied to the twenty-two-year-old agent. “Move on, and if I see you trying to hang around her again, you’re out. Do you understand me?”
“I can’t John,” he whispered. “I’m in love.”
“Come on, you’re being stupid. You don’t even know her.”
“We slept together,” Bru finally admitted. “Twice. I love her.”
“Crap,” Drosky said.
Bru shook his head. “What can I say?”
“Report to personnel tomorrow. I’m reassigning you. Now get out of here.”
Bru slammed his hand on the table, garnering stares from the other people nearby. The young man stomped away, leaving Drosky with a potential mess on his hands.
***
Later that afternoon, Ferraro and Kuris got together at a local pub that had recently opened. Sitting in a darkened corner booth, they had both privacy and a view of the clientele that came and went. If they didn’t know any better, the normalcy of the situation would have made them think that the EMP never went off.
“So, what do you have so far?” Kuris asked after the waitress dropped off two locally produced draft beers.
“It’ll be a couple of days before we have reviewed all the documents, but I did confirm the orders to steal the generators and bring them to the city. In fact, eight of the generators were pilfered from a warehouse immediately after the EMP went off. Not only did they take Watts Bar’s backup generators, but they also redirected the other four from one of the plants here in Florida.”
“Which one? Did it melt down too?”
“Turkey Point, down south. It’s fine for now. Their existing generators are keeping the nuclear pile under control. Problem is, if two of the four go down, it’ll go China Syndrome just like Watts Bar.”
“Shit,” Kuris muttered.
“Don’t worry. I’ve redirected two of the machines down there.”
“Where did you find them?”
Ferraro grinned. “Behind the director’s apartment building.”
Kuris smiled in reply and took a long draw from his chilled glass. “This isn’t half bad!”
“Yeah, I could get used to it.”
“What else do you have?”
“I have a flow chart of leadership. I figure the general would want to vet them, or at least know who the potential problem people are.”
Kuris took the sheet of paper and nodded. “He’ll like this. You’ve done a great job, Lieutenant.”
“Thank you, sir. I don’t like this, though. I just find the timing of the generator theft to be too convenient.”
Kuris got a questioning look on his face. “How so?”
“I mean, it’s almost as if Bedford knew he’d need the generators before everything went down. They were transported here within a week of the EMP, to an apartment building that had already been half modified into his private suite.”
“You’re saying that DHS had knowledge of the EMP before it struck?”
“Who knows,” Ferraro said. “I’m just speculating here. But there are too many circumstances where just the right supplies were in just the right place.”
“That could be coincidence,” Kuris said. “The government has a ton of supplies all over the country. Probably two or three times what they really need. I can think of plenty of places we found food and ammunition after the electric grid went down.”
“I know,” Ferraro said. “But it took us months to figure all that out. DHS was up and running way too fast. They knew where to go and had it together inside a week. When’s the last time you knew the government to be that efficient?”
“I don’t think the general needs to hear that right now,” Kuris replied after a few moments.
Just then, his satellite phone began to vibrate. “Kuris here.”
Several moments went by before the captain replied. “When are they going into do that?”
A pause, and the, “Okay, thanks for the heads-up.”
Kuris disconnected the call.
“Well?” Ferraro asked.
“It’s the general’s grandson,” he began. “His white blood cell count was going down. Well, a week ago, the count started to rise rapidly.”
“That’s good, right?”
“No. It’s leukemia. The kid’s bone marrow is screwed up. That was the hospital. They’re going to start him on chemotherapy. His grandmother is a match, and they’re going to do a transplant.”
“Will that cure him?”
“If he gets through the procedure, there’s a good chance he’ll recover. But he will still be living with impaired DNA and several organs have been permanently damaged. They’ve already removed both of the grandkids’ thyroid glands. They’ve got a tough road ahead of them.”
The two men finished their beers and went back to the general’s temporary quarters. Kuris knocked on his office door and entered when invited.
“Sir, Lieutenant Ferraro just gave me a report on command structure as well as confirmation on the theft of the generators.”
Lester was behind his desk, rubbing his temples, both elbows on the writing pad.
“Thank you, Captain. That will be all.”
Kuris hesitated. “Sir, if you need to talk…”
“I’m fine. I suppose one of your moles let you know about the situation at the hospital.”
“No good ADC would be without them, sir.”
“I know. I feel so helpless sitting here.”
“Well, this wasn’t expected, but there’s good news about the bone marrow match.”
“I wish they had waited until I returned.”
“I know they would have, if it had been possible. But they know what they’re doing, sir. You have to count on that.”
“Thank you, Captain.”
“Sir, I’d understand if you didn’t attend the dinner tonight. Should I tell Bedford not to expect you?”
“No, let’s go. I need to get my mind on something else now. Besides, the director doesn’t know how little time he has.”
“You ready to pull the plug?”
“Soon, Captain. I’ve been in touch with Homeland in Washington and appraised them of the situation. They’re sending a replacement. That person should be here within the week.”
“Any names I’d know?”
“Ramona Qualls.”
“Wow. The dragon lady from NSA?”
“The one and only. She’s spoken with me already and told me to do what I want with Bedford.”
“She’ll whip this area in shape.”
“True. I don’t think we’ll need to worry about Florida now that she’s coming. She’ll bust balls as well as any man I know,” the general concluded.



CHAPTER 24
THE KRAMER HOUSE 
MONTEVERDE, FL
“Older men start wars, but younger men fight them. ”
— Albert Einstein
THE DAY FOLLOWING THE FORMAL dinner party for General Lester, Gerry Kramer was finishing his examination of one of the local high school kids. Over the last few months, the population of the academy dorms had dwindled to just a few dozen youngsters. Any students under sixteen had been turned over to DHS at one of their many bus stops to the east of town. Any of the others that wanted to go did so as well. So far, the remaining live-ins hadn’t run across any federal agents. As long as they stayed away from the road to the power plant, they were left alone.
And as far as those buses went, the numbers had decreased exponentially following Dr. Kramer’s return. In fact, they hadn’t seen any of them in over a month. That just meant that they’d already eliminated most of the undesirables. The very sick had already died, and any political threats had been identified and terminated.
Their part of the world was calm, and Dr. Kramer liked that just fine.
“Well, Drake, the infection is under control. Next time, wear your shoes when you’re outside.”
The teenager nodded somberly. He’d been out on the overgrown lawn next to his dorm playing catch. His friend had passed the football to him, but it sailed over his head and tumbled into a higher patch of weeds. He had ripped his heel open on a piece of rebar while retrieving the ball.
The boy’s school records showed that he had been given a tetanus booster shot just two years ago, so that wasn’t a problem. But the kid hadn’t reported the wound for almost a week, and by that time, the foot was swollen and the cut was draining pus. Debridement, antibiotics, and a few heartfelt prayers had saved his foot.
“Yes sir,” the kid replied. “Can I start back with my training?”
Kramer smiled. “One more week, Drake.”
Chris Newsome, the feed store owner, had a prepper group south of Winter Garden. A couple of months ago, he’d contacted Dr. Kramer and asked for some medical help for one of the people in his group. Afterwards, Newsome stopped by with some fresh beef from his ranch as a payment for Kramer’s help. On the way, he’d run across the school full of kids.
Newsome and his ex-military friends presented themselves as larger-than-life characters to the impressionable students. Jack Cunningham, the owner of a local gun store and a former Ranger, was downright intimidating. His arms were as thick as a small tree trunk, and with the warrior tattoos, heavy beard, and wraparound sun glasses, he looked like he’d just stepped out of a Hollywood casting call.
Of the remaining kids left at the school, all but four had begun firearm training. Cunningham stopped by on an almost daily basis and had eventually armed all the young men and women with a black rifle of some sort.
“I’m a squad leader, you know,” Drake said with pride. “My team needs me.”
Kramer smiled grimly and dismissed the young man.
“It’s sad,” he said to his wife later. “They’re too young to be doing this.”
Barb put her arm around her husband and gave him a squeeze. “Old people like us have been saying that for thousands of years. It’s always the young ones that pay the price for old people’s follies.”
Kramer began to clean the room, preparing to disinfect the counters and change the sheet on the exam table.
“Let Caroline do that. I have a surprise for you.”
He stopped and gave his wife a questioning look.
“Sergeant Bragg contacted Ed and has some information on Claire!”
“What? He got in touch with her?”
“Yep!” Barb said with glee. “Months of nothing, then Ed says that Bragg is going to relay some news to us tonight after dark.”
“Well, I’ll be,” Kramer replied. “Thank God.”
Barb wrapped her arms around her husband’s neck. She looked up him and wondered if her face was beaming as brightly as her husband’s was. A tear formed in Gerry’s eye and his lip began to quiver. He looked down, and she could see his joy.
“I’ve been so worried.” He sighed. “I hope she’s alright.”
“Me too, babe. Me too.”
The rest of the day dragged by; the minutes seemed like hours. But eventually, dusk settle and after dinner the three of them sat in the darkening living room, watching the kaleidoscope of colors from the rays of the setting Florida sun paint themselves on their living room wall.
“You know, I read once that the Florida sunsets get their colors from sand that is kicked up in Africa?”.
Barb, lost in thought, turned to her husband and gave him the “I’m calling B.S.” look.
“No, really. Claire told me, and I looked it up. The University of Florida did an upper atmosphere study above the peninsula and found sand particles from the Sahara Desert in the stratosphere. They think the sand from desert storms is carried across the Atlantic Ocean.”
“Hmm. Fascinating. Any other tidbits of useless information, Mr. Holmes?”
Kramer scoffed. But his wife did have a point; he was full of trivial information. It was a byproduct of his medical training, where even the most insignificant fact or minute anatomic structure had to be memorized. The best physicians tended to be good at remembering unimportant or useless information, so any Trivial Pursuit team needed a Gerry Kramer.
Barb saw her husband’s slightly hurt look and jumped up out of her chair. She plopped onto the couch next to him and nestled her head against his shoulder. The early summer heat was becoming oppressive, and their thermometer read ninety-five degrees in the shade earlier that day. The nights were still cool enough to endure, but in a few more weeks, that would change as well.
Barb sighed happily and saw her daughter’s disapproving look. She and Gerry had tried to nip Caroline’s budding relationship with the young boy next door in the bud, but the young people seemed to find alone time no matter what she did, and Barb was forced to accept the fact that she couldn’t watch her youngest daughter every hour of every day. Both her husband and Ed Grafton had given the young man “the talk” about the dangers of childbirth in this environment. Rob knew, in no uncertain terms, that crossing the line would earn him repercussions far greater than a scolding or extra chores. She’d just have to trust Caroline and Rob. There was nothing else she could do.
“Hey Caroline,” Barb said, “why don’t you go see if Rob wants some dessert? We have fresh strawberries, and I made some cake.”
The young girl got a questioning look on her face. “Okay, what’s the catch?”
“Yeah, what’s the catch?” her husband parroted.
“Nothing. You’re old enough to make your own decisions. You know the consequences of your actions.”
“What brought this about?” Gerry asked in total confusion.
“Claire. She’s alone, far away from us. She always restricted herself. Always studying. She never let herself enjoy life. And I don’t want Caroline to suffer too. If Rob makes her happy, then go for it. Just be careful!”
Caroline jumped up and rushed over to her parents. Hugging them both, she thanked them and dashed out into the dusky evening.
“That was quite an about-face,” Gerry said, stroking her wife’s hair.
“Well, it just seems right.”
“I’ll never understand you.”
“Good. I’m the only one that needs to understand me. You just need to listen and do what I say.”
Kramer grunted and patted her head. “Yes ma’am. I live to serve.”
They both smiled and watched the deep orange light of sunset morph into a wash of blues and purples.
“I love that African sand,” Barb said. “It’s like a prism, dancing light on our wall.”
“And I love you,” Kramer said. “You’re my prism, bringing color to my world. Thank you.”
Barb smiled. So sweet and sincere. Although she didn’t think it was possible until that moment, she fell even more deeply in love with her man. She closed her eyes and sighed.
Time slid by, and they drifted off to sleep. A knock on the door awoke them both some time later, and Barb bolted upright as the light from a half-moon filtered into the room.
“What time is it?” she asked, shaking the cobwebs from her brain. “And where’s Caroline? I told her to come back here.”
Kramer checked the watch Bragg had given him and was surprised to see that it was after nine p.m. Caroline had left over two hours ago.
Another knock brought them both off the couch. Gerry grabbed a candle from the coffee table, and they both went to answer the door. Barb opened it and saw Ed Grafton and Vernon Bragg standing on the front stoop.
“Mr. Bragg! What a surprise. I thought you were just sending a message.”
“Ah, Mrs. Kramer. I thought ya might have some more of that cake you make. I figured I’d bring the message myself and score some of yer cookin’.”
Both men had big grins plastered on their faces. Then Barb noticed all the other members of their group crowded on the stoop as well.
“Caroline!” Barb admonished. “I told you to come back home with Rob, not stay there.”
“Sorry, Mom,” Caroline said with a stupid grin on her face as well.
“What’s going on? It must be good news if you’re all here. Or is it bad?” Barb asked as her emotions ran the gamut from hope to fear.
“It’s good news, Mrs. Kramer.” Bragg said as he stepped back, creating a tunnel between all their friend.
Barb struggled to see into the crowd. As she peered into the night, two military men dressed in camouflage fatigues strode forward. Each had a black rifle slung across their chest and were decked out in full battle gear.
“Who are you?” Barb asked.
“Just friends, delivering a message.” one of them said. He was smiling too.
They stepped apart revealing a thin, muscular woman dressed in military clothes.
“Mom!” Barb heard an achingly familiar voice cry out as her lost daughter materialized from the shadows of the night. “I’m home.”
***
Four hours later, after the tears and a well-deserved party concluded, the Kramers sat in their giant common room with the French doors open, a gentle breeze wafting in from the surrounding countryside.
Caroline and Rob sat on the living room couch, holding hands under a pillow that they had place between them. Barb smiled at their incompetent attempts to hide their PDA while Rachael, a nurse that had accompanied Claire on her trip, dozed off in one of the family room’s oversized chairs. Gerry and Claire were seated at the dining room table with Grafton and his men along with Bragg and the two soldiers that brought Claire home. Her tale of their escape from Tennessee was nothing less than remarkable.
After the bombing of the Guardsmen’s families, the men of the 278th and the Screaming Eagles of the 101st had decided to break up into small groups. Clustering together would have just invited more airstrikes, and with most of their comrades stranded in Afghanistan when the EMP went off, they were not even close to full strength.
Their new mission, as directed by their acting commanding officer, was to set up insurgent groups throughout the south and east. Claire had joined one such group on their trip from Fort Campbell to central Florida.
The two men who accompanied her were from the remnants of the Tennessee Armored National Guard unit. Other soldiers were nearby, scouring the state in search of patriots that wanted to fight back.
“The kids at the academy are raw,” Kramer was saying, “but they’re in shape and have had some basic tactical training.”
“And they’re armed,” Grafton added.
“That’s a start.” Sergeant Dixon said. “I’m not the one to train them, per se, but I’m going to add them to the list of potential recruits. I’ll turn them over to the special ops guys that brought us here.”
“So Newsome will be by here in six hours?” Specialist Sims asked.
“That’s what he said,” Bragg replied. “He wants ta talk with you about cordinatin’ yer two groups.”
The old sergeant had been communicating with Chris’s group since the beginning. But like any well-trained forward observer, he never let one group know about the other unless appropriate. It seemed that Bragg had given them a portable Hytera ham radio, just like the one he’d given Kramer only with a different chip that didn’t communicate on the same secure frequencies.
“I’ll get the Airborne boys here as well. Let them coordinate their own training,” Dixon said.
“So, what are your plans?” Ed asked the two military men.
“I guess we’ll see if Newsome’s group will take us in,” Dixon said.
“We sort of feel like a fifth wheel,” Sims added. “We’re not special ops by any means, but I suppose they could use some more bodies.”
“I’ve been thinking about that,” Grafton replied. “With the maintenance experience you boys have, and my equipment and experienced mechanics, we could provide and repair vehicles for the resistance.”
Everyone at the table sat silently. It was the first time anyone had said that word out loud. Resistance.
It was one thing to survive, to fight to keep your home and family safe. What Grafton had said crossed the Rubicon. Fighting their own government was treason no matter how corrupt it had become. The unspoken truth was finally out on the table. It was time to fight back.
“Wow. That sounded strange.” Grafton admitted after nearly a minute of silence.
“We could provide medical support,” Claire added, trying to move the conversation forward. “Rachael and I have treated plenty of trauma cases. With the right equipment and supplies, we could save a lot of lives.”
Kramer’s face was grim. He was elated to have his daughter back, and the thought of putting her into harm’s way once again was unpleasant to say the least. Constant worry had left Kramer tired, a kind of exhaustion that sleep couldn’t fix. When he saw his daughter just a few hours ago, a weight he’d been trying to ignore lifted. Now, he felt it starting to settle into place once again.
“How about you, Doc?” Dixon asked Kramer. “You up for the fight?”
Kramer looked at the people surrounding him. Their voices were full of patriotic energy, but he could see a tinge of uncertainty in their eyes. They wanted to believe, but they were waiting for his approval. Even Claire stared at him with anticipation.
“Well,” Kramer deadpanned, “It sounds so exciting, doesn’t it?”
The others sat back and glanced at each other. This wasn’t the answer they’d expected or maybe hoped for. But Gerry Kramer wasn’t one to sugarcoat a problem, nor give false hope for a solution. He’d learned that lesson years ago when he had almost given up medicine. Then, he had been saved through counseling and prayer. It was recognizing his limitations that made him the accomplished and revered doctor he’d become. He wasn’t about to change that now.
“I know you want to do something,” he began, “but I’m not sure you understand what that truly means.”
Kramer slowly rose from the table, leaving the others to watch him pace back and forth.
“We’ve been put into a terrible situation, by an event we had no control over. Now, our own government has gone rogue, crushing our rights and holding our countrymen hostage for some food and a dry place to sleep. We’ve had our rights taken away, all for a little security.”
Several of the others started nodding, and Dixon opened his mouth as if to speak.
“But does that mean we should fight them?” Kramer continued. “Is their way better? If we resist, many of you will end up dead.”
Kramer stopped pacing and gazed at each of them in turn. All of them looked shocked, but they still waited for his answer.
“I’m a proud Jew. And we, as Jewish people, know the consequences of a rogue government.”
He continued. “Think of it, over a million Armenians in Turkey suffered a similar fate at the hands of the Muslim government there. Many of you are Christians, and tens of millions of your faith were slaughtered under the Communists in Russia and China. And all of these acts of democide were committed in the last hundred years. By some accounts, over one hundred fifty million people were killed by their own government.”
He stood over his daughter and put his hands on her shoulders.
“What is the common denominator in all of these atrocities? An all-powerful government, unaccountable to the people. And what is the difference now? We have a Constitution that our military swore an oath to uphold. Not a king nor a president, but the Constitution. I, for one, am not planning on giving that up.”
Kramer looked at Dixon and Sims as he finished his speech.
“So my answer is the same as the one I gave when I was commissioned in the Air Force decades ago: I, Gerry Kramer do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; That I make this obligation freely, and without any mental reservations or purpose of evasion, So help me God!”
The table erupted in cheers. All of them leapt up and began to hug and slap each other’s backs as they pledged to do the same.
Gerry looked into the living room and saw his wife and youngest daughter standing next to each other, his wife’s arm around Caroline’s waist. Barbara was smiling and nodding her head, tears streaming down her cheeks. Kramer grinned back. It would have been a lot harder if she hadn’t been on board, but thank God she’d seen it his way.
There was no more government of the people. It had become a sick shadow of its former self. Greedy and corrupt men were now in charge, and the blood of tyrants and patriots was about to be spilled. Kramer wasn’t going to sit by and let his Constitution be taken away. He’d put up a fight.
The second American civil war was about to begin. However, this time it was without state boundaries. This was going to be a very dirty war. Neighbors would be killing neighbors, and Kramer suspected that assassinations were going to be as much of this war’s tactics as frontal assaults and flanking maneuvers.
“We’ve got a lot to do,” Dixon said after the cacophony had died down. “We’ll start tomorrow.”
“Then let’s get some sleep,” Kramer said, seeing the sky beginning to lighten as the night gave way to the coming day. “We’d better enjoy our quiet time now while it lasts.”
It was going to be a long and brutal war. But what was there else to live or die for but their fellow patriots and a Constitution that reminded them all that they were born a free people, and that no government could take that natural right away.



