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Preface
 
A nationwide terrorist attack has crippled the country. Thousands of tractor-trailers have exploded on highways across the USA and everything from trains to ships filled with cargo containers have been targeted. No one is willing to travel anywhere for fear of being the next to die. The economy is in tatters, the military has been dealt a fierce blow and panic consumes the minds of all. And in the background of the chaos, the second of three phases of the insidious terrorist plot is about to be unleashed on an unsuspecting populace. 
When we last left Frank and Linda, they were traveling through the town of Binghamton, New York when they stopped and traded for some fuel for their truck. While the gas station where they stopped seemed odd due to the people around it and the way it had been enclosed, their trade went off without a hitch. 
As Frank and Linda searched for a place to stay for the night, they had no idea that they were being followed by a group of armed assailants from the gas station. As they settled down for the night in a seemingly abandoned house at the edge of town, they were set upon by the assailants who surrounded the house and burned Frank and Linda’s truck. Trapped in a house and surrounded by meth-heads who demand their surrender, Frank and Linda have nowhere to go except directly through the murderous band…
 
 
 



Chapter 1
 
“Oh little missy!” The voice that floated up the stairs was stilted and hollow, but Linda instantly recognized it despite it being muffled by some type of mask. “Where are you?”
“That’s that guy!” Frank whispered to Linda as he continued to take in deep breaths of fresh air through the broken window.
“No shit, Frank.” Linda whispered back to him.
“Any thoughts on what to do?”
Linda’s eyes flashed across the room and out the window as if a solution was sitting somewhere nearby. “Yeah. I should have shot his rotting teeth out of his head the moment he showed up.”
“It’s a little late for that now!”
“Says who?”
Frank rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean. They’re in the house now, so what do you want to do?” 
Heavy footsteps in the next room cut through their whispers and the noise of the pounding rain and they both froze and turned to look at the door. “You three head upstairs!” The muffled voice spoke again. “These tanks have ten minutes so let’s be fast, hm? The rest of you with me on this floor. They’re in one of these rooms so spread out and shoot on sight!”
Linda and Frank glanced at each other and Linda held a finger up to her lips. She took several deep breaths from the window before moving back to the doorway into the bedroom and crouched down near the side. Frank copied her movements and crouched behind her, doing his best not to breathe in any of the lung-choking fumes that were filling the building.
Footsteps pounded throughout the house as the men began to fan out. As one set of steps grew closer to the bedroom where they were hiding, Linda tensed the muscles in her legs and arms, waiting like a coiled serpent. The moment a dark shape loomed through the doorway she attacked, jumping up and forward with her left arm bringing the man’s head up while her right hand slammed a knife into his throat, tearing apart his arteries and vocal cords with one swift motion. 
The sound of the man’s body thumping against the wall of the room and then falling to the floor was masked by the sound of the rain and Linda picked up one of his still-flailing arms and began pulling him across the room. “Frank!” Linda kicked at Frank’s leg as he sat staring at the man, trying to comprehend what he had just witnessed. “Give me a hand here!”
 Frank stood and took the man’s other hand, helping Linda drag his body across the floor and dumping it against a wall. Frank took a step back and stared wide-eyed as Linda ripped off the man’s mask and looked it over. The man looked like he was in his early twenties and he clutched weakly at his throat, trying to stem the loss of blood. 
Air passed through the gash in his neck as he sucked in the poisoned air, though the air quality made no difference either way. Frank locked eyes with the man as blood pooled out in thick ribbons, staining the carpet in the room. As the man finally died, Frank watched the light leave his eyes and shuddered involuntarily.
“Frank.” Linda stood up and patted him on the shoulder. “We need to go.”
“You just…” Frank looked at Linda and pointed at the man that she killed.
“Let’s go, Frank. There’s a lot more of these guys in the house.”
“How did you do that?” Frank kept looking between Linda’s bloodied hand and the body of the man on the floor. The way she jumped between extremes of passiveness and extreme violence not only confused him but it terrified him, too.
“Frank. Shut up and let’s go, okay? We can play twenty questions once we’re out of the house filled with murderous meth-heads!”
The reminder that they were still in mortal danger snapped Frank back to reality. He took his rifle and nodded to Linda, who was busy fitting the mask onto her face. “What’s that?”
“Oxygen mask. Captain meth-head says it’s got a ten-minute supply. They probably use them when they’re cooking. We’ll have to trade back and forth as we go—wait. Sh!” Linda cocked her head as a few pairs of steps converged just down the hall.
“Any luck?”
“Damned house is like a maze.”
“Where haven’t you searched?”
“Jack’s supposed to be looking down there.”
“Well then let’s get the other end. Idiots.”
Any further responses were too muffled to hear. Linda peeked her head around the corner and saw three shapes heading down the hall away from the stairs. “Let’s go!”
Linda charged forward and Frank followed quickly, confused about what they were doing but eager to escape the house. The stairs down to the ground floor were close by and they both ran down them at full speed, leaving behind any semblance of stealth as they hurried forward as quickly as possible. 
By the time Frank and Linda were both on the ground floor the leader of the group of men had heard them and was running back towards the stairs to follow them down. “Follow them!” Linda grinned as she pulled off the mask and handed it to Frank who took a few deep breaths before handing it back. 
“Where are we going?” Frank looked around the hall and pointed at the front door. “Out there?”
Linda shook her head and pulled at Frank’s arm. “This way. Hurry!” Linda turned the corner and ran down another set of stairs, heading for the basement. Frank was about to argue with her when he saw two men open the front door. By the time they began pointing and shouting in his direction, though, Frank was halfway down the stairs behind Linda. 
“They’re right behind us!” Frank shouted at Linda. He scarcely got the words out before he began coughing and retching. The fumes in the basement were thicker than in any other part of the house and he could barely see let alone breathe.
“Put this on!” Linda shoved an oxygen mask into Frank’s hands and he held it up to his face, sucking in the precious bottled air. 
“Don’t you need it?” Frank’s eyes were watering from the fumes and he could barely see anything even through the thick plastic eyepieces of the oxygen mask.
“Found an extra!” Linda shouted at him from the other side of the room and he stumbled towards her.
“Why’s it so bad down here?” Frank waved his hands in front of his face to try and clear the smoke and fumes away, though it did little good.
“Looks like the bastards hooked up garden hoses to their car exhaust and ran them through into here.” Linda pointed at the windows in the small basement that had holes in them through which rubber hoses had been inserted. “The only place the fumes had to go was up.”
Frank glanced behind him, readying his rifle for the inevitable onslaught of people that would be running down the stairs at any second. When none arrived, he looked over at Linda. “They were right behind me! Where are they?”
Linda looked back at the stairs. “I don’t know, but keep me covered. They locked this door from the out—oh hell, screw it. We’ll go out through a window.” Linda looked around the room before grabbing the first heavy object she saw and hefting it into the air. “Be ready to go as soon as I—”
Just as Linda was about to take a swing at the nearest window with a fireplace poker a series of shots from outside broke the window for her. Bullets whizzed past both Linda and Frank and they both ducked down, crawling along the floor until they got to the wall beneath the window. 
“So much for that!” Frank still kept his eyes trained on the stairs on the other side of the room, just waiting for someone to walk down. “Any more ideas?”
Linda’s response was cut short by the familiar—and now not muffled—voice of the man they had been listening to for longer than either of them desired. “No way out, babycakes! You and your little friend are going to be out of oxygen soon and then we’ll be in to collect ya!”
Linda leaned her head back against the wall and closed her eyes. After a few seconds Frank nudged her and spoke again. “Linda? Any more ideas?”
She shook her head and sighed. “Fresh out for now.”
“I have one.”
Linda cracked an eyelid and looked at Frank. “Do tell.”
“It sounds like most of them are outside the basement here, right?” 
Linda tilted her head, listening to the raucous laughter and conversations that were taking place against the backdrop of the thunderstorm. “Yeah, probably. They seem stupid enough to do something like that.”
“I only saw two upstairs when I ran down. If I had to guess they left one guy upstairs, maybe two. If we could get up there and out the front door they probably left one of their cars out front.”
Linda nodded. “It’s a shit plan that’ll get us killed, but I like it. Let’s go.”
Frank merely nodded in response as Linda got up and started moving towards the stairs. He had expected a conversation or an argument or something. Getting instant agreement from Linda was something entirely new and he wasn’t sure what to make of it.
“Stay behind me.” Linda’s voice was cold and Frank felt a chill run down his spine. 
“You sure? I can help with—”
“Frank.” Linda turned and glared at him. Her voice, even beneath the mask, was layered with precision and an icy coolness that was hard to describe. Frank wasn’t sure what she was about to do, but he knew that he didn’t want to be on the receiving end. 
 
