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Preface


 


After rejoining Linda, Frank agrees to go with her and help
her stop whatever plans are being laid down by Farhad Omar, the terrorist Linda
believes is responsible for the attacks on the United States. As the country
descends further into chaos Linda knows their best option for further
information is to seek out Sarah Callahan, a veteran CIA intelligence officer
who once gave Linda more than a little bit of assistance as Sarah sought to
track down Omar and wreak revenge for his devastating attack on her fellow
Marines all those years ago.


After passing through a survivor city set up in and around Washington—and
nearly being caught multiple times—Linda grew gravely ill from the wound she
received on her leg that was never properly treated. As she fought for her life
against a brutal infection Frank desperately tried to find information about
Sarah, finally seizing upon a clue that lead Frank and Linda to Sarah’s front
door—and a not-so-warm welcome.


And now… No Sanctuary #4: The Tempest.


 


 











Chapter 1


 


When most picture the country of Pakistan they imagine a
harsh, sand-filled country. The idea of lush forests and green grass covering a
large portion of the landscape does not occur to them and they will not
hesitate to laugh at the notion. 


Just north of the city of Islamabad, located near the
northern tip of Pakistan, the harsh sandy desert climate is far from reality.
The city sits near the Margalla Hills, part of the Himalayan Foothills.
Margalla is filled with lush trees, green grass and vibrant landscapes. The
elevation is such that some areas do, from time to time, receive snow during
the winter months. The city of Islamabad itself is no desert city, either. It
is filled with trees and grass that stretch between the houses and buildings
and roads, filling the region with enough green that one might never realize
they were in Pakistan in the first place.


It is on these green grassy paths, in view of the lush
Margalla Hills, that a woman walks in the evening hour, heading for a
nondescript building half a mile away. She walks alone, wearing a baggy pair of
trousers and shirt and a simple scarf wrapped around her head. Her hands stay
close to her waist and she constantly scans her environment, watching around
her for any sign of danger.


As the woman passes by a bench on the outside of a nearby
park a man sits up and stares at her. He calls out to her in Urdu, shouting in
a slurred voice that betrays the fact that he has been drinking for the last
few hours. She ignores the man, keeping her pace steady as she plods along. He
tries to stand up from the bench but fails to remain upright, toppling over
almost immediately and falling to the ground. His loud groans of pain will soon
attract attention so the woman increases her speed to get away from him before
the authorities show up. 


The building the woman is traveling towards is one of
many along a busy street in the heart of the city. It is several stories tall,
made of brick or stone or some other material that feels to her like it is
completely devoid of color and life. The building is designed to blend in and
not attract attention but it is that fact that draws her eye directly toward
it.


The woman walks past the building, heading for a bus stop
on a nearby street corner. She checks her watch as she approaches the bus stop
and speeds up, realizing that she is nearly thirty seconds behind schedule. The
bus arrives as she reaches the stop. She gets on board, pays her fare and takes
a seat at the very back. Four women and three men are on the bus as well,
though two of the men depart at the stop where she got on board. 


Once the bus is moving again she reaches under her seat
and dislodges a white envelope that was jammed between the seat and the seat
support. The envelope is thick, at least one and a half inches, and contains
over two hundred sheets of paper. She eyes the people sitting in front of her
carefully as she opens the envelope, making sure to hide it behind the seat in
front of her so that no one else can look at it.


The pages are written in a mix of English and Urdu and
each is marked with the logo of the Inter-Services Intelligence agency, the
main intelligence agency of the country. With operations in most countries
around the world, the ISI is well-known to other countries as a top-tier
intelligence agency though most people have never heard of them.


It has taken months of work and a large sum of money to
obtain the envelope she now holds in her hands and Linda Rollins can feel her
heartbeat increasing as she thumbs through the pages. The ISI’s intelligence
assets on the ground inside Iran are second to none and she hopes that the
price she paid and the risks she has endured are worth the information
contained in the pages.


For the next half hour, as the bus winds through
Islamabad, Linda skims through the pages, looking for the promised details
about Farhad Omar, the person she so desperately wishes to find. Unfortunately,
though, the more she looks through the pages the more she realizes that every
piece of information about Omar is something she has already found out through
other means. 


She knows where he was born and she already knows each of
his closest lieutenants by name. She knows the places where he has been and
where he’s likely to turn up even though he fails to do so each time it is
predicted to happen. After reading through half of the documents she stuffs
them back into the envelope with frustration and tucks it beneath her tunic. 


She watches out the window of the bus, mulling over what
to do after yet another dead end, when the reflection of one of the men sitting
in front of her catches her eye. He is staring directly at her, unblinking. His
expression is calm and plain, with no leering or devious thoughts of any kind
written across it. It is the definition of an expressionless expression and she
immediately hears alarms going off in her head.


Linda’s hotel is two stops ahead but the fact that
someone is watching her has changed her plans entirely. Instead of going back
to her hotel for the night and leaving on a flight the next day she decides to
head to the hotel, grab her things and go immediately to the airport. She also
gives up any hope of making any calls home, as there is no chance she won’t be
constantly monitored until she’s well out of the country.


When the bus finally stops in front of Linda’s hotel she
hurries out and heads inside. She glances behind as she opens the door and sees
the man who was staring at her standing outside the hotel. He is making a show
of looking at anything except for Linda which in turn causes what he is doing
to become even more obvious than it was before.


Linda heads to the front desk and talks to the person on
duty. Instead of leaving her bag in her room she left it at the desk along with
a sizeable tip to ensure that nothing would happen to it. After she checks to
make sure everything is inside she pays her bill and exits through the back of
the building, running to catch the next bus that is about to leave a nearby
stop.


The squeal of car tires from a nearby street tell Linda
that her tail has discovered her subterfuge and is after her again. She briefly
considers trying to make it to the American embassy but decides against it
since they will likely ask the same uncomfortable questions that her pursuer
wants to ask.


She watches out the bus windows with no small amount of
nervousness as she heads for the airport. When she gets close she pulls the
stop signal and gets out early, running across the street to approach the
airport from a side entrance. She makes it inside the building and up to the
ticket counter with no sign of any pursuers, then she quickly has her ticket
changed to the soonest available flight. Leaving in two hours is better than
twenty-four, but she still has to avoid her pursuer until the flight is ready
for boarding.


The airport is quiet late at night and she passes through
security in a matter of minutes. After she finishes she heads for the nearest
bathroom and opens her bag, pulling out a pair of pants and scarf that are
different in color than the ones she was wearing previously. She changes her
clothing and exits the bathroom before making her way to a small restaurant
inside the terminal. There she sits at a table, sipping on a cup of coffee as
she pretends to read a magazine, all while observing the people around her.


She spots her pursuer just after she gets up from the table
after the boarding call is made for her flight. The man is walking slowly
through the terminal, one hand pressed against his ear. His lips move subtly as
he speaks into a microphone tucked away in his sleeve. Linda considers turning
around but knows that if he was going to stop her then he would have done it
already. She wagers that he wants to catch her alone, steal the documents she
has in her possession and get away without being caught. It’s a risky wager but
one that she has to make or else she may miss her flight.


Linda increases her walking speed, gliding past the man
and nearly causing him to trip and fall as she brushes up against him. She
drops a white envelope on the ground as she passes by, joining in with the
small crowd of passengers waiting at the gate for her flight. The man is
distracted from her twice: first by her pushing him and second by her dropping
the envelope. He ignores her and scoops up the envelope, tears it open and
finds it to be empty. He looks around, searching for her but she is already
gone, having blended in with the crowd at her gate before he can look to search
for her.


The man futilely tries to have the plane stopped before
it can take off but given that he is working unofficially his pleas with the
agent at the gate have no effect. Linda’s plane is in the air in twenty
minutes, winging its way towards Germany where she will change flights again
and head towards home. After the plane levels out Linda gets up from her seat
and walks down the aisle, observing the other passengers closely. None of them
bother to look back at her, absorbed as they are in their own affairs. When she
sits back down she breathes a sigh of relief, glad to be rid of the man
following her. Disappointment sets back in quickly, though, and she sighs
again, wishing she hadn’t taken the time to travel to Pakistan to chase yet
another dead end.


After a few hours Linda pulls out the stack of papers
from her bag and flips through them once again. She re-reads the material she
read previously on the bus and finds nothing new. When she gets to the pages
she skipped, though, she begins to find bits and pieces of information that she
hasn’t seen before.


There are references in the documents to Omar’s obsession
with the United States, starting from when he was a young man working under his
father in the government. A failed coup—believed by the ISI to have been
orchestrated by the CIA and MI6—resulted in the death of the Iranian
President’s wife as well as dozens of members of government. Omar’s father,
mother and two brothers were slaughtered in the coup. The only reason he
survived was because he was out of the country studying at Oxford when it
happened. 


Though the Iranian President’s wife was killed the
President himself was not. Forces loyal to his regime quickly pushed back the
attackers and reestablished the rule of law but not before the damage was done.
While the coup happened decades prior there are references in the papers to
Omar’s radical transformation shortly after it occurred. He poured himself into
his university studies, earning a doctorate in physics and a second in
chemistry. 


After his education he returned home, heralded as a hero
by his country due to being the sole surviving member of his family. His
education and his family’s former position quickly garnered Omar a place
working in the military where his newfound tenacity and ruthlessness were
allowed and encouraged to flourish. 


Though the information in the documents is presented as
speculation, Linda realizes that it matches up with information she received
from several other sources and is most likely true. Whether the coup was indeed
orchestrated by the CIA and MI6, Omar latched on to the United States as the
chief instigator of the incident. This belief was no doubt fostered by the coup
d’état in 1953 which the CIA admitted to having planned, though Linda knows of
no such admission for the modern attempt. 


When Linda finishes going through the paperwork she leans
back in her seat and stares out the window, contemplating the newfound
information. She is glad she went to Pakistan as the trip turned out to be
useful after all but the information she gathered has created as many new
questions as it has answered. Omar has an obsession with the United States, but
what is his game plan? A man so dedicated as to use American military personnel
as guinea pigs for his weapons and hide himself so thoroughly from detection
from foreign intelligence services must have a long-term strategy. 


What it is, though, she cannot imagine. She knows,
however, that whatever it is will not end well. Not unless she finds him first.


 


 











Chapter 2


 


A thick, syrupy molasses surrounded Linda on all sides. It
pushed at her, reaching from her toes to her neck. She, in turn, pushed back,
struggling against it with all of her strength. Her muscles felt like they were
on fire and the substance was too dense for her to make any headway. As she
continued to struggle against the molasses it began to thin out and the
blackness that filled her vision gave way to the blurred sight of the inside of
a building.


Linda was lying on her back on a couch, covered with a
sheet. She prodded at the sheet, trying to pull it off but finding it
impossible to do so. She finally freed her arms, though, and started to push
herself into a sitting position when a pain in her leg made her flop back down.
Her left leg was working properly but try as she might she couldn’t get her
right leg to bend upwards. She opened her mouth to mutter a frustrated curse
but her throat was so dry all she managed to do was squeak out a hoarse gasp
instead. 


“What… the hell…” Linda put her head back, overcome with
exhaustion. She blinked several times, trying to will the room around her to
come into focus when she heard a noise nearby. Panicking at the sound she
struggled more, thrashing her entire body against whatever was restraining her.
A soothing voice cut through her fears, instantly filling her with a measure of
tranquility that relaxed her.


“Linda! You’re awake!” The voice belonged to Sarah, though
it took Linda a long moment to realize that.


“S—Sarah?” Linda croaked out the words. 


“Hush. Save your strength.” Sarah retrieved a glass full of
liquid and brought it over to the couch. She sat down in a chair next to Linda
and held the glass up, putting a straw into Linda’s mouth. The liquid was
shockingly cold and sweet and Linda coughed, spitting it over herself before
taking another sip. The second one went down and she began to suck it from the
straw as hard as she could.


“I guess you were thirsty. I’m not surprised. We’ve had you
on IV fluids for the last week.”


“Week?” Linda’s throat felt less raw after the drink and her
mouth felt like it could move again, though she was still hoarse. “Where am I?
What do you mean by a week?” She began to struggle at the sheet again and
reached for her immobile leg when Sarah put a firm hand on her arm.


“Ha.” Sarah shook her head and put the glass down on the
floor. “Just relax. A lot’s happened since Frank brought you here.”


The mention of Frank brought Linda’s memories back like a
flash flood. They surged through her mind and her eyes opened wide as she
looked at Sarah in a panic. “Frank! And Omar! And… wait, we’re at your house,
aren’t we? This is where you live!”


Sarah nodded, keeping a strong hold on Linda’s arms to keep
her from unexpectedly moving around. “Yes, this is my house. Frank’s out right
now but he’ll be back soon. We’ll talk about Omar later. Right now you need to
just relax and lay back down.”


“Why can’t I move my leg?” Linda struggled to do anything
with her right leg but failed again. “Did something happen to my leg?” 


Sarah shook her head. “No, no. Goodness no. Well, mostly
not. You had a nasty infection. Quite severe, actually. You were an hour or so
from dying when Frank brought you in here.”


“So why can’t I move my leg? Or this thing?” Linda pulled on
the sheet again but couldn’t budge it.


“We had to basically strap you down a couple days ago. You
were rolling and thrashing around so much you fell off the couch a few times.
Your leg’s taped down to a board and the sheet’s tied around the couch.” Sarah
gave Linda a shrug. “Sorry. We didn’t want you to hurt yourself.”


“How bad was the infection?”


“Bad. Very bad. I’m pretty sure whatever was in your leg got
into your bone. You’ve been on heavy antibiotics and morphine for the last
week.”


“Christ.” Linda closed her eyes and put her head back down
on her pillow. “Wait.” Her eyes snapped open again. “A week? I’ve been here for
a week?”


“Technically I guess it’s been six days.”


“I’ve been here? For a week? You have to be kidding.”


Sarah shook her head. “I’m afraid not. It’s been pretty
touch and go with you up until last night.”


“Have I been out this whole time?”


“More or less. You were in a lot of pain so I had Frank
scrounge up some morphine from a hospital. I put you on a drip of that and kept
you out for the most part. How is the pain, by the way?”


Linda flexed the muscles in her right leg, feeling a twinge
of pain deep in her thigh. “It hurts a little bit. Not much, though.”


Sarah nodded. “Good. I’m going to put you on oral
antibiotics for a few more days, just to make sure we killed everything off.
Then you can start getting solids in your system again. You’ve mostly just been
having broth a few times a day when you’re coherent enough to sip from a
straw.”


“Is that why I’m so hungry?” Linda groaned. The longer she
spent talking to Sarah the more coherent and aware of her own body she felt. Everything
was sore, as it had been in her dream, but she also felt strength somewhere
deep inside as well as a great relief to be alive.


“Ha.” Sarah smiled. “Probably, yes. Don’t worry.” She patted
Linda’s arm. “We’ll get some good food in you soon. It’s good you’re up now,
though. We can talk for a bit before Frank gets back.”


“Where is he, anyway?”


“He went out yesterday on a supply run. He radioed in this
morning and said he’d be back soon. We’re running low on bottled water and he
wanted to check out a little pharmacy a few miles away to see if they had been
looted of everything useful.”


“Frank’s out by himself?” Linda nodded thoughtfully. “I’m
impressed.”


“You should be.” Sarah gave Linda a sly smile. “I think
you’ll be surprised when you see him again.”


“Why’s that?”


“He’s changed quite a bit since he drove here with you in
the back seat. I’d never met him before that day but even I’ve noticed a change
in him.”


“Is that a good thing?”


“Oh yes. I think seeing you get knocked on your ass had a
profound effect on him. We had a long talk the day he brought you in. I could
tell he was still struggling with his decision to come with you and unsure of
whether you were telling him the truth about Omar.”


“Did you set him straight?”


Sarah stood up and went around to the back of the couch to
untie the knots that were holding the sheet in place. “Try not to fall off this
time. And yes. Once I heard enough of his story to establish he wasn’t lying
about knowing you I filled him in on everything you and I know about Omar.”


Linda grunted and pushed herself up on the couch a few
inches. “You told him everything? That’s not like you, Sarah.”


Sarah sat down in her chair, shook her head and sighed. “We
live in desperate times. There aren’t many people we can trust. I’m a decent
judge of character and Frank appears trustworthy.”


“I’m glad you think so. Makes my decision to trust him feel
even more like the right one.” Unhindered by the sheet Linda looked down at her
bare leg and gingerly touched at the bandage taped across the bullet wound.
“How’s this thing looking anyway?”


“You won’t win any beauty contests involving showing off
your thigh and it’s going to keep hurting for a while. I sewed it up as best as
I could and the infection’s been dealt with so as long as you don’t get shot
again you’ll be just fine.” 


Linda snorted and smiled. “Yeah, thanks. I’ll try to keep
that in mind the next time I’m dealing with meth heads.”


“Promise you won’t move your leg around a bunch and I’ll get
you out of this splint.”


Linda nodded and Sarah grabbed a pair of scissors and cut
the gauze that held Linda’s leg down on the board. Linda flexed her leg slowly
once it was free, noticing a substantial difference in how it felt compared to
her left leg. “It doesn’t hurt that much. Mostly it’s just sore.”


“Mhm. We’ll get you up and on it tomorrow and see how much
weight you can bear.”


“Tomorrow?” Linda shook her head. “If I’ve been lying here
for the last week then we can’t be delaying anything! We have to go after—” 


Sarah put out a hand to keep Linda from getting off the
couch. “Whoa, whoa, just calm down. There’s nothing we can do today.” Sarah was
about to continue talking when there was a burst of static followed by a voice
coming from the kitchen.


“Sarah, I’m on the way in. Thirty seconds or so.”


Sarah got up and headed to the kitchen where she grabbed a
two-way radio off the table. “Copy that. See you in a minute.” She put the
radio back down, went to the front door and picked up a rifle standing against
the wall.


“Was that Frank?” Linda twisted her head to try and see out
one of the front windows before she realized that they were mostly boarded up
except for some thin slits that she couldn’t reach to see.


“Yep, he’s back. Hang tight, I’m going to help him get the
stuff inside.”


Sarah slung the rifle across her back and unlocked the front
door. She stepped through the door and scanned the surroundings, looking both
for movement and for signs that anything had changed since the last time she
was outside. Once she was satisfied that things were safe she headed down the
steps towards the station wagon that was pulling up in front of the house.


Frank stepped out of the vehicle and glanced around before
nodding to Sarah. “Everything good here?”


“Better than good. She’s up.”


“She’s awake?” Frank smiled. “Excellent! Is she doing okay?”


“She seems fine. She’s sore still but the medications have
done their work.”


“Fantastic.”


“How about you?” Sarah circled around to the back of the
vehicle. “Looks like you found a decent stash.”


“Yep.” Frank walked to the back of the station wagon and
opened the door. “I had to go a couple hours away to find anything, though. I’m
pretty sure there are other people in the area who are scrounging.”


“Of course there are. Did you pull these from a house or a
store?”


“A house. Nobody was home and they were stacked up in a
closet along with a bunch of emergency rations.” Frank kept glancing at the
townhouse as he talked, nervously shifting on his feet. Sarah glanced at him
and raised an eyebrow.


“You have to take a leak or something?”


“Huh? Oh, no. No, just… wanted to say hi to Linda.”


“Well come on, then. Let’s get this stuff inside and get out
of sight then you can catch up with her.”


Frank and Sarah quickly unloaded the station wagon and
carried everything to the front porch of the townhouse. Once it was empty they
opened the door to Sarah’s home and pushed everything inside, minimizing the
amount of time that the front door was open. Linda watched as they worked and
once they finished she grinned at Frank.


“Look at you, going out and getting food and water.”


“Linda!” Frank grinned and walked to the couch, dropped to
his knees and embraced her. “How are you feeling?”


“Like somebody shot me.” Linda smiled. “I hear you’ve been
keeping busy while I’ve been sleeping the last week away.”


Frank shrugged and glanced at Sarah. “Your friend here’s
been keeping me on my toes. You had a couple of close calls with that infection
but she did a good job keeping you alive.”


Sarah rolled her eyes and started carrying the bottles of
water and packets of food into the kitchen. “You two let me know when you’re
done patting everyone on the back. Then we can get to the real work.”


Linda watched Sarah for a few seconds before whispering to
Frank. “She’s a handful, isn’t she?”


“She is not at all what I expected when you talked about
having a friend in the CIA.”


Linda nodded and her expression grew serious. “How are you
doing, though? Sarah told me she shared everything about Omar with you. Are you
good?”


Frank nodded and sat in the chair next to the couch. “Yeah,
I think so. It’s been a lot to take in but we’ve had some interesting
discussions about Omar and what we should do about him.”


“Ugh.” Linda groaned. “I hate that I’ve been out of the loop
for the last week. What have I missed?”


Frank looked over at Sarah. “We were talking about that the
other day, actually. Sarah agrees that Omar is behind everything, like you
said. It’s also obvious he’s planning something even bigger that hasn’t come to
fruition yet.”


“So what’s the plan?”


“We’ll have to talk to Sarah about it. She has a few things
she needs to tell us.”


“I think,” said Sarah as she walked over to the couch with
another chair in hand, “that we should have that discussion right about now.” 


 


 


 











Chapter 3


 


“Come on, baby.” A man wearing a dirty orange vest and
bright yellow hard hat looks up at a bank of lights, pleading with them as
though they’ll respond to verbal encouragement. 


“Anything?” The shout comes from outside the building and
the man turns and shouts back. 