CHAPTER 25
ORLANDO, FL
“Justice will not be served until those who are unaffected are as outraged as those who are.”
— Benjamin Franklin
A FEW DAYS FOLLOWING HIS ARRIVAL in Orlando, General Lester received a call from the hospital in Kentucky. His grandson had taken a turn for the worse, his body rejecting his grandmother’s marrow. Having intentionally killed off the young boy’s own deteriorating immune system in preparation for the transplant, young Bart Lester was living in a sterile tent with no way to fight an infection should he be exposed to one. Somehow, he had still caught a cold. With no white blood cells to battle the relatively mild virus, he was slipping away. Kuris stayed behind to continue their work as the general flew back to be with his family.
“Keep me posted,” Kuris barked into the phone at his aide back in Fort Knox. “I want to know everything as it happens. Day or night, you call me. Understood?”
Ferraro felt helpless. Not only did he hurt for his general, but watching the captain struggle with his own impotence over the situation just added to Ferraro’s own grief.
“Is there anything I can do, Captain?”
Kuris shrugged. “Not unless you can cure cancer.”
“Why don’t you come by my apartment tonight? My wife will make you her famous Pernil.”
Kuris looked up. The Puerto Rican pork dish held a special place in his heart.
“I have some Medalla on ice,” Ferraro added.
The island beer went especially well with the spiced pig. His wife also made a mean black bean and rice combo, and usually topped it off with fried sweet plantains.
“Hell, Ferraro. You had me at Pernil,” Kuris quipped.
The lieutenant smiled. “I’ll see you at 1800, and bring your appetite.”
Ferraro saluted and left to finish his day, leaving Kuris to ruminate about his lack of control over the general’s problems. Later, when the long afternoon finally ended, the captain was an emotional wreck. When he showed up for dinner at Ferraro’s apartment, he was both troubled and exhausted.
“Captain, you don’t look too good,” Ferraro said.
“Oh my,” Ferraro’s wife, Stella, said. “You need to sit down.”
“I’m fine,” Kuris replied. “But I could use some of that beer.”
“The place smells fantastic.” Kuris noted as Ferraro’s wife came back with a cold beer and a plate of Croquetas de Jamón, a fried ham appetizer.
“Thank you, Captain. Please take a seat,” Stella replied.
Kuris and Ferraro sat in the living room. Their top-floor apartment overlooked a local lake. The sun was starting to set in the summer sky, and their west facing apartment’s picture window benefitted from its tinted glass.
“It’s a beautiful view,” Kuris said as they gazed out toward the theme parks.
“The balcony is even better, and with no traffic noise to spoil the experience, we often eat dinner out there. But it’s too darned hot now. We probably won’t use our outdoor space until November.”
“Shame,” Kuris replied. “That’s another five months.”
They both were taking a long draw from their beer bottles when Stella announced that dinner was ready.
“Where are the kids?” Kuris asked.
“Stella’s mom’s apartment.” Ferraro replied. “She lives three floors down. They’re spending the night, so we won’t have to rush our meal.”
Kuris lifted his beer bottle and nodded. “Thanks guys.”
The three of them attacked the food, and it was everything Kuris remembered from the last time Ferraro’s wife had cooked for him. That had been over a half a year ago, back in Kentucky.
They made small talk, and Kuris slowly began to emerge from his bubble of depression. An hour later, their meal finished and Ferraro’s wife busy cleaning her kitchen, the two men hazarded a visit to the apartment’s balcony. Sliding the tempered glass door open, a hot rush of humid air hit them. They quickly closed the slider, and sat down in a couple of Rattan patio chairs. Ferraro produced a couple of cigars, and the two men soon were contentedly puffing on the fine Cuban tobacco.
Stella appeared a few minutes later with a couple of snifters of Cognac. Kuris sniffed the inside of the glass after having swirled the amber liquid a few times to admire its legs. The faint smell of orange met his nose.
“Grand Marnier?” Kuris asked as he took a sip of the warm liquid.
“Yeah,” Ferraro confirmed. “Nothing like orange in Florida.”
“To Florida!” Kuris said as he raised his glass in a toast.
“And the general,” Ferraro added, earning him a nod from Kuris.
The two men began conversing as men often do. They bantered about friends, sports, and humorous stories about times long past. It was therapeutic for them both, at least until Stella opened the sliding glass doors.
“It’s for you,” she quietly said, handing the satellite phone to Kuris.
With a grim nod, the captain put the phone to his ear. “Kuris here.”
The captain listened quietly for a moment, then hit a button to disconnect the call. He wandered over to the balcony’s wall and stared out at the dark cityscape.
“Captain?” Ferraro asked.
“He’s dead,” Kuris simply stated. “The general’s grandson just died.”
Ferraro, unsure what to do, simply put his hand on Kuris’ shoulder and held it there. Kuris, for his part, didn’t move. Even after the others went back into their apartment, the captain stood immobile, lost in the frustration of not being able to do anything for his general. It was his job to fix things, and he was helpless to make things right.
Eventually, Kuris went back inside. Ferraro and his wife were in the kitchen, holding hands. Kuris shook hands with the lieutenant and gave his wife an appreciative peck on the cheek. And without a word, Kuris left the building and returned to his assigned quarters. He laid in bed and stared all night at the ceiling, planning his revenge on Director Bedford. It was going to be a long and painful day for the DHS administrator when Kuris finally got his hands on the man. He planned to extract justice, and it wasn’t going to be swift, nor would it be painless. It would be just what the sniveling coward deserved.