 
 



Chapter 2
 
Linda moved up the basement stairs like a ghost. Her breaths were shallow and measured, her footsteps were quiet and every movement she made was fluid and precise. Her flashlight was jammed in her back pocket though she no longer needed it. Keeping her pistol locked against her chest and her knife tucked up next to it, she was ready to strike at the first sign of movement.
Frank waited at the bottom of the stairs for her to reach the top first. When she motioned for him to follow he tried to move quietly, but only succeeded in slightly dampening the sound of his movements. Linda crouched at the top stair, waiting inside the entrance as she had done in the bedroom upstairs a few minutes prior, listening carefully for any hint that someone was waiting on the other side.
When Frank got halfway up the stairs he accidentally tripped and tumbled forward, catching himself with an “oof!” and banging the barrel of the rifle against the wood of the stair. Linda jerked her head around to look at him before turning back to the door. Frank’s noise was loud enough for the two men on the ground floor to hear and they peeked out from their hiding places across the hall to see if their intended prey was trying to escape. 
The brief flash of movement across the hall was all Linda needed. She brought the pistol up and fired twice at the man directly across the hall, striking him in the ear with the first shot and dead between the eyes with the second. The noise caused the second man, farther down the hall, to jump out and fire his shotgun towards Linda. She, however, was already on the move, scrambling across the hall on all fours and tucking herself up in an alcove.
The man with the shotgun screamed as he charged the stairs, incorrectly assuming she was on them as he ran forward. He fired the shotgun twice more before Linda’s knife found his neck, then he joined his comrade in death as Linda brought him to the floor, pressing her full body weight against his chest until he stopped moving.
“Jesus.” Frank stood at the top of the stairs, breathing heavily as he glanced between the two bodies. Linda wiped her blade on the shirt of the man she was sitting on before she stood up and spoke.
“We need to go before they send someone else to see what the shots were about.”
Frank nodded wordlessly and followed Linda to the front door of the house. After checking to make sure no one was positioned directly outside, the pair hurried out onto the porch where Linda pointed at a car sitting just beyond the smoldering ruins of their truck.
“There. We’ll take that.” 
“What about the stuff in the back of the truck?”
“It’s all gone now.” Linda shook her head. “Come on, let’s get to the—”
Linda cried out in pain as a shot rang out from the side of the house. Frank turned to look in the direction of the shot and saw several figures walking along in the rain next to the house. More shots rang out and Frank dove behind the burned out truck. He grabbed Linda’s backpack and pulled her towards him to move her out of the line of fire as the shooting intensified.
“That’s right!” The same voice shouted from the direction of the shooting. “Pin them down! We’ll have us some fun tonight one way or the other!”
“Linda!” Frank whispered to Linda as he pulled her into a sitting position. She was still conscious, but her face was a mask of pain. Frank began checking her over when he saw a dark stain growing in size on the outside of her upper right thigh. Much of the blood was washing away in the rain, but enough of it was pouring out and staining her pants that he was able to easily identify where she had been shot. 
“Goddamn it!” Linda ground her teeth together as Frank turned her over to examine the wound. 
“Stay still!” Frank was by no means a trauma specialist, but he knew the general response for any sort of traumatic wound: apply pressure and keep it clean. While there wasn’t much he could do to keep it clean while they were under fire in the rain while crouched in a muddy yard, he at least wanted to make sure she wouldn’t bleed out before they got to the car.
“It’s not deep, I don’t think!” Frank turned her back over and grabbed her hand. “You’re going to need to walk! Can you do that?”
Linda nodded and ground her teeth together again. “We need to go before they get any closer, though!”
Frank picked up his rifle from where he had dropped it a moment earlier and wiped a glob of mud out from around the trigger guard. He peeked through a crack in the burned out truck to see that Thomas Peters—the man in the trench coat—was still advancing on the truck with his cronies, though they were slowing down as they got closer.
With the thunderstorm still in full effect and his mind still panicked and racing, Frank assumed that any shots he took in the driving wind and rain would be terribly inaccurate. He failed to take into account, however, how close the advancing group was as well as how confident they were that they had caught their prey.
“Move!” Frank shouted at Linda and she started to stand up and move towards the car. As she did, Frank rose to one knee and rested the barrel of the rifle on the side of the truck. He aimed it in the general direction of the closest meth-head and pulled the trigger. Not having fired the rifle previously, he was surprised by how little kick he felt in his shoulder. The bullet was on target and pierced through the chest and left lung of the man he aimed at, causing him to double over in agony and drop to the ground. 
Caught off guard, Thomas fumbled with his pistol as he shot first at Frank and then at Linda. All of his shots went wide, disappearing into the rain or sending up small puffs of water as they hit the ground. When Frank heard the distinct click of a trigger pull behind which there was no more ammunition, he swung back up and fired again.
Frank’s shot caught Thomas in the shoulder and he howled in pain and dropped his pistol as he grabbed at the wound. He tried to duck behind one of his fellow meth-heads, but the sight of one of their own bleeding out on the ground had caused their bravado to leave them. All of Thomas’s accomplices fled after the first shot, stumbling down the wet grass as they ran for the back of the house where they had left most of their cars. 
“I’ve got you covered. Get moving!”
The shout came from behind Frank and he turned to see Linda crouched between the open passenger’s side doors. She held up her pistol and fired three shots at Thomas, who dove for the ground and crawled behind a large oak tree. 
“Get up here, you cowards! Bring the cars!” Thomas screamed at the men who had gone down behind the hill, and a moment later one car and one truck wound their way up the slight incline, tearing deep gashes in the wet dirt and grass. Thomas dove into the back of the truck at the same time as Frank and Linda both got into the car. Linda laid her right leg across the back seat and wrapped her left arm around and put pressure on the wound. She leaned up at the same time and looked out the back window before shouting at Frank.
“Get us out of here, Frank! Now!”
 
 



Chapter 3
 
Frank slammed the small car into gear and tore down the driveway, kicking rocks and mud into the air as he went. The car fishtailed and nearly slammed into a tree as he spun the wheel sharply to the left at the end of the driveway. As they slid out into the road, Thomas’s truck and the car behind him followed closely in hot pursuit.
“Gah!” Linda tried to lean up to peer out the back window, but she sank back against the door and breathed heavily. “Son of a bitch!” She pulled her hand away from her leg and made a face at the blood on it before reapplying and doubling the pressure. 
“How are you doing back there?” Frank glanced in the rearview mirror.
“I don’t think they hit a vein, but it hurts like hell!”
“Just try to hold out. I can’t exactly stop right now with them behind us!”
Linda leaned up again just enough to get a glance of the two vehicles chasing them. With the truck directly behind them, Linda could make out Thomas’s face as he stood up in the back of the truck, wearing his face mask to protect his eyes from the rain and wind. Bright lights on the sides and back of the truck illuminated everything in and around the vehicle, and Linda dearly wished she could get a clear shot on it. A rifle appeared in Thomas’s hands and he tried to steady it on the roof of the truck, but it was clear even through the darkness and rain that he was having trouble with his shoulder wound.
He fired several times, missing Frank and Linda’s car wildly with each shot. Frank began swerving along the road as he drove, trying to ensure that Thomas continued to miss. Each bump and swerve made Linda groan, until she finally sat up and hooked her arm around the headrest of the driver’s seat. “Frank, you’ve got to lose them.”
“No kidding!” Frank removed one hand from the wheel to wipe a trickle of sweat and water from his brow. “Got any suggestions on where to go?” Several more shots came from behind them, with one ricocheting off of the trunk.
“I don’t know!”
Frank glanced back and looked at Linda’s leg. The flow of blood had slowed slightly, but Linda’s face was pale and Frank could tell she had lost a sizeable amount of blood. “Are you sure they didn’t hit anything critical?”
“I’d be dead right now if an artery had been nicked. I’ll be fine so long as we get somewhere soon where I can get this wound cleaned up.”
“Great.” Frank mumbled to himself and shook his head. “No pressure or anything.”
“What about that turn up ahead?” Linda pointed at a traffic circle down the road. “Go through and take the right-hand turn. We can probably lose them on the country roads with how terrible their driving is.”
Frank looked at the rearview mirror and nodded. “They’re pretty bad, aren’t they?” The truck and car behind it had both been fishtailing wildly nearly the entire way, and Thomas had almost been thrown from the truck several times. The condition of the drivers and the terrible weather made it difficult for them to stay on the road, though Frank didn’t want to admit out loud that he wasn’t doing all that much better.
“Hold on!” Frank entered the traffic circle at twice the speed he should have on a sunny day with a dry road for the car’s tires to grip. The car hydroplaned briefly, sliding several feet to the left onto the grass in the center of the traffic circle. The deep puddle ended and the car jolted forward towards the turn Linda had pointed out.
Behind them, the truck carrying Thomas and three others entered the traffic circle even faster than Frank. As the truck hit the puddle that caused Frank and Linda’s car to hydroplane, it did so as well, though its greater speed meant that not only did it drift farther across into the grass at the center of the traffic circle, but it lost all semblance and hope of regaining traction. 
The truck slid sideways through the grass and then back onto the pavement on the opposite side of the circle without slowing down. The car behind it behaved in exactly the same way, and within seconds it was sliding along towards the truck with nothing to slow it down. Both the driver of the truck and the car panicked and threw their steering wheels in every direction while they slammed on the brakes as they tried to break out of their slides. This merely exacerbated the problem, though, and it only took an instant longer for the car to slam headlong into the side of the truck. The speed difference between the vehicles was only around twenty miles per hour, but when combined with the way in which they were turning and spinning along, it might as well have been a hundred mile an hour difference.
Thomas was ejected from the back of the truck like a cannonball, flying through the air as he screamed at the pain that was soon to come. The three passengers in the truck slammed against each other before being thrown forward and then backward. All three weren’t wearing seatbelts and suffered concussions and whiplash from the forces involved in the collision. 
The four in the car that hit the truck had it the worst. As none of them were wearing seatbelts either, when they impacted head-on with the side of the truck the two in the front seat had their heads thrown against the windshield as the airbags for the car had long ago been torn out and sold for scrap. The pair in the backseat were flung violently forward and then to the side as the car turned. The two on the left side of the car were the first to have their heads smashed against the windows. As the car jerked around the pair on the right side did as well.
“Stop!” Linda shouted. Frank slammed on the brake and winced as he felt the pedal drop down to the floor with very little resistance. The ABS module throbbed under the car, but with barely any pads left on the brakes it took a long time for the car to finally come to a halt.
“What is it?” Frank looked back at Linda, afraid that she had been injured again. In the backseat Linda thrashed her limbs, trying to pull herself up and open one of the back doors. Finally she gave up and looked at Frank.
“Get the rifle, get out there and kill whoever survived that wreck.”
“What?” Frank blinked a few times, wondering if he had misheard her.
“Frank, this is just like that pair of assholes who grabbed me.”
Frank looked back at the wreckage of the two vehicles on the side of the road. “Are you kidding me? If any of them survived that they’re going to be too injured to do anything to us!”
“Just do it!” 
“You want me to go down there? In the dark? To face an unknown number of assailants? Alone? When we have a perfectly good means of escape right now and we need to get somewhere safe to get your leg looked at?”
Linda stared at Frank for a long moment before licking her lips, closing her eyes, sighing and nodding curtly. “You’re right. I’m sorry. If I could do anything except crawl around then I think we should do it. But… yeah.”
Frank took a deep breath and turned back around. He put the car into gear and continued down the road, easing down on the speed to ensure that he could slow down and stop with the spongy brakes if needed. The right-hand turn did, indeed, lead into more back country roads as Linda had predicted, and he soon became lost in their twists and turns. He kept to the wider roads with a yellow line as he went along, avoiding the narrower roads that branched off into dead ends and driveways, and after fifteen minutes or so he pulled the car over.
“There’s a barn over there. Looks pretty old. I think we should get in there for the night, take a look at your leg and see what the weather’s like in the morning.”
Linda’s face was even paler than before and she nodded slowly. “Sounds good.”
A few minutes later the car was parked beneath an awning off to the side of the barn and Frank was out with his rifle, creeping through the unlocked door into the barn to make sure it was empty. He emerged a moment later and slung the rifle over his shoulder, then opened the back door to the car and held out a hand for Linda. “Looks clear. Pretty clean, too. Let’s get you inside.”
After wrapping her arm around his neck and shoulder, Frank helped Linda hobble inside before lowering her carefully to the ground. “Flashlight. In my pocket.” Linda mumbled weakly and tried to point at her pants. Frank put her backpack on the ground and grabbed her flashlight before helping her lower her head back onto the pack. He placed his flashlight and hers on a footstool he had found nearby and pointed them at her leg. He then slipped off his backpack and began digging through it to find his first aid kit, which he pulled out and placed on the ground and opened up.
“This is going to hurt.”
Linda glanced at the bottle Frank held in his hand and rolled her eyes. “Bring it on.”
Frank chuckled and unscrewed the bottle of isopropyl alcohol and set it to the side. He pulled out a small pair of razor-sharp shears and cut away a large section of Linda’s jeans around the wound while doing his best not to touch it directly. After picking up one of the flashlights Frank examined the wound closely and pressed at the flesh around it.
“Jesus, Frank. Just sanitize it and put some gauze on it. Stop trying to make out with it.”
Frank didn’t bother to look at her as he replied. “I’m no expert but it looks like it went in the back side and out the front. Clean pass. You’re not bleeding too badly anymore, either.”
“Good. Now will you plea—gah!” Linda tried—and failed—to hold in a muffled groan of pain as Frank poured a copious amount of alcohol over the wound, ensuring that as much as possible went into and through the wound as he could. With an extremely high percentage of alcohol by volume, the isopropyl alcohol made an excellent field antiseptic. Frank wasn’t sure how well it would work considering they had been driving for a short time after she had been shot, but he figured it was better than doing nothing.
“I thought you wanted me to bring it on?” Frank smiled at Linda and she shook her head. 
“Little warning next time would help.”
“Nah.” Frank gave one last pour of the liquid over Linda’s wound before squirting some into his hand and then rubbing it across the surface of his hands and between his fingers. He then opened a few disinfectant wipes and began cleaning the skin around the wound, rubbing away the dried blood and bits of dirt that were still stuck to it. When he was finished, he pulled out a large piece of gauze and pressed it over the wound, then used several strips of medical tape to affix the gauze to her leg.
“There.” Frank sat back and wiped his hands on his pants. “Not perfect but the best I can do. I don’t have anything to suture it up with, but I think it’ll be okay if you take it easy. If you have a pair of spare pants you should get changed when the rain stops and we’ll change the bandage and secure it a little better. This should hold for the night, though.” Frank was busying himself with repacking his first aid kit into his backpack when he noticed that Linda wasn’t responding. He turned to see her eyes closed and her head leaning to the side. Her skin was still pale but her breathing was regular as she slept. Frank smiled again and shook his head before rummaging through his bag until he found a couple of flannel shirts which he draped over her chest, arms and legs. 
Frank whispered to himself as he stood slowly, feeling a burning in his calves and thighs. “Yeah, I’ll take first watch.” He felt somewhat odd about spending the night in yet another barn. He figured that Linda wouldn’t try to ditch him again, but her condition gave him an extra sense of relief on that front. With the car parked out of view of the road and him keeping their flashlights off inside, he was hopeful that no one would know they were in the barn.
As Frank settled down into a sitting position with the rifle lying next to him, he ran over the events of that evening again and again. Of all the questions he had, there were two that bubbled to the top that he couldn’t answer no matter how hard he tried. The first of the questions had to do with Linda, her skills and the way in which she had interacted with the meth-heads, both when they were outside and inside the house. 
The second had to do with the meth-heads themselves and just how they had managed to find where Frank and Linda had stopped. The pair had chosen the seemingly-abandoned house because it was far enough off the main road that they wouldn’t easily be seen. Frank assumed that someone had been following them or that a neighbor living near the house who knew the gang had tipped them off. 
The truth, though, had ramifications far beyond what Frank could imagine.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 4
 
