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Preface


 


After meeting up with Sarah, Linda’s mysterious CIA friend
who helped her in the past, Frank found himself in the position of both trying
to save Linda and explain to Sarah what exactly was going on. After
establishing that Frank was not a threat, Sarah helped nurse Linda back to
health before sending her and Frank out to Los Angeles to investigate
information related to the suspected bombs that they believe Farhad Omar
brought into the country.


 


After interrogating one of Farhad’s lieutenants and
obtaining traces of information about the bombs, Linda and Frank linked up with
an Army convoy led by Lieutenant Jackson. Their meeting came about at a time
when survivors of the fires that swept across Los Angeles and Long Beach were
raiding the Long Beach airport for food and other supplies. As Linda and Frank
tried to convince Jackson that the threat from Omar was both real and imminent,
they were ambushed by a group of terrorists sent by Omar specifically to kill
both Linda and Frank. While they survived the first attack, the terrorists
regrouped and are preparing to launch another assault to destroy their
enemies….


 


And now, No Sanctuary #5: The Gauntlet. 


 











Chapter 1


 


“They’re almost here!” 


Linda turned around at the sound of Williams’ shout and
called back to him. “Copy!” She held a two-way radio up to her mouth and
depressed the microphone, looking up at the twelve-story office tower behind
the parking lot. “Sniper team, are you in position?”


The answer was accompanied by a burst of static. “In
position and ready to rock. We’ve got eyes on targets.”


“Wait to engage until their trucks roll in.”


“Copy.”


Linda jogged over to Jackson, who was standing at the front
of a Humvee along with several soldiers and airmen. “Snipers are in position.
They’ve spotted ground troops moving in. Are the chokepoints ready?”


Jackson nodded and pointed to a crude drawing on the hood of
the Humvee that outlined the parking lot and surrounding area. “We’ve got
wreckage blocking this side alley and the building entrances are lined with
claymores.”


“Good. They’ll likely start with sending in ground forces,
then they’ll graduate to vehicles or RPGs once they test our strength. Whatever
you do just make sure you don’t throw everything we’ve got at them up front.”


“What’s the split between the elevated firing positions and
boots on the ground?”


“Sixty-forty, like you said.”


Linda nodded. “Good. I’m going to watch the drone with Frank
and Williams.”


“I’ll be over in a second.”


Linda patted Jackson on the back and ran over toward where
Frank and Williams were sitting. Frank’s eyes were glued to his screen as he
guided the small military drone above the city, watching the incoming troops.
She sat down next to him and watched the images of the vehicles and individuals
moving around, appearing as white-hot images against a cold black and blue
background.


“How much longer?”


“Five minutes. Probably less.” Williams answered as Frank
executed a low dive over the troops, biting his lip as he slipped the drone
between a pair of dangling power lines hanging over the street. “This sucker’s
maneuverability is incredible.” Frank mumbled to himself. Next to him, Williams
toggled the thermal camera off, giving them a more detailed view of the
soldiers.


“Looks like rifles and a few RPGs. Trucks with mounted
guns.” Williams pointed at the screen as Frank flew the drone over the enemy’s
heads before pulling back on the stick, sending the small craft rocketing up
into the air before any of the men on the ground noticed it was there.


“There’s a lot of them. More than we saw earlier.” Linda
looked at Williams. “Any estimates?”


“We guessed seventy-five or so last time. I’d say another
fifty on top of that. And half a dozen more vehicles.”


“A hundred and twenty-five men and eighteen vehicles?” Linda
groaned. “What hole in the ground did these guys all crawl out of?”


“Beats me.” Williams shook his head.


“Hey!” Frank took one hand off the controls in his hand and
pointed at the screen. “They’re almost to the perimeter!”


Linda jumped up and looked around. She was about to start
running toward Jackson when she saw him heading in her direction, a concerned
look on his face as he saw her standing up. “What’s up, Rollins?”


“They’re here.”


Jackson nodded and spoke into his radio. “Attention all
units. Enemy forces are outside our perimeter. Hold fire until you are
otherwise ordered to do so. Ground units, you have clearance to engage at
will.”


Jackson waved an arm in the air and shouted at the soldiers
who were milling around the cluster of vehicles in the parking lot. “Move out!
Get to defensive positions right now!”


While Williams and Frank moved their equipment to the back
of the parking lot behind a ring of heavily armored vehicles, Jackson and Linda
helped round up a few stray soldiers who were still moving vehicles and
checking their weapons. The five minutes predicted by Williams came and went
without incident and Linda was about to run back to them to see if they had any
further updates when her radio crackled and Williams’ voice came over the line.


“Here they come!”


The chaos began approximately seven seconds after his
warning. 


Private Dan Tucker crouched in the dark hallway of a
building on the far side of the street, just across from the parking lot. The
doorway at the far end of the hall had long since been torn off, making it the
perfect entrance for anyone trying to sneak up on the parking lot without being
seen. The hall, like many of the entrances of the buildings in the area around
the parking lot, had been rigged with explosive devices that would go off if
their laser tripwires were crossed. The soft red beams coming from the
explosives were just barely visible down the hall thanks to the light amount of
dust gently floating through the air.


Footsteps and whispers in a foreign language drifted down
the hall, alerting Tucker to the imminent arrival of the enemy. He looked back
at the three soldiers crouched behind him and motioned for them to get ready.
They, like him, were all young, low in rank and had barely seen any combat
since joining the Army less than a year ago. The ambush a short time earlier
had been their first real combat experience and they were more than a little
nervous about what was to come.


Tucker was about to whisper a few words of encouragement to
the others when nearby footsteps were immediately followed by a deafening
explosion. With the laser tripwires on the Claymores having been crossed by
some unfortunate soul, a combination of metal spheres and conventional
explosives rocked the hallway. The spheres acted like slugs from a shotgun,
blasting out from the device and tearing through flesh and bone like tissue
paper. The conventional explosives sent out a massive shockwave, tearing apart
eardrums and vital organs as a small ball of fire plumed outward.


Despite the hearing protection worn by Tucker and the
soldiers with him, all four men found their ears ringing after the explosion.
Tucker peeked out from his cover after the Claymore went off to see three
bloody bodies on the floor down the hall with several more men beyond them,
still on their feet. With a shout, Tucker and the other soldiers took aim and
added a healthy dose of lead to the mix.


Similar scenes took place nearly simultaneously in the
buildings around the parking lot. The dull explosions echoed out from the
buildings, breaking the tense silence that had settled around those in the lot,
the elevated positions and in the tower. The time for hasty preparation was
over and Linda was about to find out just how well her strategy was going to
work. 


Jackson and a pair of airmen worked the radios as the
explosions went off, keeping in touch with the soldiers in the halls. Bursts of
gunfire made Frank flinch but he kept the drone steady, trying to get an eye on
what the enemy was doing next. Linda stood near Frank and Jackson, her rifle
hanging from one shoulder while she idly chewed on the thumbnail of her free
hand. Each shot and explosion made her want to go get involved in the fight
more than ever before and she had to resist the temptation so that she could
continue handing out advice and orders to Jackson and the others.


Taking a leadership role hadn’t been Linda’s desire. On the
contrary, during her time in the sand she had vastly preferred carrying a rifle
and a hundred-pound bag on her back to sitting in an armored vehicle or an
office trying to decide who would live and who would die. Formulating a plan,
strategizing and deciding who would go where and do what was something she was
good at. What she preferred, though, was carrying out those orders. There was
no responsibility for dozens or hundreds of lives hanging over her when she was
another pair of boots on the ground. There was only her duty to obey her
orders, help the members of her squad and her responsibility to complete her
mission.


A tap on Linda’s shoulder pulled her out of her reverie. She
blinked several times and turned around to face Jackson, nearly forgetting
where she was for half an instant. “Rollins? You okay?” Jackson’s eyebrow was
raised and he shook his head, dismissing his own question before continuing. “Ground
teams are holding. Minimal causalities. It looks like the initial assault was
repelled.”


“Good,” Linda nodded. “They’ll probably pull back for a
minute, regroup and then try to break through with the trucks. Is everyone in
hard cover?”


Jackson was about to respond in the affirmative when a loud
crash of metal on metal came from the far end of the parking lot, along the
road. Several engines accompanied the crash as a group of trucks rammed the
makeshift barricades set up by the soldiers and airmen. Another crash came from
the opposite end of the road a second later as a second group of trucks came
through. Both groups converged on the parking lot, stopping at the perimeter of
vehicles parked near the road.


Gunfire from the vehicles began as soon as they stopped in
front of the parking lot. Fifty-caliber rounds sprayed from the guns mounted in
the backs of the light pickups, their operators swaying and rocking as they
twisted the weapons back and forth. The gunfire was intense but lacked
direction or focus and Linda almost immediately realized what they were doing.


“Jackson!” She shouted at the man crouched nearby, hiding
behind a nearby armored vehicle.


“What is it?” He yelled back, straining his voice over the
thundering booms of the guns.


“They’re trying to sneak people in under cover of fire! We
need to take out those gunners right now!”


Jackson turned toward the buildings to the sides of the
parking lot, shouting into the radio as he watched the positions where the
elevated shooters were still in cover. “Open fire on the trucks! Ground units,
watch our flanks! Snipers take out the gunners and call out anyone you see
trying to get in behind us!”


With everyone in cover, the trucks had nothing in particular
to shoot at. As the majority of the troops began to return fire on the trucks,
though, the gunners began directing their fire as they focused on those in
elevated positions. Two machine guns swept across the right-most building,
shattering glass and shredding particleboard desks and tables. Several other
vehicles began moving forward, pushing against the parked vehicles to make a
path through into the parking lot as they focused on keeping the soldiers at
ground level pinned down.


Linda sat next to Frank, watching the video from the drone
as she contemplated joining in the fray when a loud crack cut through the roar
of the machine guns. She smiled coldly as the video showed one of the gunners
in the trucks slump over to the side and fall out, his head having been turned
into a fine pink mist. She looked up at the tower behind the lot and saw muzzle
flashes from inside one of the floors, evidence that the sniper team was
working their magic. The number of gunners in the trucks quickly dwindled until
it was just three left who were out of sight of the tower. Half of the drivers
of the trucks whose gunners had been killed were also dead, either from the
sniper team or from the other soldiers clustered around the area. 


With the battle looking like it was starting to reach its
conclusion, Linda looked back at the video screen and tapped Frank on the
shoulder. “Pull it up; get a wider angle on us, would you?”


Frank glanced at Williams who nodded in agreement. Frank
pushed the throttle on the craft and it rose higher into the air, turning the
people-shaped blobs on the thermal imager into smaller, less distinct blobs. Linda
scanned the screen carefully before shouting at Jackson. “I think it looks
clear here! Any word on flanking movements?”


Jackson shook his head. “Nothing.” He depressed the button
on his radio and was about to send out a request for everyone to check in when
the sound of a loud hissing made Linda dive forward, screaming at everyone
within earshot to get down on the ground. 


The rocket-propelled grenade hit one of the large trucks,
turning it into a fireball and throwing everyone near away with the force of
the blast. Jackson was knocked onto his side, the radio falling from his hand
and smashing against the rough asphalt. Linda jumped onto Frank’s back, pushing
him down to the ground and shielding him from any shrapnel that might be
heading in their direction. 


Linda’s reflexes upon hearing the activation of the rocket
were lightning-quick and were the only reason she and Frank
didn’t—literally—lose their heads. She felt a whoosh overhead as the
hood of the truck sailed through the air, clipping the top of Williams’ head
and sending him falling to the ground with a gut-wrenching crunch. Intense
sound and heat flared up for a few seconds before dying down, and while all
Linda wanted to do was lay still in the fetal position she still had a job to
do.


“Move!” Linda screamed as she staggered to her feet, looking
around to try and figure out where the rocket had come from. Based on the sound
and the orientation of the impact it looked like the origin was on the southern
side of the lot, perhaps from one of the buildings where troops had been
established on the ground floor and in elevated positions. Remembering back to
when she had called out the trucks as a distraction, Linda realized that the
troops in the southern buildings must have been overrun by the attackers who then
set themselves up in an elevated position to fire down on the parking lot and
across to the other buildings.


“Get to cover! Attackers to the south!” Linda screamed again
as she pulled Frank to his feet. Another rocket hissed by overhead, slamming
into the face of one of the northern buildings. Faint screams of pain and
surprise accompanied the deafening explosion, and Linda realized that unless
something was immediately done they would suffer even heavier losses.


Linda picked up her rifle from where it had tumbled onto the
ground and slapped at her pockets, checking to make sure she still had spare
magazines. A hand caught her from behind just before she ran out from cover and
she stopped and turned to find Frank staring at her. He was breathing rapidly and
bleeding from a long scrape down his head and face from where she had pushed
him onto the ground.


“You going after them?” Linda nodded and he took a deep
breath. “Good. I’m coming with.”


Linda started to argue, but as he grabbed his rifle off of
the ground she realized that it would be both pointless and a waste of precious
time that they did not have. “Keep up, stay close and don’t get shot. Got it?” 


Frank thumbed the safety off on his rifle and nodded at her.
“Go.”


*** 


Linda and Frank advanced quickly through the southern
building, stopping only for a few seconds to check half a dozen soldier and
airmen whose bloodied bodies lay strewn near a stairwell. Linda grimaced as she
moved between the men. “All dead. Damn.” She crouched near the bodies for a moment
before beckoning Frank to continue following. “We can’t do anything for them.
Come on.”


Another RPG hit the far side of the parking lot as they
ascended the stairs, the explosion muffled by the walls but still loud due to
its close proximity. Frank adjusted his grip on his rifle, nervous sweat
dripping from every pore on his body. “How close are they?” he whispered at
Linda. 


“Next floor up,” she pointed at the ceiling and held a
finger to her lips. He nodded and followed her up, keeping his rifle aimed low
at the ground to avoid any friendly-fire incidents.


At the top of the stairs Linda put her body against the edge
of the doorframe and slowly rotated her head around until she could see down
the hall. The door had been blown off of its hinges either by the Claymores or
by the attackers, giving her a perfect view down the hall. Several more
bloodied bodies of fallen soldiers and airmen lay strewn on the floor. She
clenched her jaw as she saw them, then her whole frame tensed up as she looked
beyond.


A dozen men or more stood in the hall, clustered together in
two groups. She could see that every man was armed with a rifle, though one man
in each group also wielded an RPG that his comrades were helping to reload
after he fired it upon the people in the parking lot below. While leaning out
into the hall and opening fire would—under any other circumstances—be a
ludicrous suggestion that she wouldn’t dream of carrying out, each RPG that the
men were allowed to fire down at the parking lot was potentially another
cluster of deaths that could be avoided if she were to act quickly.


Linda was just starting to turn and raise her rifle when
Frank’s hands grabbed her around her arms and chest. He pulled her back
sharply, nearly causing her to drop her rifle. The noise of their scuffle was
masked by the noise of the men down the hall and she cringed as another RPG was
fired through a window and it was followed by a nearby explosion.


“What the hell, Frank?” Linda hissed in his ear as she broke
free of his grip and whirled to face him.


“Stop!” Frank’s eyes were wide as he replied. “If you open
fire now they’ll just send one of those things down the hall at us!”


Linda was too embarrassed to admit that Frank was right and
she fought back against a sick feeling in her gut that she had just narrowly
avoided death thanks to his intervention. 


“Don’t you have a grenade or something?” Frank whispered at
her again.


“No,” she shook her head, “but I think they might have
something even better.” Linda turned and peeked around the doorframe again, her
searching gaze flitting across and around the feet of the attackers in the
hall. A dark green canvas bag sat behind each of the RPG wielders and she
smiled coldly as she watched one of the men reach into the bag closest to her
and Frank and pull out the familiar black RPG and pass it to the man holding
the launcher.


“Cover your ears.” Linda spoke with a grin that bordered on
the maniacal. “This is going to be loud.”


Rocket-propelled grenades, like many other types of
explosives, are designed to be extremely stable at all times before they are
used against a target. Explosives that detonate prematurely or from rough
handling just aren’t very good in a combat situation. Under normal
circumstances, a direct shot from a bullet would either bounce off of or
harmlessly penetrate through an explosive since, without the fuse or primer
going off, there wouldn’t be enough energy from the bullet to cause the
explosive to detonate.


Firing at a cache of twenty-five-year-old RPGs sitting
clustered together in a canvas bag after they’ve been hauled around for an
indeterminate amount of time by people who don’t really understand their
destructive capabilities is not a ‘normal circumstances’ type of situation.
When Linda squeezed the trigger and sent several rounds into the bag, she
half-expected her plan to fail and for the men to send an RPG hurtling down the
hallway to engulf both herself and Frank in a ball of fire. Fortune, however,
was on her side.


The third bullet to enter the bag slipped between a seam in
the metal around one of the RPGs, tearing it open and igniting the fuse inside.
The initial explosion would have been devastating to the cluster of men around
it but the detonation of a few dozen RPGs simultaneously generated enough force
to blow a swimming-pool-sized hole in the side of the building.


The flames and the force of the explosion sent the men
farther down the hall flying, gravely injuring two and killing the rest. Those
who were standing near the first bag were virtually disintegrated, their bodies
and clothing liquified, burned up or thrown far enough from the source of the
explosion that they would never be able to be identified.


Though Linda and Frank were down the hall and in good cover
compared to the attackers, they too felt the force of the explosion. Frank’s
teeth and chest rattled from the blast and Linda covered her ears and turned
away from the doorway, feeling a blast of wind and debris pass by inches from
her back. The majority of the force of the explosion went out the sides and top
of the building but there was enough energy in the blast that most of the
soldiers in the area not only heard but felt the rumble of the explosion as
well.


Linda stood a few seconds after the explosion was finished
and she felt a familiar hand on her shoulder. Frank stood behind her, his face
covered in dirt and grime, looking her over from head to toe. “You okay?” Frank
spoke loudly though Linda was still having trouble hearing him due to the
ringing in her ears. She nodded slowly and pointed at him, silently asking him
the same question.


“I’m fine,” he said. “But I can’t believe that worked!”


Linda looked around the doorframe, peering down the hall
alongside Frank and nodding with satisfaction. “Same here. No time to dawdle
around, though.” Linda took her radio off of her belt and keyed the mic. “All
units, this is Rollins. Attackers in the south building are down.” She crept
down the hall, looking through the massive hole in the wall out into the
parking lot while being cautious not to fall through down into the next floor.
“I still see stragglers along the north side and a couple at the vehicles.
Jackson, I suggest we try and capture them for a little bit of intel.”


Down in the parking lot, Jackson grabbed a radio from a
nearby airman and listened to Linda’s broadcast. The explosion in the building
had caught everyone off-guard but they were all thrilled to hear that the
attackers were dead. Their joy was short-lived, though, due to the number of
wounded and dead they had to deal with. 


“Rollins, this is Jackson,” he replied back, looking around
the parking lot at the devastation wreaked upon the men and women under his
command. “Nice work up there. I’ve got a team chasing down the stragglers. All
units, anyone not currently chasing down those bastards needs to be working
triage right now!”


With ringing still in their ears, Frank and Linda made their
way back down the stairwell and out into the parking lot. While the pair of
them had nearly died from the RPGs during the attack, neither realized the sheer
magnitude of the destruction until they were out walking amongst it without
being under fire. Vehicles of all types were blown apart, their components
twisted, blackened and scattered to the winds. Large craters in the asphalt
denoted spots where the RPGs hadn’t quite hit their mark while dark red puddles
next to Army-green blankets draped over still forms told sadder tales. 


Linda and Frank walked through the rapidly-growing crowd of
soldiers and airmen as they searched for any injured that had been overlooked.
A groan from beneath a half-destroyed truck drew Linda’s attention and she
crouched down to see a man pinned beneath the vehicle, still alive but covered
in blood and breathing heavily. 


“Son of a…” Linda cursed under her breath and turned to
scream at a few soldiers running nearby. “Help me get this off of him!” With
help from Frank and Linda, the soldiers managed to get the truck lifted off of
the injured man and a medic moved him to the side and began tending to his
wounds. The sight of the gravely injured man made Linda’s blood boil and she
left his side, heading to the north side of the parking lot where a few stray
attackers had been spotted. Frank followed behind her, keeping quiet as he
tried to figure out what they were doing until he couldn’t contain his question
any longer.


“Linda? Where are we going?”


“To find them.” Her response was a guttural growl, containing
the fury of a woman who had been dragged through hell multiple times and was
finding herself being pulled back in once again.


“Find… who?”


“Any of those assholes. If they’re still alive.”


Frank shook his head as he trailed behind Linda,
sidestepping soldiers limping along and carrying stretchers with their injured
comrades. The pair passed through the northern set of buildings and heard
several men shouting a short distance ahead. They both readied their weapons
and broke into a run, weaving down the alley until they saw the source of the
commotion on the open street ahead.


A group of soldiers were clustered around a body on the ground,
and for a second Linda thought it was one of their comrades who was down. When
one of the soldiers kicked at the legs of the person on the ground, though, she
realized that it must be one of the attackers.


“Hey!” Linda shouted as she ran toward the soldiers, Frank
still doggedly keeping up behind her. “What happened here? You were supposed to
get one of them alive!”


The soldiers spread apart and one of them shrugged as he
gestured to the corpse on the ground. “We tried, ma’am. He had other plans.”


Linda looked at the man lying on the ground and ground her
teeth together when she saw the self-inflicted bullet wound in the side of his
head and the revolver lying on the ground a few inches from his right hand. 


“We tried to stop them, but once they realized they were
cornered they just… yeah. All of them at once.” The soldier knelt down next to
the body and shook his head. “Damnedest thing I’ve seen, too.”


“They had orders,” Linda said, shaking her head in disgust.
“There are more, though?”


“At least two. Maybe three?” The soldier shook his head.
“They’re down just a bit, with the next squad.”


Linda nodded and motioned at Frank. “Stay here, search this
guy’s body. Look for any clues you can. Phones, notebooks, wallets; anything at
all that could help us. I’ll go search the others.”


Frank grimaced as Linda ran off. He knelt down slowly and
reached for the body before pulling his hands back in disgust. He repeated this
motion twice more before there was a gentle tap on his shoulder. He looked back
to see one of the soldiers looking at him sympathetically as he held out a pair
of black disposable gloves for Frank to take.


“Here, try these.”