CHAPTER 26
ORLANDO, FL
“There is a tyranny in the womb of every Utopia.”
— Bertrand De Jouvenel
THE DAY AFTER THE DEATH of the general’s grandson, Nixon hovered over a drone sensor operator as the technician fiddled with the controls of the LoJack GPS locator.
“Well, have you got its position?” Nixon asked.
“It’s not steady. The signal is transmitting, but it’s shutting itself on and off. Mostly off. I need at least twenty seconds of steady signal to triangulate the source.”
Nixon scowled. The Latin gangs they had been using to scare the population into the relocation camps were becoming a liability. They were disobeying or ignoring almost every order they were given. Instead, they were fighting with other gangs over territory or attacking DHS convoys and stealing supplies.
Bedford had ordered their termination, and Nixon had been tasked with executing the plan. The problem was that the gangs knew this territory better than Homeland. They’d also been recruiting at a rapid pace, swelling their ranks even as Nixon tried to hunt them down. They would soon be big enough to challenge DHS’s control over the city.
As far as he could tell, the city was being controlled by two factions. The first, an offshoot of the Latin Kings, dominated the southern part of the city, where they ambushed vehicles traveling to and from the airport. Their rival was a white supremacist group based northeast of town. Nixon had been inclined to let the two of them wipe each other out, but recently, the gangs had agreed to an uneasy truce. At least, that’s what their DHS G-2 had informed him.
“There!” The technician said. “I’ve got them.”
“Are they moving?” Nixon asked.
“No, they’re stationary. Just give it a minute to make sure.”
Nixon pressed the send button on his radio microphone, informing his counterpart in Operation Purgatory that they’d be receiving coordinates from the location of the LoJack he’d put among the supplies of a “broken down” truck. The Trojan Horse had been left on the side of the road, a few miles south of the airport.
“No movement. I’m sending the co-ordinates to the drone now.”
“Where are they? Give me a cross street,” Nixon demanded. “I’m sending my men in to finish the job.”
“I doubt there’ll be much left to finish,” the technician said. “Both Reaper’s are carrying two GBU-12s.”
“In English, please.”
“The two drones are going to hit their target with both of their five-hundred-pound, laser-guided bombs. That’s literally a half a ton of explosives. The crater will be the size of a football field.”
Nixon still wanted his men to check it out. He wasn’t going to risk missing something because he didn’t put eyes on the target. An after-action report delivered to Bedford would go a long way towards bringing him and his men back into the director’s good graces.
After weeks of unsuccessful missions and mounting supply losses, Bedford had pulled Nixon’s men from the Grand Cypress, shunting all of them into a reclaimed Best Western. It was not in a safe zone, forcing Nixon to run a guard schedule to prevent the theft of their vehicles. Bedford had even made them to give up their women, leaving the girls at the Grand Cypress for the director’s occasional visit.
Bedford did promise to reconsider the move if Nixon produced results. This was the agent’s best shot to do so.
Nixon had matured into the position, at least that’s what he told himself. Traditional hit and run tactics that worked on Key Biscayne were a total failure here in Orlando, so he changed tactics
“The signal is coming from a storage facility on Highway 15, about two hundred meters north of Lee Vista Road.”
“How long before the bombs hit?”
“They’re two minutes out.”
Nixon nodded. “This is Reaper,” he said to his team. “Coordinates are on Narcoossee Road, two hundred meters north of Lee Vista. Initiate now.”
Nixon’s team was holding on top of a downtown parking garage, their Blackhawk awaiting the order to take off. The flight time would be about five minutes from his command until they arrived on station.
“Spinning up now, Reaper,” the team leader reported.
“Good luck.” Nixon said as he terminated the call.
 
NARCOOSSEE STORAGE AND RENTAL 
ORLANDO, FL
Julio Arnal had become the leader of the local Latin Kings after negotiating a deal with DHS to get their brothers out of prison. It didn’t hurt that his primary rival had been found shot and disemboweled a day later in an MS-13 style gangland killing. The message had been sent, and so far, no one had challenged his reign.
Over the last six months, he had found that the key to keeping power wasn’t through brute force. Anyone could do that. The real key was providing food, comfort, drugs, and women. It was his men’s loyalty that kept him in power, and as long as everyone under him was satisfied, he had little to fear.
“Open them!” Julio commanded to his men, who were crowded around the crates they had salvaged a few miles south of the airport. Several of the polyethylene cargo containers and modular storage boxes had some interesting logos painted on their fronts. One of them, the crate he was standing next to, was marked as having liquor and beer inside. Others had manifests stapled to their lids listing hygiene items such as toilet paper and feminine products. There was even a medical supply box.
“Meira!” One of the men said, holding up bottle of whiskey.
“See if there is any tequila!” Julio yelled.
As the men tore open the individual cardboard boxes that were stored inside the polyurethane crates, they announced their new treasures. Every member of his ruling council and most of his fighting men were present. It had been a lean few weeks, and this booty was needed badly.
“Jefe?” one man called out. “What is this?”
The man held up two small metal boxes with multiple wires running between them. A hole began to form in Julio’s stomach as the man brought the thing over to him. He recognized the GPS transmitter, having made his early mark with the Latin Kings stealing cars.
“Chingado,” he spat. Turning to his men, he yelled out, “RUN!”
The gangbangers barely had time to hear their leader’s warning before the bombs struck. The four GBU-12s struck the ground just yards from the gang leader, effectively disintegrating Julio and his men.
In one stroke, Nixon had effectively decapitated the Latin Kings. Fifteen minutes later, he received confirmation from his men of the mission’s success. There had been two survivors, and per Nixon’s orders, the DHS team was bringing them to the hospital.
“Get video and gather as much evidence as you can,” Nixon commanded the leader of his strike force. “Then bring it to me.”
“Copy that, Reaper,” the man replied as Nixon terminated the call.
“Perfect!” Nixon said to the drone operators after hearing the report. “I’ve got some live ones coming in.”
Nixon had been studying military torture techniques, including waterboarding and sleep deprivation. Once the two of the prisoners were well enough to take it, Nixon planned on using some enhanced interrogation techniques to gather more intelligence and plan his next move.
Nixon left the ground control station that had recently been installed on the DHS headquarters’ grounds and, after meeting his strike team to collect the videos and some key evidence, he reported to Director Bedford’s office.
There was a new secretary at the desk. The blonde girl smiled as she escorted the agent into the director’s room.
“She’s a keeper,” Nixon said, as he turned to stare at the secretary’s swaying hips.
Bedford gave a frustrated grunt. Since his unfortunate first meeting with the general a few days ago, Bedford had kept his libido in check while at work. The last girl, a spicy Columbian teenager, had been reassigned. It was a shame, he thought. She was rather enjoyable.
“Yes,” Bedford finally replied. “Now what do you want?”
Nixon held up the video camera, displaying the recorder like a kid showing off his Little League trophy. “I think you’ll like this.”
Bedford took the device and played the recording on the attached LCD screen. The leader of Nixon’s crew was narrating as he scanned the devastation, adding his body count estimates to the grisly home movie.
“A little optimistic, isn’t he?” Bedford said.
“Maybe, sir.” Nixon replied. “But we have two survivors, and one of them confirmed that their leader and his top men were all in the building when it was hit.”
Bedford nodded slightly, and Nixon continued. “Also, if you fast forward the recording, you’ll see the number of vehicles parked nearby is consistent with the after-action report. We may be off by ten or twenty percent, but the evidence suggests that I—I mean, we—took out over a hundred of them.”
“This is a good start,” Bedford said. “But until I see evidence of your success, you’re still at the Best Western.”
The agent looked crestfallen. Nixon had thought that this would be good enough to return to the comforts of the resort hotel.
“Look, Travis,” Bedford said. “You did great. You’re thinking outside the box. Just give it another week, and keep doing what you’re doing. You can do this.”
“Yes sir.”
“Now, get out of here and tell your men that they did a good job.”
As Nixon turned to leave, Bedford raised his voice and called a last command. “Travis, why don’t you and your men take the day off and head over to the Grand Cypress? You guys could use some R and R. But! It’s just for today.”
Nixon stopped and turned. “Thanks. The men will appreciate it.”
As he turned to leave, the office door opened without an announcement and a squad of soldiers barged into the room. Two of the men grabbed Nixon and pulled him to the side. They frisked him and then shoved him in the corner of the room, holding their M4 rifles on him.
Bedford stood up from the desk. His body immediately began to shake from fear, his eyes wide and mouth open. Two more soldiers grabbed the director, spun him around, and put him against the wall. After checking him for weapons, a sergeant from the group called out the all-clear.
Captain Kuris entered, followed by NSA Assistant director Qualls. She strode confidently into the room and assessed the situation.
“Director Bedford. Or should I say former Director Bedford. I’m here to relieve you of your duties.”
“I…I don’t understand.” Bedford looked at Kuris with wide, pleading eyes. “That was just a misunderstanding the other day. It was a one-off. It’ll never happen again.”
Kuris looked at the new director and received a “go ahead” nod from her.
“I know it won’t happen again,” Kuris said. “I’m here to place you under arrest for gross negligence…and murder.”
Bedford’s eyes bulged. “Murder? Are you talking about those gangbangers? This is ridiculous!”
“Explain.” Qualls said.
Bedford struggled out of the guard’s grasp and retrieved the video camera from his desk. “I just ran an operation that eliminated the leadership of the Latin Kings,” he said. “Here’s the evidence.”
Qualls took the camera and looked at Nixon. “Did you have anything to do with this?”
Nixon nodded. “I ran the operation.”
“Who planned it?”
Nixon, sensing the shifting power, said, “I did, at the request of Director Bedford.”
Qualls nodded. “Good answer. What’s your name?”
“Agent Travis Nixon, ma’am.”
“Agent Nixon, report back to me in two hours.”
“Yes ma’am. Where is your office?”
“You’re in it, agent Nixon.”
Without missing a beat, Nixon saluted. “Yes ma’am.”
Qualls returned his salute and Nixon, aware that he had just dodged a bullet, hurried from the room.
“Captain Kuris, Bedford is all yours,” Qualls said.
Two guards grabbed the sniveling man and pulled him out of the room. Kuris followed and closed the door behind him.
Ramona Qualls looked around the room, noticing the obscene artwork and pornographic sculptures, and shook her head.
“Sergeant. I’ll be back in ninety minutes. I want this room cleared of all this…,” she waved a hand, “…artwork.”
“Yes ma’am,” the former marine replied.
In the hall, a defeated and mortified Bedford could barely stand. Incoherent babbling and the occasional curse were all he could manage.
A short ride later, Kuris placed Bedford in a basement room under one of the high-rise buildings nearby. Once a maintenance room, it was now a holding cell with bare block walls and hanging light bulbs illuminating the dank space. A single chair and table were in the middle of the room, and the guards shoved the obese man into the lone metal chair.
“Bedford,” Kuris said. “Look at me.”
The former director fought back tears. Snot ran from his nose, and his breathing was shallow with gasps and fits.
“The general gave me control of your fate. Your failures as director and, more importantly, your negligent behavior before the EMP event have brought you here. I am officially charging you with murder for causing a meltdown at the Watts Bar nuclear power plant, which led to the contamination of millions of acres in Tennessee and the death of the general’s grandson.”
Bedford couldn’t understand what Kuris had just told him. “What meltdown? I’ve never been to Tennessee. You’ve got the wrong man!”
Kuris didn’t react. He didn’t even flinch. The captain pulled out a thick file from his leather messenger bag and threw it on the table. Pulling out a set of stapled papers from the file, he laid them on the table and spun them toward Bedford.
“These are orders for the transfer of generators to Orlando from their storage units in Virginia. Are those your signatures?”
Bedford saw the orders and recognized his handwriting on the papers.
“Uh, yeah. That’s my signature. But what does that have to do with murder?”
Kuris explained the catastrophic events that came from his illegal reassignment of the equipment, leading to the nuclear disaster that poisoned the general’s family.
“General Lester’s grandson died because of you. He was only four years old.”
“But—”
“We also found four more bodies at the plant. That’s FIVE dead because of you.”
“I didn’t—”
Before Bedford could say more, Kuris grabbed him by the neck and lifted him from the chair.
“You son of a bitch!” Kuris hissed. “You may well have condemned thousands by giving them cancer.”
Kuris flung Bedford back in his chair, sending him toppling backward onto the floor. Bedford’ sniveling returned as he struggled to stand back up.
“You…you can’t do this to me! I know people. I demand you give me a sat phone, now! I have rights!”
“Under the Patriot Act, and with the president initiating martial law, you have no rights. You’ve been classified as an enemy combatant and an environmental terrorist. Bedford, I own you.” Kuris slammed his fist on the table. “I OWN YOU!”
A knock on the door interrupted Kuris’ tirade.
“ENTER!” Kuris commanded.
One of the guards came in and handed the captain a satellite phone. Kuris took it, and both he and the guard left the room, leaving Bedford in an expanding puddle of his own urine.
Ten minutes went by before the door opened once again. Kuris strode into the room, his face pale and eyes burning with anger.
“Well, Bedford. You seem to have another problem. I just received word that the general’s other grandchild, his last one, is in a coma. Her immune system is shutting down, and they don’t have a match for a bone marrow transplant.”
Bedford whimpered and shook his head. “I didn’t mean it. I didn’t know. You have to believe me.”
Kuris walked up to the broken man and grabbed Bedford’s chin, lifting his face so he could look into the man’s eyes.
“You are vermin. You are scum. And you are a dead man.”
Kuris slapped Bedford’s face and spun out of the room. Bedford sat, his brain frozen in fear as spittle dripped from his forehead and down his puffy, red face. The condemned former DHS director didn’t move even as the overhead lights were extinguished, leaving him in total darkness.
***
Ramona Qualls returned to her new office precisely two hours later. The room, which had felt dirty and seedy when she had first entered it, was now bright and clean. The heavy curtains that had covered the room’s picture windows were gone, letting in the afternoon sunlight. The pictures and sculptures had been removed, along with the heavy furniture that the former director had stolen.
Qualls sat in the standard-issue government chair and scanned her new metal desk. The room was cold, sterile and functional. She liked it. There was nothing to distract her from the job at hand.
She had heard herself referred to as the “dragon lady.” She had to admit it applied to her. Qualls was the daughter of an Army colonel and his Vietnamese wife. If you asked her to describe herself, she’d say that she was strong woman who used any means necessary to get what she wanted. Deceit, domination and an easy willingness to use her power dovetailed with the legend of the dragon lady. Her ebony skin, combined with Asian eyes, gave her the exotic look that had attracted the right men in her early years of her ascension to power. A few nights under the sheets with a couple of married supervisors gave her the leverage to advance quickly. After that, she’d done it on her own by using her power without hesitation and with brutal efficiency.
Orlando was a step in the right direction for her. Leaving the secret world of the NSA and joining the political realm would allow her to advance toward her ultimate goal. She wanted to be a United States Senator and, depending on her luck, she’d run for president. At forty years of age, it was all within her reach. She was attractive, smart, and ruthless. Nothing was going to stop her now.
Nixon arrived to see her right on time. He advanced to her desk and saluted with precision and style. Qualls studied the tall young man and admired his physique. Not bad, she thought, as she returned his salute.
“Agent Nixon reporting, ma’am.”
“Take a seat, Agent,” Qualls said as she produced the video recorder from a drawer in her desk. “So, tell me about Purgatory.”
Nixon reviewed the after-action report and detailed the operation.
When he was finished, Qualls nodded.
“So, Agent Nixon. Who was responsible for Operation Purgatory?”
“Ma’am. Director… I mean former Director Bedford gave me the green light.”
“That’s not what I’m asking. Who came up with this idea? Who planned the job?”
“I did, Ma’am.”
“Bedford doesn’t have the imagination for anything like this. His brains were between his legs.”
Nixon sat stoically, earning more points from the new director.
“I like you, Agent Nixon. You’re creative and ruthless. Qualities I need for the job.”
“Yes ma’am.”
“And you know when to talk and when not to. That’s a rare quality, to be able to know when to shut up.”
Nixon nodded but said nothing. Qualls looked him over once again. It was nice to see someone else that could do what they needed to, apparently without hesitation and with no moral fences. She’d read about the harem he’d kept at a local resort. That didn’t bother her too much. He didn’t flaunt it like Bedford had. Nixon just took what he wanted and didn’t feel the need to show it off to the rest of the world. He’d followed vague orders from Bedford and, through guile and imagination, he’d managed to eliminate a huge threat to her rule.
Qualls began to feel a stirring that she hadn’t felt in a long time. The new assignment had put her on a path to the ultimate position of power, and it excited her. She could smell the agent’s earthy sweat and fell his animalistic aura. He was a kindred soul and she liked it.
“How about dinner tonight? I’d like your input on staff changes. You could help me weed out any undesirables.”
Nixon had already been struck by the new director’s beauty. She was older than any woman he’d been attracted to before, but her eyes and skin were oddly erotic. But it was her powerful presence that had really gotten his attention. She was dangerous as well as beautiful, and that excited Nixon as well. He would have to be careful with this one. Ultimately, the challenge to mix it up with the new director was too powerful to ignore.
“I’d be honored, Director Qualls.”
“Eight o’clock, then. You are dismissed, Agent Nixon.”
With that, Nixon rose and snapped a crisp salute. He left the room, well aware that she was watching him leave. After closing the door, he felt his face flush when he realized that he now knew how women felt as he leered at them from behind. Strangely, it felt both exciting and demeaning at the same time.
Later that evening, as the moon rose over the city, Nixon stared out of the living room panoramic windows of Quall’s apartment. Servants had just removed the last of the dishes, and he was enjoying a snifter of brandy while the director freshened up in the bedroom.
The blue-tinted moonlight bathed the tops of the buildings but created purplish black shadows that enveloped the lower floors and street. It almost looked like the top halves of the buildings were floating in a dark ocean.
“Do you like the view?” Qualls asked as she returned, now dressed in a black maxi dress. Its neckline and spaghetti straps exposed her shoulders.
“The view is incredible,” he replied with a smile. “And the city skyline is nice as well.”
Qualls smiled back at him, and Nixon thought she may have just blushed a bit. But by the time she retrieved her own snifter, she had returned to the in-control woman that he’d been watching all night. She sat down on the couch and invited Nixon to join her.
She handed him a folder. “Look over these names and give me your opinion.”
So, it’s business, he thought as he took a seat next to Qualls and opened the folder.
She had a remarkably accurate package of the top thirty or so agents that had worked under Bedford. Nixon saw that his own file was missing but didn’t let on that he had noticed that omission.
The files were broken down into three groups. A green sticker indicated a positive review and likely retention. The red group were those who she was going to let go or, in some cases, have arrested for gross negligence or theft. The third group, marked in yellow, caught Nixon’s eye. He immediately recognized one name in particular.
“I agree on almost all of these assessments,” Nixon said after looking over the files for the better part of fifteen minutes. “You have two files I’d reclassify. The first is Schneiderman. You have him in the red stack. I’d take into account the trouble he’d had with Bedford. Most of the poor reports are from the director himself because Schneiderman objected to the former director’s predilection for young girls. Bedford took every opportunity to bury the man.”
“I hadn’t heard that,” Qualls said. “I appreciate your input.”
“The second person is John Drosky,” Nixon said as he appraised Qualls for a reaction.
Without his own folder present, Nixon had no idea if the Qualls knew about their feud. He needed to tread lightly here, because if he unfairly condemned Drosky, it would look like an act of vengeance. On the other hand, Drosky was a jerk, and having him removed would be deliciously sweet.
“Agent Drosky had been in charge of Bedford’s personal protection detail,” Nixon began. “Now, I don’t know if you are aware of it, but he and I have had problems in the past.”
Nixon saw a flash of something briefly pass over Qualls face. She knew. I’m glad I brought it up and got ahead of it.
“Some of that goes back to our OPD days. I was on the SWAT team and he was a patrolman. For some reason, we never got along.”
Nixon put the file down on the coffee table and sat back as if pondering how to proceed. The self-reflection was all an act, given that he had been planning on stabbing Drosky in the back since she had invited him to dinner. After a heavy sigh, Nixon spoke.
“The thing is, all those girls that Bedford assaulted? Drosky sat back and let it happen.”
Qualls remained quiet, her demeanor calm and face stoic.
“You see,” Nixon continued, “my men and I have women we live with. Those ladies are there by choice, not by force.”
“That’s debatable,” Qualls replied.
“I know how it looks,” Nixon said. “But it’s true. Ask any of them. They are free to go as they please. We don’t force them to do anything they don’t want to.”
“In exchange for food and a safe place to live?”
“Was it any different before the darkness?” Nixon argued. “How many women do you know that slept their way into money or status?”
Qualls briefly looked unsure of herself as Nixon made that point. He instinctively picked up on her reaction. It meant that she had engaged in some tit for tat in her rapid rise to power. Nixon sensed an opening and stood up as well. Sliding behind the new director, he gently placed his large hand on her smooth, bare shoulder. He felt her quiver at his touch.
“Power and money are as attractive to most women as beauty is to most men. It’s just the way it is. Anyone, man or woman, that is open to that truth will live a happy and prosperous life.”
He’d just given the director absolution for being attracted to the power and doing what she had to in her pursuit of it.
He put his left hand on her hip and stared over her head and out onto the night skyline. She drew in her breath at his touch, and he knew he had her.
“Drosky should be removed. I have it on good authority that he helped procure under-aged girls for the director to molest. No one should be allowed to turn a blind eye to that.”
Qualls turned and faced the tall man. Her breathing was rapid, and her eyes told Nixon that he’d won. He pulled her to him and sealed the deal with a long, passionate kiss.
Drosky’s finally out of my life, he thought with a smile. And tonight is going to be a great night!