In the basement of a bombed out building, underneath piles of rubble and debris, sits a curious operation. The basement is well-lit and furnished with enough food and running water for the residents to last for months. The walls are sparse with thick coats of antibacterial paint covering their entirety. Each fluorescent light in the ceiling is accompanied by a pair of ultraviolet lights, and the hundreds of UV lights are coupled to a series of emergency switches spread out throughout the room. More emergency switches are connected to sprinkler systems set in the ceiling as well, with some holding water and others holding caustic chemicals designed to thoroughly cleanse the room of all biological materials.
The floor of the basement is divided into two sections. The first consists of one fourth of the room and is a living area. Space is cramped and the smell of body odor is overwhelming. Racks of beds four high are stacked against the walls and groups of women and children huddle together, whispering, talking and quietly playing with each other. Each of them has a manacle on their wrist or leg attached to a long chain that stretches back to their bed, where it is connected. Chains are easily tangled and the prisoners must move slowly and cautiously to avoid injuring themselves and each other.
The rest of the basement of the building is divided from the living quarters by a thick transparent sheet that stretches from the top of the ceiling down to the floor. The sheet is designed specifically to be sturdy and stable but still weak enough that it can be pierced with a bullet or sharp knife. On the side of the sheet opposite the living quarters sits an advanced laboratory filled with the latest genetic sequencing and alteration technologies. Large machines sit in rows on tables and nearly every one of them has a man wearing a white lab coat in front of it.
The men in lab coats are tired. Their faces are gaunt, their hair is greasy and unwashed and the clothing beneath their coats is wrinkled and soiled. Some of the men wear rubber gloves that cover their hands. Others wear gloves that reach up to their elbows. A few work in a small room in an isolated corner of the lab, wearing full rubber suits as they administer shots to animals and collect data on the results of previous experiments.
Most of the scientists sit at machines, performing mind-numbing research as they work for their kidnappers who stand as guards around them. The guards all wear full face masks with independent oxygen supplies that are changed out every hour. Each of them carries a large blade, a revolver and a submachine gun. They walk slowly up and down the aisles, ensuring that the scientists are spending every waking moment working. Seventeen hours per day are set aside for work, one hour is split between short breaks and meals and the remaining six are when the scientists are allowed to rejoin their families and choose between visiting with them and sleeping.
Even as the men sitting at the machines work frantically they still find time every few minutes to glance up at the other side of the room, catching the eye of their wife or child and smiling bravely. Many of these glances are unnoticed or ignored by the guards. If they occur too frequently, though, the guards begin shouting, threatening to pierce the barrier between the two rooms and expose every woman and child to the diseases that are under development in the laboratory. 
Three months into their work, one of the scientists tries to escape. With no family to use as leverage against him, he has only his own life to risk. He attacks a guard with a handheld pipette, piercing the man through the neck. The guard is severely injured, but does not succumb to his injuries quickly. He shoots the rebelling scientist six times in the chest with his revolver before the other guards converge. The injured guard is carried away, never to be seen again.
The dead scientist’s body is taken away an hour later and the scientists are forced to clean the environment before they are shuffled off to the sleeping area and the UV lights are turned on to complete the sterilization.
The brutality of the killing and the extra labor ensures that one attempt at rebellion is all that will take place. 
Nearly a year into their work, a group of scientists approach a guard. They hand him a clipboard and he looks it over. He nods and shouts to the head guard, handing him the clipboard. The head guard takes the information out of the room, returning twenty minutes later with a wicker basket. Inside is a pile of fresh fruit, cheese and bread. The food is given to the scientists who presented the information and the entire group is given the rest of the day off in celebration of their accomplishment.
Three weeks later, when the information on the clipboard is confirmed to be accurate, the scientists and their families are released. They are closely monitored to ensure they do not tell anyone about the work they performed and their families’ lives are threatened if they speak a word about their imprisonment. Each one of the scientists knows the terror created in the basement laboratory but none of them dare to risk their lives or the lives of their families by approaching the authorities. 
Inside the empty laboratory, a small group of men in suits gather around the animal quarantine area in the basement. They watch as a man dressed in white robes and headpiece presses a button on the outside of the quarantined room. A small aerosol container inside the room is remotely triggered at the touch of the button, filling the space with an invisible substance. The rats and monkeys inside the small area don’t react initially. Thirty minutes later, though, and they are all coughing up blood. Three hours later and they are dead, blood pouring from their bodies and pooling on the floor of the room.
“You have a human-compatible variant?” One of the men wearing a suit asks the man in white robes.
The man in robes points across the room. The group walks across to look through the transparent barrier into the area where the scientists’ families were held. An older man and woman are strapped down in two of the beds in the room with manacles on their limbs and chains across their bodies. Their eyes are glazed over from the sedatives they were given, but they still attempt to turn their heads to watch the approaching men.
“Yes.” The man in the white robes finally responds to the earlier question with a flat, emotionless voice as he watches the pair struggle against their chains. “I have a human-compatible variant.”
The man in white robes presses a small button installed on the side of the transparent barrier and another aerosol can releases its invisible gas. The man and woman begin struggling against their bonds, but the chains and sedatives are too much to overcome. Within half an hour a trickle of blood begins to run from their eyes and ears. Half a day later both are too sick to struggle against their chains. A day later and the woman is dead while the man waits at death’s doorstep.
 