“Nothing yet! Try the next one!” The man inside the
building waits for a few seconds until he hears the sharp click of another
breaker being flipped back on. He eyes the lights suspiciously, wondering if
his eyes are playing tricks on him when the brief flicker of an electrical arc
turns into a full-blown light show. The rows of fluorescent bulbs surge to life
across the ceiling, bathing the room in a harsh off-white glow that hasn’t been
seen in many days.


“Anything?” The shout comes again. This time, though, the
answer is given with a cheery tone of voice.


“Let there be light!” the man inside the building steps
outside and grins at his partner. “That’s all of them, right?”


The second man consults a clipboard in his hand and nods.
“Lights are all a go in the buildings that are still intact.”


“What’s next, then?”


“Helping get new lines pulled from the main building to
the ones near the docks.”


The first man’s cheery expression sags at this answer.
“Great. Like that won’t be a pain in the ass.” He sighs and checks his watch.
“Coffee first?”


“Better hurry before anyone notices.”


*** 


The Los Angeles Port, hard-hit by the initial terrorist
attack, is once again abuzz with activity. Floodlights hastily rigged to the
tops of buildings and power poles are connected to generators that ensure that
repair and reconstruction efforts can go on through the day and night
uninterrupted. Offers of foreign aid flood the United States though the
government is cautious about how the aid is delivered. No foreign flights are
allowed to touch down except in very rare and extreme circumstances. Food,
medicine, repair equipment, emergency supplies and so on—anything that comes in
large, bulk deliveries—must arrive via land or sea so that they can be
inspected far from the locations where they are to be delivered to.


This draconian rule impedes the initial flow of supplies
and causes more than a few deaths due to a lack of aid. With military and law
enforcement agencies scattered and stretched thin across the country, though,
the flow of everything into the country must be properly regulated. Allowing
cargo planes to make deliveries directly to survivor cities would, in the eyes
of the government, open up a whole new vector for the attackers to continue
their assault. The effectiveness of this policy is… debatable.


As one of many main ports set to receive enormous amounts
of aid, the Los Angeles Port must be repaired and prepared for the arrival of
dozens of cargo ships. A lack of manpower necessitates the opening of only a
small section of the massive port and the selected location is one of the ones
damaged by a bomb during the initial attacks. The cleanup process proceeds
smoothly, though, with debris pushed out into the water or piled high in two
designated spots by a pair of bulldozers. 


Once the debris is cleared the holding areas are cleared
of any cargo containers that were left over from during the attacks. These
containers are moved out by truck to different sections of the port, their
contents unknown and forgotten as they are doomed to sit for an indeterminate
amount of time before someone is able to open and search through them.


Fresh concrete and rebar is used to rebuild and reinforce
key high-traffic areas of the port that were damaged, while at the same time
the electrical connections to the massive cranes and lights are repaired. The
blast from the ship and the pair of trucks that were at the port severed lines
both above and beneath the ground but it takes the crew of workers less than a
day to find and replace the bad lines and restore power to all of the key
systems.


In a matter of days the critically damaged port is
transformed and turned from a darkened and damaged maze of metal and concrete
into a small, functional and well-lit miniature city. A group of military
personnel consisting of soldiers from the Army and National Guard as well as a
handful of Marines stand guard over the port. Their presence is, initially,
solely for security but they soon begin to perform other functions as it
becomes clear there aren’t enough skilled civilians to handle the daunting task
of offloading all of the ships. A few of the longtime workers at the port are
located and brought to the port, exchanging their skills and labor for food, water
and security that is so hard to come by.


Before any vessels are offloaded they are checked top to
bottom by a group of soldiers outfitted with detection devices of every type.
The delay in clearing each cargo ship is excruciating but the government
refuses to budge on the issue. As the hours and days pass, the clearing team
grows faster and more efficient with their work, leading to a glut of cleared
ships waiting to dock so they can offload their supplies. The workers at the
port, while initially left with little to do, must quickly spring into action. 


Cargo containers are filled with nonperishable food,
parts to repair key systems damaged during the attacks, medicine, portable
shelters and more. Each container, once taken off the ship, is quickly unloaded
into a warehouse where the contents are cataloged and marked with the location
where they are to be delivered.


Convoys move between the port and the airfield multiple
times per day, working based on the schedule of the aircraft that transport the
goods to their ultimate destinations. Some goods are transported over land but
the urgency involved in delivering food, water purifiers and medicine to key
regions necessitates the use of air delivery.


The main transport aircraft consist of C-17 Globemasters
due to their ability to take off from and land on runways that are short,
damaged or otherwise inaccessible to large aircraft. C-5M Super Galaxies and
C-130s form the bulk of the rest of the transport fleet. Civilian airliners are
strictly prohibited from being used due to fears that they may have been
compromised.


Despite the massive amount of transport vehicles in use
there is still a clear shortage of men and machinery during the crisis. Dealing
with the effects of the bombs and biological attacks leaves the military
stretched thin. Tens of thousands of troops are brought home from overseas
deployments and they are immediately reassigned to help deal with the situation
on their home soil. Even with this influx of manpower there is still much to be
done that goes unfinished. 


Tens of thousands of civilian and military vehicles sit
by the wayside, unable to be used in the rescue operation. The military
struggles with checking and verifying the systems on their vehicles before
allowing them to go out in the field. A few brave civilians take it upon
themselves to use their vehicles to help transport emergency supplies and
survivors but any vehicle that hasn’t been checked by the military isn’t
allowed inside the survivor cities. 


This situation leaves most cities with miles-long lines
on the highways leading in as soldiers force survivors to abandon their vehicles.
In the cases where vehicles may be useful inside the city they will check them
from top to bottom to clear them for entry but the additional workload provided
by these cases strains their resources even further. 


At the end of the day the ongoing chaos caused by the
attacks threatens to overwhelm the fragile response network set up by local,
state and federal governments. Each new development pushes the response teams
closer to their limit, stretches their resources even farther and destroys the
lives of countless more souls. All it will take is one more large, coordinated
attack and everything will collapse beyond hope of repair. 


 











Chapter 4


 


“So he’s planning something bigger, huh?” Linda sighed. “I
knew he would be. What is it, though?”


“I’m not certain.” Sarah tapped away at her computer on her
lap. “I’ve spent every spare minute since the start of the attacks reviewing
the data dump I was able to make from the annex.”


“You what? You dumped the data from the annex?” Linda’s eyes
widened. “How did you manage that?”


“I was in the chain of command to purge the databases. I
realized pretty quickly though that if I did that then we’d lose a lot of
valuable data pertaining to the attacks. So I falsified a purge command and
went back a day later and pulled the physical drives and brought them here.” Linda
stared open-mouthed at Sarah for several seconds, not sure what to think or
say. “You seem surprised.” Sarah smiled.


“I… how… why would you do something like that? You were the
most straight-laced person I ever met!”


Sarah shrugged. “Am I? I did help you, after all.”


“Yeah, but you never betrayed classified information. You
always just nudged me in the right direction.”


“I’m loyal to this country, Linda. Once I realized that we
were going to lose information vital to protecting our country I did what I had
to do. Just like with you. I knew you were onto something important so I helped
you where I could without betraying my oath because, at that time, that was the
right thing to do.”


Linda nodded slowly. “I suppose. What is it you’ve found in
your database?”


“Like I was saying, I’m not certain. There are hints that
someone has been trying to bring dangerous materials into the country.”


“What type?”


“Nuclear.”


“What?! Someone’s been bringing nukes in? And nobody
found out? How is that possible?”


“Well,” Sarah said, brushing a loose strand of hair back
over her ear, “there’s a lot to break down to tell you all of that.”


“I’m not going anywhere. Tell me everything.”


“All right.” Sarah resumed her typing and clicking. “So I’ve
spent every spare minute possible looking for anomalies that could be related
to the attacks. I’ve had some software assistance but I don’t have the
computing power here to crunch the data like the agency does. A lot of it’s
been guesswork, but…” Sarah spun her computer around to show Linda the screen.
“A month before the attacks there was a strange little incident at the Los
Angeles Port. Their radiation detectors went absolutely insane but it was filed
as an equipment malfunction.”


“And you don’t think it was a malfunction?”


“If it was an equipment malfunction then it was the most
specific equipment malfunction I think there’s ever been in the history of the
world. The sensors don’t just detect radiation. They detect the type, the
strength and the distribution throughout the container. If you ship a crate of
bananas you’ll trip a sensor but it won’t sound an alarm because the
distribution and type of radiation will match known readings. The sensor detected
mass amounts of radioactive material in several crates that were shipped
through. It was immediately taken offline, ‘repaired,’ and then a new one was
put back in.”


“That sounds suspicious.” Linda nodded. “What was it,
though? Nukes? That seems like it would be hard to get anywhere even if you did
have someone on the inside to make a sensor look like it was malfunctioning.”


“You’d think so. Unless the coverup came from higher up in
the food chain.”


“What.” Linda’s response was a statement, not a question,
delivered flatly with stunned surprise. “How far up the food chain are we
talking here?”


“High enough to remove almost all references to this
incident. Which, by the way, is the type that always gets logged to
multiple government databases.” Sarah sighed. “Someone inside our government
was helping Omar. And they probably still are.”


“That’s insane. How could they get away with it?”


“It wouldn’t take much. Falsify a few documents here, erase
a few reports there, push his men into certain positions over here. If it was
spread out over a wide enough period of time it wouldn’t show up as a pattern
in the system, either.”


“So someone helped him bring nukes into the country. What’s
he going to do with them?”


“Honestly, I’m not sure he did bring in nukes. Falsifying a
sensor malfunction at a radiation portal monitor station is one thing. But
there are mobile monitors driving all over the country—especially near borders
and ports—and they would easily detect a nuclear bomb.”


“So a dirty bomb, then?”


Sarah nodded. “A less concentrated radiation signature
disguised inside a heavily shielded vehicle would work. Especially if someone
gave them the routes of the mobile detectors so they could stay as far away as
possible.”


“Sorry, but this is the first I’m hearing about a ‘dirty
bomb.’” Frank finally broke into the conversation. “You didn’t mention that
before, Sarah.”


“I wasn’t sure about it, but I found some supporting clues
last night. I’m still not convinced, though, but I think it’s our best
assumption so far.”


“What’s a dirty bomb?”


Sarah was about to respond but Linda started talking first.
“The official term is radiological dispersal device but everybody calls it a
dirty bomb because it sounds better. Nuclear weapons are hard to get your hands
on and even harder to build. Getting access to radioactive material isn’t hard,
though, especially if you’re someone in Omar’s position. A dirty bomb is just a
combination of radioactive material with ordinary explosives. It’s easy to
make, extremely deadly and spreads radiation over a wide area if created
properly.


“What I don’t get, though, is why he would be building a
dirty bomb.” Linda looked at Sarah. “Didn’t some study show that the radiation
levels from something like that wouldn’t be high enough to kill very many
people?”


“Ordinarily, yes.” Sarah replied. “But this sensor data
picked up a lot of material passing through before it was taken offline.
If Omar packed enough material into the bomb then it could spread a lethal
amount of radiation over a wide area. People would be dying in weeks and months
instead of years and decades like they might if a more ‘conventional’ amount of
material was used.” 


“The mass hysteria caused by a dirty bomb would be bad
enough. If the radiation started actually killing people in a short amount of
time, though…” Linda sighed. “Damn. If that’s what he’s up to then it’s not
good.”


“No. It’s not.” Sarah closed the lid on her computer. “Which
is why you two are going to do something about it.”


Frank looked nearly as surprised as Linda when he heard what
Sarah said. “You want us to do something about it? Why? Isn’t this a job for
some government agency or something?”


Sarah laughed, stood up and walked to the boarded-up front
window to peek through one of the cracks between the boards. “Do you really
think the feds have the resources or the desire to chase after something that
sounds like a late night conspiracy theory?”


“I hate to be a voice of doubt here but I’m kind of with
Frank on this one. What is it he and I could possibly do to help?”


“Something this sensitive requires eyes on the ground.
Linda, you’ve had enough experience in field ops to easily handle something
like this. Frank’s more than capable of assisting you.”


Linda paused for half a second before bursting out laughing.
She started to cough from laughing so hard before she finally calmed down
enough to speak again. “You want… us to go do field work? Sarah, have
you seen the condition I’m in? Come on. You have contacts all over the place.
You know more people than I ever did. Surely someone who’s not crippled on the wrong
side of the country can handle looking into it, can’t they?”


“Remember what I said about trusting people? I wouldn’t
trust anyone but you with this. And getting across the country will be easier
than you think.”


“What?” Frank looked at Sarah. “How?” 


Sarah smiled. “I have my ways. In any case, you two are
going and that’s that.” She looked at Linda. “You’ll be feeling better in
another day or so once you start getting solids in you. Better enough to get on
a plane, fly out and ask a few questions, at least. That’s what you’re going to
do. Head to the port, ask some questions, get some information on these
shipments and send that information back to me so that I can pass it on to the
proper agencies.”


Frank frowned. “Didn’t you just say that the feds wouldn’t
go after conspiracy theories?”


“It’s not a conspiracy if we have evidence. Also known as
proof. Also known as the stuff you two are going to procure.”


“Sarah, look—” Linda started to talk but Sarah cut her off.


“I’m not taking ‘no’ for an answer on this one, Linda. I
know you’re still recovering and this is going to be rough, but after all these
years of my helping you get bits and pieces of information so that you could
pursue Omar, it’s time for you to get me some bits and pieces. If we don’t do
this then a lot more people are going to die. A lot of them have already
died. Let’s try to keep the count from going up, shall we?”


In any other circumstance, Linda’s first response would have
been to jump at the opportunity to further pursue Omar. Feeling as ill as she
did, though, all she wanted to do was continue lying on the couch while she
waited for her body to heal. If what Sarah said was true, though—and she had no
doubt it was—then Omar’s plans were far more serious than she had originally
imagined.


“I can do it.” Frank spoke up, interrupting Linda’s
thoughts. “Just send me out there. I’ll take care of getting the information
back to you.” He looked at Linda. “I don’t want you risking your life when
you’re just now starting to get better.”


In the back of Linda’s mind she wondered whether Frank was
telling her that because he wanted to goad her into going with him. It didn’t
matter if he was trying to bait her or if he was genuinely concerned, though,
since his statement lit a surging fire inside of her. She pushed herself up
against the pain and swung her legs around to sit properly on the couch.
“Frank, you have zero experience in the field. If anyone should be staying it
should be you. No, we’ll go together, though I sure as hell am not driving
across the entire country.”


“You won’t need to.” Sarah smiled. “I’m glad to see you
sitting up and looking better, by the way.”


“Same.” Linda glanced down under the blanket on her lap and
sighed. “Where the hell are my pants?”


 


 











Chapter 5


 


After another night’s sleep and the consumption of several
thousand calories worth of food, Linda was starting to feel better. After some stretches
she found that her leg wasn’t hurting as much as she had originally thought. It
still felt weak though, and as she tested putting her weight on it, she found
that she was limping a lot more than she would have wanted.


In between eating, sleeping and getting her leg back into a
semi-functioning state, Linda sat with Sarah and Frank to discuss the details
of their trip to the west coast. Sarah gave each of them printouts of the vital
information they would need during the trip, along with the names of several
contacts she knew of in the area in the military and local government.


“Remember, only talk to them if it’s an emergency or if you
have hard evidence and can’t get in touch with me.”


“Yeah, about that.” Frank glanced up from his papers. “How
is it we’re going to get in touch with you?”


Sarah retrieved a small black plastic case from a closet and
opened it up. Inside, surrounded by a sea of foam, was a large phone that
looked like something out of the 80’s. A short, thick antennae half the width
of the phone itself was attached on its side. Linda pulled the phone out of the
case and hefted it in her hand, turning it over as she examined it. “Sat
phone?”


Sarah nodded. “Military grade. It runs on their network.
Whatever you do, don’t lose it or break it. You won’t be able to transmit on
their satellites without this.”


“You have one too?”


“Yep.” Sarah nodded and pointed upward. “There’s a small
dish mounted on the roof and it’s integrated into the house’s line. One of the
perks of having friends in high places. My number’s written on the inside back
panel so you won’t be able to lose it.”


“How long does the battery last?” Frank took the phone from
Linda and swiveled the antenna back and forth. 


“Almost a month in standby. Probably three or four days of
talk time. You won’t have a place to charge it so I put two extra batteries in
there just in case you need them.”


“We’d better not need them.” Linda took back the phone and
shook her head. “If we’re gone for that long then you’d better send the
cavalry.”


“That’ll be pretty difficult considering you are the
cavalry.”


“Ugh. Don’t remind me.” Linda put the phone into the case
and closed the lid. “We’ve got intel, a means of reaching you, a cripple and a
guy with no field experience.” She smiled at Frank. “No offense.”


“None taken, cripple.”


“Ha!” Linda laughed and stood up. She hobbled over to the
counter and poured a glass of water for herself before continuing to walk
around the small island in the center. “What about that plane you mentioned,
Sarah? I’m curious to see how that’s going to work since the people I talked to
said that most of the military’s vehicles are still grounded while they check
them over.”


“A lot’s changed in the last week. One of the biggest is
that there are cargo planes making runs back and forth to distribute supplies
between the survivor cities.”


“What kind of supplies?”


“From what I’ve heard we’re getting shipments in from some
of our allies overseas. Medicine, food, mechanical parts. Things to survive and
rebuild.” Sarah rolled her eyes. “It’ll take more than a few boats with parts
to fix what’s gone wrong here.”


“And these are coming in through the port, I assume?” Frank
asked.


“Yep. The same port that was bombed during the initial
attacks. I have no doubt that was done to both cripple the port and disguise
the source of the attack.”


“How’s it up and running so fast?”


Sarah shrugged. “Who knows. It’s not like they have just a
single dock, though. I’m sure they’re making it work somehow. Anyway, that
doesn’t matter right now. Once you touch down at whatever airport they’re
using—I’m guessing either LAX or Long Beach—you’ll need to head for the port.
You could take a military vehicle there if you want but I’d advise a civilian
one instead, to be more discreet.”


Linda nodded. “Wouldn’t want to tip off the suspect that
we’re coming.”


“No, you would not. Plus folks are getting pretty rowdy
around there. A lot of people without anything next to a port jammed full of
supplies is a box of dynamite with somebody throwing lit matches at it. Sooner
or later it’s going to go up in flames and you don’t want to be a target.”


“So we’re going to go there on a military cargo plane?”


“Yep.”


“How?”


Sarah opened a bag next to the table and pulled out a pair
of small leather ID cases. She flipped each one open to reveal a gold badge
next to a small card with embossed lettering, a barcode and an integrated
computer chip. “These are emergency ID cards.” 


“What do you use them for?” Frank picked up one of the cards
and turned it over before realizing what he had just asked. Both Linda and
Sarah stared at him and he shrugged, then Sarah sighed and continued speaking.


“They’re nigh-on impossible to get your hands on. Display
these to the military and they’ll identify you as working on behalf of the CIA.
You won’t be able to get into classified areas or access classified information
with them but you’ll be able to do pretty much everything else. You need to
requisition a vehicle, borrow a weapon or get on a plane? These will do it.”


Frank eyed the leather case with a healthy amount of
respect. “That sounds incredibly insecure. Surely a foreign agent could get
their hands on one and use it to get up to all sorts of bad things.”


“Normally they’re keyed to individuals with embedded DNA
samples. In times like this, though, they’re pretty much bearer bonds. If you
hold one then you’re assumed to be one of the good guys.”


Linda looked at Sarah as she picked up her badge. “If we can
use them like that, what about Omar’s people? Could they?”


For once Sarah didn’t have an answer.


*** 


The next morning, after packing a few days’ worth of
supplies and getting their things together, Frank and Linda said their
farewells to Sarah and headed southwest, taking a wide loop around the survivor
city to get back to their Humvee. They were relieved to find it and all of
their supplies and weapons intact thanks to the fact that they had hidden the
vehicle well before leaving it when they entered D.C. previously. 


Upon hearing about their Humvee Sarah had recommended that
they take it to Davison Army Airfield where it combined with their special
access badges would ensure that they were able to get on the next flight
westward. As Frank approached the airfield in the late afternoon he began
feeling nervous about what would happen next.


“I can’t imagine they’ll be happy to see civilians driving
one of their vehicles.”


“We have the badges, Frank. We’ll be fine.”


“We pull up, I hand the guard our badges, then what?”


“What do you mean? We tell him we’re on an assignment and
need to get to Los Angeles as quickly as possible. We’ll play it by ear.”


Frank nodded and twisted the steering wheel nervously. Linda
smiled at him and patted him on the shoulder. “Stop worrying. Besides, Sarah
said you’re a changed man now. All self-confident and gung-ho.”


Frank laughed. “It’s easy to be gung-ho and self-confident
when you’re looting houses. Dealing with the military is your line of work.”


“I’d be happy to drive but my leg’s not strong enough yet.
The last thing we need is for me to crash into the fence or the guard himself.”


Frank chuckled and the pair lapsed into silence for several
minutes before Linda spoke again. “Hey, what’s the deal with it being so quiet
around here?”


“What do you mean?”


“I just… I guess I expected things to be louder. More
boisterous. But we’ve seen, what, three cars since we left Sarah’s? And maybe
ten people total? All of them were heading into the survivor city, too.”


“Heh. I forgot you wouldn’t have seen the notices or heard
the bullhorns a few days back.”


“What do you mean?”


“There were people driving around posting flyers and
shouting about how everyone needed to evacuate their homes and get into the
survivor city. They were delivering relief supplies to a few places outside the
survivor city but they’re not going to do that anymore so they wanted people to
know about that.”