“Oh thank goodness,” Frank sighed with relief. The soldier
nodded in response before turning away to talk with the others. Frank pulled on
the gloves and began picking at the dead man’s clothing which was already
starting to absorb the blood that was pooling out onto the asphalt. The man’s
jacket pockets contained no documents, electronics, keys or anything that Frank
would normally expect to find on a person and he found the same in the man’s
pants and shirt as well. He stood up and took off the gloves, threw them on the
ground and hurried off to find Linda, only to have her nearly barrel into him
as she ran out of an alley.


Linda’s face was ashen and in her right hand she held a
small bundle of papers with an iron grip. Frank looked at her with concern.
“What’s going on? Did you find something?”


“Did he have anything on him? The one you checked, I mean.”


“Nothing,” he replied.


“Neither did the others. Except for one of them. And he had
these.” Linda held the papers up and shook them at Frank.


“What are they?”


Linda flipped through the pages of text and handwritten maps
and spoke with a lowered voice, glancing around to see if any of the soldiers
were listening in. “They’re orders, Frank. Orders from Omar himself telling these
guys to track us down. Us.” Frank felt a chill run up his spine as Linda
continued. “This wasn’t just an attack on the military or the country or
anything like that. It was an attack directed specifically at us. Omar wants
both of us dead.”


To emphasize her point, Linda pulled out a small shiny piece
of paper from the bottom of the bundle. On the front of the glossy page were
two color photographs. The first was of Linda, dressed in her Marine uniform
and smiling at the camera. The second was of Frank, taken a few months before
he had been let go from his job when HR had gone around with a cheap camera to
update the company’s website. Frank gulped hard at the sight of his picture,
both confused about why it was in the bundle and wondering how on earth someone
could have gotten their hands on it.


“Linda?” Frank spoke nervously, asking a question that he
never imagined he’d be asking. “Why did one of Omar’s men have my picture?”


 


 











Chapter 2


 


“I don’t know what else to say.” Jackson shook his head as
he leafed through the small stack of papers Linda had taken off of the body of
one of the attackers.


“How can you think they’re fake?” Linda scoffed at him. 


“Why would Omar, a master tactician and someone who’s
clearly very good at what he does, leave something like this with one of
his men? Why not just give them orders to kill you two and leave it at that?”


“Because,” she scooped up the pages as she replied, “he knew
that if they succeeded then it wouldn’t matter. And if they failed he wanted to
send a message to us, telling us that he knows we’re onto him.”


Jackson rubbed his eyes and ran a hand through his hair as
he tried to make sense of the situation. Frank, meanwhile, stood off to the
side as he nervously chewed on his thumbnail and tried not to completely freak
out at the thought that a terrorist had managed to find out who he was and
obtain a picture of him. The back and forth between Linda and Jackson did nothing
to calm his nerves and their latest exchange had him on edge.


“Jackson?” Frank stepped forward and spoke with a hesitant
tone. “Question for you.”


“Shoot.”


“If this is fake, then how do they have a picture of me from
so long ago? This was taken back when I worked as an accountant. Just… can you
explain that one to me?”


“Easy,” Linda interjected herself into the conversation
before Jackson could reply. “It’s not a fake.”


“That still doesn’t tell me how they got my picture. Yours I
understand. You’ve been chasing this guy for years. But why me? I never even met
you before all of this crap started!” Frank didn’t realize until his last few
words that he was steadily increasing in pitch and volume. He cleared his
throat and looked at Linda and Jackson expectantly. 


“Rollins?” Jackson looked at Linda. She, in turn, pulled out
the photo of herself and Frank and stared at it for several seconds before
responding.


“There’s a leak somewhere.”


“No kidding!” Frank shook his head. “Sarah told us that
much!”


“No,” she shook her head, “I don’t mean a leak at the top. I
mean someone on the ground. Someone who met us, got your name, passed it on to
them and they did background research on you.”


“How would they even pull something like this? It’s from my
old accounting firm’s website.”


“From what I’ve heard a decent portion of the web is still
up and running.” Jackson rocked his head back and forth as he thought aloud.
“Most of the US-based web is down but there are plenty of caching services and
non-US sites are still functional. Anything that was in the US but replicated
or hosted in other countries could be accessible.” He scratched his chin and
plucked the photo from Linda’s hand. “Still, the level of access this guy would
have to have just to get your name is ridiculous. How do you even stop a spy
operation like that?”


Linda felt her blood run cold as another possibility
presented itself. “Maybe they don’t know they’re part of the operation.” Both
men looked at her silently, wondering what she meant. “What if,” she continued,
“The people who have been passing on the information are just doing their jobs?
They’re following instructions given to them by people higher on the chain of
command than they are…”


“But in reality they’re just passing along information to
whoever the traitor is.” Frank finished the thought and shook his head in
disbelief. “That…would be insane.”


“It’s also a lot simpler than turning a bunch of low level
people and risk having them divulge what’s really going on.”


“This doesn’t really help us figure out what to do next,
though.” Jackson handed the photo back to Linda. “Especially since Omar knows
you’re after him.”


“Oh we know what to do. We stick to our plan.” Linda folded
the papers and photograph and tucked them away in her jacket. “We get to the
docks, look for information on the crates and get that to Sarah so she can have
anyone with a functioning pair of eyes start looking for them.”


“And what about Omar?”


“What about him?” Linda snorted in response to Jackson’s
question. “So he knows we’re after him. Big deal. All that’s going to do is
accelerate his plans. We can’t do anything about that except work twice as hard
at finding him and stopping said plans.”


Jackson stared at the ground for a long moment before
nodding slowly. “All right. We’ll do it.”


“What’s the status on the injured? Do we have enough people
to head out to the docks?” Linda looked around at the soldiers and airmen in
the parking lot, many of whom were injured or assisting those who were.


“We’re getting reinforcements in a couple hours. They won’t
be much but they’ll have enough vehicles with them to get the injured out to
some real hospitals. Once that happens I’ll take anyone still able to walk and
carry a rifle, load them up and we’ll head to the docks.”


“A couple hours?” Linda looked at her watch.


“It’s the best I can do, Rollins. As important as this is,
my people come first. You know that.”


Linda took a deep breath and nodded. “Absolutely. How can we
help?”


*** 


With nothing to do until the reinforcements showed up, Frank
and Linda busied themselves with assisting the injured soldiers and airmen who
still required attention. Most everyone had suffered some small injury, whether
it was a cut or abrasions due to the RPG fire, but many had sustained far worse
injuries. The total number of dead was sixteen with another eight critically
wounded. Of the original group that had left the airfield there were only
thirty-five men and women who were still in good physical fighting condition.


The strain of being out in a hostile environment—especially
when it was on American soil—wore on the morale of the survivors, as did seeing
what their enemies had managed to do between the two attacks. Jackson, Frank
and Linda were the only ones who knew the full extent of the details about the
man responsible for the attacks and none of them wanted that situation to
change. 


With Williams dead, Frank took over the drone and sent it
back into the sky. He swept the area with thermal cameras, helping to cover
gaps in the defenses and provide an early warning for any more potential
aggressors. Splitting his attention between the drone’s location and the live
video feed took some getting used to but keeping the craft flying high above
power lines and buildings made controlling the craft somewhat easier. 


Linda, meanwhile, stuck close to a medic by the name of
Gutierrez. The two women wore white plastic gloves and moved between patients
as they evaluated injuries, dispersed medication and tried their level best to
keep the most seriously injured from bleeding out until backup arrived. Working
on the other side of the hospital bed was a change of pace for Linda after her
experience being shot and she was grateful for the fact that she wasn’t lying
on her back wondering when she’d feel well again. 


It was just over three hours later when the sound of distant
diesel engines sent up a shout of joy from the survivors in the parking lot. The
reinforcements had broken off from a larger force moving into San Diego in an
attempt to establish control of port facilities in that location after the Long
Beach port and airfield were both compromised. Over a hundred soldiers and
Marines descended on the parking lot, encircling it and quickly transporting
the injured to a pair of advanced trauma vehicles. Miniature hospitals on wheels,
the trauma vehicles were equipped with state of the art equipment and supplies
that would allow the injured to be treated for their wounds on the spot, since
the chances of any of them making it to a hospital were slim to none. 


As everyone worked, Linda and Frank stood together off to
the side until they spotted Lieutenant Jackson in the middle of a heated
discussion with another officer from the reinforcement convoy. They wandered
toward the pair until they were close enough to hear what was going on.


“Jackson, this is insane. You’re low on supplies, your
people have been through hell and we’re here to reinforce you! Let us take
point on this!”


“I appreciate the offer. Truly, I do. But this is our fight
right now.”


There was a long, uncomfortable silence before the other
officer sighed in resignation. “You won’t change your mind on this, huh?”


Jackson gave a slight smile as he shook his head. “Nope.
Sorry.”


“Yeah, I’m sure. Look, have your guys take what they need
from us. Make sure you have enough ammo, food and water to last you however
long this secret mission will take. We’ll get your people taken care of and
back to safety.”


“Thank you.” Jackson nodded at his counterpart and the pair
shook hands before parting ways. Jackson looked around with a grim look on his
face as he walked through the parking lot until he spotted Frank and Linda,
both of whom were doing a terrible job of looking nonchalant. Jackson rolled
his eyes at them as he approached. “How much did you hear?”


“Enough.” Linda reached out and put a sympathetic hand on
Jackson’s arm. “We appreciate you staying with us. I know what it’s like to
lose people.”


Jackson sighed and shook his head, dismissing the thoughts
before they could overcome him. “There’ll be a time for remembering, later, once
this is settled. We have a job to finish first, though. You two ready to get
moving?”


*** 


Twenty minutes later, as the reinforcements were still
working to treat the wounded and collect the remains of the fallen soldiers and
airmen, five vehicles rolled out of the parking lot and headed back toward the
west. Four Humvees and one APC—the only one that had survived the attacks
undamaged—traveled backwards along the path they had taken not too long ago,
winding their way toward the Long Beach dockyard and whatever awaited them
there. 


Linda, Frank and Jackson rode in the second Humvee and
another twenty troops were spread out across the rest of the vehicles, each of
them armed to the teeth and looking to exact vengeance for their fallen
brothers and sisters. Jackson sat behind the wheel as he, Frank and Linda
conversed, trying to decide what their moves would be once they entered the
docks. A short time ago Jackson had been the outsider but as far as Linda and
Frank were concerned he was one of them. 


“She wants what, the general description of the crates,
right?” Jackson spoke loudly over the roar of the engines.


“Any and every detail we can get. Weight, dimensions, color,
patterns; anything that can be broadcast out and be used as a way to start
searching for them.”


“I hope to heaven that kind of info is even available at the
dockyard.” Jackson shook his head. “Though that might not matter much if the
people who overran the port destroyed everything.”


“How far out are we?” Frank checked his watch and looked up
at the sky. The new day had brought with it a dazzling array of purples, pinks
and blues as the sun lazily rose into the sky. A feeling of general exhaustion
washed over Frank as he focused on the outside world, but he fought against it
with thoughts of the fights that were sure to come and with the help of another
mouthful of stale, lukewarm coffee. His short stint as a trucker hadn’t
adequately prepared him for going so long and hard without sleep, but he wasn’t
about to be the one holding everyone else back.


“Five minutes,” Jackson replied. He picked up a radio and
held the microphone to his mouth, scanning the buildings around them as they
drove along. “Look alive, people. We’re five minutes out. Gunners keep eyes on
the windows and rooftops. When we get to the port keep your safeties off and be
ready for a fight. These might just be civvies who overran it but it might be
more of the bastards from before.”


A chorus of acknowledgements came back through the radio and
Jackson nodded in satisfaction. “All right, you two. Listen up. Keep your
helmets on and your eyes on a swivel. Once we’ve secured the perimeter of the
dockyard we’ll move inside. I’ll make sure any records or computer rooms are
cleared first, then I’ll have a couple of guards with you while you do your
searches.”


Linda nodded. “We’ll be fine, Jackson. Just get us inside.”


The relatively calm atmosphere that had pervaded the ride
west toward the dockyard was quickly being replaced with tension. Frank could
feel his heartrate start to rise as he recognized the streets they were driving
on from when he and Linda had been in the area earlier. In the front passenger
seat Linda re-checked her pistol and rapped her fingers against the side of her
rifle, her right leg drumming up and down in an expression of nervous energy.


When the port drew into view, Frank’s first sight of the
dockyard made him gasp. Smoke billowed from buildings and vehicles alike, one
of the ships waiting out in the water beyond the port was clearly on fire and
there were large pieces missing from the wall and fence that surrounded the
area. Frank stared slack-jawed while Jackson shouted into the radio at the
soldiers in the other vehicles.


The four Humvees pulled off to the side of the road as the
APC raced past, accelerating as it smashed over and through any vehicles and
other obstacles in its path. The driver of the APC expertly guided it through a
portion of the brick wall surrounding the dockyard with expert precision,
taking advantage of a weak spot and hitting it at an angle to ensure the
Humvees would be able to follow behind. It drove through the dockyard at full
speed in a wide circle, the single machine gun turret on top swiveling around
as the gunner prepared for an assault from any direction.


There was no assault, though. In fact, there was little of
any sort of response to the APC’s entry whatsoever. Jackson watched from
outside the compound as the APC swept through, listening to the stream of
reports coming in from a soldier inside the APC.


“No contact, sir. We’ve got a few people fleeing on the
western side through holes in the fence but they’re unarmed and appear to be
civilians. Should we engage or pursue?”


“Negative.” Jackson replied back immediately. “Do not engage
unless they appear to be hostile.”


“Copy that.” The APC rumbled across an open stretch of the
dockyard and another transmission came through. “We’ve got no one at the far
end, sir. Doing another pass by the near buildings. If those are clear you
should be good to go.”


Jackson watched the APC turn again, half the wheels
screaming in protest while the other half lifted a few inches off the ground.
The armored vehicle zoomed past the wall and around the main dockyard building.
Frank and Linda watched the scene from inside the Humvee, and Frank whispered
to Linda without taking his eyes off of the APC. “I wonder if that guy’s still
there.”


“The radiation monitor tech?”


“Yeah.”


“Doubt it. He probably ran for it when those people overran
the compound.”


“Where did all the people go, anyway?” Frank scratched his
chin. 


“I don’t know,” she said, shaking her head slowly. “But I
don’t like it.”


Jackson jumped back in the Humvee and glanced at Frank and
Linda. “Get ready. We’re heading in.”


The other three Humvees went in first, splitting up as the
drivers took soldiers to three separate entrances into the main dockyard
building. Jackson drove the vehicle with himself, Frank and Linda in last,
watching and waiting as the groups of soldiers moved out of the Humvees and the
APC and worked to secure the building. He wanted nothing more than to be in
there with his men but protecting Frank and Linda was the most important task
he had on his plate.


“When do we go in?” Linda asked as he eased the Humvee to a
stop near the building.


“Soon. Once they’ve swept the entire building and given the
all-clear.”


Linda slowly turned her head to look at him, raised an
eyebrow, rolled her eyes and reached for the door handle. “Yeah, sure. You have
fun with that.”


Linda pulled on the door handle and jumped out, rifle in
hand, and began jogging toward the nearest entrance. Frank and Jackson watched
her for a few seconds before Frank fumbled with his door, opened it and jumped
out after her. Before running off he paused and looked at Jackson. “Aren’t you
coming with us?”


Jackson looked at the pair heading toward the building and
groaned as he unbuckled his seatbelt and got out of the vehicle. “Son of a….”


 


 











Chapter 3


 


Even without the benefit of heavy equipment or tools, the
civilians who overran the port did a marvelous job at tearing the place apart
from top to bottom. Holes in the walls and fences surrounding the dockyard were
only the tip of the iceberg and the damage was far more extensive than anyone
from the convoy thought when they first encircled the main building.


Locks on shipping containers had been broken and the
contents of the containers were spilled out onto the ground as looters searched
feverishly for food, medical supplies and other necessities. While some of the
containers did contain useful supplies, the vast majority of them were empty at
the time the looters stormed the dockyard due to the fact that the military was
being exceptionally aggressive with transporting the supplies out to the
airfield as soon as they arrived at the port.


The main building and warehouses in the dockyard had nearly
all of their windows broken out and the doors were broken and hanging from
their hinges. The guards and staff on duty had done their level best to
barricade themselves inside the buildings when the looters arrived, but they
were far too outnumbered to put up any sort of a real fight. Some of the guards
shot and killed a few looters but the sheer number of people storming through
the dockyard meant that anyone who acted in an aggressive manner quickly faced
brutal mob justice.


A few of the braver looters took small boats out to the
waiting cargo ships. Some were dispatched by a group of soldiers whose job was
to check the cargo ships before they were allowed to dock. Others boarded a
ship whose crew barricaded themselves in the cabin, at which point the looters
began tearing the ship and the containers on board apart in a frenzy to find
much-needed supplies. The small craft the looters used to make it to the vessel
was quickly torn apart by gunfire from the soldiers. Then, not wanting to risk
the looters traveling to any more cargo vessels and finding it too risky to try
and board the ship, the soldiers ended up using shaped explosives to punch a
hole in the ship’s hull so that it began to slowly sink. They then evacuated
from the area in their small vessel, leaving the looters and crew on board the
sinking ship no choice but to try and escape by swimming back to shore.


After the actions by the offshore military team and the
discovery that there were little to no supplies in the dockyard, the looters
began to disband after only a few short hours spent at the port. A few stayed
behind to pick through the buildings and look for anything of use but the
arrival of the convoy prompted them to flee without looking back.


While the main complex of the dockyard looked bad enough due
to the actions of the looters, the interior of the buildings were a whole other
matter entirely. Linda entered the main structure first, remembering how it had
looked not that long ago and scarcely believing that she was in the same
building. Frank and Jackson followed her in, with Jackson hurrying over to a
nearby cluster of soldiers who were talking with some people that looked like
they had gone through hell itself.


“What’s going on here?” Jackson straightened his back as he
approached the group.


“Sir, these civilians were working here when the looters
attacked. They’ve got more in the back room and some are seriously injured.”


“That’s right,” one of the staff members replied, stepping
forward with a cough to clear his throat. “We were working here when those… people
attacked us. If you can even call them that. They forced us into the conference
room, killed several guards and started tearing everything apart.”


“Is Nathan Davis here?” Linda spoke from behind Jackson,
watching the faces of the staff members carefully. 


“Nate?” The staff member scratched his head and shook it
slowly. “I don’t think I’ve seen him since the attack. He wasn’t in the
conference room with us, was he?” The other staff members shook their heads.
Linda was about to reply when Jackson cut her off with a wave of his hand.


“Show my men to your wounded. Lindon, make sure they get
treated and debriefed. I want to know everything they know.” The soldier
Jackson was speaking to nodded and turned back to carry out his orders. Linda
stood silently next to Jackson for a few seconds as the soldiers and staff
members walked out, heading for the conference room. 


“All right, Rollins, who’s this Nathan fellow?” Jackson
turned to look at her.


“He was the tech who was working the radiation monitors when
the crates came through. I figured he would be a good source of info, but if
he’s not here then we’ll need to start searching through their database and any
paper records.”


Jackson waved at a nearby soldier. “Figure out where the
server room is and get us there.”


“Yes sir, we found it a few minutes ago. Down this way.”


Jackson, Linda and Frank followed the soldier down a hall as
Jackson continued talking. “Why didn’t you two get all this info when you were
here before?”


“Hindsight’s 20/20, Jackson,” Linda replied. “We didn’t have
all the facts at that point. I’m not convinced we have all of them even now.”


“Are we sure their records will have descriptive information
on the crates?” Frank asked from behind Jackson and Linda.


“They’d better,” Linda shook her head, “Or we’re going to be
in trouble.”


After another moment of walking the soldier leading the trio
stopped in front of a door and motioned at it while holding out a flashlight.
“In here, sir. You’ll want this.”


“A flashlight?” Jackson looked at it and switched it on.
“Why would we need a flashlight? The place has pow—oh.” Jackson walked into the
room and sighed as he panned around with the light. “That’ll be all for now. If
anyone needs me I’ll be in here with these two.”


“Yes, sir!” The soldier saluted and ran off to attend to his
other duties. Jackson slowly spun in a circle as he looked over the contents of
the room while Linda and Frank walked in. “Well, Rollins? Thoughts?”


The server room looked like a bomb had gone off in one
corner. Dark black scorch marks ran up the side of one wall while a pair of
discarded fire extinguishers lying on their sides in the middle of the floor
told the story of what had occurred. Linda pulled a flashlight from her pocket
and pointed it at the tall metal rackmount cabinet that housed what used to be
several fully-functional computers. It was one of four such cabinets in the
room, but something had happened to cause it to catch on fire. The flames would
have spread across the building if not for a staff member’s diligence in the
aftermath of the looters leaving the dockyard.


“Can we get the overhead lights back on?” Linda pointed her
flashlight at the ceiling. “Is the breaker tripped or did something more
serious get damaged?”


Jackson stepped back out into the hall. “Stay here while I
go check.” He ran off, leaving Linda and Frank alone in the quiet, dark room.
Frank wandered slowly around the room, running his hands across the computers
and furniture as he spoke.


“You think we’ll be able to get anything off these
machines?”


“I don’t know.” Linda sighed. “But it’s the best place to
start. Hopefully whatever happened in here didn’t destroy all their data.”


After a few minutes of waiting the lights in the ceiling
suddenly flickered on and the room was filled with the sound of dozens of
computer components powering on. The sound of rushing air quickly dominated and
the pair had to raise their voices to be heard over the din.


“You want to wait for Jackson to come back or get started
now?”


“Might as well do it now.” Linda looked around the room as
she slipped her flashlight back into her pocket. Over in one corner sat a small
desk with a pair of chairs in front and a monitor, keyboard and mouse on top.
“Let’s take a look.”


Linda switched on the power button for the computer,
expecting that it would go through a short bootup process and then present her
with a login screen that one of the staff members at the dockyard would be able
to get through. Unfortunately, though, after going through the bootup process
the monitor switched to all black with white text scrolling by along the left
side. A series of error messages displayed in rapid succession. Linda skimmed
the messages and shook her head. “Hoo boy. This doesn’t look good.”


Frank leaned in and caught sight of words like “no
connection,” “system error” and “data fragmentation” on the screen. “No it
doesn’t.”


“I’m no expert—and jump in if you are—but it looks like
their database is corrupted. Probably as a result of… well, that.” Linda
gestured to the burned server cabinet in the corner. 