 
 
 



Chapter 5
 
Every bone and piece of flesh in Liam Peters’ body felt broken and bruised. He opened his eyes only to screw them shut again in pain as the morning sun came piercing through the broken windshield of the truck like a knife. The son of Thomas Peters, Liam was a tall, wiry man barely out of his teens. The son of a long-gone relationship between Thomas and a woman whose name he could no longer remember, Liam had taken to his father’s work and way of life with gusto.
While Thomas acted as the overall head of the methamphetamine production facilities located in Binghamton, Liam was involved in the payment collection and protection side of the business. If someone owed them money, was threatening their operation or simply happened to glance at Liam the wrong way, he enacted swift, brutal and permanent revenge upon them. 
“What in the fuck…” Liam opened an eye and moved his head to look away from the sunlight, feeling a fresh lance of pain shoot through his neck and back. He moved slowly, cautiously, exploring the pain as he tried to determine what was broken and what still worked. He could still feel his legs and move his toes and his arms worked, but two of his fingers were bent and twisted and there was a sharp pain in his chest every time he took in a breath.
Liam set his jaw as he grabbed the two fingers and popped them back into their sockets. A fresh surge of adrenaline flowed through his body and he kicked at the window in front of him, removing the last remnants of the windshield with a few blows. As Liam crawled out of the overturned truck, he suddenly felt overwhelmed with exhaustion and dropped to the ground for a few moments. His breaths were ragged and shallow and he touched his chest, probing for any signs that something had penetrated through. “Fucking ribs.” Even whispering brought on pain and he closed his eyes and mouth for a few moments more before struggling up to his knees, using the truck as a support.
All around him were the mangled remains of the pickup truck, the car and the bodies of those that had been driving and riding in them. It took Liam a solid minute of staring at the bodies and twisted metal wrecks to realize what had happened, and when the memories finally came back in a flash his eyes widened and he grunted out his father’s name. “Thomas.” 
Never one to call his father “dad” or any of the other standard names a child calls a father, Liam had always been on a strict first-name basis with Thomas. There were never many overt displays of affection or love shown between the pair, and they treated each other as colleagues and equals more than anything else. Deep inside, though, past the pain, the poor upbringing, the drugs and the myriad of emotional and mental issues, Liam cared for his father in some twisted way. When he spotted Thomas’ body lying on the grass a few dozen feet away, he pushed himself to his feet and staggered towards it, repeating the name over and over through the pain he felt in his chest.
“Thomas?” Liam prodded his father’s arm a few times before noticing that Thomas’ neck was at an impossible angle and he wasn’t breathing. Liam sat next to his father’s body, concentrating on breathing, as he tried to figure out what to do next. The sun was nearly overhead in the sky when a noise behind Liam made him slowly turn to locate the source. Two of Thomas’ men who had survived the wreck were slowly walking toward Liam, holding onto each other for support. Dried blood covered their heads, faces and various limbs, and they looked like they were in just as bad shape as Liam was.
“Where’s the boss?” Josh, one of the two men, coughed as he asked the question. Liam raised an unsteady hand and pointed at his father’s body lying next to him.
“Dead?” The second man, Reggie, asked.
Liam nodded slowly before standing to his feet. “As a doornail.” There was no respect for his dead father in his voice, and in his mind all trace of the brief feeling of caring he had for his father was gone as well. All that was left was rage, though it wasn’t over the loss of Thomas. “Are you two all that’s left?”
The two men nodded in response.
“Those bastards killed him.” Thomas pointed down the road in the direction that Frank and Linda had fled. “We lost a lot of good men to those two. Plus our vehicles. And with Thomas gone our whole operation’s on hold till we find more recruits and get more of ‘em trained.” Liam shook his head, then winced at the pain. 
“What do you want to do?” Reggie asked.
“Let’s get back to the station. We’ll round up a few of the regulars and persuade them to help us. Long as the transmitter in the car’s working we can find ‘em if they’re within a few hundred miles. No way they’ll get that far before we get on their tails.”
Josh and Reggie both nodded and hobbled along after Liam as he headed back towards town. The journey took the entire afternoon, and by evening they finally arrived at the gas station. Their legs were tired, their bodies were somehow even more sore than they had been after the wreck and they were parched and hungry beyond belief. 
With most of their vehicles either destroyed or left behind at the abandoned house, Liam didn’t have a lot of options left. While Reggie and Josh limped back inside the station, Liam circled around the back to a small garage and opened the door. The rusted frame of a green 1986 convertible Corvette stared back at him. The tan top was torn in several places that had been temporarily patched with a variety of tape and glue more times than he could recall. The brakes were shot and the clutch was nearly burned out, but the engine was sound, if a little rough. Dents, scrapes and scratches covered the entire exterior of the vehicle, making it look like it had just rolled in from a Mad Max movie.
The interior of the car was barren, the result of multiple upgrade projects that had been derailed and never completed. Aside from bare metal seats, a sagging roof liner and windows that had been jury-rigged to allow for partial opening when the need arose, the dashboard of the Corvette was completely gone. The radio, vents, air conditioning and heater controls were gone along with the dashboard dials and gauges, making it impossible to know exactly how fast you were going. 
Despite its flaws, the Corvette was Liam’s favorite car, and he felt a certain sense of nostalgia and poetic justice knowing that he would be taking the first car his father bought for him out to kill those that were responsible for his death. The fact that Thomas had ambushed and attacked Frank and Linda first meant nothing to Liam, and the thought didn’t even enter his mind. He was consumed with the idea of revenge, and nothing else would satisfy him.
“Liam?” The woman working the register came outside and grimaced as she saw him. “Are you okay?”
“The tracker.” He didn’t bother looking at the woman as he ignored her question. “Do you have it?”
“I can go get it. Shouldn’t you come inside and sit down?”
“No. Bring me the tracker and tell Josh and Reggie to get out here. Make sure they’re armed. We’re leaving right now.”
“But—”
“Get going!” Liam screamed, then clutched at his chest as pain exploded outward. The woman turned and ran back into the gas station, returning a moment later with a small black box in her hand. Liam was still hunched over, leaning against the car with one hand as he wheezed. 
“Please, Liam…” The woman placed the box on the hood of the car next to Liam before taking a few steps back. “Please just come inside for a while? You need someone to look you over!”
Liam slowly lifted his head to glare at the woman. Fire danced in his eyes and—had he not been in severe pain—he would have inflicted physical harm upon her. “Get Josh and Reggie out here now. We leave in five minutes.”
As the woman ran back into the gas station, Liam took the small black device in his hand and flipped a few switches on the side. A series of lights on the face of the device lit up in series, then all but the bottom one vanished. Liam held the device in the air and moved it slowly around in a circle until the other lights began to turn on as well. An evil grin spread across his face and he turned the device back off and slipped it back into his pocket.
“We’re coming, you two. We’re coming…”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 6
 
Though the weather is unusually chilly so early in the season, the Pittsburgh Zoo and PPG Aquarium is bustling with activity. Visitors swarm the labyrinth of tunnels in the recently upgraded aquarium and zoo complex, allowing them never-before-seen access to the animals inhabiting both land and water. The majority of the visitors are children, either with their parents or on school field trips. There are several such field trips going on at once and the grounds of the zoo and aquarium are packed.
In a white panel van in a parking lot near the zoo, a trio of men sit in the back, huddled together as they whisper to one another. Each man wears a different set of clothing. One wears the uniform of the local police department, another wears an EMT’s uniform and the third wears a firefighter’s jacket and pants. The nametags on the clothing are fake, though each man calls the others by their fake names as a joke to help distract themselves from their nervousness. 
Each man carries six small aerosol containers in their clothing. Even though the containers are secured and virtually unbreakable, all three men treat the containers with care, knowing that their deaths are assured if one of the containers is deployed prematurely.
“How long?” The man in the police uniform whispers.
“Two more hours.” The doctor leans back in his seat in the back of the van. “It’s time for us to go.”
“Remember your destinations, brothers.” The firefighter looks the other two in the eyes and they nod solemnly. “Do not let anyone stop you. Stay well hidden in plain sight.”
The three nod at each other and pile out of the van, quickly separating and going in different directions. Once they are away from each other they slow down and walk naturally, heading for different areas of the city where they can do the most damage.
Two hours later, the doctor is on the third floor of the UPMC Presbyterian hospital, a few miles south of the zoo. The officer is making small talk with real officers outside a local station while the firefighter uses his disguise to gain access to businesses under the pretense of performing fire extinguisher checks. All three men blend in with their surroundings, offering up no reason for anyone to suspect them of anything.
Two hours after leaving their van, the city of Pittsburgh—and the nation at large—is rocked by explosions. Three bombs placed on school buses outside the zoo turn the yellow vehicles into twisted piles of metal. Dump trucks carrying debris from a construction site on the north side of the city explode, sending rocks high into the air before they begin raining down on nearby cars and pedestrians. A series of explosives set along the tracks at the train station cause an incoming passenger line to derail, killing dozens and injuring scores more.
As deaths and injuries continue to pile up the three men continue to blend in with the activity as they assist with treating the injured and rescuing those who are trapped. As they move about, though, each man plants an aerosol can in a strategic location. One goes into a storage closet at the hospital. Another goes into the locker room at the police station. Yet another is placed near a temporary shelter being erected to help treat victims. 
The aerosol cans are placed in locations where the men expect large numbers of people to pass through in the next several days. The cans themselves are nondescript and easy to overlook, but each consists not only of a can but of a timing device that counts down the seconds to when it automatically deploys. Each canister is set on a timer to randomly deploy. Some of them deploy hours after the initial explosions. Most deploy a day or two later, when the citizens of the city are in a full-blown panic and people are desperately searching everywhere for food and medicine.
One of the later canisters to deploy is at a school building near the zoo that was undamaged by the detonation of several buses outside. The school has undergone a radical transformation in the last few days and is now an emergency shelter, filled with residents who desperately need food, water and medical attention. The man dressed as a police officer placed the canister under a teacher’s desk in one of the classrooms when he was helping organize the relief efforts at the school. He is long gone now, having slipped away under the cover of night to reunite with his two co-conspirators. 
The classroom containing the canister, like most of the other classrooms, now serves as a sleeping area for families staying in the shelter. Personal effects are pushed under cots and sheets are hung from the ceiling in an effort to muffle the sounds of snoring and whispering as well as to afford a shred of privacy.
It is three o’clock in the morning when the canister deploys with no more noise than someone gently sniffing. Ten seconds after the noise starts, though, it stops and the contents of the canister are fully expended into the room. Across the city—and nation—more canisters deploy. A few of them are nowhere near any people, as their placement was misjudged. Most, however, deploy around dozens or more people at once. The results are catastrophic.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7
 