“Wait, so the only place people will get relief supplies
will be inside the cities now?”


“Well, yeah. You were the one who was telling me about that
when we were in the city.”


Linda nodded slowly. “Oh I know, but… wow. They’re really
doing it. I’m moderately surprised. People are going to be rioting in the
streets over it soon, I’m sure.”


“You mean the ones who didn’t go to the cities?”


“Exactly. Too unprepared to store up their own emergency
supplies but too paranoid to go into a survivor city. I’ll bet you there’s a
fair number of them.”


“I sure hope not.” Frank sighed and pointed. “There’s the
base entrance. You ready for this?”


Linda pulled out her ID and waggled it in the air. “Ready as
I’ll ever be. You?”


Frank patted the breast pocket of his shirt. “Good to go.”


*** 


A few minutes later Frank slowed the Humvee as they
approached the gate. Several guards stood behind it, each of them holding
rifles as they conversed with each other. At first they didn’t react to the
Humvee’s approach but once they saw that the people driving it weren’t wearing
uniforms they snapped into action. Two of them drew down on the Humvee while
standing to the sides of the barrier. Another ran to a nearby phone and picked
it up while a fourth grabbed a nearby bullhorn and shouted.


“You in the Humvee! Halt or we’ll open fire!”


Frank slammed on the brake pedal and the vehicle jerked to a
stop. Linda raised her hands in the air and talked to him out of the side of
her mouth. “Put your hands up. Keep them up till they get to the window, then
slowly roll it down.”


“Got it.” Frank gulped nervously. The guard with the bullhorn
put it down and shouted something to the one who had run to the phone. He then
walked over towards the Humvee, tapping on the trigger guard of his rifle
nervously. He stopped a few feet from the vehicle and looked at Linda and Frank
intensely for several seconds before raising his hand and waving it in a
vertical circle. 


Frank slowly lowered his left hand and rolled down the
window before putting his hand back up in the air. The guard didn’t approach
any closer but instead circled around to the side to get a clear view through
the open window. “Identify yourselves, please.” His tone was stern and
no-nonsense with a hint of confusion.


“Frank Richards.”


“Linda Rollins.”


“What are you two doing here in a military vehicle?”


Frank pointed at his shirt pocket with his index finger. “I
have identification here. Can I take it out?”


The guard stiffened slightly but nodded. “Move slowly.”


Frank went far slower than he thought the guard wanted as he
opened the flap on his shirt pocket and pulled out the identification that
Sarah had given to both him and Linda. He opened it and held it out through the
window for the guard to read. “We’re on assignment for the CIA. Our contact
sent us here to catch a flight to the west coast.”


The guard’s eyebrows shot upward at the sight of the badge.
He stepped forward and plucked it from Frank’s grasp, stepped back and examined
it closely. “She has one, too?”


“Yes sir, I do.” Linda replied. “It’s sitting in my lap. Do
you want me to get it?”


The guard stared at Frank’s ID for several more seconds
before snapping it shut. “No. Just hang tight.” He walked back toward the guard
shack where one of the other guards was still on the phone. The pair had a
whispered conversation that went on for a few minutes and involved no less than
three separate phone calls. There might have been more but Frank and Linda
couldn’t see what the pair of guards were doing very well. The two who had been
aiming their rifles at the vehicle had, however, lowered their weapons which
made Frank feel slightly better about the situation.


Several more minutes passed before the guard who had taken
Frank’s badge came walking back. His stance was visibly more relaxed and his
rifle was slung over his shoulder instead of being held at the ready. He walked
up to the driver’s window of the Humvee and nodded. “Here you are, sir. You
said you have one of these too, correct, Ma’am?” 


Linda picked up her badge and passed it across to Frank who
handed it to the guard. He flipped it over and looked at it for a few seconds
before closing it and handing it back. “You two can lower your hands now.
Thanks for doing that.”


“No problem.” Frank smiled. “Are we cleared to pass?”


“Yes, sir.” The guard reached into his shirt pocket and
pulled out two plastic cards with lanyards attached to them. “Put these around
your necks and wear them at all times. You’ll want to head inside to the main
building and speak with the flight coordinator. They’ll get you to your
destination as soon as humanly possible.”


“Thank you!” Frank smiled and took the cards, passing one
over to Linda. “We appreciate the help.”


The guard nodded and waved at the others to open the main
gate. “No problem. Sorry about the delay there. It’s been a while since we’ve
seen an emergency ID so I had to call in and have it cleared.” The guard
stepped away from the Humvee. “Go on ahead. The main building’s straight
through the gate, just off to your right. We’ve let them know to expect you.”


Frank nodded and put the Humvee back into gear before
accelerating forward. The guards around the gate were already back to looking
bored and their conversations had resumed as well. Linda watched them as Frank
drove past, heading towards the main building.


“Nicely done there, Frank.”


He let out a sigh of relief and rolled the window back up. “I’m
just glad those badges worked. I’ve never heard of them before.”


Linda shrugged. “They’re relatively new. I’m surprised that
they work at all without the DNA authentication but I guess it’s like Sarah
said; if there’s a crisis and they can’t access the database then they assume
that if you hold one you’re good to go.”


“That seems like something that would be easy to abuse.”


Linda nodded. “Under normal circumstances it wouldn’t be but
right now, yeah, it would. I suspect nobody ever really planned for what to do
in a situation like this. We’re lucky, though. Very lucky.”


“I’ll say. What do we do when we get inside?”


“We ask them for a plane ride. Simple as that.”


Frank parked the Humvee in front of the main building. He
and Linda got out and headed inside, leaving their weapons and gear in the
vehicle until they found out more information about their flight. At the front desk
they displayed their badges and went through another several minutes of phone
calls before the person they spoke to told them what to do.


“You need a flight to the Los Angeles Port?” The man shook
his hand as he flipped through a thick logbook that had past and upcoming
flight numbers and times scribbled across its pages. “You part of the rescue
operations?”


Frank and Linda exchanged a quick glance before Linda spoke.
“More or less. We’re on assignment from the CIA. Doing some recon. We have our
gear and weapons in the Humvee out front.” 


“Fair enough. I know better than to ask too many questions
about those spooks.” He glanced around and shook his head before talking in a
low tone. “I sure as hell wish they would have done something about this
attack, though.”


Frank shrugged. “Not my department, sorry. Now about that
flight…”


“Yes, right. Sorry. We’ve got one arriving from Long Beach in
about twenty minutes. We’ll need an hour to refuel and offload the cargo then
it’ll be up in the air heading back.”


Linda nodded. “Excellent. Where do we go?”


“If you want to put your feet up, you can—”


“No thanks.” Frank shook his head. “We have some prep work
to do beforehand. Where can we park while we get our gear in order?”


The man nodded slowly. “Right. You’ll be looking for hangar
six. Half a mile down the main road, on the right. You can’t miss it. Make sure
you’ve got those tags hanging where everyone can see them, though. We’ve had
more than a few civvies jumping the fence. Wouldn’t want you to be mistaken for
one.”


“Will do. Thanks for the help.”


“Mhm.”


Frank and Linda turned and walked out of the main building,
both of them feeling the curious gaze of the man behind them, wondering who the
strange pair was and what they were up to. When Frank and Linda got back to the
Humvee they sat in it for a few minutes to talk.


“How’s the leg holding up?”


“It’s been better. And worse. Mostly worse.”


Frank chuckled and looked out around the Humvee at the
vehicles and people going back and forth. “I’m not familiar with the Los
Angeles area. How far away is the port from the airport we’ll be flying to?”


“Ten, twenty miles maybe. It’s a ways inland so we’ll have
more than a bit of driving to do.”


“Think we’ll be able to find a regular car, like Sarah was
saying we should do?”


“It sounds like if we don’t then we’ll just be setting
ourselves up for a worse time than we’d otherwise have.” Linda squirmed in her
seat to make enough room to stretch her leg out straight. “We’ll make do,
though.”


“I guess so.”


There was a brief pause before Linda turned to Frank and
patted him on his arm. “Nice work back there, by the way.”


“You mean with the guy?” Frank shrugged. “When you’ve got a
‘go anywhere’ badge you don’t have to do much.”


“Nah.” Linda shook her head. “You do. But I wasn’t just
talking about that. I heard you were the one going out and being the hero while
I was sleeping.”


“Oh. That.” Frank glanced around, uncomfortable with the
praise. “I just did what needed to be done.”


“Good.” Linda squeezed Frank’s hand. “Hold on to that
attitude and we’ll get through this somehow.”


Frank nodded slowly and they both sat quietly for another
twenty minutes before Frank glanced at his watch. “We should probably get
going, eh? They’ll be ready for us to board soon.”


“Yep, let’s go.”


Frank drove along down the road, counting off the hangar
numbers until they reached number six. Out in front sat the massive body of a
C-130 Hercules, its back door lowered as people swarmed inside and around it as
they offloaded large crates of supplies. Frank pulled around to the side of the
hangar out of the way and sat watching the ordered chaos for a moment, amazed at
how something that appeared so messy could actually have so much order.


“It’s weird, you know.” He spoke, mostly to himself.


“What’s that?” Linda opened a bottle of water from her
backpack and took a drink. 


“Outside the fences of this place are millions upon millions
of people who are either dead, dying or struggling to survive. All that chaos
and confusion and disorder and death seems so far away when you watch these
people here.”


“They’re trying to help everyone out there, you know.”


“I know.” Frank sighed. “It’s just surreal, you know?”


Linda watched the soldiers work for a minute before
replying. “I guess I’m used to seeing order in the midst of chaos. Being
deployed in the middle of a sandbox will do that to you.”


“I guess that’s true. It’s still weird to me, though.”


Linda smiled and opened her door. “Better get used to it
soon, Frank. We’re going to be living it for the foreseeable future.”


 


 











Chapter 6


 


“Just find a clinic or a hospital, Frank. They’ll have
morphine locked up in a cabinet, Frank. Easy pickings, Frank.” Frank Reynolds
rolls his eyes as he stalks through the dark halls of the Washington Walk-In
Clinic. “Thanks a lot, Sarah.” He continues whispering to himself as he goes,
wishing he had chosen a different location to search. His small flashlight cuts
through the shadows in each room, though it fails to reveal anything of
interest. 


The walk-in clinic was looted days ago based on how much
dirt and rain has accumulated through the holes in the windows and doors.
Cabinets full of bandages, antiseptics, medicine samples and surgical tools
have been stripped bare. The majority of what remains are the bones of the
building. Most of the walls and furniture are intact but there are thick layers
of spray paint on both. Gang symbols, obscenities, proclamations of the end of
days and even a few small murals cover the interior and exterior of the
building. 


Frank takes this to mean that the place has been heavily
trafficked by those looking to procure the same type of supplies he is after
and thus he employs a healthy amount of caution during his search. In addition
to the flashlight in his left hand he wields a pistol in his right, using it to
sweep each room he passes by. Light and shadows from the mirrors and gleaming
metal surfaces jump back at him, making him flinch every time he thinks someone
is lying in wait. 


Though Sarah had enough medicine on hand to put Linda
under and start treating her deep infections she was blunt with Frank about
what he had to do. “If you don’t get enough of this antibiotic, Linda will
die.” Frank grits his teeth as he plays back the words in his mind. He picks up
the pace through the clinic, searching for the back room he knows exists. After
going to three walk-in clinics and two hospitals Frank is already well-versed
in where the restricted medications are kept under lock and key. The problem,
though, is that he’s not the only one who knows.


The clatter of glass bottles makes Frank freeze in place.
He shuts off his flashlight and shifts to the other side of the hall and ducks
down in case anyone was watching him. A soft yellow glow appears out of the
darkness a few doorways down, emanating from the room Frank has been searching
for. He creeps up to the door slowly and peeks in.


Two figures stand in front of a tall metal cabinet. A
large lantern rests on the table in between the pair and the doorway, giving
off the yellow glow. Both of the men are thin and wear track pants. One has a
light jacket on while the other wears a ragged and stained tank top. Both have
tattoos across their exposed skin and curse at each other with every other
word. The pair grunt as they struggle with a crowbar, trying their best to
break open the metal cabinet without having the foggiest idea of how exactly to
do so.


Frank watches the two for a moment, thoroughly absorbed
in amusement by their idiocy. First they try prying the cabinet open from the
top of the right door, then the bottom of the left, then from the sides and
then from the middle. The double doors on the cabinet remain fast, though, and
the lock is positioned in a way that they can’t break it off or open without a
key or a gun of some type. 


“Dammit!” One of the men yelps as he turns on a portable
cutting torch, burning off the hair from his left arm and very nearly setting
his shirt on fire. He points the torch at the cabinet for a few seconds before
his partner grabs it and turns it off before launching into a rant.


“What’re you trying to do? Burn all the drugs?!”


“I thought—”


“That’s what I’m here for!” The second man turns and
throws the torch on the table next to the lantern. Frank, noticing the man’s
movement too late, is seen by the second man who backs up and grabs at the
first man while speaking. “Someone’s here with us!”


Frank stands up and starts to move in front of the
doorway as he replies. “Hey! Sorry, I’m just here for some—” Frank’s words are
cut off by the sound of a pair of pistols firing wildly from inside the room
out towards him. He swings back around the doorframe and ducks low, staying
clear of the shots. The smell of gunpowder fills the cramped space as the two
survivors quickly expend their ammunition reserves. When they run out of
bullets Frank shouts again, hoping to reason with the pair. “I just need some
morphine and antibiotics! Please, they’re for my friend who’s injured!”


“Fuck your friend!” The first man shouts. Two slides slam
home, indicating that fresh rounds have been chambered and another hail of
gunfire pours out into the hallway. Frank sinks into a sitting position on the
floor and watches as the opposite wall is turned into what he considers a
fairly accurate representation of Swiss cheese. He briefly considers abandoning
the clinic and finding somewhere else to locate Linda’s medicine when Sarah’s
words echo through his head once again.


In that moment Frank feels something grip his insides,
twist them up and shake them around. Avoiding conflict wherever possible while
letting Linda take point in any conflict situations that do arise has been his
strategy up until this point. Any actions he has taken beyond that have been
out of pure necessity and survival instincts. It is not necessary to engage the
pair in the next room. He could easily slip away and find somewhere else to
search. But he doesn’t. 


As he sits in the hallway watching drywall turn into
puffs of white powder while his ears ring he feels something click inside his
brain. It’s similar to what clicked when he had to save Linda from the meth
heads and when he bluffed their way out of an arrest in the D.C. survivor city except
this time he is alone. There is no backup, no one to encourage him and no one
to see whether he fails or succeeds. 


In this moment he is completely alone. 


Frank double checks the safety on his pistol and tightens
the muscles in his legs. He stays still, waiting for the dual-firing pistols to
expend their last rounds. As before there is the sound of frantic clicking once
the two men finish emptying their magazines and they both go to reload at the
same time. 


Frank feels the rough texture of the wall as he slides
upward, scraping his back and nearly tearing his jacket on the plastic sign
glued to the wall. He turns and steps to the right, raising his pistol and
leveling it with the first figure he sees. He squeezes the trigger twice in
rapid succession, sees the first figure recoil in pain and performs the same
action on the second figure.


While both men have a long and sordid history of using
firearms on others for some reason neither of them has ever been shot. The
surprise at actually being shot is the first feeling they experience though the
pain comes through a few seconds later. The first figure—who nearly had his new
magazine fully inserted into his pistol—drops both to the ground in shock. The
second figure stares down at his chest with wide eyes as the brownish white color
of his tank top begins to turn crimson.


Frank glances at both figures long enough to shoot each
of them once more. He aims for their heads, wincing slightly as a mist of blood
and a few pieces of gore are ejected into the air and onto the floor. The
groans of pain and struggles to retrieve their weapons stop after these final
shots and Frank steps over the men to examine the cabinet. 


Twenty minutes later Frank steps out from the Washington
Walk-In Clinic with a dirty duffel bag over his shoulder. The bag contains
dozens of IV bags filled with life-saving and pain-relieving liquids. Frank
walks to his car stiffly and puts the duffel bag in the passenger seat before
heading back inside to retrieve a second bag filled with the rest of the
cabinet’s contents. As before he steps over the bodies of the two men without
looking at them, doing his best to avoid stepping in the pools of blood that
are slowly spreading through the room. 


Once both bags are in the car Frank gets in, turns the
key and starts it up. He grips the steering wheel with both hands and looks
down at the bags that will save the life of his friend. He starts to ponder the
cost of obtaining the supplies when he stops himself, shaking his head to try
and physically dislodge the thoughts from his mind. With a slight nod and a deep
breath he puts the car into gear and pulls out of the parking lot, heading for
Sarah’s townhouse and a reprieve from the day. 


 


 


 











Chapter 7


 


After having their badges cleared yet again Frank and Linda
boarded the nearly empty C-130 as it was undergoing refueling. All of the
supplies had been offloaded and the only things left on board were the seats
along the sides of the plane into which dozens of soldiers and other people
were situating themselves. Frank and Linda sat by themselves down at one end of
the aircraft, not wanting to have to face any unnecessary questions while they
were in the air. 


Halfway through the flight, as Frank began counting the
rivets on the opposite wall for the third time, he heard a buzzing sound coming
from beneath his seat. He reached down and pulled out the padded case holding
the satellite phone and opened it up. The screen on the device was illuminated
and a message flashed across indicating that two messages had been sent.


Frank pressed the button with an envelope on it and the
messages appeared. They were sent by a number he didn’t recognize but as he
read the messages he realized they had been sent by Sarah.


1: Found someone in Long Beach. Will advise when I make
contact.


2: Casey Schultz. Air Force, black hair, 5’5”, working in
admin at airfield. She will procure vehicle for you two. Best of luck.


Frank re-read the messages three times before putting the
phone back into its case. I guess that solves the car problem. Just how many
people does Sarah know, anyway? The thought drifted around through his head
for a few minutes before he went back to counting rivets to pass the time. 


The flight lasted for just under six hours and Frank was
relieved to see Linda fall asleep shortly after takeoff. She stayed asleep
until the plane started to descend toward Long Beach at which point Frank
tapped her on the leg until she woke up. “Hey, we’re a few minutes out from
landing.”


“Hm?” Linda rubbed her neck before collecting up a few loose
strands of her hair and retying her ponytail. “Did I sleep the whole time?”


Frank nodded. “Yep. You were out like a light. How’s your
leg?”


“Doing okay.” Linda flexed her leg back and forth. “I should
be good to walk on it for a while. Did you sleep any?”


“Nah. I’ll be fine.”


“You sure?”


“Jet lag never really affected me. I’m good.”


“Must be nice.” Linda yawned and looked around at the other
people strapped into their seats. The mood was somber and everyone appeared to
be minding their own business, scarcely saying a word to one another. “Once
we’re on the ground we’ll get directions to the port, get ourselves a vehicle
of some sort and head straight there. I want to get this over and done with as
quickly as possible.”


“You expecting trouble?”


“I always expect trouble, Frank. Always.”


“Well, you’ll be pleased to know that we might not have as
much trouble with the vehicle situation as we thought. Sarah sent us a message
on the satellite phone. We need to look for a lady named Casey. She’s in the
Air Force and is working at Long Beach. Sarah apparently talked to her and this
lady can get us a car.”


Linda smiled. “Excellent. We’ll find her first thing after
we’re on the ground.” 


The plane touched down several minutes later and spent
several more taxiing around to its designated spot. The crew chief came walking
around to help the non-military personnel with unbuckling their straps before
opening the massive back ramp at the back of the plane. Frank and Linda were
two of the first to depart once their rifles had been retrieved by the crew
chief. They headed straight for the closest building that had a swarm of people
around it. Behind them, once all the passengers were off the plane, workers
began offloading crates of supplies from trucks onto the aircraft so that it
could head back out again for another run.


 Frank and Linda expected to be stopped or, at a minimum, be
greeted with stares as they walked in to the hangar that appeared to serve as
the hub for the airfield. The amount of traffic that the airfield received
meant that no one even bothered glancing at the pair except for the guard who
checked the tags hanging from their necks and waved them through. The level of
activity in the hangar was frenetic as people walked and ran to and fro all
while talking and shouting at each other.


“Do you see anyone who looks like what Sarah described?”
Linda cupped her hand around her mouth and talked directly into Frank’s ear.


“Over there. Let’s ask her.” Frank pointed to a woman
wearing an Air Force uniform who had a phone to one ear and her hand over the
other. She matched the description that Sarah had sent so he and Linda walked
over to the woman and waited until she got off the phone.


“Son of a bitch!” The woman cursed as she hung up the phone.
She slammed it down on the receiver before glancing up at Frank and Linda.
“Sorry about that. These idiots can’t get maintenance parts in for another two
days and I’ve got three birds grounded till then.”


Linda nodded sympathetically. “Sorry to hear that.” She
handed the woman her badge and Frank did the same. “We need to get a vehicle.
Something discreet, preferably, without any markings.”


The woman looked at the badge and did a double take, her
eyes widening and her voice lowering to a whisper that was barely audible over
the background noise. “You two know Sarah?”


Frank and Linda exchanged a glance. The woman smiled and
stuck out her hand to shake both of theirs. “I’m Casey. Lieutenant Casey
Schultz. I worked with Sarah a few times, helping her out with some of her
projects. She called me a few hours ago and said you two would be here soon.”


“Huh.” Linda nodded thoughtfully. “I guess she really did
make contact with you. Did she say what it was about?”


Casey shook her head. “Nope. She said you two were here and
would need a car and asked if I could help. I asked her what it was about but
she said she couldn’t tell me.”


“Can you?” Linda took her badge back. “Get us a car, I
mean?” 