CHAPTER 27
ORLANDO, FL
“You only have power over people as long as you don’t take everything away from them. But when you’ve robbed a man of everything, he’s no longer in your power—he’s free again.”
— Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn
TWO DAYS AFTER HER LIAISON with Nixon, Qualls signed the order to have Agent Drosky arrested. He’d been transferred to patrol following Bedford’s arrest, and he and Bru were halfway through their shift when the radio came to life.
“What do they want?” Bru said as he picked up the radio. “Agent 437, receiving.”
“Agent 437, is Agent 283 with you?”
“Yes, we’re both here.”
“Agent 283, return to headquarters immediately and report to your shift sergeant.”
“Copy that. Returning at once.”
Bru put the transmitter back in its cradle and gave Drosky a questioning look.
“Don’t look at me,” he said with a shrug.
The men drove their M-ATV back to DHS headquarters and parked just a few spaces down from where Drosky had left little Bree’s body those many months ago. He glanced at the spot where he’d deposited the tiny corpse and shivered.
“I’ll meet you in the cafeteria,” Bru said. “It’s almost four, so I doubt we’ll be sent back out.”
“Sure,” Drosky replied. “See you there.”
Drosky turned in his weapons and spare ammunition to the armory and went directly to the shift sergeant’s office. After a quick knock on the door, he walked into the crowded room. The moment he did so, two pairs of hands grabbed his arms and pinned them behind his back. He felt zip-ties cinch around his wrists.
“Agent John Drosky,” said the shift sergeant. “You are under arrest for gross negligence and conduct unbecoming of a federal employee.”
He’d heard perps complain that they were in pain as they were handcuffed. Now, being on the receiving end of an arrest, he could literally feel their pain. His shoulders felt like they were a half an inch from being dislocated, and his hands were already going numb.
He wasn’t read his rights. With martial law in effect, the rules had been thrown out the window. He said nothing as he was dragged out of the room and taken to the building’s holding cells. The only saving grace was that most of his friends were out on patrol, so there wasn’t anyone else being held at the time to see his shame.
The agents that escorted him to the cell cut his wrists free and backed out of the room. As the metal door clicked shut and the electronic lock bolted in place, Drosky rubbed his wrists and sat down on the padded bench. Confused and a bit frightened, he sat back and tried to think of what he could have done to deserve his incarceration. After a few minutes, he figured out why he was sitting in the old OPD holding cell: Travis Nixon.
It was just gossip at first, but Natasha confirmed that Nixon had spent the night with the new director. And now that Bedford had been arrested, there was no more intelligence to gather, so Drosky’s purpose with DHS was gone. Unfortunately, he’d underestimated the speed of Nixon’s influence and now he sat in a holding cell because of that miscalculation.
Yesterday, he had told Bru everything about their espionage ring. The new director was thinking of arresting Bedford’s wife. There was no way that Bru would allow that to happen, and if they didn’t take Bru and Tanya with them, his partner would likely end up dead.
They had all been planning on bugging out that weekend, which was just a few days away, but it was obviously a few days too late. They were supposed to travel north to Mike’s family’s home in Sanford. But now fate would send him to wherever it wanted, and Drosky had little hope that his final destination was going to be a good one.