“It hurts, dammit! That’s what it feels like! It feels like somebody poured a bunch of booze all over an open wound then left it to sit all night!”
Frank stifled a chuckle as he ripped off another strip of tape from Linda’s leg. “Hey, it’s a valid question! Does it feel infected?”
“Will you—give me that already!” Linda grabbed at the final strips of tape and yanked them off of her leg with a sudden motion. “I thought this crap was supposed to come off easily!”
“Seems pretty easy to me.” Frank couldn’t stifle his next chuckle and was rewarded with a ball of tape and a bloody lump of gauze being thrown at his face.
“If I had some kind of disease I’d be praying for you to get it right now. Asshole.” 
As Linda gently probed the skin around the wound on her leg, Frank collected the tape and gauze and stood up. He stretched his back, neck, arms and legs as he walked along, trying to get the circulation going through them. The barn had been colder than he had expected, though Linda had recovered substantially through the night and was mostly back to herself by morning.
After a quick peek outside the barn to make sure no one had come up during the night, Frank and Linda ate a brief breakfast of bits of packaged food from the bottom of their backpacks that they had thankfully stuffed into them. While Frank still had his backpack and all of the gear that went along with it, Linda had suffered substantially. She still had her backpack and a bag with ammunition and a few stray pieces of food, but the other bags that they had transferred from her wrecked truck into the white and red one days earlier had been burned by Thomas and his associates.
Thankfully Linda had a spare change of clothing in her backpack and after she and Frank ate, she stripped off her pants without warning and propped up her leg for Frank to change the bandage. He had taken the unexpected moment of vulnerability in stride and did his best to ignore it and act professionally while helping her dress the wound and then affix a bandage that would survive light to moderate movement.
“What’s the matter, Frank?” Linda grinned. “Do I look that bad?” Frank rolled his eyes and sighed. 
“You know what? I really don’t get you.” Frank turned around and started to repack his backpack while Linda put on a fresh—and bullet-hole-less—pair of jeans. 
“What’s not to get?” Linda stood up slowly and finished buttoning her pants, then took a few slow steps to test how her leg felt.
“You go from joking to serious in a heartbeat. You go from trying to wait out a guy who’s threatening to kill us to slicing and dicing everyone in your path.” Frank turned around and shook his head as he put his pack on. He could hear his voice getting louder as he spoke, but he didn’t bother trying to be quiet. “I’ve been trying to keep my mouth shut about it all for the most part but I can’t do that anymore. What the hell’s your deal?”
Linda stood for a moment with her weight awkwardly on her good leg before hobbling over to a hay bale and powering herself onto it. “When I started this whole thing, I wasn’t exactly planning on taking on any passengers. I’ve tried not to be standoffish but trying to trust someone when you’re in my position is a little bit difficult.”
“What position is that, eh?” Frank threw his arms in the air. “Can you name one thing I’ve done to give you reason to distrust me? I’ve tried to help you in every possible way since we met. I understand that it hasn’t been all that long, but come on already! What’s your deal with me?”
Linda looked down at the floor of the barn and squeezed her lips together, shutting her eyes as she submerged herself in memories of the past. “You’ve heard of Operation Iranian Liberation, right? I think I told you I was part of the invasion, with the Marines.”
Linda had mentioned her military service previously, but Frank had completely forgotten about it until she mentioned the name of the massive military operation that had taken place several years prior. “Oh hell.” Frank’s frustration instantly evaporated and he ran his hands through his hair. “You were part of the Liberation operation? Not just the invasion itself?”
Linda gave a bemused snort. “Yeah.”
Frank sat down quietly across from Linda and watched her closely for several seconds before speaking again. “My grandfather was a veteran. So is my dad. My mother always said that asking them about their service, because of what they’d seen and done, wasn’t the best idea, so I won’t ask you. I’m sorry, though. For everything you went through, whatever it was, and whatever you’re dealing with now. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize, but I apologize regardless. I—”
“Frank. Shut up and listen.”
Frank closed his mouth and stared at Linda as she took a deep breath and spoke.
“I told you I was abandoned by someone who I thought was my best friend. That… wasn’t quite the truth.” Linda looked up at the ceiling and bit her lip, closing her eyes as the sights, smells and sounds of the past came rushing back. “My squad was together from boot camp and special training exercises right through when we deployed. We lived together, breathed together and we knew each other inside out. We were part of MARSOC – Marine Corps Special Operations Command. The Marine Raiders. Think SEALs but for the Marines instead of the Navy.”
“That sounds insane.”
Linda chuckled and shook her head. “Yeah it was. And I was even more insane for joining up.”
“Heh.” Frank cracked a slight grin as Linda continued.
“We went through everything together, us eight. When we deployed, we were given a modified Bradley IFV and sent in to secure the western side of the river.”
“The government and administrative buildings, right? You had mentioned that before.”
“Yep. Then the mortars started coming in from across the river, right in the heart of the residential buildings. The Iranian army was taking over people’s homes and setting up smart mortars on the tops to target us. Three other squads went down before we got the okay to move across the river.”
“Right into the residential area?”
“Right into the heart. We moved past the apartments and directly into the thick of the neighborhoods. It was a terrible choice for all the reasons you can imagine but we didn’t have a choice. Smart mortars can punch through an IFV’s top armor like a hot knife through butter and there’s no way to hide from them except to get out of range or get right on top of them.”
Frank shook his head. “So you drove right into the heart of them.”
Linda nodded slowly. “We fought for sixteen hours straight. Cleared probably three dozen mortar nests. That was before they punched a hole in the side of the Bradley. Then we had to move out on foot. I think we went on for another twelve hours and a dozen more mortar nests before we got pinned down.”
“Was this when…” Frank trailed off, not wanting to ask the question.
“Yeah.” Linda steepled her fingers and took a deep breath. “It was a beautiful neighborhood. Most of the war hadn’t reached them yet, so aside from the odd tank track or three it was actually gorgeous. Like most of the country, before the war.” She took another deep breath before continuing. “We had been hearing mortar fire all morning from a nest that was well hidden. Turned out to be in a small park. They had set up sandbags and camouflage in between some swing sets and stuff.
“We were moving through houses and porches, using the roofs to mask our approach from the air so the mortars couldn’t target us. We took out the nest easily enough but as soon as the last man went down we started taking suppressing fire from all sides.”
“A trap?” Frank’s eyes widened. 
“You got it. It wasn’t an ordinary trap, though. They were using us as live target practice for some nasty new weapons.”
“Who, the Iranian army?”
“Sort of.” Linda’s upper lip curled in disgust. “His name’s Farhad Omar, director of the Iranian army’s special weapons division.”
“Special weapons?” Frank raised an eyebrow. “What kind of special weapons?”
“Name something that’s not a conventional weapon and Omar’s probably had his hand in it. His specialties, though, are chemical and biological weapons.”
“I thought Iran was staunchly against the use of chemical weapons.”
“That was decades ago.” Linda shook her head. “Omar used some sort of connections or blackmail or voodoo magic to convince the government to sanction the development of new biological and chemical weapons. The speed at which he developed them made it obvious that he had been working on them in secret for some time.”
“Holy shit. So your squad…”
“Four of us died in the first thirty seconds from the gas. I don’t know how half of us survived long enough to get our masks on. Maybe Omar engineered it that way. We couldn’t move for the gunfire, though, and we knew that there would be something else coming in soon. I radioed in for backup, but they wouldn’t be able to get birds on our location for another ten minutes at least.” Linda stopped talking for a moment and closed her eyes.
“You really don’t have to talk about this, you know.” Frank spoke gently.
“We… uh… we were pinned down. No reinforcements. Then Chad got a rocket off at one of the emplacements to our west and made an opening through one of the houses. We were able to move out of the park and into the cover of the house. That’s when the shit hit the fan. They tossed these weird orange canisters into the house and our masks started beeping warnings about the filters being compromised. We moved out to the back of the house into an alley with decent cover and had to decide whether to move or stay and defend our position until reinforcements could arrive.”
“What happened?”
“I had command of the squad but panic was running rampant among everyone else. I made the call to stay and… the other three fled. They didn’t make it beyond the end of the alley before they were cut down. Two minutes later reinforcements showed up in the form of half a dozen IFVs. Those were two minutes of my life I’ll never forget. I used a dumpster as cover from one end of the alley and laid down fire on the other end. They tore me up pretty good before the IFVs rolled in.”
Linda spoke so matter-of-factly about the situation that Frank began to realize how much of an effect it had really had upon her. “Were they able to help your squad?” 
“No. All of them died. The IFVs secured the area, recovered the bodies and then we got out of there. A few weeks later the doctors got around to looking at tissue samples from the ones who died to the gas and started putting two and two together. It was a while before I got word through the grapevine about Omar being the one responsible.”
“Linda. I’m sorry for what I said.” Frank shook his head as he put it in his hands. 
“It’s okay. You didn’t know. Just… understand that it’s not about you, all right? Like I said before, you’re one of the good ones. But so were they. And when the pressure was cranked to eleven they snapped and ran.” Linda took a deep breath and stood up, shaking her head and chuckling. “Anyway. Way more details than you wanted or needed. You’re not my therapist and we barely know each other. I’m going to take a leak then we should get going. Could you grab my stuff and throw it in the car?”
Frank nodded and watched Linda as she limped across the barn and out the door. The sum of all she had shared with him filled his mind with a cacophony of noise so loud and violent that he had trouble processing it all.  
 