 “Absolutely!” Casey smiled and flipped through a large
binder on her desk. “Give me just a minute and I’ll find something for you. Are
you sure you don’t want something big, though?” She looked at the pair
nervously. “The streets are pretty rough right now.”


“Nah.” Frank shook his head. “We’d rather blend in as much
as possible.”


“Having anything that drives is going to make you stand out
like a sore thumb but I’ll see what I can do.” Casey continued flipping through
her binder and touching various lines in the book with her pen until she tapped
on one and looked back up. “This one belonged to Roberts. He was killed a few
days ago during a rescue operation. It’s a black SUV in decent condition.”


“The guy who owned it died?” Frank blinked a few times in
disbelief. “And we can just take it?”


Casey shrugged. “This isn’t a normal situation. Every
vehicle, including private ones, is counted and cataloged in case it needs to
be used for something. You two are the something this one’s going to be used
for.”


“Sounds good, Casey. We’ll take it.” Linda slipped into the
conversation. “Where can we find it?”


“Look behind the second hangar down. Keys will be inside. License
plate is JCV-790.”


“Thank you.” Linda smiled. “Thank you very much.”


Casey nodded. “You’re welcome. I hope you two are successful
with whatever you’re doing.”


Frank and Linda turned and walked off as Frank mumbled under
his breath. “Me too, Casey. Me too.”


*** 


“What’s your problem with them using a dead guy’s car?”
Linda talked as she and Frank headed towards the area where Casey directed
them. “This is an emergency. Every vehicle that still operates is needed for
something.”


“Yeah, yeah. I know.” Frank nodded and waved away Linda’s
concern. “Sorry if I seemed weirded out by it. It just seemed odd in the moment,
that’s all.”


“Good. Because there it is.” Linda pointed ahead of them at
a small parking lot filled with vehicles. “JCV-790, right there at the end.”


“Perfect. Let’s load up and go swing back around and talk to
Casey. I want to see if what Sarah said about getting three days’ worth of
supplies will be true or not.”


“Hey, nice idea.” Linda took her backpack off and put it on
the ground next to the SUV. “I had forgotten about that.”


Frank looked through the tinted front window and pulled on
the handle. The driver’s side door opened with a soft whoosh. He reached around
the steering column and nodded with satisfaction as he felt a small bunch of keys
hanging from the one that was inserted into the ignition. “Looks like Casey was
right.”


“Fantastic. Let’s get loaded up, go see her about the
supplies and then get going.” Linda looked at the sky and then at her watch. “If
we move quickly we might make it to the port before midnight.”


“That’ll be a stretch, but maybe.”


Frank loaded his and Linda’s gear into the car, tucking
their rifles into the back seats along with their backpacks. They both got in
and drove back to the hangar where Frank went inside to talk to Casey. Fifteen
minutes later, when Linda was starting to get worried that something might have
gone wrong, he came back out carrying a large duffel bag. He threw the bag into
the back of the SUV and got back into the driver’s seat with a smile on his
face.


“I take it things went well?”


“ I asked for three days of supplies, just like Sarah said.
I’m pretty sure she gave us a week’s worth even though I specified that we only
wanted enough for three days.”


Linda poked Frank in the arm. “Maybe she thought you were
cute.”


“Ha!” Frank laughed and put the SUV into gear. “We’ve got
water, MREs and a box of protein bars. Add to that the stuff we brought and
we’re in good shape for a nice long stakeout.”


“I hope to hell it won’t come to that. Say, did you happen
to get directions while you were in there?”


“I did one better.” Frank pulled a thickly folded piece of
paper from his pocket and handed it to Linda. “That’s what took me so long. She
was looking up the latest intel on the area to see what our fastest route would
be. I told her we were going to a place a mile or so from the docks so that she
wouldn’t know exactly where we were going. Just in case.”


Linda unfolded the map. “I’m impressed you thought of that.
We’ll turn you into a field operative yet.”


“I’d settle for not having nukes go off all over the place,
thanks.”


The mention of the reason why the pair were in Los Angeles
sucked all levity out of the conversation and Linda’s smile fell. “Agreed.
Okay, it looks like this should be fairly easy to follow. It’s a roundabout
route but we should be able to drive it in an hour.”


“Sounds good.” Frank pulled out of the parking lot and
headed for the exit of the airfield. “Just give me directions while I keep an
eye on the road.”


“Will do.”


*** 


While Frank had been exposed to the raw, post-attack world
for over a week, Linda had been unconscious and had forgotten much of what
things were like. The drive from Sarah’s to Dulles had been spent with her dozing
most of the time and while the airfields were chaotic they lacked any real
sense of destruction or cataclysm. After being insulated from the apocalyptic
landscape for so long it was a shock to her system when they drove out of the
airfield and into the city. 


Fires had ravaged the city, reducing many of the structures
to piles of ash or leaving their steel structures leaning at odd angles. One of
the overpasses visible from the airport had partially collapsed thanks to three
tractor-trailers being at its apex when they all exploded. While the airfield
had power thanks to the backup generators on site the power to the city hadn’t
been restored and likely wouldn’t for months or years. The level of damage
suffered by the area meant that while it had long ago been preselected as a
survivor city there was no way it could support any large numbers of people.
Tens of thousands perished in the explosions and subsequent fires that blew through
the area, a scene that had been echoed across the country. 


Frank wove in and out between the piles of collapsed rubble
and the destroyed vehicles, making frequent turns as he followed each of
Linda’s directions. The main route straight down from the airport along the
Long Beach Freeway was blocked by rubble and burned-out trucks so most of their
time was spent weaving through densely packed neighborhoods and run-down strip
malls. There were few signs of life amongst the houses, with most of them
having burned in the fires. The few that remained looked as though they had
been picked clean of everything but the foundation. Doors and windows were
smashed in, graffiti was all over the exterior and there were bits and pieces
of furniture and other household items strewn across the lawns. 


In total Frank spotted three people during the drive from
the airport to the port, and all of them looked as though they were out
scavenging or looking for trouble. The fact that people were still managing to
survive in the big cities that had been hit the hardest was astonishing to
Frank. Anyone without significant reserve resources stashed away had either
been forced to move to another city or had died from a lack of food and fresh
water.


The wide highway that separated the residential
neighborhoods from the port region marked a stark change in scenery. The flames
from the densely packed homes hadn’t spread to the port district but it had still
suffered from its own set of problems. 


 Huge open asphalt lots spread out along the water, dotted
by the occasional warehouse and other buildings belonging to both government
entities and private organizations. Some of the lots were barren but most were
still filled with the same goods that had been sitting in them on the day of
the attacks. Hundreds of cars—most of which had been defaced by looters—sat
parked in rows near a large ship that had carried them from their country of
origin. Other lots had hundreds and thousands of eighteen-wheeler trailers and
cargo containers sitting in them. Most of these had been broken into, though a
few of the trailers had been rigged with explosives and were destroyed during
the initial attacks.


The containers holding high-end electronics, clothing and
other products were the first to be ransacked by looters as most thought the
attacks were over and that normalcy would soon return. When days passed and the
situation continued to deteriorate, though, they soon returned to search for
perishable goods that had been imported from overseas. Unfortunately the vast
majority had been spoiled due to sitting out in the hot sun for days on end
instead of being moved into refrigerated trailers and sent off to their
destinations.


The abrupt disruption of complex transport systems hadn’t
stopped at cars, food, electronics and clothing. Cargo ships full of goods
waiting to be offloaded at the port either turned around and headed back to
their port of origin or dropped anchor where they were, depending on their
cargo and whether their crew was from the United States or not. Those with
captains and crew who were citizens of the United States by and large left
their ships where they were and headed onto land in search of loved ones.


A few enterprising individuals had managed to get aboard the
cargo ships and raided them for food and fuel, turning the transport vessels
into temporary miniature floating fortresses. This strategy ultimately didn’t
lead to any significant improvements for those few on board, though, as the
food and fresh water soon ran out and there were no easy ways to get the fuel
out of the ship’s tanks and onto land to use elsewhere. One person did try to
navigate one of the cargo vessels out to sea in a foolhardy attempt to escape
to another country but without tugboats to guide the ship out of the narrow
passages around the port all he managed to do was scrape up the ship’s hull
along the shore.


While most of the Los Angeles Port was either filled with
refuse, partially destroyed or out of commission, there were two docks that
were up and running at maximum capacity. Ships carrying relief supplies from
other countries had been using the docks for the last few days after emergency
repairs were hastily made to the surrounding infrastructure. The National Guard
was tasked with guarding the supplies in between the port and the airfield and
shipments went back and forth at irregular intervals to make it difficult for
looters to try and ambush them (as had happened with the second and third
shipments). 


Nonperishable food, water purifiers, medical supplies and
temporary housing materials were sent in bulk primarily by ship due to the
massive amounts of aid required to support those in the sanctuary cities. With
two docks operational and only a handful of experienced workers available to
oversee them the process of getting the supplies onto land wasn’t as smooth as
it otherwise could have been. 


“Holy hell.” Frank’s jaw dropped open as he made the final
turn on their approach to the docks. Several floodlights had been rigged to a
nearby generator and hung from cranes near where the ships were being unloaded.
People were running and driving around the area, working together to move large
crates and sea containers out of the way so that they could be emptied. The
contents of the containers were then checked by several people who drove around
in golf carts while holding clipboards and occasionally shouting into two-way
radios. Once the goods were checked they were then loaded onto large trucks
with military markings and driven to the edge of the dock area to await
transport to the airport.


“Wow.” Linda whistled. “That’s quite an operation they have
going on.” She pointed out across the water. “Look at all the ships they have
lined up out there waiting to dock. It has to be a good dozen or more.”


“Why do they only have two at the dock?”


“Probably because they don’t have power at the others for
the cranes, or something else is wrong with them. Look at all those people,
too.”


“Yeah, that’s just… wow. There has to be one, maybe two
hundred.”


“At least. And that’s just the workers. They’ve got an
active perimeter established, too, with the National Guard and Army working as
security.”


Frank snorted in amusement. “I guess we didn’t need to worry
about not taking something with military markings, eh?”


“Yeah I don’t think that would have been a problem.” Linda’s
eyes flitted back and forth as she scanned the docks. “I think we’ll be fine in
this thing, too. I see several cars parked just inside the main gate. As long
as we can get past the guards we’ll be fine.”


Frank drove the SUV around to the main gate, going slow
enough to keep from drawing unnecessary attention from those inside. When he
got near the gate one of the guards held up his hand and walked out to the SUV
while another stood a few feet behind.


“You folks know there’s a curfew, right?” The guard’s tone
was cautious as he wasn’t yet sure what the pair were up to.”


“Yep. We’re here on business.” Frank held up the ID tag he
received back at Dulles along with the badge provided by Sarah. While the guard
had no prior experience with the badge Frank was wielding he did recognize the
ID tag and, together with the official-looking badge, he decided that the pair
were suitable to allow in through the gate. “Go ahead. Parking’s over there.
Try to stay out of the way.”


Frank caught himself before saying something to the effect
of ‘are you sure’ and drove through the gate. After he parked he looked over at
Linda. “I can’t believe that worked.”


“I can. The badges look official enough and these ID tags
are good for another few days. This isn’t a military area so he would have no
real reason to deny us entry.”


“What if he’s working with the person who’s helping Omar?”


Linda shrugged. “What alternative did we have? Climb over
the fence and hope nobody spotted us?” 


Frank sighed and nodded. “I guess at some point you just
have to roll with what you’ve got and hope it turns out okay in the end.” 


“That’s the spirit.” Linda smiled. “So, what’s our plan
going in there?”


“You’re asking me?” Frank chuckled. “How the hell would I
know?”


“Think of something. Be creative.”


Frank scratched his chin and looked out the window at the
people running around. “We need to look for someone low on the food chain.
Whoever covered up the radiation detection couldn’t have been a normal worker.
It would have been someone higher up. I say we go in, figure out who’s in
charge and if anyone’s still working here who isn’t in charge and then
we try to get them to help us.”


“It makes sense, it’s logical and not overly complicated. I
like it.” 


“All right. Let’s get out there.”


 


 











Chapter 8


 


While Linda had been all over the world both during and
after her time in the military she had never visited a place quite like the
docks that she found herself wandering around in. Frank, on the other hand, had
been to places quite like it several times during his month on the road as a
truck driver and he quickly found himself taking the lead as they made their
way through the hustle and bustle.


Once inside the walls they found themselves in a sort of
miniature city with its own rules, hierarchy and quirks. While the Army and
National Guard were providing security and overseeing the offloading and
transport of the incoming supplies, they weren’t technically in charge until
the supplies reached the airfield. An eclectic collection of civilians—the few
experienced dockworkers who had returned to help run operations—were the ones
who handed down orders and kept things running smoothly twenty-four hours a
day.


Identifying those in charge turned out to be quite easy
thanks to the manner in which they carried themselves and Frank skillfully
avoided them, preferring to stay out of their way as he and Linda searched for
someone who appeared willing to answer a few of their questions. They found
said person some thirty minutes later as he sat in a break room hungrily
devouring the contents of a microwaveable TV dinner tray.


“Hey.” Frank nodded at the man as he and Linda sat down, both
of them careful to hide the military ID tags hanging from their necks. They had
spotted the man talking to a pair of his superiors earlier and after witnessing
his disgruntled attitude, Linda decided that he was the most likely candidate
to give them the information they wanted. 


The man glanced up at Frank and looked over at Linda before
nodding in return. “I don’t recognize you two. You new here?”


“Just passing through.” Frank rubbed his nose and glanced at
Linda. “We were actually hoping you could help us.”


The man took another bite and chewed it slowly as he looked at
Frank and Linda, trying to figure out what they were after. “Look guys, I’m
just working here to try and get some extra supplies for my folks. You want
anything you’ll need to go through the suits.” The man mumbled something as he
shoved another bite of food in his mouth and Linda slid over a few chairs to
sit across from the man.


“We don’t actually need anything except a bit of
information. We’re looking for someone. Except we’re not really sure who it
is.”


The man raised an eyebrow and wiped the corner of his mouth
with his napkin. “Sounds like it’s going to be tough to find them if you don’t
even know who they are.”


“We’re looking for someone who would have been monitoring
some detection equipment about a month or so ago when it happened to
malfunction.”


The man stopped chewing mid-bite and abruptly swallowed,
cringed, took a long drink of water and wiped his mouth on the back of his arm
before replying. “You want… what? Who?” The man’s relatively impassive face was
suddenly wracked with nervousness. 


Frank, sensing that the man was about to flee, stepped into
the conversation. “It’s okay, just relax.” He flipped open his badge and held
it up for a few seconds before closing it and putting it back into his pocket.
“We’re from the Department of Energy. It’s part of our job to close out the
books on any sort of radiation equipment malfunctions. Just crossing the t’s
and whatnot.”


“You’re… Department of Energy? What?” The man shook his head,
thoroughly confused. “The world is basically ending and you guys are out here
to check on a radiation sensor malfunction?”


Linda smiled at the man. “Radiation sensor malfunction, eh?
So you know about it?”


The man stammered and sounded like he was going to make up
some sort of excuse when he slumped down in his chair and shrugged meekly.
“It’s not my fault, okay? I was doing my job. I was sitting in my little office
watching the screens and everything went to shit. I reported it just like I was
supposed to do and that was that.”


“Wait a second.” Linda looked over at Frank with a raised
eyebrow. “You were the one monitoring the equipment when the sensor
malfunctioned?”


The man nodded slowly. “Yeah… I thought you guys knew that.”


“Can you tell us what you remember about that day?” Frank
guided the topic of conversation back to where he wanted it to go. “Our records
are somewhat muddied right now due to what’s going on.”


The man took another bite of his food, feeling slightly more
at ease with the pair talking to him. “I already filed a report but I can tell
you what I remember if you think that’ll help.”


“Yes, please. Let’s start with your name.”


“Okay. I’m Nate. Nathan Davis.” The man took another drink
and sat back in his chair with a loud belch. “Sorry. Anyway, so it was a normal
day. Just like any other. The sensors were fine, like I said in my report, and
they had received their maintenance checkups just as usual. There was no reason
to believe anything was wrong.”


“But something was wrong?”


Nate rolled his eyes. “That’s what my supervisor said at
first. When I tried to ask more questions later it was like the whole thing was
being ignored. I couldn’t believe it, though. Not at those radiation levels.”


“Were you the one that filed the report on them?”


He nodded. “I did. I caught shit for it but I did it
anyway.”


Linda glanced at Frank. “Why did you file a report?”


“Isn’t it obvious?” He looked at Frank and Linda in
disbelief. “You don’t get those kind of readings from a broken sensor. No way.
And I’m pretty sure a shipment of rice isn’t radioactive.”


Linda scribbled in a small notebook she had produced from
her pocket near the start of the conversation. “Rice?”


“Yeah, that’s what was passing through the scanner when it
went haywire.”


“Where was it shipping from?”


“Ukraine, I think? Maybe Croatia? Somewhere over there.”


“Nate,” Frank asked, “what happened after you initially saw
the issue? Who did you talk to, besides your supervisor?”


Nate sat back in his chair and looked at the ceiling, trying
to remember the name of the man who had called him. “There was a guy who called
me and explained that the sensor was malfunctioning. I talked to another guy
who works here and looked up the guy’s badge number and it belonged to someone
else.”


“So someone called you, impersonating someone else, to give
you the explanation that the sensor malfunctioned?”


“Yeah. It was really weird. But when I tried to talk to my
supervisor about it she didn’t want to hear a thing. She said everything was
under control and to basically just mind my own business.”


“Interesting.” Linda nodded and jotted down a few more
notes. While the decision to act like a couple of investigators had been
completely off the cuff it was working surprisingly well and she continued to
play her part. “We’d like to speak with anyone who you talked with. The person
on the phone, your supervisor, anyone who worked on the sensors. Folks like
that.”


Nate shrugged. “Wish I could help you but nobody like that
is still working here. They all left right after the attacks along with pretty
much everyone else.”


“Why didn’t you leave?” Frank asked.


 “I did, for a while. Then I heard they were reopening the
port so I came down to see if I could get some work. I get food and a safe
place to sleep so I don’t mind being here.”


“Hm.” Linda wrote a few more lines in her notebook and stood
up. “Excuse us for just a moment, Nate.” Frank stood up and followed Linda
across to the other side of the room where she whispered to him. “What’s your
read on this guy?”


“He seems like he’s telling the truth to me. And it lines up
with what Sarah said.”


She nodded. “I agree. I don’t think he’s involved in this at
all. So I think we need to take a calculated risk here. Are you okay with
that?”


“Yeah. What did you have in mind, though?”


“Follow my lead.” Linda walked back to the table with a
smile and picked up her backpack. “I think that’s all we have for you, Nate.”
She was about to put her notebook away when she stopped. “Oh, actually there
was one other thing you can help us with since you’ve been working here
consistently. Have you noticed anyone different around?”


“You mean all the guys in uniforms carrying big guns?” Nate
nodded with a quizzical expression. “Yeah, I’d call them different.”


“No, no.” Linda smiled. “I mean anyone not part of the security
and guard details. Maybe someone working administration who you don’t recognize
or who seems a bit off to you.” Linda made a show of glancing around before
sliding back into her chair and lowering her voice. “We have reason to suspect
that the impersonator may be working with some bad folks. Ones who could put this
operation here at the port in jeopardy.” The more Linda spoke the paler Nate’s
face became. “If you’ve seen anyone around here who arouses any suspicions in
you then we’d appreciate it if you helped us out by telling us about it.”


Nate sat quietly for several seconds. Linda started to think
that she might have gone slightly too far in her attempt to get his help when
he finally replied. “There’s this one guy. He’s… odd.”


“How do you mean?” Frank sat down next to Linda. 


“He’s got on the same clothing as the other guys who are
working here but I never see him doing anything but wandering around. And his
shoes are really nice.”


“His… shoes?” Frank repeated.


“Yeah. He wears dress shoes and slacks along with a big camo
coat.”


“What’s his name?”


Nate shrugged. “I have no idea. He sounds and looks foreign
but I don’t know where from. He only comes around every other day or so,
usually for an hour or two. He talks to a few people and then he leaves.”


“Where does he go?”


“How would I know?” Nate got up from the table, taking his
empty food tray with him and dumping it in the trash can. “I live here at the
docks. Which is a good thing, otherwise I’d be out there on the streets or
jammed into a survivor city like everybody else.” He started sounding more
agitated the longer he talked. “I don’t make waves, I do my job and I try not
to ask any questions. If you guys want to go around asking questions then be my
guest but don’t ask me to participate, okay?”


Linda smiled and stood up. “Don’t worry, Nate. We appreciate
your help. You won’t be mentioned anywhere in this.” Linda held out her hand
and Nate grasped it tentatively.


“Thank you.”


“No, thank you.” Frank stood up and shook Nate’s
hand. The worker nodded to both of them and hurried out of the room, going back
to his duties as he tried to forget his conversation with the pair. Frank and
Linda were quiet for a moment as they were lost in their own thoughts until,
finally, Linda spoke.


“Poor bastard.”


“Hm?” Frank looked at her.


“Just… wow. The guy’s at the center of the smuggling, then
he’s left homeless and now he’s living here while working day and night with
this supply operation. Talk about a rough time he’s had.”


Frank shrugged. “Yeah, but he’s still better off than most.
He could be dead, living on the streets or trying to find enough space to lie
down inside a survivor city.”


“True.”


“Where do we go from here?” 