“You can’t get any data out?”


“I dunno.” She swiveled around in her chair at the sound of
footsteps out in the hall. “Maybe Jackson can find someone here who knows this
system.”


“Rollins?” Jackson poked his head in through the door and
glanced up at the ceiling. “Excellent. This is Jim Ward. He was the onsite IT
guy; I figured you might be able to use his expertise.”


Linda stood up from her chair and crossed the room with her
hand extended. “Jim? I’m Linda, this is Frank. Good to meet you.”


Jim nodded and shook her and Frank’s hands. “You too. Not
the best circumstances, though.”


“That’s why we’re here, Jim.” Linda steered him toward the
computer and motioned at the seat. “We need to access records relating to some
shipments that went through here a while back. They were crates that triggered
some radiation alerts. We need to know any and everything about them but it
looks like—”


“Yeah, the servers are down.” Jim finished her sentence as
he tapped out commands on the keyboard and read the return information on the
monitor. “Looks like one of the surviving racks is offline and a few machines
on the other two either have corrupted drives or they just aren’t spinning up.”
Jim looked over at the blinking lights on the stacks of machines and sighed.
“It’s been a mess here, as you can see.”


“What happened in here?” Frank asked. “With the fire, I
mean.”


Jim shrugged as he continued tapping out commands. “We’ve
had all sorts of power issues ever since they brought it online. Something blew
and started a fire which someone noticed and put out.”


“Huh.” Linda glanced at Frank. “So why are you here, anyway?
I didn’t know they needed an IT admin to stay during emergency operations.”


Jim swiveled in his chair and gave Linda a look of exhaustion.
“Look, lady, I’m just trying to survive this nonsense as much as the next
person. A call went out, I answered and I’ve been doing cataloging and manual
labor ever since. Though it’s mostly been the latter instead of the former.” He
tapped a few more keys and sighed as he pointed to a line displayed on the
monitor. “And there you go. The data from the timeframe that your Lieutenant
said you’d want is gone.”


“Gone?” Linda leaned in and looked at the monitor. “What do
you mean by ‘gone’?”


Jim stood up and walked over to one of the server cabinets.
He looked at the labels taped to the side of each machine until he found the
one he was looking for, then leaned in close and pressed his ear up against the
case. “Gone as in dead.” With a quick motion he popped the front off of the
unit and slid out the tray inside, revealing the components of the machine
including the half-dozen disk drives. He pointed to the drives with a grimace.
“Looks like the motherboard blew. Probably too much juice during a surge. The drives
are most likely dead.”


“Most likely?” Linda moved in with Frank close behind.
“Can’t you put them in another machine and see?”


“I’d love to, lady, but this is one of four servers that
still supports drive interfaces this ancient.”


“What about the other three?”


Jim turned and gestured at the burned server cabinet. Linda
rolled her neck and her eyes, groaning loudly. “Great. So we’re at a dead end.”


“What about paper records?” Frank piped up next to Linda.
“Don’t you all have those anywhere?”


Jim scrunched his eyebrows and pursed his lips as he thought
over the question. “You know, we did have a paper retention policy. Every few
weeks there would be a data dump that they’d store for six months or so down in
the basement. I guess it’s possible that what you’re looking for might be down
there.”


Linda forced herself not to growl as she replied with a
simple statement that came out sounding like an order. “Show us to the
basement.”


*** 


Outside the main dockyard building, Lieutenant Jackson
glanced around as he stood by himself off to one side. After double-checking to
ensure he was alone, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a tattered
packet of cigarettes. He flipped open the box and mumbled something incoherent
over the fact that he had only three left. He plucked one from the box, put it
in his mouth, retrieved a lighter from his pocket and was just about to flick
it on when a sharp call startled him so much that he nearly dropped the lighter
and cigarette on the ground.


“Jackson!” Linda shouted at him as she and Frank ran up. She
glanced at his fumbling hands as he tried to shove his lighter and cigarettes
back into his pockets before giving him a wink and a devilish grin. “Don’t
worry, I won’t tell.”


Lieutenant Jackson cleared his throat and straightened his
back. “Bad habit that comes back to bite me sometimes. What’ve you got?”


Frank stepped up and handed a thick manila folder to
Jackson. “Actual physical descriptions of the crates. Weight, color,
dimensions; we got the works.”


Jackson felt an enormous weight fall off of his shoulders
and he closed his eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness. Finally
some good news for once. Have you called this in to Sarah yet?”


“That’s next on the list.” Linda looked around for their
Humvee. “Come on, let’s go.”


The trio ran for the Humvee and once they arrived Linda
retrieved the case containing the satellite phone and opened it on the hood of
the vehicle. After powering it on and dialing Sarah’s number, she tapped her
foot impatiently as the device connected to the military’s communication
network and began the long, complex process of reaching out to Sarah’s phone.


“Did you finally find something?” Sarah sounded as if she
had been woken again and Linda couldn’t resist mentioning it.


“Are you sleeping round the clock now?”


“Until you two idiots get some solid intel I’m about as
useful as a screen door on a submarine, so yes, dammit! I am catching up
on some much-needed sleep!”


Linda choked back a laugh before replying, a wide grin still
plastered across her face. “Good to hear it, because you’re about to get a lot
less.”


There was a shuffling noise in the background on the call
and Linda could tell that Sarah had just sat up from wherever she was lying and
was fully focused on the call. “You got information on the crates?”


“You could say that. We’ve got dimensions, weights, colors
and everything else you need to put out an alert for them.”


“About time. Hold on, I’m grabbing a pen and paper.” Linda
could hear the phone at the other end of the call being placed down, then a set
of footsteps echoed in the background. Instead of footsteps back toward the
phone, though, what Linda heard next was the sound of Sarah saying something
unintelligible far in the background followed by the unmistakable sound of a
rifle’s safety being flipped. 


“Sarah?” Linda spoke into the phone as she pressed it
against her ear and bumped up the volume on the device. “Hey, you still there?
What’s going on?”


There was silence for a few seconds before the faint sound
of wood and glass breaking came through. Shouting and gunfire followed, as did
the shouting of at least three different people before there was a scuffle near
the phone and the line went dead.


“Sarah? Sarah!” Linda shouted into the phone, feeling her
heart skipping a beat as a wave of nausea hit her stomach, threatening to bowl
her over. Gunfire didn’t normally phase her but the thought of it going on
around—and potentially targeting—Sarah brought her old team back to her mind
and what had transpired when she lost them. She grabbed onto the front of the
Humvee to keep herself upright as she called out Sarah’s name repeatedly. Frank
took the phone from her while Jackson took Linda by the arm, helping her sit
down on the ground.


“Sarah?” Frank spoke into the phone and listened for
anything on the other end. Once he realized that the line had gone dead he redialed
the number only to hear a rapid beeping coming back through the phone. He tried
several more times but was greeted by the same result before he crouched down
next to Linda. “What happened? What’d you hear?”


Linda’s face was a cold mask of fear and she shook her head
slowly. “There was shouting and gunshots. Someone must have broken in.”


Frank sat down next to Linda and took her hand. “Hey, look
at me.” She glanced up at him.


“Don’t tell me it’s going to be okay.”


“I don’t know if it’ll be okay, but I’m sure she’ll be fine.
She’s tough. You know that better than I do.”


Linda closed her eyes and took a deep breath as Jackson
crouched down next to her. “What is it you heard, exactly?”


“Gunshots and shouting and what sounded like a door being
broken in. Didn’t she say something in our last conversation about there being
incidents up there?”


Jackson swiveled away and spoke quietly into his radio as
Frank nodded. “I think so, yeah. But I’m pretty sure that if looters broke in
to her house they’ll be in more trouble than she will.”


“Why’d the line go dead, then?”


“Somebody stepped on the phone?” Frank shrugged. “I don’t
know. She’ll be okay though; I know tha—”


“You can’t know that. Nobody can know that. She might be or
she might not.”


“Back in a minute; stay put, you two.” Jackson stood up and
walked away, still talking quietly into his radio. Linda and Frank watched him
having an animated conversation several feet away, picking up only a few of his
words here and there. When he came back there was a determined expression on
his face. “I called in a favor. Don’t know if it’ll actually go through but
we’ll see.”


“What favor?” Frank asked. 


“To see if someone can check on her, see if she’s okay. No
promises but they’ll do their best.”


Linda nodded once. “Thank you, Jackson. I appreciate it.”


“Hey, this isn’t just about you. Sarah’s the one with the
million connections. We need her in this. Badly.”


The trio was silent for several seconds until Frank cleared
his throat and broached the topic the other two didn’t want to bring up. “Until
we hear back from Sarah, shouldn’t we be operating under the assumption that
she’s out of the picture right now?”


Jackson nodded, but Linda was the first to respond. “Yes. We
should.” The wave of nausea and the feeling of being back in Iran had subsided
and she pushed herself to her feet, shrugging Jackson’s hand off her arm and
squaring her shoulders in the process. “Jackson,” she said, turning to him,
“What are the chances you can get someone up the chain to pay attention if you
call this in?”


“Halfway decent, I’d say. But that’ll just alert the person
on the inside. I thought the whole point of going through Sarah was to avoid
that?”


“Of course it was. But with Sarah out of the loop for the
time being we have to push forward. Omar already knows we’re looking for him so
I can’t imagine him finding out we know what the crates look like will speed up
his timetable all that much.”


“I suppose not.” Jackson hefted his radio in his hand, then
paused and looked at Linda closely. “You sure about this?”


Linda glanced over at Frank. “What do you think?”


Frank spoke slowly, carefully selecting each word. “I think
that if Sarah’s potentially out of the loop… then we need to move forward.
Stalling and waiting for her isn’t going to get us to the next step of solving
this problem.”


Linda nodded and looked back at Jackson. “Do it. Make as
much noise as you possibly can. Get anyone and everyone’s attention and make
sure to emphasize how serious this is. Maybe, maybe if we scream loud
enough then the traitor will be forced to back off and play ball just to stay
in cover.”


“And if not?”


“Then we burn that bridge when we come to it.”


Jackson took a deep breath and nodded. He took the papers
Frank was carrying that described the crates and stepped away to start making
his calls. Frank and Linda watched him walk away for a moment before Frank
stepped closer to Linda and spoke in a quiet voice.


“You okay?”


“Hm?” She looked at him, knowing full well what he meant.


“The thing a few minutes ago, with you going all pale at the
phone call.”


“Oh. No, I’m fine. Just… yeah. Losing Sarah’s not something
I really want to think about. We need her.”


“Absolutely. What should we do in the meantime, though? I’m
guessing Jackson’s call is going to take a while to go through.”


“Good question.” Linda rubbed her hands together, trying to
think of an answer but coming up blank.


“What about… well, no.”


“Go on, cough it up.”


“Well.” Frank shifted on his feet, trying to decide if his
idea was worth saying or not. “Would there be any records of where those crates
went? So we could maybe try to start going after some of them ourselves?”


Linda had been idly playing with the strap of her rifle as
they talked but her hands froze upon hearing Frank’s question. “You know,
that’s a really good question. I don’t know the answer but I bet I know someone
who does.” She looked at Frank, her eyes suddenly possessed with hopeful
exuberance. “Come on. Let’s go talk to Jim again.”


*** 


Two hours of searching resulted in a shout of glee from
Linda as she held up a piece of paper with one hand. “Got it!” The physical
copies of the shipping manifests were stored in a separate location from the
other paperwork and the disheveled file system left much to be desired. The
switch to digital copies of everything meant that processing, data lookups and
most day-to-day operations were more efficient. Paper backups had nearly been
done away with except for obscure regulations that required them to be kept,
though no organization system was specified in the regulations so the paperwork
was dumped into rooms of the main building in random piles with no easy way to
tell what was what. The discovery of the shipping manifest was a minor miracle
in and of itself, and one that Linda and Frank were elated about.


“Where’d they send them?” Frank stood up from where he had
been searching and hurried over to read the paper over Linda’s shoulder.
Jackson, half-buried into piles of discarded papers, shuffled through the mess
and stood on Linda’s other side.


Linda ran her finger across the lines of the paper, nodding
and mumbling to herself as she read the obscure acronyms and documentation bit
by bit, not wanting to miss anything in the process. “They were processed
through successfully minus the radiation detector ‘malfunction.’ At that point
they were put aside for pickup by a private shipping company by the name of
Wayne Shipping.” Linda blinked a few times and shook her head in exasperation.
“Seriously? Did anybody pay enough attention to this nonsense to see that apparently
Batman himself owned the shipping company?” She sighed again and continued.
“They were picked up twenty minutes after processing—seems fast—then it has
their destination address as…Perris? Where’s that?”


“East of here; inland,” Jackson said. “Probably fifty, sixty
miles as the crow flies.”


“Is it a big city?”


“Moderately. About eighty thousand people spread out over
the desert.”


“Is it close to any military installations?”


Jackson shook his head. “Nope. None that I’m aware of, at
least.”


Linda looked at Frank and nodded. “I think this is our
place.”


“Sounds like it,” Frank replied. “Out of the way, enough
traffic to blend in and close enough that they could get the crates secured
without setting off radiation detectors elsewhere.”


Jackson took the sheet of paper from Linda’s hand and passed
it off to a soldier standing outside the room. After speaking with the soldier
for a few minutes he returned to Frank and Linda, rubbing his hands together.
“We’ll be ready to roll out soon. Twenty minutes tops, unless you think we need
anything else from here.”


Linda shook her head. “If that info’s good then that’s all
we need. Frank and I’ll talk with a few more of the staff to see if they know
anything else, but we should move as soon as you’re ready.”


“Copy.” Jackson nodded and headed out the door and up a
flight of stairs to get his men ready to move out.


*** 


 “We’ve got a way through over here, Lieutenant.” The
soldier’s voice was garbled, both by radio static and by the sound of heavy
breathing. 


“Copy. All units, proceed through. We’ll take up the
rearguard.” Lieutenant Jackson sat in the gunner seat of a Humvee, watching as
the three Humvees and the APC slowly rolled past, heading for the break in the
debris that the soldier had called out. Linda sat in the driver’s seat while
Frank sat next to her, his head constantly rotating as he scanned their
surroundings.


As soon as reinforcements arrived at the dockyard to secure
the facility and continue treating the staff and workers, Jackson loaded
everyone up and set out for the town of Perris, California. The drive took just
under three hours, most of which was spent getting out of Long Beach and onto
roads where they could drive at reasonable speeds instead of simply crawling
along.


Unfortunately, shortly after they crossed into Perris they
soon found themselves crawling along once again. The city looked like the
others that Frank and Linda had seen, with collapsed buildings, destroyed
vehicles and the aftereffects of desperate survivors trying to loot and
salvage. Some of the roads in the Long Beach area had been cleared by the
military so that convoys could easily move between the port and the airport,
but no such clearing had been performed in Perris. Thus, Jackson assigned a
pair of soldiers to scout ahead of the vehicles for paths that were relatively
clear. Any obstacles were then pushed aside by the APC, making enough room for
the Humvees to follow behind.


“How much farther do you think we have to go?” Frank asked.


“We’ve got another mile or so. I think things will open up
soon since we’re circling around to the southern edge of the city."


“Is the warehouse not inside the city proper?”


Jackson squatted down through the hole in the roof and
tapped Linda on the shoulder. “Go on ahead. And no, Frank, it’s part of a big
industrial complex based on satellite imagery.” Jackson stood back up, swinging
the gun around to scan behind them as Linda pulled their vehicle in line behind
the rest.


“Sounds like fun,” Frank sighed.


Linda glanced over at her companion, a slight smile playing
at the corners of her mouth. “You getting tired of this, Frank?”


“Nah,” he shrugged, “Just tired in general. It feels like
it’s been years since I’ve had a full night’s sleep.”


“Buck up,” Linda replied, giving him a pat on the shoulder.
“We’ll be through this soon. I hope.”


Though the gunners on the vehicles and the soldiers leading
the way were all vigilant for any attacks, the city offered no surprises to the
weary group. There were signs that a few survivors still lingered in the area,
subsisting off of stocked food and water or scavenging for what they needed in
the ruins, but for the most part the city was clearly deserted. As they
approached the southern edge and the going became smoother again, the pair of
scouts got back into their vehicles and the convoy picked up the pace.


The afternoon sun was slowly falling in the sky when Jackson
climbed down from the gun and closed the top hatch. He grabbed the radio from
the front seat and sat back, stretching his shoulders as he radioed the convoy.
“All units, listen up. We’re approaching the location. Break up as we
previously planned. The APC will hold back while the rest of us divide into two
groups. Drive like you’re performing a basic patrol and nothing more. Once you
reach your designated positions I want the APC rolling in like a bat outta
hell. We’ll follow them in, using it for cover until we reach a location where
we can deploy further.”


A chorus of confirmations echoed back over the radio and
Jackson leaned forward between the front seats. “All right, Rollins. We’re on
point. Take us in nice and easy.”


*** 


As Linda drove along, she focused on keeping her breathing
steady. Her mind wandered to thoughts of driving through the narrow streets in
Iran, passing between homes and businesses all while wondering when the next
mortar or ambush would come. Dealing with survivors who were trying to scrape
together food or water to survive was one thing. Coming up against terrorists
from the country she had been to before was quite another. 


After the first attack on the baseball field and the
subsequent annihilation of the attacking forces at the parking lot a short time
later, Linda had been on edge about further encounters with Omar’s people.
Chasing after the crates was certain to draw no small amount of attention and
even if the bombs themselves weren’t at the warehouse, Linda knew that she was
stirring up a lot of potential trouble.


“Group two report.” Jackson kept his voice quiet in the back
seat, his eyes trained on the large industrial compound to their north. Once a
raw materials processing facility for computer chip manufacturers, the compound
had operated on a skeleton crew for the last six months as they dealt with
impacts from trade negotiations and more companies moving their business to
foreign countries. The push from a few years prior to manufacture more complex
goods inside the USA hadn’t lasted for long as Asian markets pushed back,
lowering manufacturing prices and offering attractive tax-related deals to US
companies.


“Nothing here, sir. All appears quiet.”


Jackson tapped the radio against his leg as he watched
through the window. “I don’t like this. We should have seen something by now.
Some sign of something going on.”


“Maybe they abandoned the place?” Frank unscrewed the top of
a canteen and took a few sips before passing it over to Linda. She gratefully
accepted it and took a long drink before handing it back to Frank. 


“I don’t know,” she said, “But we’re coming up on a break in
the wall. Want me to slow down, Jackson?”


“Yeah, take it easy around this next corner,” he replied,
lifting a pair of binoculars to his eyes.


Linda nodded and took her foot off of the accelerator as
they wound their way around a curve in the road. The reduction in speed didn’t
last for long, though, as Linda glanced out the window and saw a puff of smoke
off in the distance near one of the buildings.


“Shit!” Linda shouted as she slammed the pedal back down,
sending the Humvee surging forward. Frank and Jackson both shouted, wondering
what was going on, but the explosion of the RPG masked any words they were
trying to get out.


The slight increase in speed meant that the RPG didn’t hit
the Humvee dead on, but impacted on the back left wheel instead, striking the
center of the wheel and completely obliterating it and the tire as well. Linda
felt the Humvee begin to roll over and fought the motion futilely, twisting the
wheel back and forth to no avail. As an intense heat enveloped the vehicle and
it began a violent roll off the road and across the sand, Linda closed her
eyes, waiting for the kiss of death to brush against her lips.


 


 











Chapter 4


 


“Idiots.” Malcolm Stadwell mutters the word to himself as
he stalks through the halls of the J. Edgar Hoover Building. He just left a
three-hour meeting where his presence was completely unnecessary and he had to
decline a call to his personal cellphone that he very much needed to answer.


Malcolm Stadwell has worked with the Bureau for less than
a year and already he feels as though the walls are closing in around him. His
gambling habits that he managed to successfully hide during his interviews and
background checks have come back to haunt him as his indulgence in the ‘sport’
grows in an attempt to cope with the stress placed upon him by his new job.


Stadwell’s office is only a few feet away when he feels
his phone buzzing in his pocket. He presses a hand against his pocket, trying
to muffle what feels like the loudest vibration on the planet. After he ducks
into his office he closes the door and pulls the blinds, then stands near his
window as he pulls out the device. The screen is bright with a picture of two
young children and a woman behind a transparent box with a phone number and
photograph that he knows far too well.


“Mickey.” Stadwell taps the green button on the phone and
says the name with as little emotion as possible. He can feel sweat dripping
from beneath his armpits and traveling down his sides. 


“Malcolm?” Mickey’s voice is surprisingly pleasant. It
almost sounds like the bookie has had a reasonably good day. “What’s shaking,
Mr. Eff-Bee-Eye?” The man speaks with a thick New Jersey accent, drawing out
each letter in the acronym as long as possible.


“I know, Mickey. I’ve got most of it together. Enough to
satisfy you. I’ll bring it tonight.”


“Most of what?” Stadwell’s face creases into a frown at
the sound of genuine confusion in Mickey’s voice. “You’re all paid up! That
packet you sent earlier today cleared and you’re zeroed out. Better than zeroed
out, though; you’ve got a balance! I just wanted to call to confirm that it
arrived and you’re good. See you tonight!”


Stadwell’s mouth falls open as he tries to think of which
question to answer first, but Mickey hangs up and the line goes dead before any
words come out. He stands in the corner of his office, a stunned expression on
his face with a feeling of intense confusion saturating his mind. “Twenty
grand?” He mutters to himself and shakes his head. “No, that can’t be right. I
sent him three, I thought. I know I did!” He’s about to look down at his phone
when he feels the device vibrating in his hand again. The screen lights up and
reveals the caller as simply ‘Unknown.’


Under normal circumstances Stadwell would simply ignore
the call and then, when his voicemail was completely filled up, go through and
listen to each message in rapid succession. He is still somewhat confused by
the conversation with Mickey, though, and answers the call without thinking
much about it.


“Hello?”


“Mr. Stadwell?” The voice is crisp and clear with hints
of a foreign accent playing around the edges. “You can call me Mr. Amari.”


“Amari?” Stadwell is confused. “I’m sorry, I don’t think
I know you. How did you get my number?”


“Our mutual acquaintance—you know him as ‘Mickey’ I believe—provided
it.”


Stadwell’s mind races as he realizes that whoever is on
the phone has just paid off his twenty thousand dollar debt. “I’m sorry, but I
really don’t know who you are. Have we met before?”