 
 



Chapter 8
 
While Frank busied himself with cleaning up his and Linda’s effects from the barn and packing everything up, she relieved herself out of sight nearby. When she returned, Frank was loading his and her backpacks into the back seat of the car. Once he finished, he took the keys and popped open the trunk just to check and see what was inside.
“Holy mother of pearl…” Frank whistled as he lifted the trunk, marveling at the flat trays of fuel that were stacked in the trunk, nearly completely filling it up. A coiled length of tubing was on top of the packs and as he gently jostled them, he could hear a large quantity of liquid sloshing around.
“What’ve you got?” Linda strode over to the back of the car, then whistled just as he had. “Damn! Nice find! This should get us all the way to Pigeon Forge and then some, you think?”
Frank nodded slowly. “Absolutely. Makes you wonder, though, why they would have so much fuel in one of their cars.”
“Mad Max purists? Maybe this was their ‘tanker’ that they were planning to use for something?”
“I’m still amazed at how fast these people degenerated into… this.”
“Opportunists are everywhere.” Linda looked inside the car, then back at Frank. “You ready to go?”
“Yep, all set.”
“Good. Let’s get out of here.”
“Where are we heading to now, anyway?” Frank helped Linda into the front passenger’s seat before slipping behind the wheel. 
“I don’t know about you, but I could use some clothes. Most of my stuff was burned up in the truck.”
“Any suggestions on where to go?” Frank pulled around the barn and headed back out to the road. Once there he turned towards the south and began cruising down the back country highway.
“Someplace… out of the way. No shopping malls or big cities, obviously.”
“What else do we need?”
“Food would be good. I had more than enough but again… fire. Burned up. Poof. Gone.”
“At least you were able to hang on to your bag of extra ammunition.”
“Thank goodness for small favors.” Linda turned around and patted the bag in the backseat. “I wonder how they made out in that wreck.”
“Who knows. Hopefully we never find out.”
Linda nodded quietly and they lapsed into silence. As the day wore on, the weather took a turn for the worse as dark clouds rolled in over the horizon. The oscillation between warm and cold weather seemed to be waning as the temperature steadily dropped to the point where Frank had to switch the car’s sorry excuse for air conditioning off and switch on the heater.
Most of the rest of the day was spent winding through the back roads and trying to guess at where they were based on landmarks, road names and what type of road surface they were on. By the time they realized that they had left the state of New York and were well into Pennsylvania, the darkened sky was becoming rapidly dimmer as night set in.
“Where do you want to stop for the night?” Frank yawned as he spoke and rubbed his eyes. “It’s nearly seven and your bandage needs changing.”
A worried look crossed Linda’s face as she studied the road ahead of them. “I don’t know that we should stop just yet. We still need to find some spare clothes and food of some sort.”
“Well unless you want to go back to the national park we just went through, kill a bear and skin it, I don’t know of anywhere nearby where we can go.”
Frank eased the car to a stop at a T-junction and looked at the sign standing next to the road. “Ever heard of a town called Brockway?”
Linda shook her head. “Nope.”
“Good. Hopefully it’s small enough that nobody will have looted it.”
Linda laughed as Frank turned to the right, following the sign. “Yet.”
“What do you—oh. Hey, no, I’m no looter. I’m…” Frank wrinkled his brow. “I’m a strategic acquirer of necessary supplies.”
“You’re a scrounger.”
“Call me whatever you like if we make it out of this town with some clothing and food. Besides, we won’t need to steal anything. If anybody’s left there we can trade them some fuel for what we need.”
“I hope they’re as polite as you’re imagining.”
Linda and Frank remained silent for the next few minutes as they drove towards town, until Frank finally slowed down and stopped the car. “There it is, up ahead. Looks quaint.”
Though difficult to see with no stars or moon to offer light, the bright beams from the car illuminated the close side of the town with ease. It appeared to be extremely small, with one main road running down the center and small clusters of homes and businesses branching off to the side. Two large school buildings sat on the far western side of the town, visible only because there were bright lights illuminating their exteriors and because Frank and Linda’s car sat atop a slight rise just outside town, affording them a view of the entire place. No movement was visible inside the town, and the only lights appeared to be those at the middle school and high school buildings. 
“Quaint and creepy.” Linda shook her head and raised an eyebrow. “Do you really want to drive down main street with the lights on?”
Frank shut off the lights on the car and eased forward down the road, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness before speeding up. “What I’d like to do is turn around and go somewhere else, but my stomach is telling me that we need to stop here.”
“All hail Frank’s mighty stomach.” Linda deadpanned the joke before giggling. “Sorry. I’ve got a bad habit of cracking jokes at the worst possible times.”
“Beats the hell out of getting grumpy, I guess.”
“Well, if you want to go through town and see if we can spot a dollar store or grocer or something I’m game. I wouldn’t mind just leaving a flat pack of fuel on the counter for trade and avoiding all contact if possible.”
“I’m okay with that.” Frank nodded. “Looks like the clouds are breaking up some, too. Should make things easier.”
Frank increased the speed of the car and he and Linda both began scanning to the left, right and front of the vehicle as they crept towards town. The engine noise was quiet enough that Frank felt confident it would be masked by the distant booms of thunder, but he and Linda still remained vigilant. 
After passing by the first few rows of houses, the buildings turned from strictly residential into a mix of residential and light commercial. A small flower shop was on the left, followed by a BBQ stand on the right, then a laundromat on the left nestled in between two single-story rows of apartments. 
Linda used her flashlight sparingly, pointing it out the window and turning it on in brief intervals to look down streets or into shops they passed by, but never leaving it on long enough to easily give away their position. The quintessential small town was filled with mostly two-story houses painted white with large porches and sharply angled roofs. 
Most of the lawns were large and covered with a layer of leaves that had fallen from the storms passing through, and none of them looked raked. A few cars were parked along the side of the road, but none of them appeared damaged in any way. Frank was beginning to think that the town had been spared from the destruction wrought by the attacks when Linda pointed at a small muffler shop they were driving past.
“Looks like the whole place went up in flames when that tractor-trailer exploded. Sheesh.”
Frank shook his head. “Damn. And here I thought these folks might have been spared from all this mess.”
“What I’d like to know, though, is where everyone is.” Linda frowned. “The whole town seems deserted except for the lights at the schools.”
“We’ll know soon, I guess. I think they’re coming up soon.”
“Mm. Hey! Stop for a second!” Linda pointed out to the left and Frank hit the brakes.
“What?”
Linda smiled and motioned with the flashlight for him to look. “Jackpot.”
Frank turned and saw a large glass front to a small shop with the name “Angel Wings Thrift Store” written on the front and grinned. “Want to stop?”
“Hell yes. Pull around back and kill the engine. We’ll see if the back doors are unlocked, then check the front, then break in through the back if we have to.”
Frank shifted in his seat. “Not sure I’m entirely comfortable with breaking and entering.” 
“Desperate times, Frank. I’m not the B and E type myself, either, but it’s getting cold as hell around here and we—well, mostly me, but you do too—need clothing.”
“Fine.” Frank sighed and pulled around to the back of the shop. He backed into an empty space near the back of the building that would afford them a fast escape if that became necessary, then cut off the engine. He got out of the car first, shivering involuntarily as a gust of cold wind caught him by surprise, then went over to Linda’s side of the car. She was trying to get out on her own and he extended a hand, which she begrudgingly took. 
“Thanks. I hate relying on people for basic stuff like this.”
“You’ll be fine soon enough. Speaking of that, don’t you need a fresh bandage soon?”
“I’d rather wait till we’re out of town.”
Frank shrugged. “Fair enough.” He headed for the back door to the thrift store and pulled on the handle, finding it locked as he had expected. He glanced at Linda who was still limping towards the door. “Locked up tight. Hang here with the car while I go around front and check to see if it’s open, okay?”
Linda reached into her waistband to check that her pistol was still there and nodded. “Sounds good.”
Frank walked slowly around the building, keeping the noise from his footsteps to a bare minimum. He kept his rifle low, the barrel pointed at the ground and his finger away from the trigger, not wanting to appear like he was being aggressive just in case there was anyone friendly around. He was halfway around the side of the building when he realized that his flashlight was in the car, but he pressed onward, using the light from the moon to guide his path. 
When Frank arrived at the front, he looked in through the main window before turning his attention to the door. He stared at a sign hanging in the door for a long moment before nearly laughing out loud. He pushed on the door and it squeaked open, a small bell hidden above tinkling as he went inside. Once in, he grabbed the sign off of the door and crept through the shop floor and into the back, where he quickly located the back door thanks to the faint light streaming in through a pair of skylights.
Around the back of the shop, Linda started getting antsy when Frank didn’t show back up for a few minutes. She was getting ready to head around to the front to search for him when she heard a click and the back door slowly swung open.
“Linda? Where—what the hell, it’s me!”
Linda breathed a sigh of relief and lowered her pistol. “Dammit, Frank. Why didn’t you come back around?”
“Seemed easier to open the back. Less walking for you.”
“Did you break in through the front door?”
Frank grinned and held up the sign he had taken off of the inside of the front door. “Nope. Check this out.”
The sign was handwritten in black marker against cream-colored paper with a small pair of wings in the upper right corner over which the name of the store was printed. 
 
To All Visitors,
If no one is available to assist you, please take what you need and leave whatever you find fair in trade. In this troubling time we ask you kindly to only take what you need and leave the rest for others.
Thank you.
 