“Our best lead seems to be this foreigner with the fancy
shoes who comes around once in a while.” Linda opened her notebook and looked
through what she had written down. “I haven’t seen anyone matching that
description since we’ve been here.”


“Does that mean a stakeout?”


“Unfortunately I think it does.”


Frank let out a groan. “Great. Think we can do it from in
here somewhere? Or should we get outside to a building nearby?”


“Outside, for sure. If this guy comes and goes at odd times
then we’ll be able to follow him and grab him for a little talk when he arrives
or leaves next.”


“All right. Let’s get going.”


 


 











Chapter 9


 


Frank sat motionless in a chair by the second story window,
his body partially turned as he watched one of the world’s greatest survivors
crawl across the ceiling. The cockroach’s antennae twitched as it felt the air
currents in the drafty building, skittering along in sudden bursts as it
searched for any trace of sustenance. Frank wasn’t a fan of insects in general
and while he wouldn’t admit to it publicly cockroaches made him feel
particularly squeamish. He didn’t want to wake Linda, though, so he kept still
and eyed the roach cautiously until it disappeared through a hole in the wall
into the next room.


With his nemesis gone from sight Frank rubbed his bleary
eyes and turned his gaze back out onto the street below. After leaving the port
he and Linda parked their SUV in a nearby alley and walked back to the edge of
the street separating a small group of apartment buildings from the port
itself. The apartments hadn’t been lived in for several years and they were
filled with holes, mold, stray animals and—Frank suspected—at least a few
thousand roaches. Linda chose the building due to its proximity to the port as
well as how easy it was to get up and down the stairs without being noticed
from the other side of the street.


After using a few emergency blankets to set up a sleeping
area in a corner of the floor Frank had insisted that Linda get some rest. She
had only argued for a moment or two before giving in and it didn’t take her
much longer to fall asleep. Frank pulled in a chair from another room and put
it near the window before easing into it. After taking some time to get
comfortable he began the hours-long tedium of watching out over the port and
road nearby, both wanting and not wanting to see any signs of abnormal
activity.


The long night eventually ended and Linda woke with the
dawn, giving Frank a few hours of rest before he got back up and they both ate
breakfast. The rest of the day was spent in quiet conversation as they took
turns sitting near the window. Linda was careful to avoid any movement directly
in front of it and made sure that neither of them made any noise that would
give away their location in the structure.


The rest of the first day spent on watch revealed no sign of
anyone matching Nate’s description but it did offer a fascinating overview of
what life at the port was like for those working there. The Army and National
Guard lived inside the complex along with the workers, though each group was
segregated into different quarters. The Army and National Guard each had their
own groups of tents while the workers appeared to live inside one of the
buildings previously used for storing goods. 


None of the workers left or entered the port during the
first day. The only movement was a convoy of twelve trucks that headed in the
direction of the airport under the protection of six heavily armored and armed
Humvees and one APC. On the night of the second day a helicopter with Coast
Guard markings landed just inside the edge of the port complex and three people
who turned out to be additional workers got out. 


The second day was a mirror of the first, with nearly
nothing interesting going on. Frank and Linda found themselves memorizing the
individual traits of each of the “regulars” they could see from their position
in the building. They began making up humorous stories about the people in an
attempt to entertain themselves as the morning stretched into the afternoon,
evening and night yet again.


When Frank took over for Linda just before dawn on the third
day he thought that it was going to be uneventful and that they would have
another day of nothing to report back to Sarah. Activity along the road in
front of the docks was sparse, with emergency and military vehicles being the
chief source of traffic. They had seen around a dozen civilian cars total since
starting their stakeout but none of the vehicles loitered or even slowed down
around the area.


 Thirty minutes after taking over for Linda, though, Frank
realized that the day was about to get a lot more interesting. A dark green
four-door car came down the road, driving unusually slowly until it stopped
near the gate. The guards at the gate—in contrast to how they had acted toward
Frank and Linda—didn’t seem to be bothered by the vehicle. A man with
slicked-back black hair, dark slacks and a camo-patterned jacket stepped out of
his vehicle and walked towards the gate. He waved at the guards and one of them
waved back, allowing him through without the slightest delay.


“Hello. What have we here?” Frank’s eyes widened and the fog
of exhaustion on his mind evaporated instantly. Linda, who hadn’t quite fallen
asleep, heard him mumbling to himself and sat up in the corner of the room.


“What’s going on? Something wrong?”


Frank turned to her and put a finger to his lips. “Shh.” He continued
talking quietly despite the fact that there was no chance anyone across the
street could hear him. “Come look. This might be our guy.”


The pair watched as the man slowly walked through the
compound, stopping every so often to pull out a piece of paper from his pocket,
jot notes down onto it and then carry on. Linda tried in vain to get a glimpse
of what was on the paper but the distance was too far for her to make anything
out through her binoculars. She did, however, note that the man took great care
in avoiding any puddles or piles of dirt and debris and his shoes glistened
brightly with the reflection of the rising sun. 


“Oh yeah.” Linda nodded. “That’s got to be him. Foreign,
nice shoes, wandering around making notes on the shipments going through. Yeah.
Without a doubt.”


“What do you want to do?”


Linda looked around at the small piles of her and Frank’s
belongings that they had scattered about the room. “You get everything packed
up and ready to go. I’m going to head downstairs and make sure his car can’t go
anywhere.”


Frank raised an eyebrow. “By yourself? Are you sure?”


Linda double-checked that there was a round chambered in her
pistol and nodded. “As soon as you’re done getting everything ready to go, meet
me down at the bottom floor. I should be done by then.”


While Frank got all of their things back into their packs
Linda hurried down the stairs, trying to ignore the pain in her thigh. It
wasn’t enough to induce a limp but it was a constant, nagging reminder of her
wound. When she got to the bottom of the building she looked outside, checking
to see if the man or the guards across the road were looking in her direction.
The bend of the road and the trees in the median were arranged such that she
was shielded from anyone near the main gate, though, so she hurried across the
street to the man’s car.


Linda considered stealing the vehicle, but driving it around
near the gate would most likely be both loud and attract a large amount of
unwanted attention. If she waited in ambush near the vehicle she would likely
be spotted and, even if she wasn’t, all the man would have to do is shout and
the guards would come running. Need something better… something smarter.
She stared at the vehicle for a few seconds before her eyes opened wide with
the thought of a particularly risky idea.


With their bags ready to go and a few extra magazines for
their pistols in his pockets, Frank hurried back around the building to the
front lobby. “Linda?” Frank whispered as he stalked through the open lobby,
looking for any sign of his companion. “Where the hell’d you go?”


As he walked by the entrance to the building Frank glanced
out at the car parked across the street and saw the back of the SUV open. He
stopped short in surprise at the sight of Linda as she started to climb into the
rear of the vehicle. What the hell? Frank dropped their bags in the
lobby and darted out the door and went across the street, looking both ways out
of force of habit. He reached the vehicle and crouched behind it just as Linda
started reaching for the strap to pull the door back down. 


“Linda!” Frank looked up at her with wide eyes as he hissed
at her. “What are you doing?!”


Linda’s eyes had a glimmer of madness in them that Frank had
seen a time or two prior. “New plan, Frank. I need you to head down the street
a couple blocks. I’m going to force him off the road, then we’ll drag him out
of the car and kick his ass.”


“But—”


“Don’t argue. We can’t do anything here or we’ll be in some
deep shit. Just trust me, okay?”


Frank hesitated for only a moment before nodding at her.
“Okay. I’ll be waiting three streets down, on the left.”


“Good. Oh, and make sure you’re not standing in the street
when we pull in. Find an alcove or something. Just in case.”


Frank nodded slowly as he stood up and ran back to the other
side of the road, not fully understanding Linda’s instruction. He grabbed their
bags from the front of the building and headed down the direction Linda had
indicated. Once he reached the third street he turned in and waited at the
corner. He could just barely see the gate to the docks but the man’s SUV was
out of sight so he had no idea when it would start driving his way. The minutes
ticked by agonizingly slowly until a flash of light near the gate attracted his
attention. 


Sunlight reflected off the windshield of the car as it drove
forward down the road in Frank’s direction. He almost turned and ran farther
down the street but the thought of Linda alone in the vehicle with the man they
were pursuing spurred him to pause and wait to see what happened. 


 The SUV continued driving normally until it was about
thirty feet from the street where Frank was waiting. Out of nowhere the vehicle
surged forward and to the left, thumping over the median and careening directly
toward the side of the cross-street where Frank was standing. He leapt backward
and pulled himself inside the closest doorway just as the SUV drove past him,
made a sharp right turn and collided with the side of a building.


Frank pulled himself up from where he had fallen and ran
towards the SUV, arriving there just as the driver’s side door started to open.
He drew his pistol and circled around in front of the door, keeping it trained
on the man who was trying to pull himself out of the vehicle. “Get down! Now!”
Frank tried to keep the volume of his shouting to a minimum even though anyone
within hearing range would be drawn to the scene by the sound of the crash.


The man getting out of the SUV looked up at Frank and tried
to say something in a language Frank didn’t understand. The man’s face was
covered in blood and his speech was slightly slurred. He shook his head as he
stumbled forward, eventually falling to the ground in a heap. Before Frank
could reach down to grab the man Linda was out of the SUV and sitting on top of
the stranger. She grabbed his arms and pulled them behind his back before using
a length of wire to tie the man’s wrists together.


“Help me get him up, quick!” Linda didn’t look at Frank as
she spoke and only got off of the man once Frank leaned down to loop his arm
under the man’s shoulder. Together he and Linda pulled the man up onto his feet
and he started speaking again, though this time it was in English.


“United States… State Department… you’re assaulting a…
government official.” The man gasped for air as he spoke, and though his face
was still soaked in blood his eyes looked like new life had sprung into them
since he got out of the SUV. 


“Shut the hell up.” Linda pushed the man’s back and nodded
to Frank. “Get him in the back of the SUV.”


Frank opened his mouth to ask Linda what they were doing
with the man but the look she shot him told him that he needed to continue
following her lead. Frank and Linda both shoved the man into the back of the
SUV, and she slammed the door closed. Frank pulled on her arm before she could
walk around to the passenger door. “What the hell are we doing with him?” He
whispered to her, not wanting the man to overhear.


Linda growled in response, sounding more like a caged animal
than a human. “I know him. He’s one of Omar’s lieutenants.”


Frank could feel the color draining from his face. “Are you
serious?”


“Very. Now get in and drive. We’re going to head inland,
find a cozy little corner and see if we can’t extract some information from
him.”


*** 


It took just under twenty minutes for Linda’s patience to
run thin. She had originally wanted them to get clear of the city before
stopping to interrogate Omar’s lieutenant but once they got past the Long Beach
Airport she abruptly told Frank to pull over into a small shopping center. The
buildings in the center had been looted shortly after the attacks and the glass
from their windows was scattered across the sidewalk and parking lot. They
appeared deserted, though, and there hadn’t been any sign of anyone in the area
they were driving through.


“Pull up to that café. Park right by the entrance, back of
the SUV up against the building. I want to get him inside fast.”


Frank dutifully turned the vehicle around while Linda
watched the man squirm in the back of the vehicle. His bonds around his wrists
were tight enough and his clothes restrictive enough that he hadn’t been able
to maneuver his arms around under his body to free himself. Once Frank parked
the SUV he and Linda jumped out. “You grab our stuff.” He called out to her
across the vehicle. “I’ll get him inside.”


“Don’t be gentle.” She growled again and Frank felt a chill
run up his spine. He opened the back of the SUV and grabbed the man by the arm.
His face had changed from one of confusion and defiance to one of abject fear
and he whispered at Frank, pleading with him.


“Please, no. Don’t do this! You have the wrong man! That
woman is a monster! She’s a monster!”


“If we have the wrong man,” Frank said as he pulled Omar’s
lieutenant out of the vehicle, “then how do you know who she is?”


The man struggled against Frank’s grip but he held firm,
pulling the man along into the café. Linda was already inside setting up a pair
of lights in the back of the building, far out of sight of the main entrance.
She brushed dirt and debris off of a booth and motioned towards it. “Sit him
down back there.” Frank pushed the man into the far edge of the booth so that
it would be nearly impossible for him to escape without an immense struggle.
Linda then ensured that escape was a complete impossibility by taking out a
length of rope and lashing his feet together around the center leg of the
table.


“Are you done yet?” The man sneered at Linda, trying to
feign bravery but Frank could tell that the man was still scared of what might
happen to him.


“Aref Hawrami.” Linda smiled at him as she sat down in a
chair next to the booth. “It’s been far too long.”


Aref stared at her for several seconds, contemplating whether
he should try to keep up his act or not. In the end, though, he decided on the
latter. His body sagged slightly and he glared at her. “Linda Rollins. Omar
always said you’d come back.”


“It’s a bit of bad luck for you, being here and all.”


“What do you want?” He spat at Linda and she laughed as she
wiped her cheek and chin with the back of her sleeve. 


“A lot of things, Aref. Turning back the clock would be a
good start but I’m pretty sure you can’t do that.” The position Linda was
sitting in put strain on her leg and she felt a pain lance through it. She
grabbed at it instinctively, sucking in a gasp of air.


“Looks like you’ve got a problem there.” Aref’s smile was
more genuine, with some of the fear gone as he sensed his enemy’s weakness.
“May you die quickly and terribly from it.”


Linda kept her composure as she stretched out her leg,
feeling the pain slowly subside. “I’m sure I will, Aref. But it’ll be long
after you do the same.” She glanced at Frank. “My colleague and I are here for
answers. And you’re going to provide some.”


“Or else what?”


Linda’s eyes narrowed and her tone grew cold again. “I
didn’t say ‘or else.’”


Aref’s face fell again and Frank started to wonder why he
was so obviously afraid of Linda. It could have just been an act but Frank was
starting to think that it was far more genuine than he first realized. 


“Do your worst, bitch.” Aref’s voice wavered. “I know all
about you and what you’ve done.”


“Do you?” Linda smiled and leaned close to Aref. “Or do you
know what Omar’s told you?


The man responded by lashing forward with his head, striking
Linda on the forehead and sending her bouncing back into her seat with a sharp
groan of pain. Aref began struggling against his bonds as Linda was distracted,
kicking and thrashing his legs to try and break free. 


As Aref attacked Linda, Frank was near the front of the café
checking their surroundings. Upon hearing Linda’s cry of pain he ran back to
the booth to see Aref thrashing back and forth with his arms and legs, trying
to free himself. Feeling a surge of anger and the same “click” he felt several
days prior in the walk-in clinic Frank jumped forward and slammed into Aref,
battering and pushing the man against the back of the booth to keep him from
succeeding in his escape attempt. Frank got in several hard punches on Aref’s
chest and face before Linda recovered her senses and pulled on Frank’s
shoulder.


“Frank! Ease up; that’s enough!”


Frank stepped back, massaging his aching hands as he looked
at Linda. “Are you okay?”


“Jesus, Frank.” Linda looked at Aref, then back at Frank.
“What got into you?”


An image of the two men lying dead on the floor of the
walk-in clinic flashed across Frank’s vision and he shook his head. The sight
of seeing Linda being assaulted combined with Aref trying to escape had stirred
up his rage and determination. He shrugged sheepishly and stepped back as Aref
moaned and yelled. 


“What the fuck?! You broke my nose!” Blood streamed from
Aref’s nose down around his mouth and his voice sounded congested.


Linda, seizing on the opportunity presented by Frank’s
outburst of violence, turned to Aref. “Try escaping again and I won’t stop him.
Understand?”


Aref leaned forward to wipe his nose on a part of his jacket
that was caught on the table before glaring over at Frank. “Asshole.”


Linda looked back at Frank, flicking her eyes to the side.
He nodded at her and stepped back around the corner, leaving Linda and Aref to
talk by themselves. He could still hear parts of their conversation, though,
and kept his ears sharply tuned to pick up as much of what they said as he
could.


“How long’s it been, Aref? The last time I remember seeing
you was through a scope in Baghdad.”


Aref cleared his throat and spat a mouthful of saliva and
blood onto the floor. “What do you want? I’m not giving up any information.”


Linda chuckled. “No small talk. Fair enough. You know we
already know about Omar, right? The CIA’s been keeping a close eye on him.” 


“You’re working with the CIA now?” Aref laughed, then winced
as pain shot through his nose. “I can’t believe you’d let yourself be muzzled
by those incompetents. And that’s bullshit, anyway. Omar’s on no one’s radar
except yours.”


“That used to be the case.”


“Again, what do you want? Besides slitting throats and putting
more notches on your belt.”


“It’s simple, Aref. I want to know everything about Omar’s
plans.”


“I’m not—”


“You have a lovely wife, you know.” Linda spoke over Aref.
She didn’t bother looking at him but could still tell that his eyes were
growing wide at the mention of his family. “I never did figure out how she got
into the country but I’m betting whoever you have working for you on the inside
arranged that, didn’t they?”


“What—” Aref tried to speak again, failing miserably to
contain his surprise, but Linda continued talking over him.


“Your children, too. Bethany and Lee. Adorable names. Not
very traditional, though. But that was to blend in, right? To assimilate. To
keep them from being discovered by me.” Linda looked at Aref, giving him a
slight smile. “I watched all three of them for six months straight, you know.
Learned everything about them. When they went back to Iran a year ago I thought
it was odd but I kept tabs on them anyway. Three-story home, brown exterior,
small backyard, silver trim on the kitchen cupboards. Nice tile on the floors, too.
Omar pays his top men very well.”


 It took Linda less than thirty seconds to communicate to
Aref what she knew about his family. Her tone was gentle, her voice soft and
her face neutral. In that time, though, he underwent a series of radical
transformations. His initial shock wore off relatively quickly and was replaced
by anger which was replaced in turn by numbness and more shock. By the time
Linda finished speaking Aref’s shoulders were sagging and he shook his head
slowly at her.


“He was right.”


“That I’m a monster?” Linda shrugged. “I suppose. But I’m
not the one who smuggled enough radioactive material into the country to kill
millions of people with a dirty bomb.”


“You—how… what?” Aref stuttered for a few seconds in
disbelief. “How do you know about the material?”


Linda pulled her chair closer to him, well within striking
range again. This time, though, he remained still instead of lashing out as he
watched her pull a black case from her pack. She opened the case to reveal the
satellite phone given to her and Frank by Sarah. 


“You see this? It’s a sat phone. It runs on the military’s
network. With it I can call anyone in the world.” She picked up the phone and
slowly rotated it in her hands. “There’s a number I punched in while we were
driving here. I didn’t dial it but all it would take is a couple of button
presses to make that happen. After that it’ll take a few seconds for the call
to connect and once it does someone will take a short walk to a three-story
home with a brown exterior, small backyard and silver trim on the kitchen
cupboards.


“Right now there’s one person in this world who can keep me
from pressing those buttons and dialing that number, Aref. And that person is
you. So tell me—is Omar worth that? You know I’ll find him with or without your
help. If you help then that three-story home will be passed over and you can go
to your grave knowing that the people inside won’t be harmed.” Linda stopped
turning the phone over in her hands and looked Aref dead in the eye. “Or I can
push the buttons.” 


 *** 


“It’s a terrible idea to hit somebody in the face with your
bare fists, you know.” 


“No kidding.”


Frank rubbed his hands, grimacing at the bruises that were
starting to appear and trying to massage out the pain in his joints. He and
Linda sat on the far side of the café as they talked, each of them keeping a
close eye on Aref who was still tied to the table in his booth. The man’s
initially defiant demeanor had swiftly deflated to the point where he appeared
to be a shell of the man who Frank had brought into the café a short time
earlier. 


“I’m surprised you didn’t whale into him to get him to
talk.”


“Nah. That kind of interrogation doesn’t work. You can pull
someone’s toenails out and waterboard them and do all sorts of other things but
if they’re trained properly they won’t reveal a thing. Torture sounds nice and
it gets the masses riled up but evidence proves it’s not the way to get the
information you need.”


“I’ve never heard that.”


Linda shrugged. “It never gets much press because everyone
likes to grandstand instead of doing what works. Back in WW2 there was a Nazi
by the name of Hanns Scharff. He was one of the grandfathers of the type of
interrogation that actually works.”


Frank raised an eyebrow. “A Nazi?”


“Oh yes. He was a sharp son of a gun, too. The FBI studied
his methods extensively as they worked to develop new interrogation
techniques.”


“So what was his secret?”


“Getting to know them. Conversing with them. Treating them
like human beings, no matter who they are.”


“I didn’t know threatening to kill his family counted as
treating him like a human being.”


Linda snorted, then nodded and laughed. “Yeah, well, I’m
working on a minutes and hours timetable here, not days and weeks. It’s not
ideal but using his family as leverage seems to have gotten him to open up.”
She held up her hands. “It wasn’t all threats, you know. That was just to get
him to drop the braggadocio and have an actual conversation.”


“It worked?”


“More or less. He doesn’t know very much but I got
everything I could. I think he’s holding a few things back but I didn’t sense
that they were earth-shattering.” Linda sighed. “I honestly don’t think he
knows anything earth-shattering.”


“It’s too bad you couldn’t get more from him.”


“Mhm.” Linda nodded as she watched Aref. “Omar’s been doing
a good job Chinese firewalling his people.”


“Doing what now?”


“It’s a legal term. Chinese walling, or firewalling. You
keep people isolated from each other and from information that they don’t need
to know. Like a cell in a terrorist organization. That way if they’re caught
then they won’t be able to give out very much information because they won’t
actually know anything more than they absolutely need to.”


“Clever. How can you be sure he’s telling you the truth,
though?”


She looked at Frank. “I’ve been following Omar and his
people for years. If I thought this guy was lying we’d be having an entirely
different conversation right now.”