Mr. Amari ignores the question and continues speaking. “I
was glad to be of assistance, Mr. Stadwell. If you need anything further, I’ll
be in touch.” With that, the line goes dead, leaving Malcolm Stadwell to stare
at his phone and try to discern what on earth is going on.


*** 


Six months later, Malcolm calls in sick to work on a
Friday morning. He is ill, though not because of a bacteria or a virus or
anything of that nature. After months of promising himself that he would not
get himself caught up in gambling debt he has nonetheless found himself in the
red to the tune of nearly six figures. His bookies are growing more impatient
with each passing day and he needs a day off of work to try and relax while he
attempts to figure out what to do.


He’s three beers deep into a twelve pack when the
doorbell rings. He looks up from the television and stares at the door, trying
to make whoever’s there go away by sheer force of will. A moment passes and he
thinks he was successful, then the bell rings again. The third ring comes a few
seconds later, followed by staccato knocking. 


“Son of a…” Malcolm gets up from the couch, brushing
crumbs from his undershirt and pulling his robe around his form to try and
adopt some semblance of modesty. He hasn’t been expecting any packages and he
knows his bookies don’t have his home address. When he opens the door he’s
taken aback by the people standing on the other side. 


Three middle-eastern men are standing in the hall to his
apartment, all dressed in bespoke suits with dark glasses, gold watches and
smelling like they bathed in cologne. The man in the middle steps forward as
the other two take a step back. He extends his right hand as he takes his
glasses off with his left hand. “Mr. Stadwell. I’m Mr. Amari. Might we talk for
a moment?”


Malcolm Stadwell’s mouth moves but he can’t form words to
respond to the request. The two men with Mr. Amari move forward, gently pushing
Malcolm aside and the three men enter the apartment, closing the door after
they are inside. The sound of the door clicking shut snaps Malcolm out of his stupor
and he shakes his head. 


“Wait, no! Get out of my apartment!”


“Mr. Stadwell.” Mr. Amari’s voice is cool with the same
hint of an accent that Malcolm heard six months prior. “I’m here to make you an
offer. I understand that you’ve gotten yourself into a bit of a bind. I would
be happy to help you with that.”


Though Malcolm Stadwell is a gambler he is not a fool and
he knows a quid pro quo when he sees one. He briefly considers making a break
for his weapon that is sitting in a drawer on the other side of his living room
but the two men accompanying Mr. Amari make that a challenging proposition. He
watches Mr. Amari closely before replying. 


“I appreciate the offer, but I don’t need any help with
anything.”


“Ninety-eight thousand, four hundred and thirty-seven
dollars. You don’t need help with that?”


Malcolm feels his blood run cold. “How do you know that?”


“My job,” he says, taking in a deep breath as he settles
back into a chair, “Is to know things, Mr. Stadwell.”


“Oh.” He understands now. “Let me guess, you want to pay
off my debts in exchange for information from the Bureau, right?”


Mr. Amari smiles. “That is such a crude, rough way of
putting it. I don’t want any information that would break any laws or force you
to do anything that goes against your better judgment. Think of yourself as a
consultant. My position requires that I have intimate knowledge of the law
enforcement system and I find myself in need of an expert whom I can contact
from time to time when I need help dissecting the finer points of certain
matters.”


Malcolm doesn’t know what to say. He expected to be told
that, in exchange for paying off his debts, he would have to give up every
secret he knew. Being a consultant, though? It wasn’t kosher to consult while
working at the Bureau but if that is the only thing he’s going to be doing
wrong then he figures it would be worth it to ensure that he won’t wind up with
broken fingers or kneecaps.


*** 


“Another?” 


The dark-skinned, bikini-clad woman looks down at Malcolm
Stadwell as she holds a tray filled with drinks. He opens his eyes and looks up
at her, smiling at her as he sits up in his chair. “Absolutely.”


She smiles back at him as she hands him a glass filled
with ice and an orange-colored liquid, then takes his empty glass and places it
on the tray. “Anything else?”


He leans back in his chair and shakes his head. “That’s
all. For now.”


Malcolm Stadwell’s annual two-week vacation is nearly
over and he’s trying to enjoy every last second of it before he has to fly back
to the United States, exchange his swimming trunks for a suit and tie and
return to the gray, featureless halls, conference rooms and offices of the J.
Edgar Hoover Building. While a Bureau man like himself would not normally be
able to afford vacations like the one he’s currently on, his ‘consulting’ work
pays quite well and has afforded him luxuries that he has taken full advantage
of. He’s been careful not to be too ostentatious when anyone from the Bureau is
watching, but after three years of doing outside work for Mr. Amari without
anyone catching on, Malcolm is feeling better than ever.


Two days later, Malcolm rubs his bleary eyes as he waits
for his bags at the Dulles airport. He still feels the effects from his last
night on the island and wishes that there was some way he could have extended
his stay for another two weeks or longer. As he sits on a bench, yawning, he
catches movement out of the corner of his eye. A man dressed in an ill-fitting
suit sits down on the bench, holding a small white envelope in his hand. Malcolm
pays no attention to the man until the man scoots closer to Malcolm and begins
speaking in a soft voice.


“Good afternoon, Mr. Stadwell. Mr. Amari sent me to give
you this.”


The mention of Malcolm’s ‘client’ sends a wave of
excitement through his body. He takes the white envelope and opens the flap
before thumbing through the bills as the man who handed him the envelope stands
up and walks away. Every new payment for Malcolm’s ‘consulting’ services means
another chunk of money put into his secret savings account, more cash for his
safe and more simple tasks to perform for Mr. Amari. The slip of folded paper
nestled between the bills contains his instructions and he plucks it from the
envelope before placing the wad of cash into his pocket.


Mr. Amari’s requests have always been fairly
straightforward and simple—almost too simple at times. A request for advice on
how to deal with foreign diplomats, an introduction to certain private
corporations, help with ensuring certain shipments aren’t unnecessarily delayed.
Each request is more complex than the last, but none of them have stepped so
far over the line of reason that Malcolm feels like he can turn them down. None
of them, that is, until today.


He opens the slip of paper and reads the small words
printed upon it and his smile begins to shrink. A client is shipping in some
food products through the port in New Orleans, but the crates they used are
slightly radioactive. The food products are still good, but we require
assistance clearing the items through customs. Contact information follows.


While the request is framed as a mundane one, it is odd
enough that Malcolm re-reads it just to make sure he isn’t missing anything.
The contact information included at the bottom of the instructions is meant for
sending a confirmation text message once the request has been fulfilled, but on
occasion Malcolm has used it to get further clarification on the requests.


Malcolm glances around, trying to spot the man who gave
him the envelope, but the figure is long gone. He sighs and pulls out a cheap cellphone
from his pocket along with a battery. He inserts the battery into the phone,
powers it on and dials the number on the slip of paper. There are three rings
before a voice answers.


*** 


“Do I need to get agents down here? Because I will if I
have to.” Malcolm sneers menacingly at the operator, keenly aware of the large
volume of sweat trickling down his face. Louisiana is unbearably hot in the
summer and Malcolm would rather be just about anywhere else. Instead, though,
he’s standing inside a cramped office with no air conditioning at a small port
in New Orleans, threatening a radiation tech with federal charges if the tech
doesn’t cooperate.


While the tech stood up to Malcolm at first, the threat
works and he backs off. Malcolm nods and relaxes his posture, taking a step
back from the man. As the tech works, Malcolm tugs at his collar, wishing he
could douse himself in a bath filled with ice water. The heat isn’t the only
thing bothering him, though. There’s still a nagging feeling in the back of his
head about the requests he’s been fulfilling for his contact, Mr. Amari. The
requests seem to be benign; Malcolm visually inspected the contents of the crates
that came through the port and found nothing irregular. Still, though, he knows
in his gut that what he’s doing must be a precursor to something larger. 


What choice does he have, though? He became a slave to
Mr. Amari the day he didn’t report the payoff of his gambling debts. Every time
he’s ‘consulted’ in exchange for more cash to pay for more debts or luxuries in
his life he’s sold another piece of his soul. Whenever he thinks about how deep
he is with Mr. Amari he pushes the thoughts away and focuses on something else.
Even if he wanted to get out—and with the way the money is he doesn’t—he
couldn’t.


Shaking off his feelings of apprehension, Malcolm
finishes up his work at the port. When he’s done he heads to his car and leaves
the port, dialing the temporary number on his burner phone. After a brief
conversation with the person on the other end of the line, the call ends and he
removes the battery from the burner phone and disposes of both the battery and
the phone in a nearby dumpster. 


While the ‘consulting’ job at the port is the first of
its kind, it is not the last. More jobs are assigned to Malcolm and he is soon
tasked with instructing associates of Mr. Amari in how to deal with the imports
on their own. Each new job brings a new, brief twinge of worry in the back of
Malcolm’s mind, but he pushes it aside, consumed by his own greed and
inextricably trapped in a web of his own design. Unfortunately, though, it is a
web that not only endangers himself, but countless others as well.


 


 











Chapter 5


 


The last thing Frank Richards could remember was intense
heat, light and sound before everything faded to black. As the world pushed
through the darkness and everything took on a fuzzy tint, he first became aware
of an intense ringing in his ears. After a few seconds—or minutes, he couldn’t
tell which—the ringing started to die down, though it was immediately replaced
by what sounded like distant shouting. 


“Get up! Frank, get up now!”


Frank Richards forced his eyelids to open as he awoke in
hell. The sound of gunfire came through in the background followed by another
explosion and the shouts of Jackson who was standing nearby.


“Get him up! We have to move right now!” 


Linda pulled Frank up and checked him over, nodding with
satisfaction before pushing him toward Jackson. “He looks fine! Just a little
banged up!” Frank stumbled forward, glancing briefly at what looked like an
enormous amount of blood on the side of Linda’s face.


“Are you hurt?” He yelled without realizing it, his ears
still ringing. 


“Just a scratch; keep going! We have to get to cover!” Linda
pushed Frank forward again and he looked around, his memory suddenly flooding
back to him. They had been in a Humvee when an RPG hit one of the back wheels,
the force of the explosion sending the vehicle rolling over. The Humvee’s back
left section was in tatters but the interior was mostly intact thanks to its
armor plating. 


A piece of glass nicked the side of Linda’s head causing the
bleeding that looked far worse than it actually was. Jackson had survived
relatively unscathed but Frank had suffered the worst as he briefly lost consciousness
and was dealing with a pounding headache from the concussion suffered when his
head met the roof of the vehicle with an overabundance of speed.


Another rocket whistled by and exploded several dozen feet
behind the trio, prompting Frank to break out into a run before he tripped and
fell next to Jackson who was taking cover behind a building. Linda helped Frank
back up and sat him down next to Jackson before handing her wounded companion a
rifle and grabbing the sides of his face to direct his attention to her. 


“Frank!”


“What?”


“You took a nasty hit on the head. We have to clear the path
and once we do we’ll get a medic to check you out, okay? Just stay here and
keep safe!”


Frank nodded slightly, then winced in pain as the throbbing
grew worse. Linda tapped Jackson on the shoulder as she spun around to crouch
behind him. “Where the hell is unit two?”


Jackson pulled out his radio and shouted into it as a small
cluster of soldiers crouched behind a nearby wall began laying down suppressive
fire on the main warehouse. “Unit two, report!”


There was a squelch and a burst of static before the
breathless voice of a soldier came back through the radio. “Almost there, sir!
Thirty more seconds!”


“Don’t wait for my order to engage; as soon as you see those
sons of bitches you open fire, understand?”


“Copy that!”


Jackson slid his radio back onto his belt and peeked out
from behind the building, peering through the scope on his rifle and firing off
a few shots at a pair of exposed heads looking out through windows in the
warehouse. Linda did the same, all while Frank sat next to them, his right hand
pressed against the side of his aching head while cradling his rifle in his
left arm.


Just over thirty seconds later, a hail of gunfire erupted
from the direction of the main building and Jackson stood to his feet though he
still kept himself hidden behind their building. “That’s them! Everybody get
ready to move out!” He grabbed his radio and shouted into it. “Take in the APC
now!”


The thrum of an enormous diesel engine filled the air,
punching through the still-present ringing in Frank’s ears and causing him to
sit up to see the source of the sound. The APC had been parked behind a nearby
brick wall, out of sight of the soldiers and the ambushers in the main building.
With the enemy distracted by the advance of the second unit, the APC roared to
life and smashed through the bricks like they were made out of tissue paper.
Frank scooted over near the edge of the building, behind Linda and Jackson, and
watched the scene unfold, his headache all but forgotten. 


After taking an RPG from the main building, the other Humvee
traveling with Jackson, Linda and Frank had laid down suppressive fire on the
source of the RPG while the APC provided armored cover for them to escape. As
soon as Linda and Jackson had pulled Frank from the wreck, the APC drove off,
both to ensure it wouldn’t take any serious damage and to make the attackers
think that it had gone off to circle around from another direction. 


The other two Humvees on the opposite side of the compound,
meanwhile, had not been spotted by the attackers and stopped just outside the
industrial complex. The soldiers moved in swiftly and on Jackson’s orders
opened fire on the warehouse, both to provide a distraction and thin the herd
of attackers as much as possible.


With the enemy engaged the APC pushed forward, racing toward
the warehouse at full speed. It didn’t slow down until the front end of the
vehicle smashed through the side wall, rattling the entire structure and
tearing huge chunks of sheet metal from where they had been so carefully
riveted into place. Soldiers who had been forced to wait out the brief ambush
inside the safety of the APC burst forth like a tidal wave as they moved
through the warehouse. The enemy's two-dozen-strong advantage of superior numbers—and
a surprise attack—meant nothing against the fury of the trained soldiers, and
the mass of enemies in the warehouse was quickly put down.


Jackson and Linda raced forward as the APC plowed into the
building but by the time they arrived most of the fighting was over. As soon as
they started moving Frank pushed himself to his feet and took off after them,
not wanting to be left behind. He lagged far behind, though, as he walked
forward over the open ground at a slow but steady pace, feeling particularly
vulnerable since he was out of cover. 


He reached the warehouse as Jackson and Linda were talking
to one of the soldiers who was in charge of the second unit. The rest of the
soldiers were going through the various rooms in the place, calling out when
each area was clear. After the brief gun battle that ended when Linda and
Jackson arrived there was relative silence in the warehouse. As Frank stepped
up through the hole the APC made, though, there was a flurry of shouts from
somewhere down below which were immediately followed by the sound of heavy
gunfire.


Linda whirled around, instinctively checking her
surroundings and saw Frank leaning up against the APC, looking like he might
collapse at any moment. “Frank?” Linda rushed to his side and helped him into
the armored vehicle where he slowly sank down into a seat. “We told you to stay
put!”


“And let you have all the fun?” he cracked a smile. “Fat
chance.”


“Rollins!” Jackson called for her out in the warehouse and
she patted Frank on the leg.


“Stay here, okay? I’ll be right back.” She ran out as
Jackson shouted for her again.


“Rollins! You need to see this!”


“Sorry,” she said, hurrying up to him, “Frank came over and
I was getting him situated in the APC. What’s up?”


Ignoring the update about Frank, Jackson pointed toward the
far end of the warehouse. “They found something.”


*** 


Jackson walked quickly through the mess of bloodied bodies,
toppled-over boxes and twisted metal as he wound his way back through the
warehouse to where one of the soldiers had told him the stairs were. Linda
followed close behind, keeping a wary eye on the second level of the warehouse
even though she knew that it had already been checked for any more attackers. At
the back end of the warehouse stood a wide set of double doors, one of which
had been blown off of its hinges. A soldier stood at the top of the steps,
holding a radio in his hand and carrying a nervous expression on his face.


“Is it down there?” Jackson stopped and addressed the
soldier.


“Yes, sir. Down and to the left. Some of the lights were
broken in the firefight so watch your step.” He glanced at Linda and nodded at
her. “Ma’am.”


Jackson and Linda descended the stairs, each of them pulling
out their flashlights and switching them on. While the smell of gunpowder
pervaded the upper section of the warehouse, the first smell that reached
Linda’s nostrils from the bottom level was that of sweat. She wrinkled her nose
in response and cast her light about, trying to find the source of the odor.


“It smells awful down here.” Jackson was the first to
mention it and Linda nodded in agreement.


“What could be the cause?”


 Jackson shrugged. “I don’t even know what they found. They
just said that you, Frank and I needed to see what was down here.” Jackson took
a deep breath and made a face. “I bet they’ve been living down here,
underground so that they wouldn’t get spotted.”


“How many were there?”


“A couple dozen.”


“Yeah that would explain it. I wonder what they’ve been
doing, though.”


“Sir!” a soldier ran up to Jackson. “It’s over here, sir.”


“What is ‘it’ exactly?” Linda asked.


“One of the crates, ma’am. The ones you’ve been looking for.
We found one.”


Jackson and Linda looked at each other with wide eyes and
broke into a run as they followed the soldier back to where he had come from. The
floor of the warehouse basement was concrete, though it was filled with cracks
and crevices from years of use and abuse. The place had originally been used to
store raw materials before they were processed in other areas of the compound
but the virtual abandonment of the structure meant that the basement was more
or less empty—aside from everything brought in by the attackers.


A few makeshift stoves and cookpots sat in a corner, their
exhaust vents leading into rickety-looking lengths of pipe that stretched up
through the ceiling so that the smoke could vent out into the top floor of the
building. Thin, ragged mats covered with dirt and grime were laid out along one
wall, and the blankets and pillows that rested atop them seemed like they could
give Linda head lice or fleas if she merely glanced at them for too long. In
one corner, far from the makeshift kitchen and sleeping quarters, sat a pair of
blue portable toilets that had been stolen from a nearby distributor. Linda
cringed upon seeing these, not wanting to imagine what they looked or smelled
like on the inside. 


At the end of the basement, tucked into a corner behind what
looked like hastily-constructed walls made from scrap metal, sat a large metal
crate. It was roughly four feet on each side with dull red paint that was
peeling and chipped on all sides, a healthy amount of rust on the bottom and a
top painted blue, of all things. As an object unto itself it had no mysterious,
unusual or extraordinary properties but when Linda laid her eyes on it she felt
a shiver run up her back as the hairs on her neck and arms stood on end.


“This one of them?” Jackson spoke to a soldier standing
nearby, holding a digital display in one hand and a small green wand in the
other. He was waving the wand across the device as he stared at the screen, and
looked up as Jackson spoke.


“It sure looks that way, sir. Radiation’s off the charts
compared to background. Whatever’s in here is smoking hot with radiation.”


“Huh.” Linda replied. She walked up to the crate and opened
the top as Jackson and the soldier holding the radiation detector both shouted
at her to stop. She looked back at them and rolled her eyes. “Please. I’ve been
exposed to enough bad stuff that a few seconds of this won’t matter.” She
peeked inside the crate with her flashlight, waving it around before stepping
back from the crate and nodding. 


“There something in there?” Jackson asked.


“Mhm. Something big. Lots of wires. I’m not going near it
again.”


“Perhaps next time, ma’am, you could wait until I give the
all clear before messing around with an explosive device.” The soldier reached
out and gingerly closed the lid, doing his level best to keep the majority of
his body as far from the crate as possible. Linda took another step back and
looked at Jackson. 


“You know what this means?”


“What?”


“Proof.” The response came from behind Linda and Jackson.
They turned to see Frank standing behind them, hand out against the wall as he
walked along. He looked somewhat better than before but Linda could tell that
he was still in pain. 


“Frank, what the—I told you to stay still!” She walked over
to him and tried to help him sit down but he waved her off and sniffed a few
times.


“It smells like crap down here. Were they all living down
here?”


“It seems that way.” Linda looked back at Jackson. “What do
you think? Is this thing enough proof for your superiors?”


Jackson snorted with amusement. “Are you kidding me? We’ll
have everyone with a working pair of legs and eyeballs out searching for these
crates.”


“Good. They shouldn’t be hard to find if they’re all leaking
like this one.” He looked over at a pair of soldiers who were moving the bodies
of a few of the attackers to one side of the basement and shouted. “Cooper! I
need the camera and radio!”


“On it!” The soldier ran off and Jackson turned back to look
at the crate while scratching his chin. 


“I’ll get some pictures of this thing and we’ll send it up
the chain. Of course you know that your traitor is going to pick up on it,
right?”


“Doesn’t matter,” Linda replied. “We already alerted them
when you called in before. This is just going to make an even bigger splash.”


“How many of these things do you think there were?” Frank
stood next to Linda, swaying slightly as he fought to stay upright.


“Good question,” Jackson replied. “If they were keeping them
back here then… a dozen? A couple dozen? I’m not sure.”


Frank looked at Linda and swallowed hard. “That’s a lot of
cities that could be in danger.”


“Yeah, plus it sort of leads to an obvious question.”


Jackson glanced in her direction. “Which is?”


“Why didn’t they move this one out?”


The trio was quiet as they pondered Linda’s question. Cooper
appeared a moment later, bearing a radio and the camera that Jackson had
requested. He got to work documenting everything about the crate that he
possibly could including some of the radiation readings, pictures of the crates
from all sides and a few photos of the device inside. When he was done he gave
the equipment back to Cooper along with orders to broadcast it. Once Cooper was
gone, Jackson spoke to the soldier who had been scanning the crate with the
radiation detector.


“How dangerous is it to be down here with this thing leaking
like this?”


“Not terribly, but I wouldn’t stay down here any longer than
necessary. You won’t grow a third eye in the next fifteen minutes but you
probably don’t want to dose yourself up with this stuff for no reason.”


“Understood.” Jackson nodded. “We need to think about
containment, though. I don’t like that we’re messing around with this thing
without knowing what could set it off.” Jackson paused. “You got some bomb
defusal training, right?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Good. I want you in a radiation suit checking this thing
over for a trigger. Don’t mess with it any more than you have to, but figure
out what makes it tick. Anything we can send up the chain to try and make it
harder for the bad guys to set these things off is going to be another point
for the good guys.”


The soldier nodded and ran off. Jackson looked at Linda and
Frank. “Let’s get everyone out of here and get upstairs. I’ll follow up on that
call and you two can try to get in touch with Sarah again.”