Linda held the sign as she read it, then handed it back to Frank with a puzzled look on her face. “That has got to be the most polite sign I’ve ever read. They even laminated it and put a suction cup on the back, too.”
“I’d love to shake their hand but I’ll settle for doing exactly what the sign says. I’ll grab one of the fuel containers and bring it inside while you start looking for something your size.”
Linda nodded, handed Frank the keys to the car and hobbled inside while he held the door open. Once she was in, he grabbed his flashlight from the car, then went to the trunk and pulled out one of the flat plastic containers filled with gasoline. “Five gallons seems like a fair trade for some clothes.” He mumbled to himself as he carried one of the packs in through the back door of the shop and placed it behind the counter.
After affixing the sign back on the front door, he searched behind the counter for a pen and paper and wrote a short note thanking the store’s owner for their generosity and left it on top of the fuel container. He then began browsing through the store, trying to find some long pants, shirts and a pair of gloves to go with his jacket and undergarments that were in his backpack. 
It took Frank and Linda just over half an hour of browsing to get everything they needed, and even though they were in an unknown shop in the middle of a strange town at night, neither of them felt wary of the situation. There was something about the town, the store or perhaps the blatant generosity and goodwill of whomever owned the establishment that put both of their minds at ease.
“You find anything?” Frank walked over to the women’s clothing side of the small shop with three shirts, a pair of gloves and two pairs of pants draped over his arm.
“Yeah, this should help a lot.” Linda held up an armful of clothing. “Got a couple jackets, some more pants and shirts. Found a pair of shoes that fit me, too.”
“I’m jealous. I looked for shoes but there was nothing in my size.”
“We should go, if you’re ready.”
“Yep.” Frank nodded and headed for the back of the shop. He held the door open for Linda and they walked out to the car together. “You know,” he said, “this has to be the slowest-paced breaking and entering that’s ever been performed.”
Linda looked back at the store as she tossed the clothing into the back of the car. “This whole town seems so… I don’t know.”
“Peaceful?”
“Abnormally so. But without the creepy psycho-murderer vibe. It feels wholesome.”
“So we’re at, what, two for five if you count that little place where you shot those two guys?”
“Yeah. Well. We’ll see, I guess. We’re still not out of the town yet.”
“True enough.” Frank threw his clothes into the back of the car and helped Linda into her seat. “Think it’s worth visiting those schools to the west, or should we just blow past them? We still need food and I’m not seeing a grocery store around here so it’s probably not on the main road.” 
“I think I have enough for another day. Maybe two if we stretch it. But we need water, too. We could always try to find a rest stop and raid the vending machines instead.”
Frank shook his head and got in the car. “Those’re just going to be on the big highways. I think we’re far enough into the state and away from the major highways that we won’t find anything like that.”
Linda leaned her head back against the seat and sighed. “Dammit. Fine. Let’s see what’s going on at the schools. Worst case we can just drive like a bat out of hell if things get sketchy.”
 
 
 



Chapter 9
 
With the deployment of the eighteen canisters the city of Pittsburgh is doomed. Infection sets in almost immediately after deployment and the initial symptoms take less than thirty minutes to appear. People taking shelter in the school building begin to cough up blood in their sleep. They wake up, startled, and rub their eyes to find blood oozing from there as well. Panic sets in as each person realizes that they are not alone in their symptoms. 
As groups of infected start to panic, they begin running to and fro, spreading the infectious disease far and wide. The rate at which the disease tears through their bodies is wholly unnatural and unprecedented. Within two hours ten percent of the population of the city is infected. Twenty-four hours later and one hundred thousand—a full third of the city’s total population—are infected.
While the disease kills quickly, the rate at which it burns through its victims is both a blessing and a curse to its survival. The panic caused by the rapid onset of symptoms causes victims to seek help, thus spreading the disease far and wide. Once medical personnel begin to understand what is going on and enact basic quarantine procedures, though, the death rate plummets.
Martial law is declared and individuals are told to remain in their homes. Public workers out in the field don respirators to protect themselves, but infections still run rampant as the virus enters through small cuts and tears in their skin. As the number of new infections drops, the disease all but wipes itself out within a few days of when it began. This fact, however, is impossible to know.
State and federal agencies across the country—already strained to their breaking point by the explosions that rocked the transportation industry—are ill-equipped to handle a biological attack. Though the attack is over with nearly as soon as it begins, the states and feds set up massive quarantine perimeters around cities that are both infected and not infected.
Infected cities are off-limits to anyone going in or out and teams of scientists work tirelessly with samples of the contagion to identify its nature and how to combat it. Bomb disposal robots are refitted with biological sensors and sent out to roam the streets, measuring the air and any bodies they come across for evidence of infection. Cities that are not infected are fortified and act as region-wide emergency shelters. Broadcasts are put out on every working television and radio station, calling anyone and everyone to mass at what are quickly known as Shelter Cities.  
After long delays the Shelter Cities are the first to benefit from food and medical airdrops from the United States military as their planes and convoys start moving again. People who hear about the cities begin walking towards them or, if they are lucky, are carried by military transport. With tens of millions of people slowly relocating to Shelter Cities, resources are strained to their breaking point, and martial law is put into permanent effect in the cities. Across the United States, the population distribution is shifting and the face of the nation is changing. People struggle to survive in the harsh new world, not knowing that the worst is still yet to come. 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 10
 