CHAPTER 28
“Revenge, the sweetest morsel to the mouth that ever was cooked in hell.”
— Walter Scott
AS DROSKY SAT IN THE holding cell, Captain Kuris was entering former director Bedford’s basement prison cell. For two days, he’d been grilling the man about the charges that had been levied against him. Beyond his culpability in the radiation poisoning of the general’s family and the radioactive poisoning of hundreds of miles of Tennessee countryside, charges of rape and graft were being added.
The first day, Bedford had denied his culpability, but now he was in the bargaining stage.
“Captain Kuris, please listen,” he begged. “I’ve got treasures stashed away that the government will never find.”
“I’m not interested in your bribes,” Kuris said.
“Why not? This won’t last forever and the rest of the world is untouched and waiting for us. I’ve got enough gold hidden away to buy a small country and everyone in it. We could be kings!”
“Bedford, I’m tired of this. Now about this woman.” Kuris brought out a picture of a young Latino girl that had been plucked out of the Fairground’s female population. She’d been missing for four months and last seen being taken to Bedford’s office.
“Damn it! Why won’t you listen to me?” Bedford yelled. He calmed himself and continued, “Who cares about a little slut like that? We could have any woman we want with my gold. Our gold, Captain.”
Kuris’s anger almost got the best of him. He clenched his fists under the table.
“Yes!” Bedford said, mistaking Kuris’ silence for thoughtful consideration. “I have a boat. A yacht, really, and we can be in South America within the week.”
Kuris was about to beat the man down when there was a knock on the door. As Kuris stepped outside to talk, Bedford sat up hopefully. The young captain was considering the bribe! He started planning their route to Florida’s west coast, where his gold and catamaran yacht waited.
Captain Kuris left the prisoner’s room and took that satellite phone from the DHS agent.
“Captain Kuris, this is Captain Ferrant,” said the voice on the other end of the line.
Kuris got a sinking feeling in his stomach. Ferrant was the general’s aide while he was still stuck here in Orlando. The call couldn’t be good if the general wasn’t the one to reach out.
“Yes?” Kuris hesitantly replied.
“I regret to inform you that the general’s granddaughter passed away just an hour ago.”
Kuris almost dropped to the ground. The general’s whole life had been tied up in those kids.
“There’s more,” the major said. “The general’s wife had an accidental overdose of sleeping pills. She’s in a coma now herself. They don’t know if she’s going to make it.”
Almost ten seconds went by without a response.
“Kuris, are you there?”
“Yes, I’m here.” Kuris replied, his mind reeling and emotions boiling.
“Are you alright?”
“No, I’m not alright. The son of a bitch that did this is getting three meals a day while he tries to bribe me to let him go. I’m having trouble holding back.”
After a pause, the captain replied, “Kuris, I don’t know if the general can go through a trial. Reliving the deaths of his grandkids and his wife’s overdose are going to tear him up.”
“What are you saying?”
“It’s up to you how to handle Bedford, Captain Kuris. His fate is totally in your hands.”
Kuris understood, and was glad that he had been freed from his leash.
“I’ll take care of it. You can count on me.”
“I know, Kuris. You are family as far as the general is concerned. Do the right thing.”
The captain disconnected the call, and Kuris turned the phone back over to the agent.
“Go get Bedford’s dinner,” he told the guard at the door. “Make it something good. I’m going to try to bribe that fat man.”
The agent nodded and left Kuris alone in the basement.
Twenty minutes later, the guard returned with a plastic tray. A dinner of flank steak and baked potato sat under a cloche, steam venting through the single hole in its top. It smelled divine.
As he stepped off the last of the stairs, a single gunshot rang out from the prisoner’s room. The guard pitched the tray onto a nearby table and, with rifle up at ready, he flung open the door. 
Captain Kuris stood in the room, his service pistol drawn and smoke wafting from the barrel.
Bedford was on the ground. The former director stared lifelessly at the ceiling, a perfect hole in the middle of his forehead. His brains were plastered across the beige concrete wall behind him. Blood and chunks of tissue were slowly dripping down to the ground, mixing with the hairy fragments of the man’s skull.
“What happened?” the guard asked, lowering his rifle.
Kuris holstered his .45 caliber handgun. “He tried to escape.”
He stalked out of the room and picked up the tray from the table where the guard had dropped it. Steam was slowly rising from the dead man’s dinner. He lifted the lid and picked up a perfectly cooked slice of meat. Taking a bite, he nodded his approval.
“That’s good,” he said. Kuris turned to the stunned guard. “Have that cleaned up. I’ll have a report for you to sign in the morning. Make sure you are at my office tomorrow at 0800.”
The guard stared at the captain, then turned to stare at the dead man’s corpse once again.
“Do you understand?” Kuris barked.
“Yes sir!” the guard said as he recovered enough to reply. As Kuris turned to leave, he asked, “Sir, what do I do with his body?”
“Send it to the dump,” Kuris replied. “There’s no one who’ll want to claim it.”
And with that, Kuris turned and left the basement, taking the plate of food with him. It would be a shame to let it go to waste.



CHAPTER 29
HOLDING CELL, DHS HEADQUARTERS 
ORLANDO, FL
THE NEXT DAY, DROSKY SAT in his cell, waiting for his captors to take him away. The night had been miserable, with no bed to sleep in. He had a toilet and sink, and at least the bastards were feeding him. But they weren’t making his stay pleasant.
As he lay back on the thinly padded bench he’d been provided in lieu of a cot, he heard a sound outside his door. He rose and crept to the wire-reinforced glass window and peered out.
Bru’s smiling face appeared on the other side. The bolt clicked open and the metal door swung open. His partner stood there, holding Drosky’s tactical gear.
“Room service,” Bru deadpanned.
Drosky stepped into the hallway as his partner helped him into his plate carrier and battle belt.
“It’s good to see you,” Drosky said as he clipped his belt around his waist.
Bru handed Drosky his Glock with a grin. He started down the hall toward an open door made of metal bars. Drosky jogged to catch up. As they went through another security door, Drosky saw a body on the floor of a small room where security monitors showed a now empty cell.
“Is he…” Drosky started to ask.
“No, she’s not dead,” Bru said looking at the downed agent. “But she’s hogtied and ready for the market.”
Drosky grunted out a laugh as they exited the area, leaving the penal part of the building behind. The two men stopped at an intersection where the main corridor met their hallway. It was mid-morning, and there were a few agents going about their business. He was a known prisoner, and being recognized now would be a fatal problem for them both.
As Drosky and Bru hovered in a recessed doorway, waiting for the hallway to clear, an agent looked up from her desk in a nearby office and saw the two men across from her. As a good agent should do, she picked up her house phone and dialed the main desk.
“This is Agent Avella in room 142. I want to report that a prisoner has escaped.”
Unaware of the impending disaster, Bru leaned out and after about a minute, saw that the hallway was finally clear.
“Let’s go,” he said, and the two men beat feet down the corridor toward the side entrance where Bru had left their M-ATV. The pair rushed through the double doors and out onto the short sidewalk.
“STOP RIGHT THERE!” a voice called out.
Bru and Drosky froze. Not twenty yards away, a HUMVEE was surrounded by four soldiers armed with M4 rifles.
“Shit, I’m sorry John,” Bru said as he put his hands on his head and dropped to his knees. Drosky followed suit, and the four men advanced on them, rifles drawn down on them and fingers on triggers.
“Well! What do we have here?”
Drosky recognized that voice. Travis Nixon stood up from behind the HUMVEE. The cocky agent slowly strode up to the pair, savoring each step as it brought him closer to his enemy.
“Armed escape? That’s a capital offense, Agent Drosky,” He crowed.
“Blow me, asswipe,” Bru shouted.
Nixon snickered and cuffed Bru across the face. The agent bent but didn’t break.
“You still hit like a girl,” Bru taunted. “You always were a pussy.”
Nixon’s rage flared, but as he went to swing again, Bru dropped to his side and brought his right leg up and kicked Nixon in the groin.
The bully dropped to his knees as his stomach muscles spasmed and the wind left his lungs. One of the four guards clocked Bru with the butt of his rifle a moment later, sending him to the ground. To Bru’s credit, he made no sound while Nixon whined and choked on his own spittle.
When he was able to stand, Nixon brushed off his clothing and walked back toward the building. He paused at the double doors that led inside.
“As soon as I’m gone, shoot them.” The four men gave him a confused look, and Nixon sighed. “They’re trying to escape. Just shoot them!”
“Uh, yes sir,” one of them replied.
A few seconds after the double doors closed, Nixon heard over twenty rounds being fired. With the pain in his groin slowly receding, he began to walk with more authority. Several agents rushed by him in response to the gunfire.
Perfect. He thought to himself. Witnesses saw me inside the building when those two were shot. Can’t blame me for that.
Nixon strolled down towards the cafeteria and grabbed a coffee. Sitting by himself at one of the many tables, he heard some of the agents talking as they entered the room.
“That was crazy,” one of them said. “They never had a chance.”
Nixon smiled. It was finally over.
“I’m freaked,” the other one said. “They were shot right outside the building! I mean, that’s where we park.”
“Who could get that close?”
Nixon was confused. Why would the death two escaped prisoners elicit this kind of response?
“Excuse me,” he said. “What just happened?”
“Four agents were just killed. Shot in the parking lot!”
“Four?” Nixon asked. “Not two?”
“That’s what I said,” the man replied.
Nixon leapt from his chair and sprinted down the hall. He pushed his way through the throng of agents near the double doors. Once outside, he couldn’t believe what he saw. His men were lying in a pool of their own blood, each with multiple bullet wounds including at least one head shot.
He staggered back to the cafeteria to collect himself. If I blame the men for acting without him, that may work, he thought.
“Crap. Drosky has more lives than a cat,” he said to no one in particular.
***
Five minutes earlier, as Bru and Drosky waited for the bullets to strike, they heard the distinctive high-pitched crack of a .556 round. The both tensed, waiting for the lead to tear into them, when the fusillade of fire suddenly stopped. Bru glanced at his friend and found him staring back, both of them alive and uninjured.
“Move it!” someone shouted.
Drosky looked down the road and saw Big Mike and his battle buddy Cynthia, both with smoking rifles in their hands.
He and Bru ran to the waiting HUMVEE. Within seconds, the beast was off, careening down Hughey Street. Turning west, they drove along streets that were littered with abandoned cars and the street garbage of a dead city.
“How?” Drosky yelled over the roaring engine.
“How do you think?” Mike replied from the passenger’s seat.
Drosky smiled. “Natasha?”
“Hell, John, she knows everything.”
“What about you?” Drosky asked their driver. Cynthia tore through the city streets, expertly weaving around the obstacles.
“I’m done,” Cyn replied. “We’re getting help now from outside the city. Things are going kinetic. I’ll explain later.”
“We’re heading to Sanford,” Mike said with a grin.
“About time,” Bru called out from the back seat. “What about Tanya?”
“She’s safe for now. Beth will have to get her out when she can.”
They rumbled up Route 441. The wide road was a major artery that fed the city from the north. There were no trees or roadside structures tall enough to hide their progress from any overhead eyes.
“Hold on!” Cynthia shouted as she careened their vehicle onto a side street. The street, also called Orange Blossom Trail, ran parallel to a commuter and freight train tracks.
“Up there!” Mike yelled, pointing to a two-lane street that cut into an older residential neighborhood. Taking the turn too fast, they jumped over the elevated tracks and briefly went airborne.
Mike grabbed onto his seat as if he might fall out of the HUMVEE. “Woah! This ain’t a Blackhawk!”
“What’s the rush? We’re at least a couple of miles from HQ,” Bru said.
“We need to put some space between us and them,” Cyn said as she spun the steering wheel and ran through two front yards to avoid a series of stalled vehicles that were blocking the road. “They’ve got eyes in the sky now.”
The HUMVEE slammed over a small retaining wall as they swerved back onto the pavement.
“How do you know that?” Drosky asked as they cut across another yard and onto a different side street. The zigzag pattern was moving them steadily north and east. Eventually, they would have to cross the interstate. With almost a half a mile of open space from one side of the expressway to the other, it would be their area of greatest vulnerability.
“You aren’t our only asset inside DHS,” Cyn replied as she spun onto a brick street that was lined by ancient oak trees. She slowed down near an intersection. With a confused look, she turned to the others.
“I need some help here. John, you were a beat cop. Which way do we go?”
Drosky hadn’t been keeping up with the street signs as his body was used as a pinball by their aggressive driver. “What’s that cross street?” he asked.
“We’re on Westmoreland and that’s, uh, Yale.”
“Let’s use Par Street to cut under I-4. There’s plenty of cover getting there, and that way we’d be going under the interstate instead of over it,” Drosky said.
He directed Cyn, leading her through the old neighborhoods and keeping their vehicle on as many tree-lined streets as possible. With the cluttered and blocked roads, it took about fifteen minutes to make it to the Par Street underpass.
They waited nearby under an old gas station’s overhang, not a hundred meters from the interstate. They were hidden from above, giving them some time to plan their journey. After everyone had put in their two cents, they decided to follow Drosky’s suggestion to cut through Winter Park and Maitland, then use the neighborhoods beyond to wind their way north of town. It was going to be an arduous trip, with white supremacist gangs standing in their way. But being discovered by DHS carried a far grimmer fate. They could shoot back at the gangs, but they were helpless against the missiles from a helicopter or drone.
Cyn accelerated out from under the cantilevered roof and turned left on Par Street. Less than a minute later, they were driving through an older residential neighborhood with streets named after various mid-western states.
“Get us to Minnesota Avenue, just up there at the stop sign, and stop under that oak tree,” Drosky said, pointing up the street.
Cyn pulled up to the shaded area and turned to the other three. “This is where it gets dicey,” she said. “From here on out, it’s very commercial and very wide open. We have to decide right now: Do we weave through Winter Park or blast up 17/92 and take our chances?”
Mike frowned. “I saw the latest intel map of the area, and it’s all gangs through Winter Park. I don’t see us driving through there without taking some serious gunfire.”
“I agree. But all of us need to make this decision,” Cynthia replied.
“I trust Mike,” Drosky said.
“You guys just saved our asses back there. You got my vote,” Bru added.
“Alright, then. Orlando Avenue it is,” Cyn said.
“I’ve got the turret,” Bru said as he started to climb through the portal above them.
“I wish we had a 50,” Cyn added, decrying the lack of a mounted machine gun. “I’d feel a lot better about this run.”
“Hold up for a sec,” Drosky said, pointing across the street to a fenced-in industrial park. “Pull in over there behind the pet care store.”
Cynthia gave him a strange look but accelerated into the abandoned parking lot. Drosky jumped out of the HUMVEE, jogged over to the building, and found an open door. A minute later, a metal garage door lifted on the side of the building and Drosky waved his friends over. Cyn pulled up and into the open bay, where he was holding a big sack of sand.
“My parents boarded our dog here once, and I remembered that they had a sandy play area in the back parking lot. They used to let the animals poop and pee in it.”
“Yeah?” Bru said. “What of it?”
Cyn chuckled and grabbed a fifty-pound sack. She heaved it over to the side of the vehicle. “No way to strap these on the outside, is there?”
“I don’t think so,” Drosky replied. “I doubt there’s netting here, but we can put them inside. It’ll give us some ballistic protection. A hell of a lot better than these flimsy doors.”
Within minutes, the inside of the HUMVEE was stacked with bags of sand. It made the already uncomfortable ride even more so, but it was a good trade-off. The sandbags would stop just about any bullet. Other than a 50-caliber strike, they’d be safe.
“Well, that was special!” Cynthia muttered after having to crawl across the rear storage area and through the back window of the vehicle and then over two sets of sharp-edged military seats. It was impossible to open any of the front passenger doors without having the stacks fall out.
“Is there a problem, ma’am?” Mike sarcastically replied.
“Not my problem you’re a freak.” she shot back, making fun of Mike’s giant frame.
Mike grunted as he squeezed into the back seat.
“Need help?” Drosky asked his friend.
“Nah. This ain’t nothin’.” Mike effortlessly pulled the remaining fifty-pound bags of sand up against the back seat area, finishing their bulletproof barrier.
“Everyone locked and loaded?” Cyn called out.
Receiving three positive replies, she hit the starter and backed the HUMVEE out of the loading dock. With her elbows hitting the bags of sand to her left and Drosky to her right, Cynthia spat multiple curses as she awkwardly spun the steering wheel to navigate them back onto the main road.
Finally, they broke out of the residential area and turned onto the main northbound artery. State highway 17/92 ran from Orlando all the way north to Sanford. In the time before “the darkness,” it would have been a congested—but direct—drive to get to Mike’s stomping grounds. But today, it was nothing more than a trash-littered slice of asphalt, with burned out and looted vehicles peppering the road. There were no straight lines anymore, the EMP had seen to that.
 