As they headed back up to the main floor of the warehouse,
Linda had mixed feelings about the situation. On one hand she was elated that
they had finally found one of the devices they were chasing, but she also had a
nagging feeling that they were missing something. “Jackson?” Linda stopped on
the stairs and peered back into the basement level. “What if they left this one
here because it was damaged, and that’s why it’s leaking?”


“Then the sooner we disarm it the better. As soon as I call
this in I’m sure we’ll have some nuclear guys out here to take care of it.”


“No,” she shook her head, “No, that’s not what I mean.”
Linda looked at the soldier ahead of them who was heading to find a radiation
suit in the APC. “Hey, hang on a second!”


“Ma’am?”


“Can you tell how long that thing’s been down there? By
measuring the radiation levels and whatever in the soil around it?”


He cocked his head to the side and raised an eyebrow.
“Maybe… but why?”


If that’s the only one left behind, then if we know how long
it’s been sitting there alone—with no other crates to block the radiation from
hitting the ground or walls or whatever else—then we’d know how long ago the
other crates were moved out from here to the cities.”


Jackson nodded vigorously. “That… is a good idea. Might come
in handy in tracking them down.” He pointed at the soldier. “Figure that out if
you can, too. I’m going to go follow up on the call and see how fast we can get
reinforcements here.”


“Yes, sir!”


“Linda.” Frank took Linda’s arm and pulled her off to the
side. He had managed to follow most of what was going on despite the pain in
his head, and he was growing more and more concerned about one particular
aspect.


“What’s up, Frank?” Linda looked him over, still worried
about his condition.


“We need to try calling Sarah. I don’t like how we haven’t
heard from her.”


“Agreed. You still have the phone?”


“Oh yeah, I forgot.” Frank slipped off the backpack he had
been wearing since before they arrived and opened it up. He pulled the black
case out of it and looked in horror at the long crack that stretched across the
shell of the plastic. “What the…” Frank opened the case and found the phone
inside to be damaged as well, bearing a broken screen and a large dent on the
number pad. 


“Looks like the case took the brunt of the damage when that
RPG hit us.” Linda gingerly pulled the phone from the case and gently depressed
the power button. There was an electronic whine from somewhere inside the phone
before it grew so high pitched it became inaudible. A small puff of smoke came
from a crack on the side of the device a split second later and Linda dropped
it back into its case with a grimace. 


“Hm.” Frank grunted and placed the case down on the ground
before putting his pack back on. “So much for trying to call her on that.”


Linda sighed and looked around. “I’ll see if Jackson can get
someone to get a phone for us. We have her number so we can try calling her
again.”


Frank stared at the phone on the floor for a few seconds
before looking at Linda. “Do you think we’ll catch a break sometime soon? Or
are we going to be perpetually one step behind?”


Linda sighed again and shrugged, her silence the only
appropriate answer to Frank’s question.


 


 











Chapter 6


 


“I don’t see what the damned problem is. You’ve got your
money, so why—” The man talking on the phone pauses and rolls his eyes as the
person on the other end of the line interrupts him. After a few seconds he
speaks again. “Look, fine, whatever. I don’t care anymore. Just get it taken
care of. Yes. Yes, it’s still working. Yeah, great. Thanks. Later.” 


Malcolm Stadwell throws his satellite phone onto his bed
and rolls his eyes again. “Asshole.” He tilts back his head as he finishes
another bottle of beer before chucking the bottle into a nearby trash can.


Though the apocalypse has come to the United States,
Malcolm Stadwell barely feels a thing. With a backup generator, a large stock
of food and drink and a healthy amount of security, he is both safe and
comfortable in his four-bedroom home on the northern outskirts of Washington,
D.C. The home is small but has a spacious basement, a built-in generator,
whole-house battery and solar panels and is set up in a discrete neighborhood
off of the beaten path and surrounded by ten-foot-tall steel fencing. 


It is Malcolm’s sanctuary and fortress and home, allowing
him to remain in denial about the events in the outside world while he relaxes,
watches old movies and drinks himself to sleep every night.


As Malcolm trots down the stairs from the second story to
the first, he opens his mouth to shout at his housekeeper. “Maria! Did you get
around to that mopping today? The cellar’s in awful shape and I don’t… what the
hell?” As his right foot hits the bottom of the stairs, it nearly slips out
from under him. He looks down and lifts his foot up, grimacing as he realizes
that it’s covered in some sort of sticky substance. “Dammit, Maria! What did
you spill?!” He shouts at her again, but there is no answer. 


He shakes his foot gingerly, not bothering to look very
closely at the substance as he hops over a puddle of it and rounds the corner
of the stairs. He stops, frozen in shock as he sees a dark form lying on the
ground in front of him. A pool of dark red blood covers the floor, having
flowed from the body’s head and collecting at a low spot at the bottom of the
stairs. Malcolm gulps hard, not sure how to process the sight of his dead
housekeeper until he remembers that there’s a small .380 revolver tucked away
in the pocket of his robe.


Malcolm pulls out the revolver and snaps back the hammer,
holding the weapon out at arm’s length with a slight tremor. He glances down at
the body again, confirming that what he is seeing is real. “Someone broke in?”
He whispers to himself as he steps forward, cringing as his wet foot hits the
dry floor with a slight squelch. Fear seizes at his stomach, causing his arm
and hand to shake even more as he steps forward. The edge of his robe catches
in the thick liquid, pulling it slightly back and startling him. 


“Who’s there?!” He whirls around and shouts at the empty
room, nearly firing at a shadow in the corner cast by the grandfather clock. He
takes a few steps backwards, heading into his living room when his left ear
barely catches a soft rustling off to the side. He turns again, ready to fire,
but an olive-skinned hand reaches out and grabs his arm, bending it to the side
and snapping the bones in his wrist.


Malcolm cries out in pain as the gun slips from his
fingers and clatters to the ground. He reaches for the weapon with his left
hand but the assailant gets to it first, pulling it away before Malcom can get
to it. Recoiling in fear, a small scream of pain escapes Malcolm’s lips before
another assailant approaches from behind. In less than thirty seconds he is
seated in a chair in his kitchen with his arms and legs bound.


“What the hell do you want?! Just take whatever it is you
want, please! Anything! Just take it!” Tears run down his cheeks, partially
from the pain in his wrist and arm and partially from the abject fear running
through his mind. His home north of Washington was supposed to be secure; after
all, he designed it that way intentionally. Paranoia fueled by his traitorous actions
against his country led him to spend money on unnecessary security measures for
his home. When the unexpected happened and the country fell to the attacks, the
home became a fortress. The first few days were traumatic as he realized that
he was partially responsible for what had occurred. Justification and alcohol
quickly took away the trauma, though, replacing it with a sense of
self-righteousness and egotism. 


‘Anyone could have done it.’


‘If I had said no then they would have found someone
else.’


‘At least I’m safe and have food and water.’


‘Idiots. They should have thought ahead and prepared
themselves for something like this.’


“Mr. Stadwell.” The voice is smooth and cuts through
Malcom’s thoughts. He opens his eyes, blinking several times to clear away the
tear-filled clouds. An olive-skinned man stands before him, dressed in casual
clothing. His features are masked by shadows but he bears the attitude of a man
who is in complete control of a situation and has no fear or anxiety
whatsoever.


“W-who are you? Just take whatever you want, please! But
don’t kill me! I beg you!” Malcolm chokes out the words.


“Take whatever I want?” The man smiles coolly and sits
down in a chair a few feet away from Malcolm. “You’ve already ensured that I
have everything I want and need, Mr. Stadwell.”


The way in which the man says his name makes Malcolm
realize who he is. He squints, trying to make out the man’s features to confirm
his suspicion. “Amari?! Wh-why are you here? What’s going on?” 


“My name is not ‘Amari,’ Mr. Stadwell. My name is Farhad
Omar.” 


“Why are you here?” The momentary indignation slips out
of Malcom’s voice as he realizes that he is most likely not going to leave his
kitchen alive. While he doesn’t know who this ‘Farhad Omar’ is, the way in
which Amari says his true name makes it clear that Malcolm is involved in a
game in which he is destined to be the loser. 


“To deliver your final payment, of course.” Omar flashes
a warm smile. “You have provided invaluable assistance to me and for that you
have my thanks. You are, however, a supremely disgusting individual. You have
betrayed your country for coin. I have no love for your country but it is
yours, and you have given it up because you cannot control yourself. I find
that to be… intolerable.”


Omar stands up and nods to one of the men standing next
to him. Malcolm opens his mouth to protest, to try and defend himself and
prolong his existence for a few more seconds. Before the first syllable can
slip past his lips there is a loud snap as the suppressed pistol fires.
Malcom’s head sags down on his chest, blood spilling from the gaping wound in
the back of his head and trickling out the hole in his forehead. 


“Goodbye, Mr. Stadwell.” Omar turns and heads for the
front door to the house, taking care to step gingerly over the housekeeper
whose body still lies on the floor. As he exits the house and heads toward a
pair of vehicles parked out front, a man runs up to Omar from one of them, a
phone clutched in his hand. “Sir, they’re mustering at the mouth of the river.
They’re awaiting your arrival.”


Omar smiles and nods. “Tell them I will meet them in six
hours. We will commence then.”


 


 


 


 











Chapter 7


 


It was early the next morning when the distant rumble of
diesel engines woke Linda from her slumber. She sat up from a sleeping roll and
threw off a rough green blanket, looking around to get her bearings. After
Jackson placed multiple calls with those higher in his chain of command,
everyone at the complex settled in as best as they could with the threat of a
dirty bomb lurking beneath their feet. The APC was moved out of the warehouse
and the hole in the wall was patched up, the intact Humvees were moved to key
choke points at the entrances to the complex and another soldier who had some
basic bomb defusal training worked with Cooper to defuse the dirty bomb.


It took a few hours, but Cooper and his comrade finally
emerged from the basement, sweat pouring from their faces as they pulled off
the hoods of their radiation hoods and smiled in triumph. The bomb was relatively
simple to defuse, but they had taken extra time to carefully document each step
and each component of the device with photographs and notes which Jackson then
passed up the chain for use once the other devices were discovered.


With the threat neutralized shortly before sundown and the
promise of a large convoy of reinforcements on the way, the group dug in at the
warehouse and prepared to wait out the long night. A fire was built in the
middle of the warehouse, its smoke disappearing through holes in the roof, and
meals were heated and passed around. Linda had kept close to Frank throughout
the night, watching him carefully for any signs that his concussion or
potential internal injuries might be leading to further issues.


The night passed without trouble, though, and when Linda
woke up and looked around Frank was already up and about. He was moving slowly,
his body still aching from the rolled Humvee, but the fire was back in his eyes
as he leaned over to hand Linda a steaming metal cup filled to the brim with a
black liquid.


“This is supposed to be coffee,” he said, sniffing
suspiciously at his own cup. “But it tastes like… I don’t even know.”


“Turpentine?” Linda grinned as she sipped from the mug,
winced, smiled and took another big sip. “It’s sort of an acquired taste. Spend
a few years in the sand and you’ll grow to love it.”


One of Frank’s eyebrows shot up as he watched Linda drinking
the brew. “You can keep it.” He held out a hand and she grasped it, stood up
and looked around. A small cluster of soldiers sat around the fire eating
breakfast while a couple others stood guard near the back entrance of the
warehouse. The rumble of the patrolling Humvees reminded her that they were
still at risk of being attacked. She put her coffee on a nearby barrel and took
her rifle, vest and backpack from the ground. Once her vest and backpack were
on she took a long drink from the cup before nodding at Frank. 


“Thanks again for that. Any word on when the reinforcements
will be here?”


“Jackson said he’d come by soon and let us know. I’m not—oh,
there he is.”


Frank and Linda looked over toward the APC as the back door
opened with a clang and Jackson jumped out and came jogging over to them. He
wore an expression of concentration and determination, though Linda thought she
detected a note of glee in his voice when he spoke.


“Nice to see you finally up, Rollins. I need you two in the
APC now. We’ve got new orders from command.” There was a sense of urgency in
Jackson’s tone and Frank and Linda glanced at each other before Linda
responded.


“What’s going on, Jackson?”


“This way,” he replied, ignoring her question. He turned and
jogged back toward the APC with Frank and Linda close behind. When he arrived,
he leaned in and gestured at the soldier sitting inside with headphones on.
“Take ten.”


The soldier nodded, took off his headphones and left the
APC. When he was gone, Jackson climbed inside and sat down near the front.
Frank and Linda followed suit and Jackson pointed at the back of the vehicle.
“Close up the hatch, Rollins.” She complied and took a seat next to Frank who
was looking uncomfortably at the short ceiling. “You okay, Frank?”


“Just remembering what happened the last time the three of
us were sitting inside a vehicle.”


Jackson snorted and nodded. “We’ll keep it brief.” He picked
up a few papers covered with scribbled writing and flipped through them before
continuing. “As you know, reinforcements are on the way. We received orders an
hour ago to await their arrival, at which point they’ll secure the device.”
Jackson gritted his teeth as he read the next line. “We’re then going to
proceed with them to the east where we’re going to be joining with a task force
to respond to a fire that’s broken out near a sanctuary city.”


“What?!” Linda exploded as she leapt out of her chair,
banging her head against the roof of the APC. She rubbed her hand on her head
as she shook it, not believing what Jackson was saying. “What is this, some
kind of sick joke?”


“I’m afraid not, Linda.” Jackson spoke softly, using her
first name in a show of genuine sympathy. 


“Didn’t you tell them about the crates? The devices?? The fucking
attacks by Omar’s men?!” Sitting next to Linda, Frank tilted his head
and winced slightly as she screamed at Jackson. 


“Of course I told them!” Jackson raised his voice, though he
stayed still in his seat. “I told them everything multiple times, talked to all
sorts of people! I’ve been on the horn on and off since last night. No dice.”


Linda stopped and stared slack-jawed at him for several
seconds before slumping back down into her seat. “Unbelievable. Just…
unbelievable.”


“They acknowledged it and said they’re going to investigate,
but they’re not treating it as a priority.”


“Dirty bombs in the survivor cities aren’t being treated as
a priority.” Linda closed her eyes and tilted her head back. “What a load of
crap.”


“Does this mean they’re not going to search for the
devices?” Frank asked.


Jackson shrugged. “I have no idea. I told them in no
uncertain terms that this was a huge deal but they’ve got a lot on their plate
and I don’t have any special pull.”


“That’s why we needed Sarah,” Linda groaned. “If she was
there she’d have every last man, woman and child out searching for those
crates.”


“I know. But she’s not, and we have to deal with this as
best as we can. I’ll keep calling and trying to get through to someone who
understands what we’re dealing with, but… oh, wait. Here. Someone’s calling
back.” Jackson turned at the sight of a blinking amber light on a radio mounted
to the wall of the APC. He picked up the telephone-like transmitter/receiver
and spoke into it.


“This is Jackson.” For a few seconds his expression remained
neutral and Frank and Linda could hear the staticky voice of a woman talking on
the other end of the line. Jackson’s expression suddenly changed, though, and
his eyes grew wide and he sat up in his seat. He looked up at the mount on the
wall as he spoke again. “Hang on. I’m putting you on speaker. There’s a couple
of people here who want to talk to you.”


Linda’s stomach did a somersault and she felt a shiver run
through her entire body. Even though she hadn’t recognized the voice on the
other end of the line, Jackson’s face and what he said told her all she needed
to know. She glanced at Frank who, like her, had obviously figured out who
Jackson was talking to as he had the same look of disbelief that she was
bearing.


“—the hell are you talking about, Jackson?” The annoyed
voice came through a speaker on the radio. The person on the other end sounded
like they were sitting in a bathtub while wearing a bucket on top of their head
but to Frank and Linda’s ears it was the sweetest sound they could imagine
hearing.


“Sarah?!” Linda nearly shouted. 


“…Linda?” Though Sarah tried her best to keep the emotion in
her voice contained, it was clear that she was somewhat taken aback to hear
Linda speaking.


“I thought we lost you!” Frank spoke next, grinning from ear
to ear. When Sarah replied, her gruffness returned, though there was still a
certain note of elation leaking there from time to time.


“These idiots were doing door-to-door sweeps. My solar
panels caught their attention and they decided to try and no-knock me. Ha!
Didn’t go so well for them. We got it sorted out in the end, though.”


“Wait, so you… you’re with the military now?”


“Darned right I am,” Sarah sniffed. “And as of this moment
I’m the one in charge of this little shindig.” Sarah’s voice faded briefly as
she turned to glare at a few high-ranking officers who were standing nearby.
“These walking sacks of dog feces have managed to see the error of their ways
after tearing the crap out of the front of my home. After I made a couple of
calls their bosses let them know what was going on and they got all of my data
transferred here to their servers in D.C. The initial intel you gave me was
enough to sway them to believe us, though Jackson’s latest calls apparently
fell through some cracks—asscracks is more like it. Which is also why it took
so long to get a call back out to you. Anyway, long story short is that I’m in
charge and you have new orders now. Jackson, you still there?”


“Yes, ma’am!”


“Good man. Listen carefully, all three of you. You’ve been
through hell but you’re about to go through worse. Omar’s in the country.”


The announcement caught Linda off-guard and she sat back in
her seat, momentarily stunned. Frank looked at her, then at the radio as he
replied. “Are… are you sure about that, Sarah?”


“As sure as I can be about anything. We’ve had…” Sarah
paused, lowered her voice and scooted closer to the microphone on her end,
amplifying her breathing and making her easier to understand. “Unusual events.
A few patrols have gone missing, there’s been some odd firefights north of the
city. It’s nothing big but it feels wrong. Like there’s trouble waiting to
happen.”


Linda felt a chill run down her back again. “What can we do
to help?”


“First off, you’ve already done a damned fine job. I saw
what Jackson sent through early this morning and I had people start searching.
They already located three crates in the last hour thanks to some video and
satellite surveillance. We’ve got people on the ground and a bunch of eyeballs
reviewing images and videos to find the rest. We’re also working on a way to
keep the bombs from being remotely detonated, but that doesn’t mean jack if
they’re being guarded.”


“Were the three you found being guarded?”


“Zealously. It was only thanks to an overwhelming response
that we were able to take them down before they set off the bombs or sent out a
transmission about what was going on.”


“What do you think’s going on with this?” Jackson asked.


“Good question. Hold on.” There was a scuffle on the other
end of the line and the sound of Sarah walking. An electronic squeal came
through and another light appeared on the radio. Jackson looked at it, then
punched in a series of numbers. The squeal stopped and Sarah’s voice came
through again. “There. I had to step away. There are some theories that are
best left unspoken around others for now.”


“What do you mean?” Linda leaned forward, speaking in a
conspiratorial tone.


“I think Omar’s planning on attacking D.C. directly once he
bombs the other survivor cities.”


“What?” Linda blinked rapidly a few times. “Why would he do
that?”


“Call it symbolic retribution. You know how I said we had
missing patrols and firefights? That’s not all. I can’t go into details right
now but there are other signs that something big is going to happen soon.”


“Ma’am, this sounds bad.” Jackson paused, realizing what an
understatement that was and then continued. “What do you have for us to do,
though?”


“It just so happens that you’re close to where a crate was
spotted recently. You’re going to take on reinforcements from the units
arriving there soon and proceed to Phoenix, one of the survivor cities. Once
you’re there you’ll meet units who are sweeping the city for the bomb and
assist in the search.”


“That’s it?” Linda said. “Shouldn’t we be coming to D.C.
if—”


“No, not yet. That’s one of the only cities where we don’t
have enough people to search for the bomb. You need to help them find that
first. Once that’s done we’ll talk about getting you up here so you can find
Omar and beat him to a bloody pulp.”


The mental image made Linda smile. She forced down thoughts
of her fists whaling on Omar’s bloodied face and nodded. “Copy that. I can’t
wait.”


“Good. Also, I presume your phone’s either lost, out of
batteries or destroyed so you’ll get a new one from the unit arriving shortly.
Keep it on you at all times, got it?”


“Will do.”


“Good. Now take me off speaker, Jackson. I’ll pass you off
to someone who’ll fill you in on the technical details of everything.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Jackson reached for the button on the radio,
but before he could push it, Sarah spoke again.


“Oh, and Frank? Linda?”


“Yes?” They both replied in unison.


“It’s good to hear your voices again.”


***  


If the mood of the group in and around the warehouse could
be described before Sarah’s call it would best be done so as somber. After the
call, though, word spread like wildfire that a new mission was at hand that
would take the fight to those responsible for the ambushes and potentially save
tens of millions of people from a dirty bomb attack. While the soldiers had no
knowledge of the complexities of the situation surrounding Omar and his attacks
on the country, the promise of revenge for their fallen comrades and being the
source of salvation for their countrymen was enough to electrify them.


Linda and Frank sat on the sidelines as Jackson gave orders
to groups of soldiers, whipping them into shape and preparing them for the
journey ahead. Frank’s gaze flicked back and forth between the soldiers, taking
in their acronym-filled conversations and odd habits with wide eyes. Linda, on
the other hand, was quite used to the scene unfolding in and around the
warehouse and she instead spent her time thinking about the conversation with
Sarah and the various emotions it stirred up inside of her.


Relief was by far the deepest one she felt, though it wasn’t
just over the fact that Sarah was alive. A journey that had been years in the
making was, at last, looking like it might be coming to a close. While she
initially thought she might feel excitement, joy, elation or even grow jittery
at the thought, she instead felt the simple, sweet wash of relief.


“You look happy.” Linda started at Frank’s voice and looked
over to find him staring at her, a curious smile on his face. She realized that
she had been grinning as she stared out across the warehouse, her eyes
unfocused as she was lost in thought.


“Hm?” She took a deep breath. “Yes. Yes I am.”


“About Sarah?”


“That’s part of it.”


Frank was silent for a few seconds before speaking again.
“Are you ready to find Omar?”


The question was simple, but it stirred up another wave of
emotions in Linda, and not all of them good. She locked eyes with Frank,
watching him intently as she thought back to the first time she had seen him
back at the gas station that she barely escaped from with her life intact. If
he had asked the question at any other time, she would have had to fight the
urge to snap at him. This time, though, something was different. Frank was no
longer just some person she met and was putting up with to try and survive so
that she could achieve a goal. He had risked life and limb for her, saving her
on more than one occasion. They shared a bond that had continued to keep them
together in spite of their disagreements and Linda no longer looked at Frank as
a stranger. He was a friend.


“Yes.” Her answer was deliberate. “More than anything else
in this world.” 


Frank nodded and patted her on the back. “Good. We’ll find
him.”