“But you said he was holding some things back.”


“That’s where having days or weeks to talk to him and try to
make friends with him would have helped. I think the parks around here are
closed for the season, though. Regardless I’m pretty sure I got everything from
him I could.” 


Frank sighed and shook his head. “Whatever you say. So,
what’s our next move?”


Linda stroked her chin. “I’m not entirely certain. He
confirmed that they brought in enough radioactive material to make a couple
dozen dirty bombs that could contaminate large metropolitan areas. He doesn’t
know where the material was taken, though.”


 “Did he explain why he’s been down at the docks? I missed
that part of the conversation when I went outside.”


“He’s supposed to report back on the type and amount of aid
supplies coming in as well as where they’re going. Omar probably wants to know
as much information about that sort of thing as possible.” 


Frank paused for a moment before asking his next question,
not sure if he wanted to know the answer. “Do you really have someone near
Aref’s wife and children?”


Linda smiled and patted Frank on the arm. “Some questions
are best left unanswered. Come on, let’s go.”


“What about him?”


“We take him with us back to the airfield. He’s our proof.
We’ll deliver him to the commanding officer, phone up Sarah and she’ll
hopefully get the ball rolling on getting some help here on the ground to track
down Omar.”


 “Shouldn’t we call her now? Or at least send a message?”


Linda paused and nodded. “Yeah, not a bad idea. You get our
stuff back in the SUV while I send her a message.”


“Consider it done.” Frank grabbed his backpack first and
headed back to the SUV. When he walked outside the café into the light of the
early afternoon sun he stopped next to their vehicle and cocked his head to the
side. The area had been unusually quiet each time he had stepped outside
throughout the day but as he walked out with his backpack in hand he realized
that their situation was undergoing a rapid change. 


The silence that had filled the air was overshadowed by a
dull, distant roar that—at first—sounded almost like the ocean. As he listened,
trying to identify the source of the sound, bits and pieces of it became more
distinguishable. There was a voice here, the sound of crashing metal there and
even a gunshot or two. The underlying cacophony was a raucous mixture of the
screams and shouts of hundreds—perhaps thousands—of individuals as they marched
together, heading south towards the port. While the crowd wasn’t yet visible to
Frank their tone made it clear that they weren’t taking a stroll through town
looking at the scenery. 


Frank threw open the back door of the SUV and tossed his bag
in before running into the café. Linda was sitting down at the table near Aref
having a conversation with him when Frank skidded to a stop near the table,
nearly tripping and falling over in the process.


“Frank, what’s—”


“People. A lot of them. Heading this way.”


“People?” Linda’s eyes widened. 


“Yeah. They sound pissed.”


“Looters?”


Frank shrugged. “Looters, survivors, gangbangers… how the
hell would I know which is which?”


“You didn’t see them?”


“No. They sound like they’re just to our north and they’re
heading this way. We need to get out of here right now.”


 Linda glanced at Aref. “Help me get him into the car.”


Frank looked at the front door and the SUV just beyond. “I
don’t know if we have time.”


“He’s not getting away.” Linda looked at Aref who was
sitting very quietly with his head down, trying his best not to be conspicuous
in any way, shape or form.


Frank rubbed a hand down the side of his face, dragging his
cheek and the side of his mouth downward. “Dammit. Fine. Let’s go, let’s go!”


“I’ll get my bag in then I’ll help you with him.”


“No, here, give it to me.” Frank grabbed Linda’s bag and
handed her his rifle. “Just remember,” he said, speaking loud enough for Aref
to hear, “his life’s forfeit if we get into a bind.”


Linda nodded and Frank ran back to the SUV. He threw Linda’s
bag in the back and glanced around, looking for any sign of the people he could
hear shouting nearby. They sounded as though they were only a hundred feet away
but he still couldn’t see where they were. Given the location of the café,
though, he assumed that they were walking on the street just to their west. 


The only reason the SUV was hidden from their sight was due
to a tall wooden construction fence that ran alongside the small plaza. While
the fence provided visual cover from the crowd it would do nothing to conceal
the noise of the engine when they started the vehicle up. Frank briefly
considered recommending that they sit tight inside the café doing nothing until
the crowd passed by but he soon dismissed the idea the more he thought about
it. 


We can’t turtle up like that. Need to stay mobile. That’s
how we stay alive. He closed the door to the SUV slowly and ran back into
the café. Linda already had Aref up and out of the booth, having cut the rope
around his legs. The man was still passive, neither speaking nor trying to
escape nor doing so much as looking at Frank and Linda.


“You ready to go?” Linda asked Frank.


He nodded and motioned at Aref. “You want him in the back
again?”


“Yup. Same as before.”


“Let’s go, Aref.” Frank took the man by his arm and pushed
him forward. Aref shuffled along slowly, keeping his head down without
struggling. Linda went ahead of the two men and opened the driver’s side door
to make sure everything was set when hell broke loose.


Aref jerked to the side, breaking free of Frank’s grasp. He
ran forward, barreling into Linda and pushing her against the inside of the
open car door. Before Frank or Linda could get him out of the front of the
vehicle he slammed his head against the steering wheel, setting off a loud honk
from the SUV’s horn. 


The sound of a functional vehicle in a time when vehicles
and the gasoline to propel them were both in such short supply was like
presenting a wounded buffalo to a pack of starving wolves. The people who were
walking nearby almost immediately broke through the wooden construction fence
as they searched for the source of the sound. Realizing that they were about to
be swarmed Frank grabbed Aref and threw him to the ground before helping Linda
get into the back seat. He then jumped into the front of the car and locked the
doors just as the first few people ran up and threw their bodies against the
side of the vehicle.


Pieces of wood, garden tools and other blunt instruments
struck the SUV as Frank turned the key and started the engine. He threw it into
gear and lurched forward, turning sharply to the left to get away from the
encroaching crowd. Their shouts of desperation and irrational anger intensified
as Frank pulled away, leaving them—and Aref—behind.


*** 


A few members of the crowd ran after the SUV for a few
hundred feet before giving up. The rest began searching the nearby buildings,
looking for scraps of food, clean water, clothing, medical supplies and
anything else they could make use of. The half dozen or so that thought of
themselves as leaders of the crowd spotted Aref as he was trying to stand up
and get away and grabbed him. 


“Who were they?!” A man with long, greasy hair and several
tears in his jeans grabbed Aref by his shirt. “Where did they get the car?”


“Military! They’re trying to protect the port, the supplies
at the port!” Aref spat out the words as fast as possible, trying to direct the
attention of the man from himself to Frank and Linda. “They took me captive
because I was working there; please, help me!” 


The man looked Aref over with wide eyes and nodded several
times. “Yeah, yeah. But you gotta help us first.” 


“You need supplies, yes?”


The man nodded. “Desperately.”


Aref glanced nervously at the crowd that was forming around
him. “The docks. The dockyard, just to the south. They’re unloading a ship
right now. Full of food and medicine. Enough for all of you and plenty more.”


The man watched Aref closely for a few seconds before
looking at the others with him. “To the docks! Now!”


 


 


 











Chapter 10


 


“You can’t do this!” The man shouts through the fence,
clutching a bag in each hand. “Where are we supposed to go?” His pleas, like
those of the dozens around him, are ignored by the guards inside. They stand
watch, weapons in hand, striving not to look those outside the fence in the
eye.


“Come on.” A thin man, with long hair places a hand on
the other man’s shoulder. “It’s no use.”


“Just because we won’t give up every single possession we
have? And follow every single one of their inane rules?”


The long-haired man nods. “Follow me. We have a camp
nearby. There’s not much there but you’re welcome to share. I’ll tell you more
once we arrive.”


The walk from the airfield to the ‘camp’ takes less than
an hour at a slow pace. Children and the injured are among those rejected
passage through the airfield to the sanctuary cities beyond. The rejection
comes not out of spite but out of necessity. Draconian rules are set to ensure
the safety of those within the cities, rules that some refuse to follow.


With lines of people trying to get into the cities longer
than ever those who break the rules are kicked out. No exceptions are made.
Some are ejected from the cities for accidentally breaking the rules. Some
purposefully break them. Of those that purposefully break them there are some
who do so on a philosophical basis. These are the most vocal opponents of the
cities, the ones who lead the crowds of people struggling to survive outside
the sanctuary cities.


“Impossible.” The new group led by the long-haired man
arrives at the camp—established in a shopping mall—as a passionate argument is
underway. “They wouldn’t do that! Not to civilians!”


“I’m telling you, I have a brother who’s in the Army. He
said they were!”


“Bullshit. If you had a brother in the Army then you
wouldn’t be here. You’d be sleeping on a cot in a city somewhere instead!”


“It’s not like that, not after the crackdowns. I swear
what I’m telling you is true!”


“What’s going on here?” The long-haired man wades into
the argument. “What’s all the groaning about?”


The man who shouted “impossible” earlier rolls his eyes.
“Jack here claims that he has a brother who’s in the Army who heard that supply
drops for survivors outside the cities will be cut off in two days.”


The long-haired man ponders the statement for a long
moment before responding. “I’d believe it.”


“Oh please.”


“See? I told you!” 


“Impossible!”


“Hold on!” The long-haired man raises his hands and his
voice. “Just calm down for a minute. We’ve got a lot of new faces here. Before
they have to sit through another one of these arguments let’s get them some
food and see if they need anything else, okay?”


A murmur of acquiescence ripples through the crowd
sitting and standing in the center of the shopping mall. A few from the crowd
break off and greet the new arrivals, showing them to a nearby clothing store
that functions as the makeshift dormitory and kitchen. When the new arrivals
have left the main room the long-haired man resumes speaking. 


“As I was saying, I’d believe it. Before you start with
the shouting, let me explain, okay?” The crowd grumbles and nods. “Good. Now,
the rules have been rough lately on people but today they kicked out a whole
new bunch from the airfield. Said that they had too many belongings on them.
All you’re allowed to bring in now is a single change of clothes, one book and
one small bag.”


“Christ…” One of the women arguing earlier shakes her
head. “Why? What’s the point?”


The long-haired man shrugs. “I don’t know. But it doesn’t
matter. If they’re getting stricter then they’re probably preparing for riots.
The only reason I can think of they’d be preparing for riots is if they’re
starting to consolidate the life-saving supplies around the survivor cities.”


An older man with a thick salt-and-pepper beard nods
sagely. “It would be easier on their infrastructure. And then they can stop
worrying about anyone outside the cities.”


The long-haired man shakes his head. “This isn’t good.
We’re already running low on supplies as it is. We’ll either have to find more
or follow the rules and join the nearest city. 


“That’s well and good for you if you were never in the
city in the first place.” Another person shouts from the crowd. “What about us
who were kicked out and told not to come back?” 


“Then we have to start searching more. Aggressively.
We’ll go in a large group, leave a few here to help guard the children and
anyone who’s too sick or frail to go. We gather everything we can and come back
here.”


“Why not just send out a few smaller search parties?”


“Strength in numbers.” The man with the long hair shakes
his head. “This isn’t a game. This is real life. There are people out there who
will kill you for a can of food. If we go then we go en masse. Anyone who tries
to hurt us won’t stand a chance.”


There are whispers of agreement amongst the crowd despite
the radical nature of the man’s idea. The man with the salt-and-pepper beard
approaches the long-haired man and whispers quietly. “Do you really expect to
find anything around here? Most everything burned up.”


“I know. But these people need hope more than they need
food or water or medicine. Hope will keep them alive. Without hope… they won’t
make it.”


The man with the beard places his hand on the long-hair
man’s shoulder, sighing wearily. “I hope you’re right about this.”


The man with the long hair smiles. “Me too.”


*** 


After three days of searching the few dozen people have
found enough food and water to keep themselves alive—barely. Resources are
dwindling and the “bullshit” rumor that the military was going to cut off the
supply shipments outside the survivor cities is starting to look more and more
real. After another day passes without any sign of emergency supplies the group
realizes that they need to move on if they want to survive. 


They begin moving south through the city, spreading out
to comb every building they can find. They find only meager amounts of food and
water, enough to keep them alive but not enough to survive on long-term. After
a military convoy loaded with supplies passes by on the way to the airport the
crowd grows angry. The next day they continue their march to the south, looking
for the origin of the convoy. 


After nearly giving up hope and starting to turn on one
another they find a man left behind by a couple who drives away in a vehicle.
The man tells them that one of the docks at the Los Angeles Port is back in
operation and supplies are being offloaded from ships on a daily basis before
they are transported to the airfield. 


Because he has been visiting the port regularly he knows precisely
how the crowd can get in and overpower the guards and staff working there. In
return for the information the crowd leaves the man lying on the ground, still
tied up, shouting at them to let him go. Their sole focus is on their own
survival though, and they ignore his pleas. 


A few hours later, as the sun turns orange over the
horizon, the group storms the port. Those few with firearms in their possession
lead the charge, killing several of the guards and half a dozen soldiers before
an alarm is triggered. By the time a response is rallied it is already too
late. The crowd controls the port.


*** 


It takes Aref an hour of walking, stumbling, crawling and
sliding to find a piece of metal that is both sharp and angled correctly to
allow him to sever the bonds holding his hands. He rubs his wrists gingerly,
wincing at the pain. After collecting himself for a few moments he widens the
scope of his thoughts, switching his focus from escape and survival to his
responsibilities to his leader.


His abduction by Linda and Frank has delayed his check-in
with Farhad Omar which he knows will trigger certain protocols put in place to
ensure that compromised assets do not jeopardize the overall operation. He
looks at his watch and shakes his head as he realizes he has only a few more
hours before his window is up and he is as good as dead. 


Aref stands up and begins walking, increasing his speed
as he goes along until he breaks into a fast jog. As he heads for his
destination, unsure whether he’ll arrive in time or not, he clings to the
consolation that his mission was not entirely in vain. Directing the crowd of
survivors to the port will no doubt throw a wrench into the fragile rescue
infrastructure the military is attempting to set up. It may not change much but
any chaos—no matter how large or small—is worth smiling about. 


 


 











Chapter 11


 


“Dammit!” Linda slammed her fists against the dash of the
SUV again and again, taking out days’ worth of frustration on the plastic.
Frank kept his attention on the road, glancing at her now and again out of the
corner of his eye as she cursed, growled, grumbled and shook with rage. When
she finally sat still in her seat again, her arms crossed as she stared out
through the windshield, Frank spoke softly.


“Feel better now?”


“Bite my ass, Frank.”


Frank couldn’t help but chuckle at her response. “This… is
better than trying to beat up the car. Still not great but I’ll take any
improvement I can get.”


Linda shook her head. “Do you have any idea who we had back
there?”


“One of Omar’s lieutenants, right?”


Linda sighed and reclined in her seat as she closed her
eyes. “We were a step away from Omar and we blew it. We let him slip through
our fingers.” She sighed again. “That’s not fair. I let him slip through
my fingers.”


“Eh. Omar keeps his people firewalled, like you were saying.
He couldn’t have told us anything anyway.”


“Anything would have been helpful. Literally anything at
all. A phone number, a name, a—”


“Hey! Phones!” Frank took his right hand off the wheel and
fished around in the back of the SUV for a few seconds before retrieving the
satellite phone case. “You were going to send a message to Sarah just before all
that stuff happened, right?”


Linda sat up in her seat and opened her eyes as she remembered
what Frank was talking about. “Oh!” She grabbed the case and opened it, then
pulled out the phone and turned it on. “Screw sending a message. I’ll just call
her.”


Linda punched in the numbers for Sarah’s phone. After a
several second delay the satellite phone finally connected and Linda heard
ringing. The ringing went on for almost a minute and Linda was about to hang up
and try again when she heard a click followed by a soft rustling.


“Hello?”


“Did I wake you up?” Linda glanced over at Frank and smiled
as she spoke.


“Sort of.” Sarah groaned as she sat up from the couch where
she had been resting. “It’s been a while since I heard from you. You have
news?”


“Yeah.” Linda spent the next few minutes explaining the
events since they touched down at the airfield. When she reached the part of
her story where the crowd arrived and they had to leave Aref behind she heard
Sarah groan on the other end of the line.


“Of course he got away.”


“Yeah, but the information I got from him is good, right?”


“What information?” Linda started to reply but Sarah
continued. “As far as I can tell all you got from him was that they snuck
radioactive material into the country—which we already knew—and that they’re
making dirty bombs from them—which was a logical progression from knowing about
the material in the first place.”


Linda, feeling defensive, shook her head in frustration as
she replied. “But we talked to his lieutenant! That’s what you needed, solid
proof of what was going on.”


Sarah sighed deeply, pressing her thumb and forefinger
against the bridge of her nose. “Take a step back, Linda. That’s not proof. If
you had been able to bring him in then that would have been something. All
you’ve got is confirmation of what we already suspected.”


Linda closed her eyes and put her head back against the
headrest. “We can go after him.”


Frank, having kept quiet through the conversation so far,
nearly exploded. “Are you insane?! If that crowd didn’t eat him alive then he’s
who knows how many miles away by now!”


“Give Frank my regards.” Sarah chuckled, amused by his
outburst. “He’s right, though. Aref’s undoubtedly gone.” She hesitated.
“However…”


“However what?”


“I presume you remember the young woman who helped you, one
Casey Schultz.”


“Yeah, why?”


“Head back to the airfield. I’m going to make a few calls.
When you get there, find her and explain what’s going on. I’m going to make
contact with a few other people and see if Aref’s name rings enough alarm bells
to get some support out and about.”


“Sounds good, we’ll—” The line went dead in the middle of
Linda’s sentence and she pulled the phone away from her ear to see that the
call had been disconnected. “Oh. Yeah. Thanks. Goodbye to you too.”


“She can be blunt at times.” Frank glanced at Linda. 


“No kidding.”


“Back to the airfield, then?”


Linda shrugged. “Yep, sounds like it.”


“Fantastic. And then we get to do our best impression of not
being paranoid conspiracy theorists as we explain a secret plan to detonate
dirty bombs across the… wait a second.” Frank’s face turned ashen as what he
was saying started to click in his mind. 


“What?” Linda was only half paying attention to him but his
abrupt change in tone got her attention. 


“Linda. The dirty bombs. Did Aref specifically say that they
were going to use the material to make dozens of dirty bombs?”


“He didn’t use the word ‘dozens’ but he did say they were
making multiple dirty bombs, yes.”


“Get Sarah back on the phone. Right now.” 


“What’s going on?”


Frank pressed down on the accelerator, pushing the SUV even
faster as they wove their way through the city streets toward the airfield.
“Just do it.”


Linda dutifully dialed Sarah’s number. The phone rang
several times before she answered. “I hope to hell this is important, Linda,
because I was—”


“Sarah?” Frank grabbed the phone and held it up to his ear.
“Shut up and listen for a second. How detailed were the records you had about
those nuclear materials that went through the port?”


“I don’t follow.”


“Is there any way to estimate how many city-covering dirty
bombs could be manufactured out of the material that made it into the country?”


“I… I don’t know. Maybe. My expertise isn’t in that field
but I could make some guesses. What’s this all about?”


Frank took a deep breath as he glanced over at Linda’s
questioning face, answering the question that Sarah had posed and Linda was
silently wondering. 


“He’s sending the bombs to the survivor cities.”


Linda couldn’t remember a time when Sarah had been rendered
speechless and in the back of her mind she wished that she could see Sarah’s
face during the long pause that followed Frank’s revelation. When Sarah finally
responded her tone was unnervingly level. “Get to the airfield. I’ll be in
touch.”


The line went dead again and Frank handed the phone to
Linda. She took it and put it away in the case as she thought about Frank’s
statement. They rode along in silence for a few minutes before Frank spoke. “I
guess she thought I might be right, eh?”


Linda nodded slowly. “Yeah. It makes everything else make
sense, too.”


“How do you mean?”


“If this is Omar’s endgame then he’s done a damned fine job
of making sure that as many people will die from them as possible. First the
attacks to cripple the infrastructure, then the targeted biological attacks,
then he waits for the sanctuary cities to be established and survivors to
populate them.”


Frank finished her thought. “Then he detonates the bombs and
kills… millions?”


“At least.”


The scale of death and destruction that Frank and Linda were
discussing was incomprehensible to him. His mind reeled as he tried to imagine
the scope of what Omar was planning but found it difficult to form thoughts,
emotions or even words to describe the situation. He and Linda drove on in
silence until they neared the airport when she sat up in her seat, squinting
out through the windshield.


“What’s going on up there?” Though they were still a few
blocks from the edge of the airfield Linda could see columns of smoke rising
into the air. When Frank made a final turn onto the road leading along the edge
of the airfield he abruptly stopped the SUV and stared at what was going on.


Several vehicles sat just inside the airfield’s perimeter,
having been driven through the fence a short time earlier. Most of the vehicles
were riddled with bullet holes and were on fire after having been shot at by
the soldiers and airmen on duty at the airfield. Unfortunately, though, this
did nothing to stop the swarms of looters who descended upon the airfield from
the cover of the buildings across the street. They used the holes in the fences
from the vehicles to make their way onto the airfield where they spread out,
heading to the various buildings and vehicles on the airfield grounds.


A few of the people shot at the soldiers and airmen but the
majority of the people ignored them, choosing instead to run and loot instead
of risk getting into a firefight. While the guards felt justified in destroying
the vehicles that had crashed through the fence they hesitated to open fire on
those who were unarmed. The few that tried to open fire on the guards were
instantly gunned down but once a handful of them had been killed the rest of
the group that had been armed dropped their weapons and ran. 