DHS HEADQUARTERS 
GROUND CONTROL STATION
“Dammit!” Nixon yelled at the sensor control officer. “Why can’t you find them?”
“They’re out there. It’s only been ten minutes since we got on station.”
After finding his men shot dead instead of Drosky and his worthless partner, Nixon sprinted to the drone’s control station. With a fiber optic umbilical cord snaking its way into the building’s core, it provided instant communication to one of the city’s two Predator remote vehicles. A quick call to Ramona Qualls confirmed his request, and then the remote-controlled flying tank turned gracefully in the west Orlando sky fifteen minutes after Drosky and Bru had hopped into the waiting HUMVEE.
“What do you have on board?” Nixon asked.
“Two five-hundred-pound Mark 92s,” the sensor control officer said as he continued to manipulate the drone’s cameras.
“That should do it,” Nixon said. “But what’s taking so long?”
“Sir, we aren’t even sure they went north.”
“Yes, we are. They have enough information about our troop deployment to know that the north is their best bet. It’s a no-man’s land. They’ll take their chances with the gangs before they try and run a DHS roadblock.”
“Then they know we’ll be looking for them with the drone.” The pilot said.
“Of course, but they don’t have a choice. They have to keep moving, at least if they want to live. They know that the countryside is their safest bet, and north is the most secure route. Just keep looking.”
“Hey, to the left” the sensor operator yelled. “Vector north 20.”
The pilot banked the drone, now at an altitude of over three thousand feet, and levelled out parallel with Interstate 4.
“There. Got ‘em!” The sensor operator pointed at a moving HUMVEE careening up 17/92.
“They’re all over the place,” the pilot noted as the HUMVEE swerved at high speeds around the stalled vehicles.
“We’ll have to do a low-level run,” the pilot said. “Let’s set it up.”
The sensor control officer began to tap commands into his keyboard, and information streamed back at them, providing the crew the necessary calculations to align their craft for the kill.
The pilot turned and banked, bleeding off airspeed to allow the giant craft to slowly descend. As their drone settled into a straight northern track up Route 17/92, their target shot past Lee Road, just at the southern border of Maitland.
“Ten seconds!” the pilot said.
As they began their final run, the drone’s computer received confirmation of its release order, freeing the crew to drop its ordinance.
“On my mark. Three. Two. One. Release!”
The aircraft, flying at five hundred feet, dropped its bombs toward the fleeing vehicle. Just one of those bombs would be enough to obliterate their target, but two was always better than one, at least when it came to blowing things up.
The Nixon and the RPA crew watched excitedly as the onboard cameras recorded their bombs’ flight. It took less than two seconds before two bright plumes ignited, temporarily washing out the video feed.
“BAM!” Nixon shouted, pumping his fist into the air.
 
HIGHWAY 17/92
“There’s Lee Road,” Drosky announced. They swerved around a bunch of cars that had been abandoned in the intersection, several of them having smashed into each other, creating a twisted mass of plastic and metal.
“There we are! And no shots fired,” Bru shouted from the turret, pointing at a train trestle that passed over the highway. “That’s the city of Maitland just on the other side of the overpass.”
“We’ll get off this road and cut north through the neighborhoods.” Cyn said, smiling. “I can’t believe we’ve made it.”
Bru was leaning down into the cab to say something, when their world exploded. The light and noise were unbearable, but nothing compared to the compressive wave of energy that threw the five-thousand-pound vehicle end over end, punching the four occupants with a concussive force that sent several tons of dirt, wood, and iron into the air.
By the time the mangled HUMVEE had settled on the ground, it had cartwheeled three times and ended upside down, surrounded by hundreds of pounds of mangled train trestle and earth. Shrapnel peppered its thin walls, while the top of the heavy machine had been crushed a foot or more into the cab. No sound came from the four-wheel drive transport, other than the squeaking of tires as they slowly rotated to a stop.



CHAPTER 30
DHS HEADQUARTERS
“People generally see what they look for, and hear what they listen for.”
— Harper Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird
NIXON LEFT THE GROUND CONTROL station with a smile on his face. Not only had he finally gotten rid of Drosky, but leaving the claustrophobic room for the summer air felt oddly invigorating.
“Sir, Director Qualls asked that you report to her office immediately,” one of the female agents said.
“Thank you, but I need a ride over.”
“I’ll take care of it for you,” The young woman said, practically purring as she spoke.
“Very good, Agent…”
“Vicanti. Mia Vicanti.” She smiled.
“I would appreciate it, Mia.”
“Anytime, Agent Nixon. I’ve seen you before at the tower. I live on the twelfth floor.”
“I have an apartment there, but I’ve not been by in a while. I’ll look you up, next time I’m there.”
“Your ride will be waiting at the front door in five minutes.” She sashayed away, her hips continuing their conversation with an obvious sway and slight shake.
After grabbing a coffee in the cafeteria, Nixon found his driver and was at Qualls’ office within a few minutes.
“Success?” she asked after Nixon reported and gave his required salute.
“Absolutely. We got them. Drosky, his partner, and whoever killed our men.”
Nixon noticed that the director still looked pensive, her lips tightly pressed together, as she began to scan papers on her desk. Breaking protocol, he walked around her workstation and squatted down next to his new lover.
“What’s wrong, Ramona? You don’t look too happy.”
“How’s your anti-gang work going up north?”
“Fine. But it’s only been about a week.”
Nixon looked at the papers and saw AARs from Atlanta. “What’s going on in Georgia?” he asked after Qualls failed to respond to his presence.
“It seems some Marines are mounting an offensive against the government.”
“What? Marines follow orders. How is this possible?”
Qualls looked up at Nixon, a hint of fear in her eyes. That, more than any words she could have said, told him all he needed to know.
“Seems they don’t like what our president is demanding of them. They’ve pushed into Buckhead and took out a company of agents. It was a slaughter.”
“My God,” was all that Nixon could say. “What does that mean for us?”
“We have to prepare for an insurgency,” Qualls replied. “This may just be the start.”
“How can I help?”
Qualls just sat there, uncharacteristically silent, tapping her fingers on her desk.
“I don’t know,” she finally said. “But the first thing we need to do is take care of the immediate problem. We need to get the white supremacists out of the city.”
“Well, I’ll need more people to make that happen. I’ve baited a bunch of traps in Winter Park and Maitland. I’ll have to get further north into Casselberry and Altamonte Springs to cover their entire area.”
Qualls sighed. “Whatever you need.”
“Trust me,” Nixon said as he put his hand on her back. “We’ll own this city within the month.”
 
MAITLAND, FL
Although I couldn’t have known it, John’s HUMMER lay smoldering just few miles away while I dozed in my father’s study. The midday heat was becoming a problem. Now that the obscenely hot days were back, any movement or activity became a miserable chore. All I wanted was to be comfortable once again. Air conditioning was a fantasy, and a washing machine, hot shower and fresh food were pipe dreams. Life had become a dreary passing of time, and I’d been worn down. I didn’t want to think anymore because there was no way out of our predicament. The gang activity had grown overwhelming, with even night journeys becoming a challenge.
“Hey Charlie,” Janice said in a low voice, rousing me from my half-sleep. “I thought you might be in here.”
“Not for long. I can barely stay in the house at night, let alone deal with this during the day. It’s beginning to feel like a sauna.”
“I know,” Janice replied.
She stood there in front of me, a stupid look on her face. It was like she was stuck between coming and going, frozen by her indecisiveness.
“Here,” she said as she handed me a paper bag.
Inside, there was an open box of feminine products as well as a partially filled bottle of pills.
“I know you’re almost out, so I brought you these.”
Feminine products were one of the two items were in very short supply. If I had a franchise of tampons and toilet paper, I’d have made a fortune.
“Janice! Where did you get these? And what’s in the bottle?”
“Birth control pills,” she replied.
“Pills? Why don’t you use them? I’m not the one with a twenty-year-old boyfriend.”
“He’s twenty-one,” she replied. “We figured out that his birthday was a month or so ago, but we forgot.”
I thought about it and realized that my birthday was coming up sometime soon. But without knowing what day it was, birthdays were no longer a concern.
“But why don’t you use the pills? You and G-man fighting?” I asked with mock concern.
Janice gave me a frightened look, and I knew instantly why she was here.
“Don’t tell me,” I began.
“Yeah,” she replied, interrupting me before I could continue. “I’m pregnant.”
“But, you’re on the pill.”
“That didn’t seem to make a difference. And I don’t know whether to be happy or scared out of my mind.”
“I’d be both,” I said sympathetically.
“Oh Charlie, what am I going to do?”
I stood there, not knowing how to help, when she moved forward and put her arms around me. I hugged her, as she quietly sobbed. After a while, she pulled back. Her eyes were swollen and red, but she had a smile on her face.
“I’m pregnant,” she whispered with a grin, then her face dropped and she said it one more time. “Oh, God! I’m pregnant.” And she began to weep once again.
“It’s alright,” I said, trying to mollify her. “It’ll be alright.”
“How am I going to do this? I can’t have a baby out here. Pregnant or not, if the gangs get me, I’m dead. And so is my baby.”
“How far along are you?”
“I’ve missed my period by over four weeks.”
Janice’s condition meant we needed to take action. We had to make the push to Dr. Kramer’s place. We were living in a war zone, and within a few months, Janice wouldn’t be able to walk herself out of here. We had to leave, and it had to be soon.