“I know.”


The pair sat in silence again as they continued watching the
soldiers working. It was another hour before the rumble of the vehicles around
the warehouse and industrial complex was dwarfed by the sound of a convoy
approaching. A dozen Humvees, four large tracked vehicles that Frank didn’t
recognize and a trio of APCs rolled down the road toward the complex, throwing
up a thick trail of dust behind them. Gunners sat on all of the vehicles that
had mounted weaponry, the turrets rotating slowly as they scanned for threats.
The power of the engines made Frank grin and he felt like a child again as he
grew giddy with anticipation.


After a brief exchange between Lieutenant Jackson and the head
officer on the convoy, several soldiers clad in radiation suits hurried down to
the basement of the warehouse and began packaging the defused dirty bomb for
shipping. While they worked, Jackson began the final preparations to combine
the forces that had secured the warehouse with the freshly arrived
reinforcements so that they could head to Phoenix. The group securing the dirty
bomb would take one of the tracked vehicles—a light tank variant designed for
urban combat—along with a pair of LMG and TOW missile equipped Humvees and move
the device to a secure location.


The rest of the vehicles and manpower would then move out to
Phoenix with the expectation of arriving early the next day and immediately
getting to work on locating the bomb that was undoubtedly hidden somewhere in
the city. The departure preparations were complete in less than an hour and,
before Frank realized what was going on, he was sitting in yet another Humvee
with Linda and Jackson. 


As the convoy pulled away from the compound, Frank glanced
back in the rearview window before snorting and leaning forward in his seat to
talk to Linda. “Never thought I’d be glad to be getting back into one of these
things.”


“Just try not to crack your skull wide open if we crash
again, okay?”


Frank grinned and patted Jackson on the shoulder. “That’s
not a problem so long as Jackson here doesn’t get us into another ambush.” 


“Keep cracking wise like that and I’ll have you sitting on
the back bumper all the way to Phoenix.” Jackson’s tone was flat and serious
but there was a twinkle in his eye that made Linda and Frank both chuckle. 


With their numbers bolstered by the reinforcements and the
new mandate from Sarah in hand, they were all feeling elated to be moving on to
the next step in their journey. The fact that they would have to search for a
dirty bomb while under the constant threat of it detonating nearby was of
little consequence and the threat of D.C. being overrun by Omar’s men meant
nothing in that moment. They had their health, they had each other and they had
the determination and drive to see their mission through to the end. 


What end it would have, though, was anyone’s guess.


 


 











Chapter 8


 


Twelve soldiers run down an empty street, their bootsteps
echoing against the walls of the buildings on both sides. Each man wears a
backpack, though not the one they are used to carrying. Instead of carrying
extra ammunition, supplies and gear in large bags they wear small ones,
weighing only a few pounds each. A small piece of electronic equipment rests in
each bag, and from the bag stretches a braided wire that leads to a small
computer screen. Each soldier wears their screen on their arm, attached by way
of an adjustable strap. The screens display a constant stream of data provided
by the sensors in the backpacks but the soldiers don’t know what most of the
numbers and words on the displays mean. All they know is that they need to look
for one particular word, symbol, reading and color.


The vehicles that used to cover the streets and parking
lots of the city have been moved, towed away and taken to scrap heaps and
junkyards so that every square meter of flat land is usable. Temporary shelters
are constantly under construction, being assembled from kits as quickly as they
are delivered. They have not yet reached the section of the city where the
soldiers are searching, though, and the only other people in the area other
than the soldiers are civilians who own the local homes and businesses. Some of
those individuals have chosen to relocate to shelters closer to the center of
the city where they can be near the routes taken by the trucks that deliver aid
supplies. Many have stayed in their homes and businesses, though, and the
soldiers can feel the peoples’ eyes on them as they march down the street. 


The soldiers take care not to give any outward indication
of their mission. Public knowledge of what they are searching for would incite
panic that would lead to countless more lives being lost. The grim reality is,
though, that the object they are searching for will end everyone’s life in the
city unless it is found in time.


“We’ve got something over here, Corporal.” One of the
soldiers adjusts the screen on his wrist and turns to look at the man he is
speaking with.


“What is it?” Corporal Anderson glances to his left and
right, scanning the tall apartment buildings on both sides for any sign of hostiles.
A few dirty faces peer back at him, hiding in the shadows of the apartment windows
as they watch the soldiers marching by. Such patrols are frequent in the
sanctuary cities and new arrivals find the constant presence of soldiers to be
unnerving, to say the least. 


“Readings are increasing.”


Anderson checks the screen on his wrist and nods in
confirmation. “Yes they are. All right, everybody spread out so we can start
triangulating this.” The soldiers break formation and spread out across the
street. A few head down a nearby alley to an adjacent road while others enter
an apartment and exit out the other side. Corporal Anderson taps on his screen,
entering the necessary commands to start the automated triangulation
calculations. The process takes readings from all of the devices in the area
and feeds them back to a central system that processes the levels to determine
the approximate location of the target.


It doesn’t take more than ten more minutes of wandering
for Anderson to receive a call over the radio. “Corporal, you initiated the
program a short time ago, did you not?”


“Confirmed; that I did.”


“All radiation readings confirm the device is in your
neck of the woods. Keep searching and find the exact location. Question anyone
in the area to see if they noticed anyone hauling in crates. We’re sending all
available units to your vicinity to help sweep and secure.”


“Copy that.” Anderson tucks his radio back on his belt
and feels an uncharacteristic surge of butterflies in his stomach. The orders
to begin searching for metal crates of a certain size and color came down a
short time ago. The initial order merely stated that the crates needed to be
found, without expounding on why. The ‘why’ came a short time later, though,
and turned a reluctant search into one driven by fear and necessity. 


A dirty bomb, designed to spread as much radiation as
possible across as wide of an area as possible, was sitting somewhere in the
Chicago sanctuary city. That much had been confirmed by drone and satellite
footage showing the crate sitting in the back of a pickup truck that had
arrived days ago. The exact location of the device inside the crate was
unknown, though, as it vanished from the vehicle that was abandoned outside the
city. Whoever was in charge of issuing orders for the search did not believe
that the device was taken away, though, as the instructions were crystal clear:
find the device before it detonates.


Anderson, like many others in the search parties, had
initially responded to the revelation of the device with determination and
dedication to finding it. There were more than enough troops in the city that
they could easily canvass the area with portable radiation detectors disguised
inside backpacks. What had been initially estimated as a quick search ended up
taking far longer than anyone anticipated and morale was beginning to drop.
Until Anderson’s group stumbled upon the first credible radiation signature,
that is.


A breathless soldier runs up to Anderson, his cheeks
splotched red and sweat running down his face. “Two hundred meters ahead,
Corporal. We found something.”


Corporal Anderson follows the soldier down the street,
into a parking garage and down the ramp into the first underground level where
several other soldiers are standing around a closed metal door. Anderson
motions at the door with the butt of his rifle. “It’s behind here?”


“Yeah, that’s the place. It’s closed up tight, though. No
way are we getting in with anything less than a blowtorch or a bulldozer.”


“Somebody ask for a blowtorch?” A soldier from a nearby
squad appears at the top of the ramp and lifts a large blue case in the air.
Twenty minutes later the locks are broken, either from the torch or from the
excessive amount of foul language hurled in their direction by the soldier wielding
the torch. Once the door rolls open the soldiers grow serious as they double
check their weapons and descend into the bottom floors of the structure.


Radiation readings spike as they pass through the door at
the bottom of the ramp and Corporal Anderson affixes a mask over his face and
motions at the other soldiers to do the same. They move slowly through the dark
parking garage, checking behind and between the few scattered vehicles that are
still present. With the first underground level clear they continue moving down
even farther, descending another level before arriving at a second locked door.
This door stands between them and the bottom of the parking garage.


Corporal Anderson whispers to the soldier carrying the
blowtorch, asking him to get to work on the locks and bolts on the door. The
soldier nods and begins setting up the torch, but as he goes to light it he
stops and leans close to the metal. 


“Does anyone else hear beeping?” The question comes an
instant before the explosion. Plastic explosives affixed to the door at the
ramp in several locations explode outward, killing several soldiers and sending
several others flying back from the force. A hail of bullets rain forth from
beyond the shattered door, piercing through the soft tissues and brittle bones
of the surviving soldiers. The attack is strong and pushes back against the
soldiers, but it cannot last forever.


More reinforcements converge on the parking garage to
help assist with the securement and disarmament of the device. They instead find
themselves drawn into battle with a foe that rapidly becomes outnumbered. The
tactical advantage offered by the chokepoint of the ramp and final floor of the
parking garage becomes moot in the face of grenades, tear gas and a continuous
stream of suppressing fire. 


The number of assailants in the lowest floor of the
parking garage diminishes until there are no more attacks coming from the room
beyond the shattered door. The soldiers advance slowly, using night vision
goggles to cut through the smoke and darkness until they spy a lone figure
half-hidden behind a car. The figure is one of the attackers, dressed in plain
clothes that are soaked with blood.


One of the soldiers reaches out to touch the attacker, to
locate his wounds and try to slow the flow of blood, but Corporal Anderson
stops him. “No. Back up, now!” The command is stern and the soldier obeys,
taking a few steps back from the attacker, who slowly lifts his head and forces
out a slight smile. He mumbles something in a foreign language before his head
sags and hits the ground with a dull thump. A radio falls out of his hand,
tumbling across the ground before stopping at Anderson’s feet.


“Hostiles are down,” he shouts, “Move in and secure the
crate right now!”


As the soldiers hurry to secure the crate, Anderson takes
a step back and breathes a sigh of relief. He picks up the radio and slips it
into his pack, hoping that there’s some way it can be used to help identify the
attackers and their accomplices across the nation. As the soldiers crack open
the crate, they turn to him, their eyes wide with alarm.


“It’s empty, Corporal.”


“What?” Confusion clouds Anderson’s face as he steps
forward to peer inside the crate. “Where the hell is the device?” As he speaks,
he hears a sharp squeal from the radio in his pack. He doesn’t have time to
even reach for the radio before the world explodes around him.


 At the very top of the parking garage where the elevator
has been marked as “Closed for Maintenance” for an unusually long period of
time sits a device that used to be located inside the red and blue crate
resting in the bottom of the garage. While the device itself emits a low level
of radiation, it used to emit far more due to a problem that was recently
fixed. As a result, the empty crate is saturated with radiation and is the
primary source detected by the military’s devices. 


Unfortunately, though, because the crate is empty, there
is nothing that can be done to stop the detonation of the device above.


Everyone within a few blocks of the parking garage is killed
nearly instantly, though each person’s exact cause of death depends on where
they were and what they were doing. Some die from the heat while others die
from the shockwave. People further out are severely injured by the blast but
they survive for a short time only to succumb to their wounds later on. They
are trivial in the grand scheme of things, though. The explosion of the dirty
bomb sends a massive amount of radioactive material into the air, spreading it
far and wide across the city. 


Those closest to the explosion who are not killed by it
die in a matter of days. Others take a few days longer while more still take a
week or two. Those who are not injured by the explosion feel nothing at first,
but that does not matter. They are the walking dead. And their killer? He is
still free.  


 


 


 











Chapter 9


 


Seeing a large number of armored and heavily armed military
vehicles driving down a highway can be an intimidating experience, regardless
of whether it’s wartime or peacetime. Being a part of said convoy as a civilian
whose prior experience with military vehicles—up until a short time ago—was
watching them on the TV or from the sidelines was both exhilarating and
awe-inspiring.


Frank swiveled around in his seat for the hundredth time
since they had left the industrial compound, looking back on the rows of
vehicles behind them. Ten other Humvees, three tracked tank hybrids and four
armored personnel carriers were arranged in a staggered, two-column formation
behind the lead vehicle driven by Jackson. The roar of the vehicles’ engines
and the black smoke belching from their exhaust was an impressive sight and
Frank couldn’t help but grin as he turned back around in his seat.


“Calm down, Frank. You’re going to overexcite yourself if
you keep doing that.” Linda looked back at Frank from the front passenger seat,
smiling at his enthusiasm. 


“We’re about twenty minutes out,” Jackson said, glancing at
the rearview mirror. “Right on time with the estimates.”


“Good,” Linda nodded, “That’s a rarity.”


“The highway’s getting a lot more open,” Frank noted,
sitting up in his seat as he looked out through the windshield. “Why are they
clearing the vehicles and debris off so far out from the city?”


“From what I understand they’re trying to get the backbone
of the interstate system back up and running,” Jackson replied. “They’re
working with bulldozers and repair crews to spread outward from the sanctuary
cities so they can start getting trucks back on the road again.”


“Trucks? Back on the road again?” Frank shook his head. “Where
are they going to find the people to do that?”


“There’s a lot of people sitting around twiddling their
thumbs right now. I imagine that a decent number of them are itching to do
something.”


“Yeah, but so soon after what happened?”


“All we have to fear,” Linda intoned, “Is fear itself.”


“Yeah, but with Omar still running around out there…” Frank
trailed off.


“We have to rebuild at some point,” Jackson said. “If we can
get some basic infrastructure repairs completed then we can start getting goods
on the road again. That’ll open up the possibility of getting repairs started
on a much wider scale. If we do that… well. The sky’s the limit.”


“It’ll take years to rebuild,” Linda sighed. “But we have
bigger problems to worry about right now.”


“Indeed.” Jackson nodded. “If we don’t stop those bombs then
it doesn’t really matter.” There was silence in the Humvee for the next few
minutes before Jackson hefted his radio and spoke into it. “Phoenix base, this
is Lieutenant Jackson, do you copy?” Static was the only reply so Jackson spoke
again. “I say again, this is Lieutenant Jackson calling anyone at Phoenix base.
Do you copy?”


Linda glanced over at Jackson. “Why wouldn’t they be
responding?”


“Good question.” He glanced at the convoy behind and
depressed the switch on the radio again. “All units, we’re not getting a reply
from Phoenix base. We’re only a few minutes out so keep your eyes open.” There
was no reply to his transmission to the convoy behind, and he, Frank and Linda
all looked back as they wondered what was going on.


“Should we stop and see what’s going on?” Frank asked.


“No, I think we’re about to find out,” Linda replied. She
pointed out the windshield and down the road to where the first exit from the
highway into Phoenix was blocked off by a small group of soldiers. The convoy
slowed as it approached the blockade before finally stopping a short distance
away. Jackson hopped out of the Humvee along with Linda and Frank and
approached the soldier who stepped out from behind the blockade and saluted.


“Sir! Are you Lieutenant Jackson?”


“That I am,” Jackson replied, returning the salute. “What’s
going on here? We radioed about our arrival a short time ago but got no
response. Local channels seemed down, too.”


“That’d be because of the signal jammer, sir.”


“Signal jammer?” Linda raised an eyebrow.


“Yes, ma’am.” The soldier nodded at her. “We have signal
jammers set up across the city to keep the devices from being remotely
detonated. You must be Ms. Rollins, and you’re Mr. Richards, correct?”


Frank and Linda nodded before she replied. “How did you know
we were coming?”


“We got word a short while ago that you’d be joining us to
search for the device. I have orders to escort you in, get everyone with you
detector devices and assign you to the grids where our manpower is low. We have
a lot of ground to cover and not a lot of time to do it in.”


“Why don’t we have a lot of time?” Frank furrowed his brow.
“If you’re blocking any sort of signal from getting in, shouldn’t that give us
enough time to get this thing found?”


“We…” The soldier hesitated and glanced at Jackson before
continuing. “We believe that there are enemy forces near the device. They could
manually detonate it if we don’t find them quickly, before they realize
something’s going on.”


Linda ground her teeth together and shook her head as she
looked at Jackson. “We need to get moving, then.”


“Agreed.” He turned to address the soldier again. “Tell us
where to go so we can get to work.”


*** 


Half an hour later, after following a small pickup truck
along the western edge of the city, the convoy finally arrived at a large
forward operating base that had been set up in the structure and vast parking
lot of a large mall. Stores inside the mall had been hastily converted into
offices, makeshift operating rooms and storage areas for supplies while the
parking lots were divided up into sections for barracks, vehicle parking and
maintenance areas. A small section of the parking lot appeared to have the
light poles cut down and a large white circle was painted onto the pavement,
enabling helicopters to land and take off close to the base. 


“All right, listen up!” The officer in charge of the search
operation looked out across the troops from Jackson’s unit as he pointed at a
large map hanging on the side of the mall. “We’ve searched most of the eastern
side of the city and haven’t located any trace of the device. At this point
we’re leaning toward it being on the western side, as we think they may be
trying to take advantage of winds to carry radioactive materials across the
city once they detonate it. You’ll be divided into four search groups and be
assigned to the northwestern and southwestern corners. Each search member will
have a radiation detector, but we won’t be able to link them up to command here
due to the signal jammer that’s in place.”


“Crap,” Linda whispered to Frank, “That’s going to make this
more challenging.”


“Two members of each search unit will be designated
messengers. We’ve outfitted a few light vehicles for the messengers to get
around the city quickly, but we’re also going to work off of a flare system.”
The officer gestured at a group of flare guns sitting on the table. “Green
means the sector is clear, red means you think you’ve located the device and
are calling in reinforcements. Don’t fire off the red unless your rad detectors
are going off the charts. We’ve already had a couple of false alarms and we
don’t need to be rushing around letting these assholes know we’re onto them
until we’re ready to go in.


“Once the device is located, you’re to use lethal force to
secure it. We believe that the terrorists have orders to manually detonate the
devices if they’re located, so you’ll have one chance at it before the city is
covered in radiation. Try not to screw up, okay?”


“Jeez.” Frank shook his head as he whispered to Linda. “Way
to be positive, eh?”


Linda shrugged. “It’s reality and they’re not about to
sugarcoat it.” She turned to look for Jackson who was moving toward the officer
to speak with him and figure out how his troops were to be divvied up across
the search areas. “Come on,” she said, motioning at Jackson, “Let’s keep up.”


After receiving more detailed instructions on how to use the
radiation monitoring equipment, the group of soldiers led by Jackson divided
into four teams and headed out to the northwestern and southwestern edges of
Phoenix to start their searches. The radioisotope identifier (RIID) devices
carried by each member of the search teams were small in size and fit into
discrete backpacks that were strapped onto the normal packs worn by the
soldiers. A special emphasis was placed on appearing like regular patrols in
the city so as to not spook any of the terrorists that might be watching the
search process unfold. 


As Linda, Jackson and Frank headed out with a group of
soldiers to a grid in the southwestern section of the city, Frank pointed at a
section of the parking lot that contained a cluster of remote-controlled
drones. “Why aren’t those up in the air searching, too? They have the same kind
of detectors on them that we do based on the logos.”


Linda peered out the window at the drones. “They can’t take
them up with the signal jammer in place. My guess is they’re doing a
wide-spectrum jam that’s blocking all radio and satellite signals coming in or
out. We’re effectively cut off from the outside world right now until this
situation gets resolved.”


“Wow,” Frank whistled softly and looked at the cluster of
small packs next to him in the back seat. “So these things will tell us where
the bomb is, huh?”


“That’s the hope.” 


“Oh, they’ll tell us, all right,” Jackson said. “Whether or
not we’ll stop it from going off is another matter entirely.”


Ten minutes later, after the search party arrived at their
designated location, they were all on foot and moving down the streets. The
group stayed spread out, moving into buildings periodically as they watched the
radiation readings on the wrist displays, looking carefully for any signs that
levels were increasing. Jackson had gone on ahead with a group of soldiers
while Frank and Linda stayed together near the middle of the group, talking
quietly as they went along.


“Why can’t they just do this search on vehicles? Get some
Humvees or something rolling and search the city really fast?”


“I’m sure they did, but this device probably isn’t leaking
radiation like the one back at the warehouse. With only trace amounts of
radiation to pick up, doing a street-level sweep is the only way we’re going to
be able to identify the exact location.”


“I don’t know how we can possibly hope to find this thing
anytime soon.”


Linda smiled and patted Frank on the back. “Have a little
faith. We may be cut off from the rest of the world and searching for a needle
in a haystack but at least we’re not being actively shot at, right?”


Frank chuckled. “That’s true, I guess. It’s way better than
it was yesterday.” His smile fell and he stepped closer to Linda and spoke
softly, not wanting his words to carry to the soldiers nearby. “How are you
doing, by the way? We haven’t had a chance to talk much since the ambush and
everything that followed.”


“What do you mean?” Linda kept looking straight ahead,
feigning ignorance.


“I mean about you and dealing with all of this urban
fighting and the fighting in general. This can’t be easy, even what we’re doing
right now. I have to imagine it’s bringing back a lot of memories so… I just
want to make sure you’re okay.” 


Linda opened her mouth, ready to snap at Frank and tell him
to mind his own business before closing it and physically biting down on her
tongue to keep from saying anything. Her initial reaction was to brush him off
and tamp down on the plug she had put over the emotional and physical responses
she had been feeling over the last couple of days. In truth, though, he was
right, and more so than he would ever know. Jackson’s push for her to lead
their counterassault against the ambush had taken a lot out of her and while
resting at the warehouse the day before had given her a momentary pause,
walking down the tight streets of an urban environment with hostiles
potentially waiting around any corner was something she had never wanted to do
again. Engaging with hostiles in an urban environment and then moving into two
more urban environments was infinitely more challenging, and as she thought
about Frank’s question she realized that her answer was simple.


“No.” The response was soft, and came out so quietly that
Frank barely noticed she spoke at all. He glanced at her, raising an eyebrow.


“Huh?”


“No, Frank. I’m not okay.” She still spoke quietly so that
the others around them wouldn’t pick up on the conversation but loud enough for
him to hear. “I don’t really want to get into the details, but this isn’t easy.
At all.” She hesitated, taking a deep breath before continuing. “But I
appreciate you asking.”


“What can I do to help?” Frank’s voice was filled with
compassion as he reached out to take her hand and squeeze it tightly with his
own. She smiled at him, squeezing his hand in return.


“Nothing, for the moment. The fact that you’re thinking
about this means a lot.” 