The group of people overrunning the airfield was separate
from the group at the Los Angeles Port, but the people comprising both groups
had very similar motivations. In both cases the individuals in the groups had
either voluntarily refused to join the survivor cities, been refused entry or
been kicked out for some reason. Driven by a lack of food, water and medicine
the crowd swarmed through the base as they broke into any building they could
in search of supplies. 


With only a skeleton crew working at the airfield there
aren’t enough soldiers and airmen to bring the looting under control without
slaughtering dozens or more. The commander, faced with the prospect of losing a
key link in the supply line between the port and the survivor cities receiving
aid, was at a loss of what to do. His short-term solution was to evacuate any
non-critical buildings and pull everyone on the airfield into a central
location where they could defend themselves. Once this was complete he radioed
his superiors to get instructions for what to do next.


Frank and Linda watched the looters as they spread out
across the airfield. Frank finally asked the question that both of them were
thinking. “Any idea what we should do?”


“Not go in through the front entrance for starters.”


“Great idea. What else?”


Linda scanned the perimeter of the airfield and pointed off
to the right. “There’s a side gate down there. We can probably get in that
way.”


Frank turned the wheel and accelerated as he replied. “You
saw all those people in uniform running for the hangar, right? If we go in
there and run up to the door they’re liable to shoot us.”


“They won’t be there for long.”


Frank looked at Linda, not sure if he heard her correctly or
not. “I… wait, what? Why not?”


“Look at those people. There’s more streaming in from the
city beyond. There weren’t enough weapons on that airfield to hold off that
large of a group when we passed through a couple days ago and I doubt they’ve
gotten any reinforcements in. They’ll be forced to leave soon, probably to
retreat to the east somewhere.”


“So you want to wait for them?”


“Exactly. Pull in through the gate if it’s open and we’ll
wait just inside. If it’s still locked up we’ll wait outside for them to leave,
follow them and…” Linda trailed off. 


“And what? Ask them to kindly not shoot us while we flag
them down as they’re running away from a bunch of looters?”


“You’re always with the jokes, aren’t you?” Linda sighed and
nodded. “But yeah, basically.”


*** 


Linda’s intuition proved correct as it took just over thirty
minutes for the commander in charge of the airfield to give the order to
evacuate. Three more civilians died as infighting broke out among the looters
and there was enough light and heavy weaponry sitting in the hangar with the
military personnel that the commander knew he couldn’t let it fall into
civilian hands. After radioing for orders and not hearing back for what felt
like ages he was about to give the order on his own volition when a response
came through ordering everyone at the airfield to evacuate.


While the commander thought that the order was due to the
looters overrunning the airfield the truth was that the situation happened to
coincide with news that a separate group had overrun the Los Angeles port. With
the port no longer available to receive emergency aid the airfield was rendered
useless and everyone stationed there was ordered to proceed east to a
rendezvous point where they would await reinforcements to go back and retake
both the airfield and the port.


Linda and Frank watched as a convoy of vehicles sped out of
the hangar and headed for the gate near where Frank had parked the car. “Let
them pass and get on the road. Once they’re out we’ll drive after them and try
to get close enough to show them the ID cards and badges. With any luck they’ll
stop and talk to us.”


Frank nodded and sank down into his seat, not wanting to get
spotted by the convoy. Their SUV was parked just off of the road outside the
airfield and he thought that they were hidden relatively well. Each of the
vehicles in the convoy sped past the SUV without slowing down—until the end.
The final two vehicles, a pair of armed Humvees, screeched to a halt in front
of the SUV and a group of airmen wielding rifles jumped out and advanced on
Frank and Linda.


“Get out now!” The one in the lead shouted at Frank and
Linda while a pair of his companions hung back near their vehicles, keeping a
nervous eye turned toward the looters still spreading out across the airfield. 


Linda put her hands up, gripping her ID card in one hand and
nodded furiously in response as she whispered out of the side of her mouth to
Frank. “They must have seen us waiting here and thought we were going to ambush
them. Just get your card and your badge, get out and keep your hands up.”


Frank raised his hands and held up his card as well before
reaching slowly for the door handle. “I’m getting really tired of having guns
pointed at me.”


 


 











Chapter 12


 


The journey to Aref’s safehouse is made all the more
painful by his aching wounds and muscles. He mistypes the keycode three times
before finally getting it right and barely managing to not lock himself out. He
stumbles through the door and closes it behind him and is immediately drawn to
the thin mattress in the corner.


No! Aref thinks, scolding himself for being weak enough
to even consider sleep. He hobbles to a chair in front of a small desk and sits
down, wincing at the new pains in his back even as the ones in his legs are
relieved. He opens a bottle of water on the desk and downs it in a few seconds,
each gulp bringing relief to his dry mouth and throat. He throws the bottle
across the room and it clatters to the floor, rolling beneath the slats and
cinderblocks that form the frame for his bed.


Located in the basement of a residential home purchased
nearly a year ago by a shell corporation the safehouse is dirty and simple but it
provides everything Aref needs to carry out his mission. A small generator with
several cans of gas sits at the far side of the room attached to a metal pipe
to vent its fumes up and out of the structure. A cluster of large plastic totes
sit nearby, each containing essentials such as clothing, medicine, food and
water that can be easily sealed in the totes in case of flooding or other
emergencies. 


Radio equipment hangs from the wall above Aref’s small
desk, connected both to the generator and to a set of large batteries hanging
on the opposite wall. While the batteries are intended only for emergencies Aref
flips a switch next to them and watches as the lights on the radios begin to
glow. The generator, while relatively quiet, would still let off far more noise
than he feels comfortable with.


Aref takes a deep breath and glances at a clock on the
wall. He is over an hour late in checking in with Omar and knows full well that
the delay may mean he will be cut off from all communications and supplies.
Omar is exceptionally paranoid as the countdown to his final phase approaches
and any deviances from established plans will not be tolerated. In spite of
this Aref still feels an unwavering loyalty to Omar. Aref has worked closely
with Omar for years and sacrificing himself to ensure that Omar’s plan succeeds
feels to him like a worthy end.


He picks up the transmitter, tunes to the appropriate
frequency and keys in his authentication code on the radio. A few seconds later
a light on the device glows green and he depresses the transmission button.


“LT-8 calling base. This is LT-8 calling base. Please
respond.”


The only response is static. Aref waits for a moment
before trying again. “Base this is LT-8. I understand that I’m late with my
report and that I’ve probably been burned. I have mission-critical information
you need to hear. Please confirm reception and recording of my transmission.”


Static again follows Aref’s call, but it is suddenly
interrupted to a squawk and a reply. “LT-8, this is base. Your status is
burned. No further transmissions will be accepted.”


Aref slams his fist down on the table, sending a few empty
cans and a couple of pencils flying into the air. “If you don’t listen to this
information then the mission may be over before it even starts! Please confirm
you are receiving and recording!” 


Aref waits for the reply, but it doesn’t come. Minutes
tick by slowly and Aref puts his head down on the desk and closes his eyes. He
leaves the radio on, hoping that someone who picked up his transmission from
the base of operations will be lenient enough to let him tell them what’s going
on. He is just about to consider shutting off the radio when a new voice cuts
through the static.


“LT-8 this is base. Your status is burned.” There is a
brief pause before the voice continues. “Confirming reception and recording.
You have two minutes.”


Aref raises his head, his eyes growing wide as his
breathing intensifies. He fumbles with the transmitter and pauses before
pressing the button as he tries to compose himself and decide on the exact
words to say. “They know about the bombs. She knows about the bombs.
She… tried to break me.” Aref stops talking and tries to remember what he told
Linda. His knowledge about the bombs was minimal due to Omar’s insistence on
secrecy but he never thought he would tell Omar’s nemesis anything. The way she
spoke to him, though. Threatening his family, then speaking to his fears as she
probed and twisted, pulling the bits of information from him. He shakes his
head, deciding that a lie is better than the truth. “I resisted. Told her
nothing of importance. But she knows somehow.”


Aref pauses to catch his breath and collect his thoughts.
The voice speaks again, surprising Aref. “Shey’taan? She is back again?”


Aref nods before remembering he is using a radio. “Yes.
It’s her. And a man, someone who’s helping her. There may be another, somewhere
else, who they’re communicating with. I’m not sure.”


“She knows of the bombs? How?”


“I don’t know.”


“What did you tell her, LT-8?” The voice drops an octave
and grows thin and sinister. Aref hesitates in his answer and in that split
second of hesitation he knows that his failure will never be forgiven. There is
a click and static returns. Aref slowly reaches for the switch to the battery
bank and flicks it off. The lights on the radio go dim as the capacitors
discharge and the room is again awash in darkness. Aref sits back in his chair
and closes his eyes, no longer fighting the urge to sleep. His failure, though
monumental, will not be the downfall of the operation. Omar will ensure that
the woman—the shey’taan—is dealt with in the harshest possible way.


A few hours later, long after Omar has dispatched men and
vehicles to deal with the woman, Aref gasps as he awakens. He sits straight up
in his bed, the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end. He looks around
the room slowly. It is still dark, illuminated only by the soft glow of a few
lights on the battery packs on the wall and a dim night light plugged in near
the bed. The small lights cast shadows across the room, blanketing it in what a
child version of Aref would find to be exceptionally frightening shapes. As an adult
Aref has no business being afraid of the dark. Except, of course, when
something else is in it.


“Why.” The word is a question as much as it is a
statement. It comes from a dark corner of the room, where a figure has
absconded with the chair from Aref’s desk. The figure is masked in darkness,
enveloped by it as though it is a physical blanket to be wrapped and draped
around one’s body. 


Though the underground room is cold Aref can feel sweat
pouring from his forehead and neck and dripping down his chest and back. His
teeth chatter nervously, uncontrollably, and he feels the sudden urge to vomit.
“Wh—what did you—” He tries to speak but the words are difficult to form. His
tongue feels engorged, like its filling his entire mouth and is about to
shatter his teeth. 


The figure shifts slightly, uncrossing its legs and then
re-crossing them in the opposite direction. “What did I do? Show you more mercy
than you deserve.” The words are spoken with raw emotion and Aref feels tears
well up in his eyes though he doesn’t know whether it’s from what the figure
said or from what the figure did to him. 


“I—” Aref tries to speak again but the figure shushes
him.


“Shh. Speaking will only make it more painful.” Next
comes a long sigh. “You were once strong. Able to resist. Why did you let her
break you?”


“My… family.” Aref chokes out the word, distinctly aware
that the figure just told him not to speak before asking him a question. 


“She threatened your family? That was all it took?” Aref
can’t see the figure but he can sense that it is shaking its head. “Someone so
promising. So strong. So weak. So ineffectual.”


Aref feels his limbs grow numb. He falls back on his
mattress, not even bothering with trying to move. He knows it is useless. The
poison—he doesn’t know the exact type—has worked its way through most of his
body. His brain remains relatively alert even as his internal organs and
autonomic functions begin to shut down. His heartbeat grows erratic, his
breathing slows and he feels his body slip away before him. He tries to move
his lips to tell the figure he is sorry but it is far too late. 


The figure stands slowly and moves out of the shadows. He
places a hand on Aref’s face and closes the dead man’s eyelids. He shakes his
head before sighing, turning around and leaving the dingy basement. Once
outside a pair of men go back into the basement, each of them carrying a can of
gasoline and a lighter. The basement and all of its contents are soon ablaze,
snuffing out all traces of Aref and the fact that he was ever there. 


As Omar watches the flames and contemplates the fate of
his lieutenant he hears the soft padding of approaching footsteps. “Sir. They
have fled. We are pursuing.” The man speaks quietly with a smooth, accented
voice.


Omar nods once. “Ensure you delay them as long as
possible. I will see how fast the timetable can be moved up.” He refuses to
give in to the twinges of doubt that play at the edge of his mind and he
dismisses them as swiftly as they appear. His upper lip curls as he speaks the
nickname he gave to the woman long ago who still dogs him even after all these
years. 


“Stop the shey’taan. No matter the cost.”


 


 


 











Chapter 13


 


“What the hell are you two doing out here?” It had taken a
couple minutes of shouting and swearing on both Linda’s and the airmen’s parts
to get to the point where the airmen were no longer actively pointing their
rifles at Frank and Linda. The one who had shouted at them initially—one Robert
Brightman—was still clearly pissed off, though, and he wanted to know exactly
what they were doing.


“We’re working with the CIA, and we—”


“Your badges make that clear, but that doesn’t answer my
question. Why are you parked out here watching us?”


“Casey Schultz got us this SUV to help us get to the Los
Angeles Port. We’ve been doing surveillance and left there a short time ago
with a man connected to the initial attacks.”


“The… attacks?” Robert shook his head. “You mean the bombs
and biological shit?”


“Exactly.”


He was about to reply when another airman ran up behind him
and tapped him frantically on the shoulder. “We just got word that the port’s
being overrun. We need to get moving right now.”


“The port?” Robert turned back to Frank and Linda. “That’s
where you two were doing surveillance, right? Do you know anything about this?”


Frank and Linda both shook their heads and she replied. “No.
We had a brief run-in with a crowd of survivors just north of the docks,
though. That’s when we lost the suspect connected to the attacks. The crowd
started rushing us and we had to leave in a hurry.” 


“Brightman! We’ve got to go!” Another airman ran up behind
Robert. “A few of them are dispersing from the airfield and heading our way.”


Robert nodded and glanced at Linda and Frank. “Grab your
gear and get into the Humvee. When we get to the rendezvous you can talk to my
lieutenant and explain all this to him.”


The ride through the city was bumpy and fast. As the
landscape changed from thick walls of burned-out residential and commercial
structures into more open areas Frank was the first to spot the cluster of
military vehicles that were parked on a baseball field just off the road.
Instead of stopping near the end of the line with the other vehicles Robert’s
driver took them to the center of the field where a few portable tables had
been set up with maps and communications equipment.


Robert was the first out of the Humvee followed by Frank and
Linda. They both had their packs on their backs and their rifles on their
shoulders making them—aside from the lack of uniforms—blend in moderately well with
the soldiers and airmen. They walked up to the table where Lieutenant Jackson
was listening intently to a woman with a streak of blood across her face and
her arm in a sling.


“We’re still missing a few soldiers but we think they got
out safely. They may have taken the long way around, though, so it could be
another hour before they get here.”


Jackson looked at his watch and furrowed his brow. “We’ll
give them and the others an hour more, max, then we’re moving on the port.”


“Sir?” Robert stepped forward, taking the mention of the
port to jump into the conversation. “I have a couple folks here who have some
information related to the port and the attacks in general.”


Lieutenant Jackson, a short man with bright red hair mostly
covered by a camo-colored cap, turned and looked Frank and Linda over top to
bottom. “You two are?”


“Linda Rollins. Former Marine Raider.” She held out the
badge given to her by Sarah along with the ID card they received at Dulles.
“We’re working on behalf of the CIA to figure out what the hell’s going on in
the country and how to find those responsible for it.”


Jackson glanced at the badge and ID before looking at Frank.
“Frank Richards. Right?”


Frank nodded, somewhat unsure of what to say since he had no
idea how the man in front of him knew his name. Before he or Linda could speak,
though, Lieutenant Jackson turned to speak loudly to the men and women
surrounding him. “All right, everyone. We’re moving out in an hour. Check your
gear and prepare for potential hostile engagements. Details will be coming
before we head out.” He then looked back at Linda and Frank and motioned at
them. “Follow me.”


Frank and Linda followed the lieutenant as he wound through
the lines of vehicles parked in the middle of the field. He stopped in front of
a large bulky truck that looked more like an RV than a cargo vehicle. He opened
a door on the side and stepped in and the pair followed. Inside the vehicle
were rows of seats placed near the walls of the vehicle on which were hung
dozens of large and small computer monitors. A pair of keyboards and a mouse
sat in front of each seat though only a few of them were filled, near the door
where the trio entered. 


Lieutenant Jackson made his way to the far back of the
vehicle where he sat down in one of the chairs and pointed at a pair across
from him. “Sit down.” His tone was neutral but Linda could tell he was studying
them carefully. She wasn’t sure how he knew who Frank was but she decided to
test a hunch.


“How do you know Sarah?” Linda eased into her seat, watching
Jackson’s facial expression. It stayed unchanged except for the slightest
twitch of one of his eyebrows. He stared back at her, studying her as much as
she did him until he nodded, relenting.


“I’ve worked with her on Agency business. Both officially
and unofficially. She managed to contact me directly just before we had to evac
the airfield. I don’t know how she still has access to the Milsat network, but…
yeah.” He cleared his throat. “She told me you two found something out about
the initial attacks. Said it was critically important and that I needed to drop
everything and help you out.” Jackson raised his hands and gestured to his
general surroundings. “We don’t have much to offer and I’m about to dedicate my
men and resources to retaking the port. If you want anything then you’ll need
to make a compelling case that I can run up the food chain.”


“What do you know about a man named Farhad Omar?”


Lieutenant Jackson’s eyebrow twitched again. “I’ve heard
that you have a history with him. You’ve been looking for revenge on him for
something for years.”


Linda ignored the undertone in Jackson’s voice. “Omar’s the
one who set up this whole attack. The initial destruction of our transportation
infrastructure, the biological attacks and the upcoming nuclear attacks.”


“Nuclear?” Jackson’s eyes widened. He glanced down the
length of the vehicle and leaned in, lowering his voice so that the two
soldiers and one airman near the front couldn’t hear him. “What do you mean by
nuclear?”


“Dirty bombs.” Linda whispered back to him. “He’s going to
target the survivor cities with them. It’s likely that they’re already in place
and he’s just waiting for more people to keep filtering in before he sets them
off.”


“No.” Jackson shook his head. “Impossible. We’ve got…
countermeasures for that type of thing.”


“Mobile detection units, yeah.” Linda shrugged. “Doesn’t
matter when he knows their routes.”


“How would he know that?”


“Someone’s working with him on the inside. High enough up to
have access to all that kind of information and more. Someone who’s been
helping him plan his attack and give him and his cronies access to the
country.”


Lieutenant Jackson closed his eyes and sat back in his seat,
trying to process the information Linda had just dumped on him. “I don’t… it
can’t be true.” He shook his head. “The alphabet agencies would have been all
over this.”


“Again, man on the inside. High up. High enough to hide
enough of the pieces that Omar never showed up on peoples’ radar.”


Jackson opened his eyes and stared at Linda and Frank for a
long moment before leaning forward again and speaking in a quiet voice. “I’m
not saying I believe you and what I’m about to tell you never came from me. Got
it?” Frank and Linda both nodded and Jackson continued. “We’ve had some
incidents in a few cities.”


“What kind of incidents?” Frank asked.


Jackson licked his lips, struggling with how to phrase what
he was about to say. “In the cities that were biologically affected there were
post-infection incidents. Attacks on the rescue teams. Groups of heavily armed
men ambushed the search and rescue crews. It seemed as though their goal was to
keep us from saving any survivors of the biological attacks.”


Linda looked at Frank and shook her head. “It’s all a
diversion to push people toward the survivor cities. Corral as many as he can
inside them, make everyone think the cities are the only safe places in the
country.”


“This is something I have to pass up the chain of command.”
Jackson started to stand up but Linda grabbed him by his shirt and pulled him
back down into his seat with a thud. One of the soldiers up front turned and
frowned at the noise but went back to his work after Jackson shot him a dirty
look.


“No!” Linda hissed under her breath. “We can’t be going
around telling people about this willy-nilly!”


“I’m not telling people, I’m passing it up the chain! I’m
trying to get us some help to stop this guy!” 


“Did you miss the part where I told you he has someone on
the inside? Maybe more than just one? Right now the only people who know the
details of this are us three and Sarah. And she’s the only one that has enough
perspective on what’s going on to decide who to tell.”


Jackson arched his back and cracked his neck, bristling at
Linda. “Don’t tell me how to handle my business, Rollins. I’ve got a job—”


“Your job, Jackson, is to honor your oath.” Linda
leaned forward, nearly touching her nose to the lieutenant’s as she snarled at
him. “If you start shouting about this over channels that I guarantee you
someone unsavory is listening to then you’re going to have the blood of
millions on your hands if he decides to set off those bombs prematurely.”


Frank found himself nearly falling out of his chair after
unknowingly leaning away from Linda due to the intensity of how she spoke. She
sat back after finishing her fiery tirade and watched Jackson carefully. She
hadn’t gotten enough of a read on him to know whether he was going to let his
pride get the better of him and do what he wanted regardless of what she said
or whether he would actually listen to her. The seconds stretched on in agony
as they stared each other down before he finally, mercifully, relented.


“Fine.” Jackson shook his head as his shoulders slumped.
“You’d better be right about this.”


“We are.” Linda glanced at Frank, a look of relief washing
over her face. “And thank you.”


“Save it for the court-martial.” The lieutenant took a deep
breath and looked at her again. “So what is it you want me to do?”


After shooing out the two soldiers and the airman from the
vehicle Linda produced the satellite phone from its case and powered it on. She
dialed Sarah’s number as Jackson watched, trying to hide his surprise at seeing
the phone connect to the military’s satellite network. 


“What is it this time?” Sarah wasted no time getting down to
business.


“The situation’s developing rapidly. A couple of big groups
of survivors stormed the airfield and the port. We linked up with Lieutenant
Jackson—”


“I know Jackson. Did he give you any trouble?”


Linda stifled a chuckle. “No, he’s been very helpful.”


“What do you need from me, then?”


“We need a game plan. If Omar’s distributing these bombs to
the survivor cities then we need to get at him.”