CHAPTER 31
MAITLAND, FL
“Opportunities multiply as they are seized.”
— Sun Tzu
DROSKY BEGAN TO STIR. LIKE an old computer that had suffered from a power surge, his mind started back up in fits and stages.
First, it was the ears. A constant, high-pitched noise that diminished to a lower frequency as his awareness increased.
Next, it was his sight. It sluggishly returned, starting with a small circle of light that eventually widened into a tunnel. Batting his eyelids to clear the scratchiness, he tried to focus on the shafts of light that danced around the inside of their HUMVEE. The inside of the crushed vehicle was a jumble of sand, dirt, and broken electronics. He realized that the vehicle was upside down and adjusted his brain accordingly.
After that, it was the pain. His head pounded like the worst hangover he’d ever experienced, only times ten. The pressure lanced through his neck and spread out evenly across his entire skull.
Then, it was the pressure. His legs wouldn’t move, sending adrenalin coursing through his system as fears of paralysis or amputation caused his nervous system to react. Pushing aside the pain and dizziness, Drosky frantically began patting himself down. Starting at his chest, he squeezed and probed his body until he eventually ran into a heavy object covering his lower torso.
Sandbags, he thought with relief. He reached down and pulled the first one off, but after shoving it to the side, he saw why his legs still wouldn’t move.
Drosky cried out as he jerked his legs out from under his partner’s body. Bru wasn’t moving, his shoulders and head obscured by debris from their crash. John frantically tried to uncover his friend, but he soon ran into the roof of their overturned HUMVEE. Bru’s body stopped there, his head and upper torso crushed under the two-and-a-half-ton truck.
Drosky gasped and sat back, striking his head on an upside-down metal bar. The blow sent pain shooting down his spine, overwhelming the shock from the vision of his friend’s headless torso. He realized Bru must have been caught outside the vehicle when it flipped.
“Shit,” he said, unable to think of a more eloquent response.
His mind cleared at the sound of someone else stirring inside the vehicle. Drosky abandoned thoughts of his former partner for now and crawled toward the noise.
“Hello?” Drosky shouted as he pulled himself to the front of the wreck, shoving aside sand that had ruptured from the paper bags. Using his arms like a trowel, he scooped the sand behind him, creating a path to the front seat.
He found the other two people dangling upside-down from their seats. Mike wasn’t moving, but Cyn was rolling her head as she began to regain her senses. He felt Mike’s neck and was rewarded with a fairly strong pulse.
“I’m stuck,” Cyn gasped as she struggled with her safety harness.
“Can you move your legs? Is there any pain?”
“Yes, I’m in pain. And yes, I can move my legs. Now get me the hell out of this thing.”
Drosky got his folding Spyderco knife from his pocket and quickly cut the polyester webbing and gradually lowered Cynthia to the roof of the four-door cab.
Mike groaned. “What happened?”
“We were hit,” Cyn said as she righted herself. “Can you unlock your harness?”
“I’ll try.”
“Hold on for a sec,” Cyn replied. “John, I’ll need your help.”
Drosky wormed his way up next to her, and the two of them braced Mike’s shoulders.
“Go ahead and release the belt.”
Mike reached down with his left arm and pressed against the roof. The click of the belt releasing was followed by a less than graceful tumble, earning the three of them several more bruises.
“Where are we?” Mike croaked.
“Maitland,” Cyn replied.
“We need to move,” I said. “They’ll be back, either with a drone or a couple of squads.”
Mike craned his neck and looked at the crushed front doors. “How are we gettin’ out of this thing? There’s dirt everywhere.”
“I’ve got sunlight back here. And…something else,” Drosky replied, earning a look from the other two.
“Oh My God!” Mike gasped when he saw Bru’s body trapped out of the turret. “He’s dead?”
Drosky solemnly nodded.
“I’m sorry, John,” Cynthia said. “We can mourn him later, but right now we need to get clear of the wreck. Grab whatever gear you can and let’s go.”
After retrieving their rifles and one of their “go” bags, John kicked out the rear driver’s side door and crawled out onto the street. The HUMVEE was partially buried by debris and the dirt from the elevated railroad trestle.
“That’s what saved us,” Drosky said, pointing back at the crater. “The bomb hit the berm.”
“That, and the bags of sand absorbed enough of the blast to keep us alive,” Cyn replied.
“Yeah, but they’ll know we made it when they get here and only find one body,” Mike added.
The big guy unfastened a dented jerry can from the bed of the HUMVEE. It was leaking diesel fuel from a couple of pinholes where shrapnel had penetrated it.
“We need to burn it,” Mike said. “I hate to do that to Bru, but it may buy us some time.”
Drosky hesitated, until Cynthia chimed in. “He’s right, John. We should burn it.”
He at last nodded. It made sense tactically. But it still didn’t feel right.
Mike splashed the heavy fuel onto the overturned vehicle while Cyn added a second can. Then Mike lit a gas-soaked chunk of debris and tossed it into the HUMVEE’s interior. Within a minute, the truck was engulfed in flames, the cab becoming a funeral pyre for their dead comrade. The three survivors moved with a purpose and disappeared on foot into the abandoned Maitland subdivision. Once again, they were in enemy territory and had miles to go before they could rest.
The rest of the day, the three slowly moved north before stopping on the southern shores of Lake Maitland. John had little first-hand knowledge of the area, given that he never patrolled these streets. But growing up in the city had given him some experience in driving the roads and streets, so the trip to Sanford wouldn’t be totally blind. Unfortunately, the lake extended all the way east to Winter Park. If they pushed to much farther in that direction, they would run into gangs, so sneaking along 17/92 was their best option. Running that mile-long gauntlet would best be done at night, so they found an abandoned mansion and took refuge on its second floor. The back of the house stared across the huge lake, where they could see other empty mansions sitting on the water, all of them falling into disrepair.
As the late afternoon began to give way to night, the three sat on a second-floor balcony outside the massive master bedroom. The home had been closed up fairly tightly, so no unwanted creatures were inside. They each took the opportunity to wash up using the home’s oversized water heater tank. The pool out back was green with algae, but was more than adequate for filling the toilets. MREs from the salvaged “go” bag provided meals for them all, and they ate greedily as the evening sky turned an azure blue.
They spoke with muted voices, keeping their conversation to a minimum as they finished their dinners. Sound traveled on water, and normal speech could be heard over a mile away. Even a muted burp from Big Mike created enough noise to bring a disapproving look from Cyn.
As darkness blotted out the setting sunlight, a few pinpoints of lights began to show up across the lake.
Pointing to the lights dancing in the distance, Drosky whispered, “Gangs.”
“We goin’ that way?” Mike asked quietly.
“Yeah,” Drosky said. “They’re a block or two down from the main road.”
“No other way out?”
“Nope, not without totally exposing ourselves. There’s a bike trail that starts north of her and winds all the way up to Sanford. We have to go through Maitland to get to it. Otherwise, we’ll be walking up a six-lane road with no cover.”
“Damn,” Mike murmured.
“Don’t worry,” Cyn said. “Even scum sleep. John, zero dark thirty?”
“Yeah, sounds about right.”
“Okay,” Mike said, “you two stop with the military crap. What are you talking about?”
“Just some slang. It means ‘late at night,’ but I’m thinking that we should move through that neighborhood an hour or two before dawn. That’s when everyone is tired, especially anyone pulling watch for the night.”
“Hmmph,” Mike replied. “So we have a few hours before we leave?”
“At least four or five hours,” Drosky said.
“Then I’m hitting the sack.” The big guy moved with a grace that belied his size and rolled into the master bed. “Leave the sliders open; it’s hotter than hell in here.”
“I’ll take first watch.” Cyn said to Drosky. “You need some rest.”
“Yeah,” he sighed. “It’s been a crappy day.”
 
LATER THAT NIGHT
Mike felt someone shaking his shoulder and sat upright, his Berretta clutched in his right hand. The pistol never made it all the way around as his wrist was grasped and twisted back. The handgun was stripped away, and before he could move, a knee to his chest jolted him back onto the bed.
“You never learn,” Cyn hissed as she placed Mike’s gun onto the side table next to the bed. “You don’t sleep with a gun in your bed. You’ll just as likely shoot someone you don’t mean to. Especially yourself.”
Mike grunted and stood up. “Sorry.”
“Yeah, I know, ya big dope. Next time, leave it in your holster.”
The three met at the sliding glass doors that led out to the back yard.
“Everyone all fresh and clean?” Drosky deadpanned.
All three had taken the time to use the toilets and check their firearms. Cyn wasn’t sure if any of their rifles had been bent or disabled by the blast, and without any tools, they were limited to a visual inspection of their assembled M4s. Separating the upper from the lower receiver, they could dry fire the empty gun and at least see if the hammer struck forward when they pulled the trigger. But if the barrel had been warped, it could be catastrophic. Hopefully, they could move without being seen. The last thing they wanted was to get into a firefight with unreliable weapons against an unknown number of gang members.
Drosky checked his watch and saw that it was just past two in the morning. A good time to be out and about without being seen. They moved in a staggered line, leapfrogging each other from one position of cover to another. The mile-long trip took the better part of an hour before they at last came to the first road that crossed north of the lake.
Cutting behind a burned-out McDonalds, they crouched in an alley that fed onto the road they needed to take. Moving to the east would bring them near to the gang members that they had seen from the balcony, but there was no way to avoid that unless they wanted to continue north and through an even more industrial area. Concealment was their friend, and so they pushed east.
About another mile in—and another hour later—the three of them stopped again. Cyn was in the lead, and she held up her hand and spun it in a circle, indicating that they needed to rally to her position. When they joined her, she pointed to the south side of the four-lane street. As they stared into the shadows of a subdivision entrance, Drosky saw slight movement near the base of an oak tree.
“Got him,” he whispered.
“Just wait,” Cyn replied.
Sure enough, a second person moved a moment later.
“How do we get by?” Drosky asked.
“Don’t know. But we need to get closer before we decide.”
About twenty minutes later, they lay prone behind a line of bushes. A parking lot for a recreation area sat on the other side of the street from the gang members. Crawling behind the hedge, the trio found themselves directly across from the two thugs. There was a three-foot median in the road as well as ground cover and an occasional crepe myrtle tree giving further concealment.
“We can’t keep going,” Cyn said. “We’ll be exposed as we cross the street in front of them.”
“Agreed,” Mike said. “But we can’t just stay here.”
Drosky stared across the street. “We have to take them.”
“If we cut back a bit, the median has some thicker bushes. We come up on their side and try to take them quietly.”
They backtracked to the spot Cyn had mentioned. After crossing the road without being discovered, they moved up the opposite side of the street. Soon, they could hear the two men talking in low voices. There wasn’t much cover for the next twenty yards; the houses were flanked by tall concrete walls and little vegetation stood between the two men and their three silent stalkers.
“I need a smoke,” one of them said.
“Taurus will kill ya! He told us not to light up. Said you could see it a mile away.”
The first man pointed across the street. “Hell, let’s just smoke in there. No one can see us in the trees.”
“Dude, we can’t leave our post.”
“We’ll be right across the street,” the first one said. “No one’s gonna know. We’ve been out here for hours and ain’t seen shit.”
The man pulled out a pack of cigarettes and held it out.
“They smell right good,” the second thug said. “Let’s go.”
The two men began to walk across the street, and Drosky turned back to his friends. “Follow me when they light their cigarettes. They’ll have night blindness for a few seconds.”
“Where are we going after that?” Mike asked.
“The next opening up there,” Drosky said and pointed.
The three crouched down and moved to the last tree on their side of the road. After a moment of waiting, they were rewarded with the flare of a match.
“Now!” Drosky hissed.
The three of them walked heel to toe, their rifles pointed across the street at the dying flame. Within seconds, they had crossed the intersection the two men had just left. They were halfway to the next entrance when they heard laughter coming from further down the street.
All three went prone on the sidewalk as a group of armed men approached, pulling a couple of wagons full of items down the street’s north side.
As the new group approached the woods where the two guards had taken refuge, one of the men in the party called out, “Who the hell is smoking?”
The two guards slowly walked out of the trees.
“You dumb bastards. What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
All of them circled around the guards as their leader slapped and berated them for their stupidity.
Drosky nodded at Mike and Cyn, and they sprinted the last hundred yards to the next subdivision. An eight-foot-high concrete wall faced the road, and after turning right, they were hidden from view.
“Hasty ambush,” Mike whispered, and the three set up behind cover, rifles pointed in the direction they’d come from.
After two minutes with no pursuit, they moved further away from the road toward the lake down at the end of the street.
“Let’s keep going down and then turn left,” Drosky said. “That should take us out of range of the guards. Then we can head back out and find that bike trail.”
They hugged the left side of the two-lane street, keeping in the shadows of the trees and homes. It was a modest neighborhood with single-story homes built forty or fifty years ago. At the end of the road, mansions stood on the lake’s shore. Typical of any area where lakefront property could be found, multi-million-dollar estates sat on a piece of waterfront property with smaller homes right across the street.
Drosky signaled to their left, and he and the others darted around the corner of a house and into its open garage. They removed their ballistic vests and sat down on the cool concrete floor for a few minutes, taking a much-needed rest.
“Let’s keep moving. We can take this street a few blocks further, then cut back to the main road. I think we’re about a mile from the bike trail,” Drosky said.
“Everyone hydrate,” Cyn said, and they each took a pull from the camelback bladder that Mike carried in the group’s “go” bag.
“We’ll need some more water soon,” Mike said as he took a draw from the bladder’s straw.
“Yeah,” Cyn said. “I’ve got some purification tablets. Love that chlorine taste.”
“Better than dysentery,” Drosky said. “Lots of bad stuff out here now.”
The three stood up and hoisted their ballistic vests back over their shoulders. As they slung their rifles over their necks, Cyn stopped and held up her hand.
“Someone’s out there,” she hissed.
The three of them moved back into the shadows of the garage. Drosky found the door into the house and opened it. A quick glance inside showed that it was empty. They moved into the home and took a position where they could look out front.
“There!” Cyn said as she pointed across the street. Her sensitive ears were always the first to pick out sounds.
Two people were slowly walking out of the gates of the mansion across from them. One was casually carrying a rifle, its barrel pointed forward and down. The other was walking with a five-gallon plastic bucket in one hand and a rifle casually slung over a shoulder. They were moving without caution, even giggling with the muted conversation. Drosky could pick up some of the words coming through his broken front window.
“Holy shit,” he said as he stood up and moved to the garage.
The other two followed, confused at his sudden move. Before they could ask him questions, he was out the door and positioned at the corner of the garage, staring out onto the now-empty street.
As Cyn reached out to tap him on the shoulder, Drosky spun out of the garage and glanced back up the road. He ran across the street to the corner of the waterfront mansion’s wall. After ensuring that the gang had moved on, he signaled for Mike and Cyn to follow and then slipped around the corner.
Cyn and Mike could barely keep up as he disappeared up the side road across the street. They ran to the intersection where Drosky had just been and looked up the road, just catching a glimpse of him disappearing between two-single story houses.
“What the hell?” Cyn said as the two of them hauled butt to catch up with their friend.
As they turned between the two homes, they saw Drosky open a wooden door that led to the back of the house. They sprinted forward, rifles up and ready, and ran into the backyard. Drosky had finally caught up with his quarry. The people, a man and a woman, were facing away from them. The man was pulling a stringer of fish out of the bucket.
Drosky snuck up behind them and stopped just a few feet back.
“Freeze,” he said in a low voice.
The woman squealed in fear. Drosky approached her and, putting his hand on her shoulder, slowly turned her toward him. She gasped when she saw his face and flung her arms around his neck.
“JOHN?” she cried.
“Hello, Charlie. What the hell are you still doing here?”