Frank watched her carefully before nodding. “You tell me if
you need anything, okay?” Linda nodded in return and Frank patted her on the
back before looking forward again. Linda’s gaze lingered on him for a moment,
and she felt something turning inside of her. The wall she had laid so
carefully around herself over the years, piling brick upon brick, was suddenly
punctured by a hole. It was a small hole, but a noticeable one nonetheless.
Through it came a wash of emotions and feelings that she had kept locked away,
ignoring them as her pursuit for Omar completely dominated her life. She had
never expected a stranger—whom she had abandoned at the first chance—to be
someone who would punch a hole in that carefully constructed wall and frankly, she
didn’t know what to think about it. As she started to get lost in her own
thoughts, though, the situation once again changed in an instant.


The roar of a motorcycle engine was distant at first,
growing louder by the second until a crotch rocket tore around the corner a
block behind the group. They all turned and looked at the motorcycle as it
roared toward them, the camo-clad rider’s face hidden behind a large black
helmet and facepiece. The motorcycle stopped with another squeal and the rider
sat up, unbuckled his helmet and pulled it off to reveal the sweaty face of a
private who was having more fun than should have been allowed.


“Lieutenant!” The soldier stepped off the bike and ran
through the group, looking for Jackson. “Lieutenant Jackson!”


“What is it, soldier?” Jackson turned around and eyed the
private closely, biting his tongue at the young man’s haggard appearance.


“We’ve got something, sir. To the south, next grid down. We
found a building that looks occupied and we’re seeing triple the normal amounts
of radiation in the area around it.”


Jackson’s face hardened and his eyes narrowed. “How many
other units have you informed?”


“Yours is the first, sir.”


“We’ll head there immediately. Get moving and inform as many
others as you can. Did you put up a red flare yet?”


“Not yet, sir.”


“What the hell are you waiting for!? Get a flare up and get
moving!”


“On it, sir!” The private ran back to his bike and slid his
helmet back on before gunning the engine, turning the bike with a quick squeal
and dashing off down the road.


“All right, listen up!” Jackson raised his voice as he
addressed the group. “Everybody back to the vehicles now! We’re heading out!
Everyone load up and follow me!” He had considered informing everyone of what
was going on, but if they were wrong about the location and the terrorists were
in the vicinity then they’d be tipped off. Not that they wouldn’t already be
tipped off by the fast arrival and departure of the motorcycle, though, he
thought. 


Jackson ran back the way the group had been walking, heading
for the Humvees that were following a short distance behind, providing both
cover and extra security for those on foot. Linda and Frank, who had been close
enough to Jackson to hear what the private said, jumped into one of the Humvees
with him as the soldier who was driving slipped into the back seat next to
Frank. 


“Sir, where are we going?”


Jackson glanced at the young man in the rearview mirror as
he waited for the rest of the soldiers to get into their vehicles. “To stop
this before it gets out of hand. I hope.”


*** 


Ten minutes later, after traveling to the far southwestern
edge of the city, Jackson’s group slowed to a halt as they encountered a pair
of soldiers standing by the edge of the road. The soldiers ran up to Jackson’s
vehicle and saluted as he rolled down the window.


“Sir! You’re the first units to arrive.”


“What’s going on? Which building are they in?”


One of the soldiers turned and pointed at a large grey
building a couple blocks down the street. “It’s a building that’s under
construction. A library or something, sir. It’s mostly finished on the outside,
but apparently there’s a lot left unfinished on the interior. We’ve encircled
it as discreetly as possible and have all the exits covered.”


“Any movement inside?”


“We caught a glimpse of two men walking by a window a while
back, but nothing since then. They still have to be inside, though.”


Jackson nodded and turned off the Humvee’s engine before
glancing at the soldier sitting behind him. “Spread the word down the line; I
want everyone getting into supporting positions, ready to breach the entrances.
Hand signals until we go in, got it?” The soldier nodded, his eyes wide, and
Jackson turned to look at Frank and Linda. “You two come with me.”


Jackson, Frank and Linda followed one of the two soldiers
that had greeted him, slipping away down a side street and entering a small
storefront across from the library. Construction on the southwestern edge of
the city had been ongoing for several months and was part of an attempt to
revitalize the area. Residents who worked in the city proper but couldn’t
afford to live there were moving in droves to nearby housing that was far less
expensive, but the city officials could see that things were going to take a
turn for the worse unless the area had some major upkeep. New parks, streetlights
and public works—such as the library—were all investments in the area that were
providing employment and leisure activities to residents in their local
neighborhood.


The library was a massive, gray monolith that was nearly
constructed. Tall pillars stood out front at the top of a wide staircase while
long, stained-glass windows were still being installed on the other three
sides. A side entrance to the lower floor of the library was visible from the
storefront, and though it appeared boarded up a quick glance at the building
with a pair of binoculars told Jackson what was really going on.


“Somebody broke in through there, eh?” He whispered to the
soldier they had followed, Private Faulks, as all four of them crouched in the
shadows behind the shop counters to stay out of sight.


Faulks nodded and gestured at the door. “We haven’t been any
closer to the building than this, but we have soldiers in place all around the
perimeter. The entrances on all sides look like that one. Clearly broken into
and sloppily fixed up to look like they weren’t.”


“Any signs of IEDs behind the doors?”


“No, sir. Scans with the wall imagers showed nothing around
the door or frame.”


Jackson nodded approvingly. “Good. Do you have orders yet
from command on what to do?”


Faulks gulped and shook his head. “No, sir. You’re the
ranking officer here.”


Jackson hissed an inaudible curse and Linda gave him a
half-grin and punched him lightly on the shoulder. “Time to step up, eh,
Lieutenant?”


“Bite me, Rollins.” Jackson rolled his eyes and turned to
Faulks. “Got your watch?” The private held up his wrist and nodded. “Good,”
Jackson continued. “We go in in seven minutes from my mark. That’ll give you
just enough time to inform everyone. I want a few more with us on this side,
just to bolster our numbers. When everyone goes in, we’re going to use standard
breaching formations. Shoot to kill anything that moves and isn’t wearing a
uniform. Our sole priority is the device. Once we secure it then we can worry
about whatever else these assholes might throw our way. Got it?” Private Faulks
nodded and Jackson stared at his watch. “And… mark. Go!” 


Faulks dashed out of the back of the storefront, heading out
to give verbal instructions to anyone he could reach and hand signals to those
he couldn’t. Jackson groaned quietly as he sat back from his squat, taking the
weight off of his legs and ankles so he could sit down on the ground for a
couple of minutes. Next to him, Linda double-checked that her rifle had a round
in the chamber and that there were a trio of spare mags in her vest ready for
easy access.


“What do you two want me to do?” Frank was looking over the
counter at the library as he spoke, trying to keep any hint of nervousness out
of his voice.


“Stay—” Jackson started to speak, but Linda cut him off.


“Stay behind me.” She glanced at Jackson as he opened his
mouth to argue, her expression making it clear that it wasn’t a subject up for
debate. “You and I are going in last, after Jackson. We don’t have uniforms on
and we’re not going to get into a potential friendly fire situation. If
something goes wrong, just shoot at anyone except me who’s not wearing a
uniform.”


Frank took a deep breath and nodded. Hearing that he and
Linda would be going in last made him feel somewhat better, though there was a
twinge of regret over not being part of the group that was going to storm in
and—hopefully—save the city. The sound of footsteps in the back room of the
store distracted Frank from his thoughts and he turned to see a pair of
soldiers he recognized walking in. 


“Sir.” The soldiers knelt down next to Jackson, looking at
him intently as they took deep breaths to recover from their run over.


“You get the word on what we’re doing?” Jackson asked.


“Yes, sir. Ready to rock and roll.”


“Good.” Jackson checked his watch and rolled his head
around, cracking the tendons in his neck. “Thirty seconds, people. Everyone get
ready. I’ll go in first, you two after, Linda and Frank to follow.” He glanced
at the pair and gave Linda the same mischievous grin she had given him just
moments earlier. 


“Time to step up, eh, Rollins?”


*** 


For the dozen terrorists sitting, lying and walking
aimlessly throughout the interior of the library, life had never been more dull.
After slipping the crate into the city and getting it inside the target
building without a hitch, they had set to work on rigging the structure with
explosives tied to the device to create an explosion that would be guaranteed
to spread the radioactive material inside as far and as wide as possible. Once
this setup was complete, though, there was nothing left to do except guard the
building. The predictions provided to them by their leader turned out to be
accurate, though, and the building and surrounding area had been left largely
alone by the soldiers and civilians inhabiting the city, though that also meant
that boredom was left to grow at an ever-increasing pace. 


They never got a chance to be bored again.


Four teams—one at each entrance on each side of the library—went
in with breaching charges and flashbangs at the exact same time. Five
terrorists who happened to be in the general vicinity of the entrances went
down without being able to even reach for their weapons. Two terrorists who
were in the bottom floor of the building trying to sleep were able to get up,
get their rifles in hand and start moving toward the noise when they were
gunned down in a hail of rifle fire from Jackson’s team. 


The remaining five terrorists, on the top floor of the
library, were able to get into cover before the team that went in through the
main entrance of the library could get to them. Two soldiers from the front
team were dropped in the initial gunfight and the rest had to back off as the
group of terrorists dug themselves in to a makeshift barricade they had
constructed around the device. The other three teams, upon clearing the bottom
floors of the library and hearing the gunfire from above, raced to the top as
they followed Jackson’s bellowed orders. As he shouted them, though, he
realized that they were likely too late. 


As four of the terrorists crouched behind cover and fired
blindly at the soldiers pinned down near the main entrance to the library,
shards of glass and plaster and marble rained down from the walls and ceiling.
The fifth terrorist, meanwhile, worked feverishly on the device as he tried to
remember the sequence for arming and detonating it. He wasn’t the man who was
supposed to manually trigger it; he was merely the third backup. The one who
spent the least amount of time learning about the device. His lack of knowledge
and the delay that ensued was the only reason that Phoenix was not consumed by
fire and radiation.


Jackson’s boots thundered up the steps as he lead the teams
forward and they emerged from two lazily spiraling staircases, one on each side
of the library. He spotted the soldiers first, pinned down near the front and
reduced to taking potshots at their attackers. With a quick shout he directed
the team across from him to move forward and engage, laying down suppressing
fire on the attackers while he and the group with him moved around to the side
in a flanking maneuver. 


“Miss me?” A voice from behind Jackson startled him and he
glanced back to see Linda running alongside him and Frank just a few steps
behind.


“I told you two to come in after us!”


“For the record, we did.”


Jackson shook his head and waved her off, having neither the
time nor the patience to deal with her. He spoke to his unit as they ascended a
small staircase on the side of the library, gaining elevation over their
targets and providing a perfect line of sight. “Take them out, but don’t hit
that device!” 


Linda was the first to fire, bringing her rifle to bear and
squeezing the trigger with a practiced hand that had sent tens of thousands of
rounds downrange. The head of the man fiddling with the device flopped to the
side as a pink mist consisting of blood and brain matter sprayed across the
device. Jackson and the other soldiers with him took aim next, quickly
dispatching the remaining four terrorists before they could figure out where
the new fire was coming from.


“Cease fire!” Jackson bellowed out as he stood up, before
turning his attention to the unit that was pinned down near the door. “Get a
medic over there, now! The rest of you, secure this area!” As the soldiers
scrambled to obey the orders, Frank and Linda raced back down the short
staircase and headed toward the device.


“You got this, Rollins?” Jackson looked at her expectantly,
knowing that she and Frank had been listening in on the debriefing given to him
by the techs who had dismantled the device in the warehouse. He would have
preferred to have one of the techs who had performed the original dismantling
perform this one, too, but one of the soldiers being tended to by the medics
was that same man. 


“Hell no.” Linda shook her head firmly and pointed at Frank.
“He does, though.”


“Richards?” Jackson looked at Frank and raised an eyebrow.
Frank nodded and took a deep breath. “Yeah, I can handle it.” He gingerly
stepped over the dead man lying in front of the device and opened a small panel
on the side. As he worked, Jackson stepped close to Linda, hardly believing the
sight before him. 


“How is it he knows what he’s doing better than you do?” He
whispered to her, trying to keep Frank from overhearing.


“You saw him with that drone. He may have been an accountant
but he’s good with this kind of stuff. Way better than you or me.” She glanced
over at the wounded soldiers near the front entrance and grimaced. “And way
better than him, at least in his current state.”


Before Jackson could answer, Frank stood up and put his
hands into the air. “Done!” He stepped back from the device as the small screen
on the front slowly faded and shut off as the capacitors discharged.


“Already?” Jackson asked, stepping up to look at the side of
the device.


“Yeah, it’s actually pretty basic to disarm. They never put
any sort of failsafe mechanisms on them to protect them from tampering.”


“So if they turn off the signal blocker this thing won’t
explode in our faces?”


Frank kicked at a small part on the floor. “Unless that
receiver hops back onto the device by itself… no. We should be good.”


“Nice work, Frank.” Linda patted him on the shoulder. “You
just kept us from being nuked.”


As the adrenaline started to fade and Frank realized what he
had just done, he felt his body shake and he sat down on the edge of the
barricade. Linda crouched near him while Jackson headed over to check on the
wounded soldiers.


“You okay there?” She asked.


“Yeah… yeah, I think so.” He nodded and gave a weak smile.
“That was… intense. I didn’t really expect to step up and do that.”


Linda shrugged. “You got put on the spot and you didn’t
crack under pressure. Can’t ask for any better than that.” She watched as he
trembled again before standing up and helping him off of the barricade. “Come
on, sit on the floor. Don’t need you passing out from all this excitement and
cracking your head open on the floor.”


Frank managed a slight laugh as he sat on the ground and put
his head back. He closed his eyes for a moment before opening them and staring
up at the half-finished skylight above. Outside, in the street, the roar of
diesel engines echoed faintly as the next sets of reinforcements arrived. Drawn
by both the messenger on the motorcycle and the flare, they arrived expecting a
fight but were overjoyed when Jackson’s unit described the quick and decisive
way in which they had been able to take out the enemy. 


Over the next hour, after more techs arrived and confirmed
that the device was indeed disarmed and enough officers higher up on the food
chain were satisfied that it wasn’t going to explode, the signal jammers across
the city were switched off. Signals of all types flooded into the former dead
zone, both military and civilian alike. Some were standard communication
channels giving updates and keepalive codes, but the majority were talking
about something else. A city that hadn’t been as fortunate. A city whose
operation hadn’t gone quite as smoothly. 


As Frank and Linda milled around in the library, watching
the soldiers go back and forth on their assignments, they spotted Jackson
walking toward them. Instead of the cheerful, celebratory expression he wore
earlier, there was only anger and pain in his eyes. Linda recognized the cause
by instinct and her gut twisted in fear.


“Jackson? What happened?”


He swallowed hard and fought to keep his voice steady,
though all he wanted to do was scream to the heavens above. “Chicago’s gone.”


The announcement was simple and silence followed in its wake
as Linda and Frank digested the news. 


“What do you mean by ‘gone,’ Jackson?” Linda finally asked.


“They had a nuke go off. Dirty bomb. Whatever. Initial
causalities are in the tens, maybe hundreds of thousands. Millions more’ll die
before too long. They had the device planted in the perfect place to do the
maximum amount of harm.” He looked at the device sitting on the ground next to
them, partially dismantled by the techs. “Just like this one.”


There was silence again for a moment until Frank finally
worked up the courage to ask the question that was on the tip of his tongue.
“What do we do?”


Jackson glanced at him before staring Linda dead in the
eyes. Her expression had turned as ice cold as his and she nodded at him in
agreement, knowing what he was going to say before he said it.


“We’re going to find that son of a bitch you’ve been chasing
and take him down.”


 


 











Chapter 10


 


“I just heard we lost Miami, too.”


“Chicago and Miami? How is that possible?”


“Don’t know; they’re not telling us anything.”


“But we got the one here, right?”


“Hell yeah. And they killed all the assholes guarding it,
too.”


The whispered conversation between a group of soldiers
surrounded Frank and Linda as they waited for Jackson. Frank tried to ignore
the whispers, dismissing them as rumors and hearsay but a quick glance at
Jackson as he jogged back toward them confirmed that everything was true. 


“Sorry about that, you two. Took a hot second to get in
touch with D.C. You’re both confirmed, though. Nobody’ll question you again.”


Linda nodded and took back her ID, as did Frank. “Thanks,
Jackson. Is it true what they’re saying about Miami?”


“I’m afraid so. I haven’t been briefed but Miami and Chicago
are all everyone’s talking about.” He looked around, trying to see through the
crowd of people and makeshift buildings before motioning at a large structure a
short distance away. “Come on, let’s get to the command post so we can try to
get Sarah on the line.”


The celebration over the location and disarmament of the
device in Phoenix had been short-lived once the news about Chicago came over the
radio. With the device gone, units were being redeployed both through Phoenix
and to other portions of the country. Jackson’s unit, as the ones who
spearheaded the attack against the group at the library, were summoned to the
local command post to undergo a debriefing before being reassigned.


After all of the traveling with the convoy and working on
the fringes of cities for the last few days, Frank and Linda received a
shocking reminder of just how bad things really were as they drove toward the
more populated section of the city, near the command post. People sat in droves
along the sidewalks with jackets zipped and blankets pulled tightly around
themselves. They were largely quiet as they watched the soldiers driving and
marching back and forth, having lost most sense of self after being stuck in
the city for so long. In some areas, where relief supplies were being
distributed, there were disagreements, shouting and even a few minor
fistfights, though those were quickly clamped down on by nearby soldiers. 


A sense of perpetual dread seemed to hang in the air, its
tendrils tugging at Frank as he hurried to keep up with Jackson and Linda.
Every time he bumped into another person standing or sitting around with a
vacant stare on their face he grew more uncomfortable with how eerily quiet
they were. Far from the screaming and shouting he had witnessed and experienced
during the opening days of the attacks, these people were largely calm and
quiet. Somehow, though, that was scarier. The end of the world was supposed to
be loud and noisy and violent as people fought tooth and nail against it. It
wasn’t supposed to be accepted with a shrug and a sigh and an outstretched hand
for another day’s rations.


“What’s wrong with these people?” Frank caught up to Linda
and leaned in close, whispering in her ear. “This is worse than what we saw in
Washington. At least the people there were actually animated.”


Linda kept her voice low as she replied. “A loss of hope and
no sense of direction will do that. They’ve been here for quite a while. A lot
have lost family or friends. There’s no timetable on when they can get back to
their homes and without anything to do they’re just… stuck.”


Frank looked back at the people they were passing with a
newfound sense of compassion. “When will they be able to leave?”


Linda glanced at Frank, not sure whether he was serious or
not. She motioned at a nearby apartment building that had most of the interior
lights on. “You think they’re moving people into these places by the millions
just to send them back out to their homes again anytime soon?”


“You mean… they’re going to live here?”


“What else are they going to do?”


Frank opened his mouth to reply before closing it, cocking
his head and contemplating the question. He hadn’t considered what tens upon
tens of millions of people would do after the entire country ground to a
screeching halt. “There’s always cleanup, right?”


“You don’t need the entire population of the United States
on cleanup duty.”


“What about repair work?”


“To what? The electrical grid? Building new trucks?
Repairing complex machinery and other systems? Those are all skilled jobs,
requiring a lot of education and expense. Anyone still left alive who can do
those jobs will be able to name their own price. But that’s still a miniscule
fraction.”


“Farming? We need food, don’t we? Plus all of the other
stuff. Blue collar workers, managers, waiters….” Frank trailed off as he
realized what he was saying. “I guess… if things are that bad… huh.”


“As of a few years ago,” Linda screwed her eyes shut as she
tried to remember what she had read, “The most common jobs in the United States
by number of people employed in said jobs were retail salespeople followed by
cashiers, office clerks, chefs and waiters and then nurses, if I recall
correctly. Not a lot of in-demand positions there, except nurses, and I
guarantee you that anyone with any skills in that area is already working
overtime.”


“What will everyone do, then?”


“Try and stay fed, dry and warm, I imagine. Once all the
dust clears I suspect the feds will implement some sort of programs to get
people back to work. Rebuilding roads, getting farms back to work and things
like that. Stuff that virtually anyone can do if they’re given a bit of
direction.” She paused. “It’s a monumental task, though. An entire country
upended, untold numbers dead and no clear way forward.”


Frank was quiet as he contemplated Linda’s words. They
continued pushing forward through the streets, occasionally bumping into people
nearby. The crowds were growing thicker and more animated the closer they got
to the command center and as the trio approached the security line around the
structure they could see that there were a dozen or so people lined up nearby
waving wrinkled cardboard signs and shouting slogans that none of them could
quite make out.


Jackson presented his ID to the guard at the gate, as did
Linda and Frank. As Linda took hers back she threw a thumb in the direction of
the people standing a short distance away. “What’s up with them?”


The guard rolled his eyes. “Bunch of idiots if you ask me. They’re
protesting about who-knows-what.”


“Huh.” Frank took back his ID and slipped it into his
pocket. He eyed the protestors carefully as he followed Linda and Jackson
through the gate before whispering to Linda again. “Protestors? That doesn’t
sound good, no matter what side they’re on.” Linda nodded in silent agreement
before stopping as the three of them once again had to present their IDs. 


Frank took a moment to look around, noticing for the first
time that they were standing in a relatively open area with trees and grass
around them and a large, unusually shaped building in front. Frank took a few
steps back and looked at the large sign hanging from the building. 


“The Temberly Theatre.” He looked back at the entrance as
the guard standing before the door held out his ID. “The command post is in a
theater?”


*** 


Built a few years prior thanks to a multi-million dollar
donation by local businessman and philanthropist Gordon Temberly, the Temberly
Theatre was designed to be the most sophisticated, elegant, modern and
up-to-date theater establishment in the entire country. The building’s exterior
design came about after lengthy consultations with top modern designers and
evoked images of the Sydney Opera House. The interior was crafted by computer
algorithms and designed to carry sound from the main stage to every single
corner of the auditorium thanks to a system of automated wall and ceiling
sections that changed position and material based on what type of performance was
taking place. 


In addition to the main auditorium there were two smaller
auditoriums, one on ground level and one below ground in the main basement.
These were often used for community plays, musical performances and other
projects while the main auditorium was reserved for larger performances. Even
the smaller stages were impressive, though, and featured as many modern
amenities as the main one.


Unfortunately, due to the state of the city—not to mention
the country—the theater had been repurposed as a command post for the military
forces working to keep the city safe and secure. The pristine walls and floors
were marred with grease and dirt, the wide airy halls were filled with desks,
supplies and equipment and even the auditoriums and stages had been turned into
living quarters and offices. 