“Which we might have been able to do had you not lost Aref.”
Sarah sighed. “I’m working on an alternative angle but you may be able to help
speed it up. At the port, when you talked to the radiation detector operator,
did you get any details from him on the dimensions or visual markings on the
crates that tripped the sensors?”


Linda and Frank glanced at each other. “No, I can’t say we
did, though we didn’t really think of it.”


“I assume Jackson’s been ordered to retake the port?”


“Yes, ma’am.” Lieutenant Jackson leaned towards the phone as
he spoke. “We’ll be leaving in thirty.”


“Good. You need to go with him there. Once they retake the
port either talk to the operator or, if he’s dead, search their records. If we
know what the crates look like or at least get their weight and dimensions then
I can shoot up a flare and get some searches started in the cities.”


“Will do. Do you have any other leads we can pursue to track
down Omar?”


“No. Especially not if Aref’s made it back to him to alert
him to your presence. Speaking of which, you need to prepare for that
eventuality.” Linda felt her stomach drop at Sarah’s words. She hadn’t thought about
Aref making it back to Omar since, during her interrogation, he told her that
Omar had his people split up into cells. With Aref’s escape she had started to
doubt all of the questioning she performed on him and wondered how much of what
he said had actually been true.


“How cheery.” Frank replied. Linda was about to ask Sarah
another question when the door to the vehicle flew open and a soldier
breathlessly ran inside.


“Lieutenant! We have a problem, sir!”


Lieutenant Jackson jumped up and glanced at Frank and Linda.
“We’ll continue this later.” He hurried down to the soldier. “What is it?”


We just lost contact with the patrol on our northern flank,
sir. The loss of communication was accompanied by a brief burst of gunfire.”


“Any visual on the patrol?”


The soldier shook his head. “No, sir. They were two blocks
away. Last check-in was 5 minutes ago when they were turning east.”


Sarah, who had been able to hear the conversation spoke
quickly to Frank and Linda. “You two stay safe. Get to the port and get me
whatever information you have. I’ll be in touch soon.” The line went dead and
Linda quickly put the phone away before joining Frank near Lieutenant Jackson.


“Get everyone on alert,” Jackson said, “but do it quietly.
We may be under surveillance right now and I don’t want them knowing that we
know what’s going on. Move everyone into a defensive position with extra
gunners facing north, but ensure all sides are covered. Get me an exit strategy
from this field, too.”


The soldier nodded. “Yes sir!” He ran out and Jackson turned
to Frank and Linda.


“Keep your heads down and stay in here. Got it? We’re going
to roll out soon and this is the best place you—”


Jackson’s words were cut short by the sharp, shrill whistle
of an incoming projectile followed immediately by the deafening blast and
intense heat of an explosion. The end of the vehicle where the three had been
sitting while talking to Sarah was torn apart by the blast, sending a shower of
hot metal and flames into the air. Frank felt pain in his right side as bits of
metal and plastic caught him on the side of his body, cutting through his pants
and shirt and burning his skin. The concussive force of the blast knocked him,
Linda and Jackson over but aside from a few minor burns and cuts they escaped
relatively unscathed thanks to their distance from the explosion.


“Move!” Linda responded to the blast on instinct, shoving
Jackson through the door and pulling Frank behind her. She pushed and dragged
the two of them down to the next closest vehicle and flipped the safety off on
her rifle which she and Frank had thankfully thought to bring with them when
they got up from their seats just a moment before. Shaking off the ringing in
her ears and the shouts coming from every direction around her Linda crouched
to look up and over the vehicle they were hiding behind as she tried to locate
the source of the gunfire.


On the northern edge of the baseball field a group of
soldiers were firing at a row of abandoned buildings across the street. Flashes
of yellow light illuminated the interior of several of the windows of the
buildings as those inside shot back, keeping the soldiers pinned down and
unable to move from their position behind the field’s concession stands. 


Off to the west toward the airfield a cluster of airmen were
bringing the most heavily armored vehicles around as they worked to form a
half-circle covering the west and north side. They were being engaged by a
group of hostiles that had some sort of high-caliber weaponry. Linda
crouch-walked to the far end of the vehicle and looked out to the west when the
whistle of another rocket-propelled grenade sounded out over her head. She
instinctively dropped to the ground just as the projectile exploded a few dozen
feet beyond the convoy, sending up a shower of pulverized grass and dirt.


“Move out! Move out!” Jackson shouted at his subordinates,
pointing off to the east. “Get off the field and move out to the secondary
rendezvous! Get your asses moving!” He turned and bellowed out the orders at
every man and woman he could see before pushing Frank and Linda to get into the
vehicle the three of them had been hiding behind.


“Where’s the backup site?” Linda slid behind the wheel
before Frank or Jackson managed to do so. She started up the engine and pulled
out, weaving a path between the other vehicles that were either just starting
to move or which were still stationary.


“East, half a klick.”


“In the city?”


“A big parking lot. Drone footage showed it being mostly
empty.”


Linda shook her head. “I don’t like the sound of that. We
should go farther and spread out amongst the buildings. Force them to work to
get to us.”


Jackson looked at Frank then back at Linda, shaking his head
vigorously. “No way! We’ll set up a defensive perimeter there and use the
surrounding buildings as cover. These looters aren’t going to catch us with our
pants down a second time.”


Linda slammed on the brakes and jerked the wheel to the
right, careening wildly around the Humvee in front of them that abruptly turned
into a glowing yellow ball of fire. Metal raked against the windows and armor
of their vehicle and she gritted her teeth as the rough movement sent a
shockwave of pain through her leg. “Seriously, Lieutenant? You think these are
looters? Where’d they get the RPGs?”


“From… the airfield?”


Linda took her eyes off the road just long enough to give
Jackson a death stare, sending him shrinking back into his seat. “Who do you
think they are, then?”


“It’s got to be Omar’s men.” Linda glanced in the side
mirror, silently screaming for the others in the field to move faster. The
soldiers and airmen were dealing with both the attack and with trying to move
off the baseball field without suffering heavy losses. Three more vehicles went
up in flames by the time Linda got to the edge of the field and decided to make
her move.


“Jackson!” Linda shouted at him in the back seat. “Get your
ass on that gun!”


Lieutenant Jackson, while initially taken aback by Linda’s
takeover of the situation, had adjusted to the course of events and understood
immediately what she wanted to do. “Strafe the north side, then head down the
westerly flank?”


“Damn right! We’ll be bobbing and weaving to avoid those
RPGs so make sure you strap in!”


Jackson nodded and unbolted the hatch to the mounted machine
gun on top of the Humvee. A cross between a new and old model, the turret was
completely enclosed on the top and all sides to protect the gunner but it
required manual control to operate versus the remote-controlled systems in the
newer vehicles. It had been a few years since Jackson had last used one of the
turrets but as he fastened the leather straps around his shoulders and waist he
felt his muscle memory engage. 


“Now!” Linda shouted from below and Jackson swiveled the gun
to the right. Flashes of gunfire from the buildings showed him his primary
targets and he squeezed the trigger on the gun’s handle. A spray of .50-caliber
rounds flew forth from the barrel of the gun and into the front of the building
in a long arc. A combination of phosphorous and armor-piercing rounds made for
a stunning—and painful—show for those both inside and outside the building. The
roar of the Humvee’s engine was too loud to hear anything going on outside but
as Frank clung to his seat to avoid smashing into Linda or the passenger door
he could imagine the screams of agony coming from the attackers.


Linda kept the Humvee moving both forward and to the sides,
alternating between slow side-to-side motions and quick ones. She alternated
the speed of the Humvee too, applying the brakes and the gas at random intervals
to try and keep the attackers from hitting them with an RPG. The counterattack
was swift and surprising enough for the attackers that they didn’t get a chance
to return fire on the Humvee, but pulled back instead to avoid being shot. 


It took Linda less than a minute to circle around the north
and west sides of the field as Jackson laid down suppressive fire, but the
distraction was more than adequate. Soldiers and airmen who had been pinned
down by the incoming fire and RPGs quickly loaded into vehicles that roared off
the field heading east. A pair of Humvees broke off from the convoy and
followed in Linda’s path, spraying the buildings with fire before following the
rest of the vehicles in a hasty retreat. 


For a moment Lieutenant Jackson considered ordering a halt
to the retreat so that they could launch a counteroffensive but as they drove
past the field and approached the tail end of the convoy he realized that they
needed more time before they could hope to be successful enough to minimize
their casualties.  


 Several vehicles had either been destroyed or damaged
enough that they were left behind on the baseball field and Linda could see
that more than a few of the ones that were driving away with the convoy had
sustained light and heavy damage. Gunfire mixed with the imprecise RPG fire had
wreaked a moderate amount of havoc on the convoy but thanks to Linda’s quick
thinking and Jackson’s skill on the machine gun far more people survived the
surprise attack than otherwise would have.


“Jackson!” Linda shouted at the lieutenant. He unbuckled
himself from the gun and slid back down into the back seat as she continued.
“When we get there you need to get everyone ready for another assault!”


“Understood.” Jackson nodded, still breathing heavily from
the adrenaline pumping through his veins. 


After a moment’s pause Frank spoke up. “We were right about
these guys being from Omar. I caught a look at some of them in one of the
buildings when Jackson was lighting them up. No way in hell are they looters.”


Linda glanced at Jackson in the rearview mirror. “Aref must
have alerted Omar to our presence. We have to repel their attack and get to the
port as soon as possible. If we don’t…”


Jackson nodded as Linda trailed off. “We’ll make it happen.”


 


 











Chapter 14


 


As Frank pulled into the parking lot Jackson jumped out of
the Humvee and began bellowing out orders. A defensive line quickly formed on
the open side of the lot while squads of soldiers and airmen took cover behind
their vehicles and in the buildings around the edge of the parking space. Frank
parked the Humvee near the edge of the lot by an alley that Linda had pointed
out would offer easy emergency egress should they need it. 


As the soldiers and airmen ran back and forth setting up
their defensive positions Linda and Frank headed over to Jackson who was busy
watching as a small surveillance drone was being prepared for launch. “How high
can that thing go?” Linda pointed at the drone.


“We usually fly these at five hundred to a thousand feet.
They’re still fairly new so there aren’t that many guidelines for them yet.
Mostly we’re just—hey! Get that truck moved over!” Jackson cupped his hands and
shouted at a soldier who was backing a truck up near the entrance to the
parking lot. He shook his head and sighed as the soldier hastily moved the
vehicle. “What I wouldn’t give to have my old guys back. Anyway we started
using these overseas to get real-time info on enemy troop movements.”


“Sounds like just what we need.”


“Yeah except this urban environment isn’t the best for them.
Fly too high and we lose good resolution on the thermals. Too low and we’re
liable to hit a building or power lines.” Jackson and the others stepped back
as the drone’s four propellers spun up and it jumped into the air, soaring high
above the parking lot and quickly out of sight and sound.


“Fast little thing.” Frank whistled.


Jackson looked at Linda and Frank. “Either of you two have
any experience piloting these things? My main pilot caught a couple rounds in
the chest and shoulder while we were evacuating. He’ll be fine but he can’t
pilot for shit with his arm all jacked up.”


Linda shook her head while Frank shrugged. “I toyed around
with them a few years back but never to any serious degree.”


“Good enough.” Jackson pushed Frank in the direction of a
nearby table where a pair of soldiers were working with a joystick and what
looked like a game controller. A small screen displayed two views from the
drone, one from a camera pointed out from the drone’s front and the other a
view from the thermal camera mounted on its belly. “Michaels, get up. Frank’s
got some experience with these things.”


“Oh thank God.” The soldier holding the controller stood up
and handed it to Frank. “Last thing I want to do is crash this thing.”


The soldier holding onto the separate joystick with his left
hand glanced up at Frank, the motion pulling at the bandages around his chest
and arm and making him wince. “Frank? You flown these before?”


Frank looked around at everyone with wide eyes and shook his
head. “Years ago I played around with one for a while. I was looking for some
new hobbies and figured a quadcopter would be fun.”


“Yeah, well I’d be flying it if I had been sitting in the
back seat. As it is all I can do is work the thermal camera here.”


Jackson pushed Frank down into the seat that Michaels had
been occupying and patted him on the shoulder. “Williams is our go-to pilot for
this baby. He’ll help you with whatever you need.” A shout from across the
parking lot drew Jackson’s attention and he turned and ran off to see what was
going on. Linda leaned down and whispered to Frank. 


“You’ve got this, okay? I’m going to go see what’s going on
with the defenses. Jackson’s having a rough time holding things together and I
want to make sure he didn’t miss anything. As soon as you have info on anyone
approaching our position you need to let us know.”


Frank nodded numbly, his eyes glued to the screen in front
of him as his thumbs played with the sticks on the controller. The drone was highly
sensitive to the inputs, zipping back and forth like an over-energetic dog. Memories
of standing in an open field with an RC controller in his hands while a
quadcopter zipped around overhead came back to him and he soon found himself
handling the drone like an expert.


“Nice work.” Williams nodded. He rotated the joystick
controlling the thermal camera. “Take it up another two hundred feet and let’s
do a sweep of the route we took from the baseball field.”


Frank nodded and pushed the drone upward. With Williams
guiding him Frank made several fast passes of the area around the parking lot
over the course of ten minutes. It was on one of the last passes before the
drone needed to be brought back and get new batteries when Williams shouted for
Jackson.


“Lieutenant!” Williams stood up and looked around before
pointing at an airman standing nearby. “Get Lieutenant Jackson right now!”


The airman nodded and dashed off. Jackson ran up a moment
later with Linda following close behind. “What is it? You have something?”


Williams nodded and pointed at the screen displaying the
thermal camera’s view. “Frank, bring it back around like before.” Frank pushed
on the sticks on his controller and the drone zipped to the side. The cold
blacks and dark blues on the thermal camera were suddenly punctuated with large
rectangular blocks of orange and yellow.


“Are those trucks?”


“At least a dozen of them, yes sir.” Williams nodded. “Looks
like a good fifty, maybe seventy-five men. The vehicles appear to have mounted
weaponry, too.”


Jackson groaned and rubbed a hand across his face. “How far
out are they?”


“Four or five blocks. We’ll be hearing their engines soon.”


“Okay. Keep an eye on them and let me know what their
movements are.”


“Sir,” Williams said, swiveling in his seat to look at
Jackson, “we need to bring the drone in and swap out the batteries. We’ve got
five minutes of flight time left.”


“Fine, but do it fast. We need those eyes in the sky.”


Williams looked at Frank. “Bring it home. We’ll get the
batteries changed and get it back up in no time.”


While Frank and Williams focused on getting the drone ready
for another flight Jackson pulled Linda away from the others and spoke to her
in a low voice. “This urban bullshit’s going to be the death of us unless we
have someone guiding us who’s actually experienced. I know about some of the
action you saw during your deployment in Iran, deep in their urban jungle. Any
advice you can give would be appreciated.”


“Keeping the drone up is going to be top priority for the
initial assessment of where they’re going to be. Once they get inside
buildings, though, the drone’s going to be next to useless unless they’re
moving around outside a lot.” Linda turned and pointed at a tall building back
behind the parking lot. “I would get a sniper team up there so they can provide
intel as well as have a firing position on anyone across the street from us. 


“If they’re bringing in mounted weapons then my guess is
they’re going to push an initial assault from the front to cover a flanking
maneuver through the buildings and alleys. If you have any claymores you should
set them up at chokepoints and make sure we’ve got plenty of elevated fire to
take out their mounted gunners. Oh, and Frank and I left our rifles in the
Humvee. Have somebody get us guns with plenty of spare mags.”


 “Third truck down has spare weapons and ammo.” He hesitated
for a second before nodding to her gratefully. “Thank you.” With that the
lieutenant hurried off to give the necessary orders required to carry out
Linda’s suggestions.


Before Jackson had asked for her advice Linda had managed to
avoid thoughts comparing her time in the streets of Iran to what they were
currently going through. Jackson’s reminder and her instinctual evaluation of
what was going on made her glad she could help while at the same time bringing
back more than a few unpleasant memories. 


Ultimately the thing she hated most about what was going on
wasn’t the fight against Omar’s men. It was the knowledge that each moment they
delayed in getting to the docks and continuing their search for the bombs would
mean another moment closer to Omar’s plan being fulfilled. That—more than
anything else in her past—terrified her the most.
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With the conclusion of The Tempest we’ve
reached a critical turning point in the story. Omar’s final phase of his plan
has been discovered and now our heroes are in a race against the clock to keep
this already devastating situation from spiraling even more out of control.


 


As you may or may not know, this book should
have been out a couple of weeks (at least) sooner than it was. I wanted to
expound on why it was so delayed and in doing so hopefully give you some
insights into my process as a writer/author.


 


When I sit down to start a series of books
(or even a standalone book), I generally start with a core idea that gets
fleshed out into something that looks like a distant stepchild of an outline.
From there I will usually try to create an outline for each book while keeping
the overall story (which is what I develop first) in mind. In general I know
what the start and end of my stories will be, but the middle inevitably turns
to be extremely fluid.


 


The latest example of this is No Sanctuary #4
(The Tempest) which ended up going differently than how I originally planned.
My first plan was to basically go light on the revelations surrounding Omar and
Sarah and the planning, plotting and investigation that Frank and Linda perform
and lean more heavily on the more traditional post-apocalyptic types of scenes
that were all over the first three books.


 


As I wrote this book, though, I realized that
telling the story like that was going to completely ruin the setup I had been
giving the backstory for the first three books. Somehow, through some
mysterious method, I had managed to layer a post-apocalyptic story and a
thriller/adventure story together. You might wonder how I did this without
entirely meaning to do so and as I look back on it now I guess that I sort of did
mean to do it, but when I was doing it in the first three books I didn’t quite
realize what I was getting myself into for the next book. 


 


So that’s why a large chunk of The Tempest
steps back a bit from the traditional post-apocalyptic stuff and has what I
think is a more thriller/adventure vibe to it. To put it bluntly, it had to for
the story’s sake. Omar’s too big of a bad guy and his plans are too grandiose
to be put on the back burner and told solely through interludes (what I call
the chapters in italics). I mean he’s one of the main characters in the story!
I didn’t really plan on No Sanctuary having this strong of a mix of
post-apocalyptic and thriller/adventure elements, but I’m really enjoying it. 


 


Are you enjoying the series? I really hope
you are. Of the two post-apocalyptic series I’m writing right now (Surviving
the Fall being my other one), No Sanctuary is the “meatier” of the two.
Surviving the Fall is jam-packed full of action and suspense while No Sanctuary
has a bit of a slower burn. They’ve got two completely different feelings to
their stories and I think that’s a Really Good Thing. (Somewhat random side
note: If you’re wondering what the whole “shey’taan” thing is, it’s basically
Persian for “satan” or “devil.” This is one of those things that I never
imagined having to research for this book but looking back I think it makes it
all the richer to imagine that Omar has this name for Linda because he’s well
aware of how doggedly she’s been pursuing him.)


 


And just in case you need some reassuring:
we’re not abandoning the post-apocalyptic story. Frank and Linda have found an
island of relative calm in the stormy seas of a country that’s been shattered
into a million pieces. That doesn’t mean they’re going to stay on the island
for long. As they continue to pursue Omar they’re going to be confronted with
even more horrors of the end of the world as more and more people pile up in
overcrowded survivor cities and those outside the cities grow even more
desperate.


 


If you enjoyed this story and/or any of my
other stories, you should really sign up for
my newsletter. I send out quick messages a few times a month and I take a
totally different approach to my newsletters than other authors. Where other
authors see a newsletter as a selling tool first and foremost I see it as a way
to connect with my readers first and foremost. I've met some terrific people
(like my AWESOME beta readers) and really enjoy talking to folks who email me.


 


Don't like email newsletters? I also keep my
Facebook page updated and you can message me through there as well if you
prefer FB to email. Feel free to drop me a line via email/FB. I'd love to hear
from you.


 


Catch you in the next book!


 


-Mike


 
















 


Stay
updated on Mike’s books by signing up for the Mike Kraus Reading List.


Just click
right here. 


You’ll
be added to my reading list and I’ll also send you a copy of some of my other
books to say thank you!


(I
hate spam with the burning passion of a thousand suns, and promise that I’ll
never spam you.)


 


 
















 


Books from Mike Kraus


 


Final
Dawn: The Complete Original Series Box Set


Clocking
in at nearly 300,000 words with over 250,000 copies sold, this is the complete
collection of the original bestselling post-apocalyptic Final Dawn series. If
you enjoy gripping, thrilling post-apocalyptic action with compelling and
well-written characters you’ll love Final Dawn.


 


Final
Dawn: Arkhangelsk: The Complete Trilogy Box Set


The
Arkhangelsk Trilogy is the first follow-up series set in the bestselling Final
Dawn universe and delivers more thrills, fun and just a few scares. The crew of
the Russian Typhoon submarine Arkhangelsk travel to a foreign shore in
search of survivors, but what the find threatens their fragile rebuilding
efforts in the post-apocalyptic world.


 


Surviving
the Fall


Surviving
the Fall is an episodic post-apocalyptic series that follows Rick and Dianne
Waters as they struggle to survive after a devastating and mysterious worldwide
attack. Trapped on the opposite side of the country from his family, Rick must
fight to get home while his wife and children struggle to survive as danger
lurks around every corner.


 


Prip’Yat: The Beast of Chernobyl


Two
teens and two Spetsnaz officers travel to the town of Prip’Yat set just outside
the remains of the Chernobyl power plant. The teens are there for a night of
exploration. The special forces are there to pursue a creature that shouldn’t
exist. This short thriller set around the site of the Chernobyl nuclear
disaster will keep your heart racing right through to the very end.
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