CHAPTER 32
MAITLAND, FL
“The true soldier fights not because he hates what is in front of him, but because he loves what is behind him.”
— G.K. Chesterton
WHEN JOHN SNUCK UP ON me and Mike, I about had a heart attack. But afterward, I was beyond happy. His story about their flight from town and their escape from the gangs left us all breathless. It was so good to see him. He had brought us hope once again.
“So, Charlie,” Cynthia said. “Why are you guys still here?”
We were in Harley and Ashley’s house having a breakfast of diluted condensed milk and stale cereal. As long as we let the milk stand in the old Frosted Flakes for a while, they became mushy enough to eat.
“We’ve been trapped here by a gang of skinheads,” I said. “They set up headquarters next door.”
Cynthia looked at John and shook her head. “I suppose I can’t fault you too much,” she said. “But you’ve become frozen, and that’ll get you killed.”
“We can’t get by them,” I said. “There are too many.”
Cynthia shrugged. “We made it. But don’t take it too badly. Most people lose their energy after a while. You get a little comfort or a bit of security, and you settle for that rather than pushing forward.”
“I don’t think that’s fair,” I began to say.
“Just look at what you have here,” she continued over my protests. “Food, shelter, and friends. The problem is that you don’t want to look too far ahead.”
Cynthia got up and began pacing in front of everyone, taking on the role a professor explaining truths to her pupils.
“I saw this all the time when I would train my Marines on CQB,” she said.
“What’s that?” Maria asked.
“Close quarter battle. It’s part of learning how to fight through an enemy inside a house or on a city street. We had “kill houses” set up like a small town and taught the recruits how to fight in close quarters. One of the drills involved clearing a house that had no lights. You had to go in and using a flashlight to find the bad guys.”
She stared off into the back yard, lost momentarily in thought.
“We videotaped the Marines with night vision cameras, and the men and women could be categorized into one of two groups: Victims and Predators. The hunted and the hunters. Most of the hunted would freeze. A rare few relished the drill. They were predators who sought the fight.”
Cynthia stopped moving and stopped to stare at us all.
“You guys have let yourself become the prey. You need to change your attitudes because in this world, only the hunters survive.”
Later that day, we agreed that it was time to leave. Jorge and Maria were going to move east and then try and hook up with his family. We would join Cynthia, Mike, and John on their journey north to Sanford. From there, we’d decide on our best path to Monteverde and the hopeful safety of Dr. Kramer’s home. Harley and Ashley were staying put. Tomorrow, most of us would finally leave Maitland for good.
 
EAST OF CHARLIE’S HOUSE 
MAITLAND, FL
That night, three dark figures prowled the abandoned streets of Maitland. Moving silently among the empty homes and overgrown yards, they pushed east into unexplored territory.
“Looks good so far,” Jorge whispered as the three crouched down in a wooded area across from an abandoned convenience store. Behind them was a pond, it’s stagnant water emanating a sewage smell that all but guaranteed the area was safe. No one would willingly stay here for long if they had to breath the acrid sulfur stench.
Across the street, the front of the 7/11 was gone. Its glass façade long ago smashed, the shards of the broken windows were now a fine powder on the building’s concrete slab. Abandoned gasoline pumps were entwined with creeping vines. The metal plate access to the store’s underground fuel tanks had been removed and a make-shift tent had been erected over the open hole. A hand pump lay on the ground near-by, with a hose snaked into the in-ground fuel tank.
“Looks like they’re still pulling gas out of the ground,” Garrett observed. “That’s probably where they’re refueling before heading out for the day.”
The moonlight was bright enough to see into the inside the store. It appeared empty, which was no surprise.
“Let’s keep moving,” Garrett said. “I don’t think we should waste our time here.”
“Agreed,” Jorge replied. The convenience store would have been torn apart within the first week of the crisis, and nothing of value would remain.
They crept further east to the edge of the trees and came to an intersection. To their right, the crossroad pushed south back into Winter Park.
“Hey, this building looks intact,” Janice observed.
She pointed down the street to a glass and brick house that had been turned into a personal trainer’s business. Janice snuck up to the front of the converted house and looked into the window. Dirt and grime streaked the glass, but she didn’t risk wiping them clean so as not to leave evidence of their passing.
“I want to check the back door,” Janice said.
“Sure, I’m with you,” Garrett said.
The three snuck around the corner of the building, keeping the trees between them and the convenience store. They found the back door ajar. The door creaked on its hinges when Janice pushed it open, bringing shushes and complaints from both of the men.
Janice slipped into the back room. Jorge produced a small tactical flashlight. He had scribbled green magic marker onto the lens, and the dim, green hue would be hard to see just a few hundred feet away.
“Here,” Jorge whispered, handing her the flashlight. “Be quick about it. I want to keep moving east before we have to turn back.”
Janice took the flashlight and found the door to the hallway. Beyond was a large room, likely used for aerobics or some other group exercise. Weight machines lined the sides of the space. Janice stood in the doorway, scanning the muted beam around the room.
“Oh my God,” she said. “Look!”
In the far corner of the room, a pile of open boxes was stacked nearly five feet high. The top one had tilted over, and packages of toilet paper and a large, unopened box of feminine products had dumped out onto the floor.
“Charlie will love me for this,” she said over her shoulder. “She’s almost out of tampons.”
Jorge made it to the door just as Janice began running into the room. She was closely followed by Garrett.
“Hey! Slow down,” Jorge called out.
Janice never answered.
The explosion was deafening, sending Jorge flying back through the door and onto the floor. He struggled to lift himself, using his elbows to elevate his head to look into the exercise room.
Dust and debris filled the air. The room’s left wall had a massive hole punched through it, and dozens if not hundreds of pockmarks had peppered the building’s ceiling and walls. Weight machines were bent, and toppled over. Hundreds of pounds of iron and stainless steel had been tossed about like a kite in the wind. The strength of the explosion was beyond anything he had ever seen.
Jorge staggered into the room used his backup flashlight to search frantically for his friends. The noise of the explosion would attract the gang, and in desperation, he called out for Janice and Garrett.
As he stepped further into the destruction, he stumbled over something. Looking down, he recognized that it was the bottom of a leg. Charred and amputated below the knee, Garrett’s shoe was nevertheless still neatly tied over the foot.
Cursing, Jorge turned and left. His friends had been effectively vaporized by the explosion. They were gone, and nothing remained of them but a bloody stump.
 
CHARLIE
Janice had been killed while she was trying to help me.
Every time I thought I was cried out, I somehow found more tears to shed. When Jorge came back and told us what had happened, I broke down and had to be carried into my dad’s office, which had become my refuge over these past months.
Maria had stopped in once or twice during the morning and finally got me to leave with a promise of fresh outside air and a glass of sweet tea. I couldn’t choke down the sugary liquid, but having people around me, offering support, lightened my load just a bit.
“She didn’t feel a thing,” Cynthia said. “I know that doesn’t help now, but later on when you’re thinking about last night, it will.”
I looked up at her, a confused and angry look on my face.
“I know,” she said. “I’ve been there before.”
I filed her advice away. She seemed to know what she was talking about. Even John and Mike deferred to her. That says a lot.
“She died for me,” I said. “Damn it, she died for a box of tampons.”
“Yeah,” Jorge said, shaking his head. “I never thought how important that is.”
“Men,” Cynthia said. “Don’t think beyond what’s right in front of them.”
“It’s my fault,” I said. Cynthia turned to me. “Charlie, Janice and Maria needed those things too.”
“Maybe Maria, but not Janice.”
Cynthia looked confused.
“She was pregnant,” I said.
The group deflated. Maria began to cry.
“Janice told me the other day. She knew I was low on feminine products, and she said she wouldn’t need them for a while. That’s why I thought we should move soon. Janice was freaked about it.”
I left them after that and retreated into my dad’s office. The others stayed gathered in the kitchen, discussing their next move. As I sat there, I ruminated about our time in Maitland. We had wasted months here in relative security, happy to survive but afraid to live.
We should have moved on. We had talked a lot about it but always found an excuse to stay.
I thought of the times when I had been the deciding vote, when Maria and Jorge wanted to leave but Garrett and Janice wanted to stay. I realized that I should have been the one to push us forward. I had been afraid to make the call that would send us out face possible death, never thinking that staying could be just as bad.
If I had been more forceful. If I had been more brave. If I had been more of a leader, Janice and Garrett might be alive. I was responsible for their deaths. I was the one that kept us here.
I fell into a deep depression as the night came and slipped away.
The next morning, with no sleep and a suffocating fog of angst clouding my mind, I left the office. I stumbled into the kitchen and found Cynthia sitting at the table, a lone witness to my self-pity.
I sat down and refused to meet her gaze.
“You blame yourself.” She simply stated the fact as if she could read my mind.
“The truth is, it probably is your fault. At least in part.”
My eyes flared, and I looked at her with an anger that would kill if it could.
“Ah. There is life in there.”
“Screw you!” I spat.
She got up and poured herself a cup of hot water and added instant coffee crystals and sugar, stirring slowly so as not to clink on the sides of the cup. I found her anal-retentive motions infuriating. She sat back down and took a sip, staring over the lip of the mug at me.
“I told you earlier. You can either be the hunter or the hunted. It’s as simple as that.”
“I don’t like your attitude,” I shot back. “How dare you blame me?”
“Why not? You blame yourself. I’m just agreeing with you.”
I had no good reply to that. It was true. She must have seen the look on my face and smirked.
“Look, Charlie. I don’t want to pile on. You’re in a bad place. I’ve been there before. But you need to put that aside so you can put the blame on where it belongs. That bomb was set by DHS. From Jorge’s description of the explosion, it was probably a Claymore mine. Only the government has those.”
I tried to process what she was telling me, but I was so tired that my brain took a moment to catch up.
“Yes, the government killed your friends,” she said after seeing the confused look in my eyes. “You didn’t see that coming, did you?”
I had nothing to say. In one sense, I felt relieved that the gangs hadn’t done this. They were the enemy, and continuing to live close to them was our poor decision. But wasn’t them. It was tyrants that were trying to rule the country. They were everywhere.
“Think about what I said. But think fast, because at nightfall, we’re leaving. With or without you.”
Cynthia stood up and left me alone at the table. I got up as well and went to my father’s study. I closed the door and didn’t come out again until sun had begun to drop below the horizon.
I walked into the kitchen and found the group gathered together. They fell silent when they saw me. Fully decked out with my battle gear, my rifle cleaned and slung over my shoulder, I went to the patio and stooped down beside a pile of charcoal we were using to help purify our water supply. Reaching in, I grabbed a piece of the charred oak. I stood with my back to them as I smeared my face with its dark, oily residue.
“Charlie, are you alright?” Maria asked.
I turned around and looked at them, my face painted with black streaks and a fire in my eyes that hadn’t been there before.
“Charlie?” John asked. “What are you doing?”
“It’s time to hunt, John,” I replied. “It’s time to hunt.”
***
I used a number of sources in creating this book. The dialog in chapter 14 was heavily influenced by an article in the Daily Koss by author Major Kong titled “Flying the B-52.” All of the remaining research was done through public websites with no particular source providing the bulk of the information.
I am very impressed with the Tennessee 278th Armored Cavalry. I researched their facilities in Nashville, paying a personal visit to several armories. Their history of service is unmatched and their performance in both kinetic actions and war games is on par with their peers, even though they are “part-time” National Guard. They drill with the 101st Airborne and are often the first to be called in all our major conflicts. Their pride in state and service is unrivaled.
A special thanks to a few important people. First, to my editor Erin. She’s more than patient as my documents were returned with more “red” than “black” on the manuscript. Other writers will appreciate that. She’s a saint.
Second, to Mark Phillips, his military experience was valuable in keeping me on the straight and narrow regarding the equipment in this book.
Third, to Angery American. He’s the man. His knowledge in survival techniques is unsurpassed. He is a gem.
Fourth, to my wife. She’s patient beyond words given that I have a full-time job and write on the side. I think she still likes me. I’m still in the house.
Finally, my thanks to several of the readers that helped me with the Air Force 5th wing and Tennessee 278th armored cavalry. They are vets who served in these units and gave me enough knowledge to sound intelligent.
I’ve started the next book in this series, Charlie’s Requiem: Retribution. It will be available next summer and will sync this series with the Going Home series time line.
Thank you all for supporting Chris and me. It’s been an amazing ride so far and I’ll keep writing as long as you all keep reading.
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