Though the number of people inside the theater was far less
than the number out in the streets surrounding it, Frank felt much more cramped
as he walked down the halls—and he was certain it had nothing to do with being
indoors. If the mood outside the building was best described as depressed and
downtrodden the mood inside was best described as desperate and panicked. Most
of the civilians in the city had no clue that bombs had gone off in Chicago and
Miami, though the few that did seemed to be less interested in that fact and
more interested in staring blankly into space. 


For the men and women in uniform, though, things were
radically different. With the device in Phoenix dismantled a large portion of
the forces in the city were being sent out to other sanctuary cities, either to
bolster flagging forces or work as replacements for troops being sent to
Chicago and Miami. There was a sense of chaos in the building, but not the
ordered kind.


“This way, you two. Keep up.” Jackson turned to look at
Frank and Linda, both of whom had slowed to a walk as they looked around the
interior of the theater, taken in by both the building and the people in it.
The pair hurried to catch up with him and they eventually found themselves in a
quiet corner of the building surrounded by a group of men and women seated at
desks speaking into headsets.


“Is this the comms nest?” Linda asked. 


“You got it,” Jackson pointed across the room. “They should
be getting a line set up for us to D.C. If they remembered, that is.” Jackson,
Linda and Frank crossed the room and Jackson got the attention of one of the
women who was wearing a headset.


“This is Linda Rollins and Frank Richards. We’re supposed to
have a secure line to D.C. set up for us?”


“Yes, sir, Lieutenant.” The woman nodded at him. “Right this
way.” She led the trio into what looked like a repurposed green room and
motioned at a communications setup on a table. “You’re all set to go in here.”
She eyed Linda and Frank carefully on the way out and closed the door behind
her.


“Right, then,” Linda rubbed her hands together and sat down
at the table, not keen on wasting any more time. “Let’s see if we can get Sarah
on the horn.”


It took sixteen minutes to get Sarah on the line, including
the time to have the call actually established—Jackson’s suspicion was
correct—and get through the layers of bureaucracy between the person at the
other end of the line and Sarah herself. When Sarah’s voice finally came
through, both Frank and Linda grinned as they heard her typical annoyance
shining as bright as ever.


“…the hell would you wait so long to tell me they called?! I
said I was expecting a call and I meant it! Go find a crayon and stick it in
your ear you great buffoon!” There was a sigh, the sound of someone putting on
a headset and her voice again, though louder and more clear this time. “Linda?
Frank and Jackson with you?”


“Sarah.” Linda smiled. “It’s good to talk to you.”


“You two, dear; now’s not the time, though. We have
developments. Have Jackson make sure the line’s secure.” After a quick squeal
and the input of a few numbers on the radio’s keypad, Sarah was back. “Good.
Now, are all three of you there?”


“We’re all here, ma’am.” Jackson spoke as he and Frank stood
next to each other, hovering on either side of Linda.


“Good. Now listen close. I’m guessing you heard about
Chicago and Miami, but you haven’t heard everything. This isn’t to be shared,
understand?” Frank, Linda and Jackson all replied in the affirmative and she
continued. “The bombs in those cities were triggered remotely and the only
reason it hasn’t happened in more cities is because we have broad-spectrum
signal jammers set up in every other location where the devices are believed to
have been delivered.”


“Triggered remotely?” Jackson asked. “Through a radio
signal?”


“Could be anything. The jammers block everything from radio
to television to satellite. The cities that are still standing are keeping
their jammers enabled until the devices are contained.”


“What about manual detonation?” Jackson spoke again. “Why
aren’t the terrorists guarding them just blowing them up?”


“Unknown. We’re guessing that they were put in place solely
to guard the devices and act as emergency triggers. Their orders are likely to
just guard the bombs until they’re vaporized by them. Hell of a way to go.”


Frank crouched down next to Linda, leaning in closer to the
microphone as he closed his eyes and spoke. “How many people died?”


“No clue; not in my department. We’re mostly focused on
getting the other devices found.  Houston’s clear, Cincinnati’s clear and
Richmond’s clear. That’s about it for now, though, other than you all.”


“Sarah,” Linda said as she adjusted her chair, “I get the
feeling that you didn’t just call us on a secure, encrypted frequency just to
give us the details about which cities are gone and which aren’t.”


“Darned straight.” There was a rustling again as, on the
other end of the radio, Sarah got up and double-checked that the door to the
room she was in was closed and locked. “The jammers have local unlock codes,
but there’s also a master signal on a specific frequency that can punch through
the noise. The unlock code is here in DC, in the sanctuary city, at the command
post.”


There was a long pause while she waited for them to catch up
with what she was suggesting. “I’m… not sure I follow,” Frank finally answered.


“Remember how I said I think that something odd’s going on
around here?” Another pause. “This is going to sound crazy which is why I
haven’t told anyone yet, but I believe Omar’s planning an attack here.”


“Yeah, we talked about that, didn’t we?” Linda replied.


“I don’t think he’s attacking just to get revenge,
though. With those jammers up his plan’s foiled unless he can get runners on
the ground inside the cities to hand-deliver a message to the terrorists
guarding the devices. Every minute that passes is a minute that we’re closer to
disabling the devices once and for all. If he could pull down all the jammers
at once while simultaneously dealing a death blow to D.C. all while our military’s
in disarray trying to respond to the devices….”


Sarah trailed off and Linda finished the thought. “That
would be it. Tens of millions or more would die in the first few moments.
Countless more after.”


“Forget about rebuilding,” Sarah replied. “Whoever was left
would be trying to get passage to some other country so they could live away
from all the hot zones.”


“What do you want us to do, ma’am?” Jackson cut in, his
voice firm and authoritative in spite of the dire news.


“Get your asses back up here. Whatever’s going to happen
next isn’t going to happen down there.” There was another pause and the sound
of footsteps. “You three need to get on a plane to D.C. It’s time to end this
once and for all.”


“Uh, I have a question,” Frank said, raising his arm partway
in the air like he was attending a lecture. “Why isn’t the military up there
doing something about Omar? You were able to get through to someone about the
devices, clearly. Why not just tell them about Omar?”


“Because if she does,” Linda answered before Sarah could,
“Then if the traitor’s still around and listening in then he would have that
much more information.”


“Exactly. Screaming at the top of our lungs about the
devices worked, but I don’t know that we can risk it a second time. We’ll—hang
on.” Footsteps came through the radio again, followed by the sound of a door
opening and Sarah shouting at someone down a hall. A low rumble cut through the
noise, making Frank’s ears perk up at the sound.


“What was that?”


Another rumble came through the speaker, though it was
followed by the sound of an enormous explosion that filled the room, making
Frank, Linda and Jackson all cover their ears in pain. “What the hell?!” Linda
reached for the volume knob to turn down the sound and called out into the
microphone. “Sarah? Sarah! Are you there?”


As the ringing in their ears died down, they realized that
there were no longer any transmissions coming through the radio. Whatever had
just happened at the D.C. command post had disrupted the line. 


“Here, move out of the way, Rollins.” Jackson sat down in
Linda’s seat and began working the transmitter as he spoke quietly into the
microphone, trying to reestablish contact. After a few minutes of fruitless
work, he turned in his seat and pointed at Frank. “Richards, get out there and
tell them we have a situation going on in D.C. We need them to get our channel
back up now!”


“On it!” Frank ran out of the room, at first feeling bad for
making so much noise as he burst through the door as he remembered the relative
silence the people in the next room had been working in. The feeling didn’t
last for long, though, as he saw that everyone who had been quietly tapping
away at a computer or speaking softly into a microphone was now fully animated,
loud and in a moderate state of panic. Looking around at the chaos and wondering
what to do, Frank grabbed the nearest person he could find by the shoulders as
they tried to dodge past him.


“Hey, we need help back here. We were on the line with
Washington and—”


“Washington? D.C.?” The man’s eyes widened. “Something’s
going on up there. We lost comms and can’t get them back. There was some
gunfire or something before that happened and—”


Linda and Jackson came through the door as the man was about
to finish his sentence. Jackson glanced at Linda and nodded. “Be to the intersection
in ten.”


“We will,” She nodded back at him before turning to Frank. “We’re
heading to Washington. Jackson’s going to get seats on the next flight out. We
need to get our gear and some spare supplies and get ready to go.”


The noise in the room was loud enough that Linda waved at
Frank to follow her as he shouted in response. “What did you find out?”


“Same thing everyone else here did, I assume. A surface to
surface missile just took out the main comms array at their command post.
There’s some kind of fighting force heading into the city.”


“A fighting force? What does that mean?!” Frank broke into a
run to keep up with Linda and the pair moved quickly down the street, pushing
aside soldiers and civilians alike as they ran for where they had stowed their
gear.


“It means Sarah’s suspicion about Omar was right. All of it.
He’s there in D.C. with enough people to start a fight.”


“Can’t the military just… fight back? He can’t have all that
many people, can he?”


“Guerilla warfare, Frank. It’s a bitch and a half to fight
against and Omar’s people are the best of the best. With his people and
resources, whoever’s still stationed there won’t last very long.” As Frank and
Linda hit the main road leading to a nearby airfield, a fleet of trucks racing
by seemed to confirm what she was saying. “All the cities that are still
searching for their devices don’t even know what’s happening in Washington so
they can’t send any aid.” Linda shook her head. “This is bad. Really bad.”


The squeal of tires made both her and Frank turn and they
saw Jackson at the wheel of a camo-painted truck that roared alongside the
convoy before squealing to a stop in front of them. “Get in!” Jackson shouted
at them through the rolled-down window. Linda jumped into the front middle seat
and Frank clambered in after her. As soon as the door was shut Jackson took
off, honking the horn to alert the civilians and soldiers walking nearby to
stay out of the way.


“Do you have a flight for us?” Linda shouted over the roar
of the engine as Jackson accelerated sharply around a corner.


“They’re sending five hundred soldiers and Marines along
with some supplies in fifteen minutes,” he shouted back, not daring to take his
eyes off of the road. “We’ve got three seats in the cargo section if we can
make it there in time!”


“Drive faster, then,” Frank mumbled as he clung to his seat
and braced himself against the door.


The drive to the airfield took just under ten minutes and
when they arrived Jackson stopped the truck on the tarmac and jumped out.
“Hurry up! Get your gear and let’s go!” He threw a backpack on and grabbed his
rifle from the back of the truck. Frank and Linda jumped out and grabbed their
backpacks and rifles from the back of the truck as well, then ran after Jackson
across the tarmac.


A pair of C-17 Globemasters were parked on the tarmac with
both of their cargo doors open as dozens of soldiers and crates of supplies
were loaded in. The energy on the airfield was electric as troops from all
branches ran back and forth on various assignments. Jackson, Frank and Linda
ran up to the rear C-17 and Jackson had a brief conversation with the
loadmaster.


“Airman Bradley! I’m Lieutenant Jackson and this is Linda
Rollins and Frank Richards. I’m escorting these two to Washington. I radioed in
a few minutes ago; you have three seats for us, correct?”


“Absolutely, sir!” Bradley nodded and glanced at Frank and
Linda. “Seats are in the front, ahead of the cargo. We need to get you on board
right now, though; we’re on a tight schedule and need to get in the air within
minutes.”


“Absolutely; just point us there and we’ll get seated.”


“Follow me, sir.”


After following Bradley to their seats, Jackson, Frank and
Linda secured their weapons and bags before strapping themselves in. A flurry
of activity continued around them as crew and cargo continued to pour on board
in preparation for takeoff. While Jackson and Linda took the opportunity to
drink a full bottle of water each, Frank sat slack-jawed at the coordinated
chaos before a tap on his shoulder drew his attention.


“Here,” Linda said, holding out a bottle of water to him.
“Hydrate up. It’s going to be a long flight.”


“How long?” Frank took the bottle of water and unscrewed the
top. 


“Four hours, give or take.”


“Holy crap,” he choked on the first sip of water and coughed
loudly. “Are we even going to be in time to do anything?”


Two seats down, on Linda’s left, Jackson leaned forward and
looked at Frank. “They’ll hold out, don’t you worry. There’ll be plenty of
fight left for us when we get there.”


Frank nodded as Jackson sat back in his seat, then he turned
and looked at Linda, wanting to hear her opinion. She leaned in and spoke
quietly to him. “We’ve got zero intel on how things are going up there. You saw
how it was before we left, though. The place was practically a warzone
already.”


“So you don’t think they’ll hold out?”


Linda shook her head. “I didn’t say that. They’ll hold out,
yeah. But if Omar’s really directing the assault and he’s got a decent-sized
fighting force, they’re going to be hard-pressed to hold out for more than a
few hours without getting in reinforcements.”


“Surely there are more troops from closer cities going
there, though, right?” Frank had to speak up as the whine of the engines and
sound of the closing cargo doors began to grow louder. A few airmen ran down
the line of people seated on the sides of the aircraft, passing out hearing
protection in the form of earplugs and earmuffs. 


Linda didn’t answer for a moment, then she shook her head.
“I don’t know. We’re going to be one of the only cities sending troops, and
that’s because we verified that the device here was dismantled and our jammer
is down. The cities that are still searching for their devices aren’t about to
give up on that search—hell, they won’t have even heard about Washington if
their jammers are active.” Linda took a deep breath and sighed in exasperation.
“Who knows what we’re going to find up there or how we’ll find Omar if he’s in
the neighborhood. But we’ll try. We’ll try our damnedest.” 


Frank nodded and sat back in his seat as he put on his
earmuffs. Further talking was impossible as the whine of the engines turned
into a scream as the Globemaster accelerated forward, taxiing toward the
runway. Designed for short takeoffs and landings, the Globemaster lurched
forward as soon as its sister aircraft was in the air, the four massive jet
engines propelling the craft forward and upward into the sky. Frank closed his
eyes as he was pushed around in his seat, moving only half an inch or so back
and forth as his restraints kept him from flying out of his seat and turning
into a pink smear on the far wall. 


His last flight on a military aircraft had been stressful
enough, with the assignment of heading out to California to try and locate some
mysterious devices that had been smuggled into the country. This flight,
though, was different in a whole host of ways. The devices had been found, some
had been detonated, he had been through firefights and car wrecks, Sarah was
missing and the District of Columbia was under siege by a force led by Linda’s
nemesis. He cracked his eyes and turned his head to look at Linda. She sat
still in her seat, the large black earmuffs covering half of the side of her
head. Her hair was still tucked away in a neat ponytail that seemed to never
come undone. Her face was a mask, betraying no hint of emotion to the normal
observer. Though Frank hadn’t known her for long, he knew her well enough to
know that it was a face of raw determination. The same face that had taken them
into the depths of hell and back. The face of a friend whom he had never
dreamed he would have and someone who he would do anything to protect—and knew
that she would do the same for him.


As Frank sat on the loud, bumpy flight, his eyes closed and
his thoughts a swirling mess, he felt a small, calloused hand wrap around his,
clasping it tightly. Opening his eyes he looked down to see Linda’s hand in
his, her fingers gripping his so tightly that her hand was turning white. He
squeezed back, feeling a warmth spring up in his chest that radiated peace and
tranquility through his whole body. The feeling filled him with something that
could outshine the terrible darkness, bring order to chaos and transform his
swirling mind into one that was calm and relaxed.


Hope is a simple, ordinary-seeming thing. But it can change
the world.


Sitting there, squeezing tight the hand of someone whom he
had never imagined he would meet in a situation he never imagined he would find
himself in, Frank Richards had hope. Fierce, determined, unwavering,
unflinching hope. 


And that would be enough to turn back the darkness.


 


 











Chapter 11


 


Dressed in casual winter clothing with a tan scarf
wrapped around his neck and leather gloves protecting his hands from the bitter
cold, Farhad Omar stands tall on the bow of the riverboat as it motors slowly
up the Potomac River. The intense precipitation for the past few weeks means
the river is deeper than usual, an unexpected bonus for the man planning the
most daring operation ever to occur on United States soil. He had been
concerned at one point about the eleven riverboats behind him, as running even
one of them aground would compromise his already fragile operation beyond
repair.


Everything is running smoothly, though. He smiles as he
looks out across the darkened city, basking in the fact that most of the area
is without power. Its residents are displaced and in no small amount of
discomfort—if they are even alive.


Omar takes one last deep breath of the frigid air before
opening the door to the cabin of the riverboat and stepping back in. He casts
his gaze across the men seated in the boat, each of them wrapped in a thick
coat and long pants. They are all cold in spite of this and they are shivering
uncontrollably, as are the men seated in the other eleven boats farther down
the river. It is a necessary discomfort, though. Thermal imagers are
undoubtedly in use by the patrols and keeping the boats as cold as possible
will reduce the chances that someone spots them sailing slowly up the river.


“Report, please.” Omar’s voice is smooth and steady, the
cold having no effect on him.


“Spotters report all clear. One foot patrol is nearby, on
the port. They’ll be passing by in two minutes.”


“Have the spotters ready. Take them out if they look like
they’ve spotted us or if they’re alone.”


The man seated near the pilot of the boat nods and speaks
into a radio. Lying on top of each of the boats, pairs of men dressed in black
shift positions, turning their long suppressed rifles in the direction of the
approaching patrol. Six men and two women dressed in Army camouflage walk near
the bank of the river, speaking quietly as they keep their eyes open for
threats. It’s been days since they last encountered looter activity, though,
and they are at ease as they talk and crack jokes with each other.


Four of the eight die within the same half-second as
fifty caliber rounds enter and exit through their skulls, turning their heads
into gelatin and a fine pink mist. The other four only have enough time to
realize that something has gone horribly wrong before they, too, are executed.
Two die to gaping chest wounds, one bleeds out in under a minute after losing
her leg and the final man takes a round to his lower spine as he tries to run
to cover. 


The sounds of the rifles are loud across the water in
spite of the suppressors, and Omar flinches internally with each shot. There
are no other patrols close enough to hear them, though, and the man seated next
to the pilot looks up at him with a nod. “The patrol is down. We’re clear all
the way through to Hains Point.”


Omar pats the man on the shoulder and smiles. “Excellent.
Give me the radio and patch me through to the boats.” It takes a moment for the
man with the radio to prepare things, but once he does he passes a microphone
to Omar who takes it and begins pacing at the front of the boat.


“My brothers, our path is clear. In less than one hour we
shall arrive at our destination. We shall disembark and dissipate into the city
as instructed, setting up safe houses and staging grounds for the eventual
assault.” He feels the next words catch in his throat as he continues. 


“The assault on our people shall be returned in kind very
soon, my brothers. The torment and misery and degradation felt by our people
shall be visited back upon those who call this place home. Many of us will die.
But we die with honor and truth in our hearts, knowing that we are performing a
worthy deed and executing a finishing blow upon those who desired to do the
same to us.” Omar’s voice grows louder and more emotional as he finishes his
speech.


“So lie in wait, my brothers. For days or weeks if
necessary. Pick at their flanks, find their defenses and then—when the time is
right—we shall rain down upon them with hellfire! None of them shall be
considered worthy to be spared our righteous wrath! For our vengeance is mighty
and our cause is just!”


Muted by the thick walls and windows of the riverboats,
the cries of joy and agreement from the men on the twelve craft are nothing
more than shallow murmurs to anyone on the banks of the river. The dark craft
wind their way forward, carrying nearly one thousand soldiers ready to lay down
their lives for their cause. Their leader is a man filled with darkness. A
swirling storm of hatred and retribution who will take nothing short of vengeance
as a satisfactory answer to wrongs both true and perceived. 


Like a storm, Farhad Omar descends upon the vulnerable
like a ravenous lion, ready to carry his plan forth to the end, no matter what
that end may be.
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First off, I want to thank you for reading
yet another book in the No Sanctuary series. This series has turned out to be
like nothing I first imagined, and I’m overwhelmed by the positive response to
it. Thank you so very much. :)


 


If you don’t already know, this is the
penultimate book of the series. Book 6, which will be out in early 2018, will
be the final book of the series and will wrap up all of the loose ends,
cliffhangers, twists and turns that we’ve taken so far. I’ve mentioned before
that this story is one that first started out as pure post-apocalyptic, but
soon moved into half post-apocalyptic and half thriller/adventure. Book 5 is a
great example of that and is a result of my trying to combine the feel of a
24-esque thriller with the gut punch of the characters being in a radically
changed world. I hope that I’ve been able to maintain that balance relatively
well.


 


Writing about nuclear weapons—including
so-called dirty bombs—is always risky because of the science involved. In
reality, a lot of people who are nearish to a nuclear weapon going off won’t
die immediately unless they’re within a certain radius and die from the initial
effects. Radiation is largely misunderstood, and unless it’s delivered in
extremely high doses, won’t kill as fast as a lot of folks think. This poses a
challenge when writing fiction that involves nukes because unless you have huge
nukes going off in a story or there are enough to absolutely blanket an entire
area with them, reality is going to be substantially different than what reads
well in a story. That goes doubly so for a dirty bomb, which doesn’t have the
same initial blast power of a “real” nuke.


 


This balancing act of reality versus what
works well for a story applies to other areas, too. For instance, no
experienced warrior like Linda would mess about with a suspected nuclear device
without checking it for triggers that might set it off early, and the same goes
for the team in Phoenix with the second device that Linda and Frank help to secure.
This is another one of those times when reality and fiction are at odds and a
choice has to be made over how to serve you, the reader. 


 


In my stories I try to take a very clear,
logical and sensible path with everything I tell, even if the particular storyline
has an above-average amount of science fiction involved (see my series Final
Dawn for an example of this). In cases where I have to choose between two
extremes, I tend to go right down the middle and weave a path so that the story
makes as much sense as possible while also keeping it moving along at a good
clip. There’s also the overall goal of making the story as awesome as possible
and sometimes certain things in the story have to be pushed and twisted a bit
to make that happen. 


 


In The Gauntlet, that’s precisely what I
aimed to do with the dirty bombs. No, they most likely wouldn’t kill as many
people as I described unless the terrorists had planted more than one bomb per
city. No, Linda and the group she was with wouldn’t have charged in to trying
to disarm the devices without analyzing them first. But you know what? I think
those inconsistencies are okay because they keep the story moving and they’re
not so far off the spectrum that they completely break the willing suspension
of disbelief. I know not everyone will agree with me on this, but you know
what? That’s okay, too. I can’t make every single person happy, but I can do my
best to write stories that entertain as many people as possible. I hope you’re
one of those people. :)


 


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.)
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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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