After passing over a narrow bridge, Frank slowed the car to a crawl while he spoke with Linda, confirming that she wanted to go there. 
“For the last time, Frank, yes. The town seems like it’s in good shape so I think food is the most important thing here.”
“I don’t see why you don’t want to try and sneak in like we did with the hippy camp.”
Linda chuckled. “Call it intuition. I don’t think we’re going to find trouble here.”
Frank sighed and gunned the engine as he made a turn into the long, winding road that led onto the school grounds. “I sure hope not.”
The two-lane road leading into the school was framed on either side by wide fields of grass. A few scattered trees dotted the landscape, but it was well-maintained, plain and extremely clean. Farther to the west past the second school building was a football field and a few playgrounds. The winding road opened into a large parking lot in front of the schools that was barren aside from half a dozen vehicles parked right up next to the entrance. 
Located to the south of the school buildings, the large parking area was separated from the main road out of town by a short wooden fence and a long strip of tall grass. The main road sat on an incline looking over the parking lot and school buildings, but the slope was gentle enough that it could easily be walked without trouble.
“Where do you want me to pull up?”
“Turn the lights on first and honk the horn a couple times. Then pull up slowly in front of the high school. There are a lot of lights on inside there. Try to keep the left half of the building shielded by the cars next to us, though. If trouble breaks out I want you to pull behind those cars, then head for the slope behind us to get back onto the main road.”
Frank glanced around, trying to put the pieces together for all of what she had just said. “Put us in partial cover, use the cover in case we start getting shot at, then go straight for the road and hope we don’t take a bullet. Got it.”
“You’re doing fine, Frank. We want them to know we’re here but we don’t want to make ourselves completely vulnerable.” Linda patted Frank on the shoulder and pulled her pistol out of her waistband before tucking it under her leg. 
As Frank eased the car up into the parking spot Linda had pointed out, he turned on the lights to the car and honked the horn twice. Before he could do anything else, the double doors to the front of the high school exploded outward as a pair of uniformed police officers ran out. They stopped halfway between the school and the car and raised a pair of shotguns, bringing them to bear on Frank and Linda.
“Oh shit!” Frank put his hand on the shifter and was about to throw the car into reverse when the shorter of the two officers, a woman with brown hair pulled into a tight bun, shouted at them.
“Stop right there! What do you want?”
Frank glanced at Linda who was already in the process of rolling down her window. She whispered to Frank as she raised her hands, keeping them up near her face and in plain view of the officers. “Keep your hands down and ready to get us out of here if this goes south.”
“Hi there!” Linda cracked a big smile and tried to sound as friendly as she possibly could. “I’m Linda and my friend here is Frank. We’re just passing through and were hoping we could trade for some food.”
The taller officer, a man with short-cropped greying hair, eyed Frank and Linda suspiciously. “Where are you from?”
“Maine!” Linda shouted back, still keeping her hands raised. 
“Mighty long way from Maine. How’d you find yourself in our town?”
Linda shouted, “That is a very long story. Look, do you mind if we get out of our car?”
The two officers glanced at each other and the taller one leaned down and whispered in his partner’s ear. She shook her head and frowned, then looked back at Frank and Linda as she whispered something back. He, in turn, shook his head and rolled his eyes before glaring at Frank and Linda. Both of the officers lowered their guns slightly and the woman began walking slowly towards Frank and Linda’s car. 
“You got any weapons in there?” The woman spoke loudly.
Linda nodded and the man raised his gun again, his entire body stiffening. “Keep your hands up, both of you!”
Frank looked at Linda who nodded at him and whispered. “Just do what he says. Leave the talking to me.”
The woman stepped down from the sidewalk into the parking lot, keeping a few feet away from the car as she eased closer. “Look, I’m sorry about all of this.” The woman shrugged sheepishly and motioned at her partner. “Everybody’s on edge, Officer Jackson especially.”
Linda smiled and nodded. “I completely understand. Look, we’ve got a rifle and a handgun in here. The pistol’s under my left leg and the rifle’s in the back seat. Both are loaded and there are rounds in the chamber.”
The woman nodded. “Thanks. I appreciate that. Just do what he said and keep your hands up so he doesn’t get nervous. Now you said you wanted to trade? We don’t have a market here, you know.” 
“We have fuel. Gasoline. We’d be happy to give you some in exchange for a few days’ worth of food. We’re trying to get to Pigeon Forge, where my parents live.”
The woman eyed Linda and Frank carefully for several seconds before nodding slowly. “I’ll see what we can do for you. You ex-military?”
“Marines. How’d you know?”
The woman gave Linda a faint smile. “You talk like one. Stay here for a minute, okay?”
Linda nodded and the woman walked back to her partner. They held a brief whispered conversation that involved a lot of gesticulating and looks being thrown at Linda and Frank. Finally, after a long minute, the woman walked back to the car. Her stance was visibly relaxed and while she still held on to her rifle, it was loose in her hands and pointed at the ground. Her partner’s gun was still at the ready, but he appeared to be somewhat more relaxed as well, but still vigilant about the new arrivals.
“Come on out, guys.” The woman waved to Frank and Linda. “Just… leave the guns in your car, please.”
Linda pushed open her door and swiveled her legs out. Frank got out slowly and walked around the front of the car to help Linda, and the woman backed up a few paces and looked at him warily. He caught her glance and held up his hands. “She was shot in the leg. Just helping her out of the car.”
The woman nodded but stayed back until Frank had helped Linda out and they both stood in front of the car. She reached out and shook Linda’s hand first, then Frank’s. “Linda, Frank, I’m Caroline. The guy who looks like he’s got a stick up his rear end is Percival.”
“Perry.” The other officer grunted and shook his head at Caroline. “Only my mother calls me Percival.”
“Right. How do I manage to keep forgetting that?” Caroline cracked another smile, then gave Linda a concerned look. “You mind leaving your piece in the car?” 
Linda raised an eyebrow, impressed that Caroline had managed to see when Linda stealthily slipped her pistol back into her waistband. “I really would rather not, if it’s all the same to you. We’re happy to do a quick trade out here and then leave, if you don’t want us to bring our weapons inside.”
“Yeah, Perry’s not going to like it if you’re carrying inside the building.”
“Nope.” Another grunt followed Perry’s blunt pronouncement.
“I wouldn’t mind going inside and seeing what we’d be willing to trade, then bringing it out here, though.” Linda swore she could hear Perry growl at Caroline’s suggestion, but the man made no move to put a halt to the offer.
Linda nodded quickly. “That’d be great, thanks.”
“You got the fuel in the back?” Caroline motioned towards the back of the car.
“Yeah.” Linda limped around to the trunk with Frank following close behind. Caroline, despite her upbeat demeanor and pleasant smiles, was cautious to stay several steps away from Frank and Linda. As the three of them circled around to the back of the car, Perry walked along the sidewalk, watching them intently.
Linda noticed Perry’s movement and spoke quietly to Caroline. “Your partner there; is he former military, too?”
“Yeah, part of a SEAL team.”
Linda nodded. “That was my first guess.”
“It’s good for you that you were in the Marines. Otherwise he’d have sent you packing and probably put a few holes in the back of the car, too.”
Frank unlocked the trunk and opened it with a flourish. “That would’ve sucked.”
Caroline took a step forward, raising her eyebrows and nodding appreciatively. “No kidding. That’s a lot of fuel. In flat packs, no less. You guys preppers or do you just like driving around with a bunch of gas in your trunk?”
Frank started to speak but Linda cut him off. “We had a run-in with some less than savory types. They torched our truck so we borrowed one of their cars. We were lucky that it had all of this in it, otherwise we wouldn’t be able to make it to Pigeon Forge.”
“Very nice.” Caroline nodded and looked over at Perry, giving him a thumbs-up. “So how much can you spare?”
Linda glanced at Frank. “What do you think?”
He shrugged. “Ten, maybe twenty gallons? Depends on what you have to trade.”
“Hm. That’s less than I was expecting. Just hang tight, though, all right? I’ll go inside and see what we can do for you.”
Caroline was walking back towards Perry when the sound of a rifle shot was accompanied by her crying out in pain and falling to the ground as she clutched her shoulder. Linda immediately whipped her head around to locate the source of the shot before grabbing Frank’s arm and pulling him towards the front of the car. “Get down, Frank!” Linda limped along for a few feet before ducking down in front of the car just as another shot rang out.
Concrete exploded from the sidewalk next to Perry where he squatted over Caroline’s body, trying to identify where she had been shot. “Get her over here!” Linda shouted at Perry and he quickly scooped up Caroline and gently laid her back down behind the large truck parked next to Frank and Linda’s car.
“What the hell is this?” Perry glared menacingly at Linda and Frank.
“How would I know?” Linda shouted back. She flinched as a shot passed through the back window of their car and struck the front floorboard. 
“Nobody’s been shooting at us until you two showed up!” 
“Can we divvy up the blame later and get inside the school first?” Frank looked back and forth between Linda and Perry as he spoke. “Don’t you two think there’s probably more than one of them? Plus she needs to be looked at!” Frank pointed at Caroline, who was groaning in pain.
Perry clenched his jaw and nodded curtly. I’m taking her inside first. I want suppressive fire laid down to cover us.”
“Frank, grab the rifle.”
“The hell?” Frank looked at Linda with a wide-eyed expression. Another bullet came whizzing in, hitting the back of the truck sitting next to the car.
“Whatever that shooter’s got, it’s a bolt-action. You have a few seconds in between shots. As soon as the next one comes in, get in between that truck and the car and grab the rifle and my bag of ammo!” Linda pulled out her pistol. “I’ll try to give you a few extra seconds of cover.”
Frank groaned but moved to the front left corner of the car, getting ready to run to the back door as soon as the next shot came. When it did, ricocheting off of the top of the car, he ran for the side of the car and opened the door as Linda leaned up and fired several shots at the small rise next to the main road. Unbidden, Perry did the same, placing several evenly paced rounds at the top of the ridge in a line as they both tried to scare whoever was up there into waiting for the next shot.
“Got it!” Frank scurried back around the car and Linda grabbed the bag from his hands. Frank glanced at Perry and Caroline before speaking to the tall officer. “I’ll stay here and try to buy you guys a minute to get inside, but I need you to get Linda in, too.”
Perry glanced at Linda before shaking his head. “Sorry. We’re going in first, then we’ll allow you two to come inside.”
Frank pointed at Linda’s leg and nearly shouted back at the man. “She was shot yesterday and needs help getting inside, asshole! If we had known your idyllic town was going to turn into a shooting gallery we would have never stopped!”
“Perry.” Caroline’s voice was full of pain and the others could see a dark red stain spreading out across her shoulder. “I can walk just fine. She can’t. Do what he says.”
“Caroline…” Perry shook his head but Caroline reached up with her good arm and put a shaking hand on him.
“Just trust me, okay?”
Perry closed his eyes and sighed deeply. “I hope she’s right about you two. Fine. Get over here. You—as soon as the next shot comes we’re going to get moving. I think there’s just one shooter, directly up the hill next to the cluster of bushes around the big sign.”
Frank peeked up and squinted, trying to make out the location. The light from the moon had grown brighter as more clouds dissipated and after a few seconds of searching he saw what Perry was talking about. “Right. Shots on the bushes. Got it.” Frank felt the sudden weight of responsibility on his shoulders as another shot turned a chunk of sidewalk a few feet behind him into a cloud of dust.
“Let’s go!” Perry pulled Caroline up by her good arm, then yanked Linda into a standing position. He pushed Caroline forward and she began running for the school building, clutching at her right shoulder with her left hand. Before Linda could even take a step he had already picked her up and began running forward.
As Perry, Caroline and Linda made for the entrance to the school, Frank popped up and leaned against the side of the car. He peered through the rifle scope, trying to calm his breathing as he searched for the cluster of bushes in the narrow field of view. He swore silently as the seconds ticked past until, finally, he found what he was looking for. 
A brief flash of movement in the bushes caught his eye and he loosed a round, sending it slightly off target. It passed through the sign near the bushes and the movement stopped as the shooter retreated from taking his next shot. Frank fired twice more into the bushes with no effect except to further delay the shooter from firing upon the other three. Frank glanced back after his last shot and saw the doors of the school swing open as Linda, Perry and Caroline ran inside.
“Okay then. Now what?” Frank talked to himself as he fired a few more shots into and around the bushes at the top of the ridge. Behind him, from inside the school, he heard more shots and glanced back to see Perry crouched inside the entrance. 
“Get in here!” Perry bellowed at Frank who started moving towards the entrance of the school when a better idea flashed through his head. 
“Hang on!” Frank threw the rifle through the open passenger’s side window of the car before running around to the driver’s side. He jumped in, jammed a key into the ignition and started the car. As it sputtered to life he threw it into gear and it lurched forward, bouncing on the curb and scraping the undercarriage as he drove it up out of the parking lot and towards the school building. When he was halfway there he slammed on the brakes and pulled the emergency brake, sending the car sliding through the soft grass towards the entrance. It stopped a few feet from the doors and Frank grabbed his rifle and backpack before jumping out, pulling his belongings along after him. 
Perry moved out of the way of Frank as he dove through the entrance, the brief lapse in Perry’s suppressive fire giving the ridge shooter enough time to fire another shot that sent splinters of wood exploding from the door a few inches from Perry’s head.
Frank pulled the door shut behind him as he rolled away from it, yanking back his fingers just in time to keep them from getting pinched. Several more rounds hit the front door, but the material was thick enough that none could penetrate through.
Lying on his back, Frank closed his eyes and took several breaths before he felt something hard poking him in the shoulder. He opened his eyes slowly to see Perry taking a step back, his rifle trained on Frank’s chest and a frown etched across his face.
“So.” Perry glanced down at Caroline and then over at Linda, who was being held at gunpoint by a woman in blue jeans and a grey polo shirt. “Why don’t you stay still right there on the floor, keep your hands away from your gun and explain to me just who you are and what kind of storm you’ve brought down upon our town.”
 
 
 



Chapter 11
 
Liam Kevin Peters had a headache. As each bump in the road revealed new aches and sores from the car wreck earlier in the morning, the pain in his head continued to grow. Building off of a lack of sleep and food and compounded by the stress of trying to search down a spider web of back country roads for his prey, he knew that it wouldn’t be much longer before the headache turned into a full-blown migraine.
“Reggie.” Liam spoke quietly, though there was menace in his tone.
“What’s up?”
“I need something.”
“Oh. Sure. One second.”
“Mm.” Liam twisted his hands around the steering wheel as another bump jostled his body, making his ribs, legs and arms feel as though someone was stabbing them with sewing needles.
“Here you go.” Reggie dug through a baggie pulled out of his coat pocket and held up a small opaque shard of methamphetamine. Liam accepted the shard with a grunt and popped it in his mouth, crunching it between his teeth. Reggie grimaced as he listened to the sound and, from the back seat, Josh shook his head in disgust.
“Why do you do that?”
“Do what?” Liam looked at Josh in the rearview mirror.
“Eat it. You’re not supposed to eat it.”
“It helps me focus.”
“Yeah, but smoking it is way better.”
“You take it how you want and I’ll take it how I want.” Liam sighed as he felt the pain in his head receding as the methamphetamine penetrated into his bloodstream, releasing vast amounts of dopamine from his brain that helped to block out the headache. Oral ingestion of meth, while uncommon, was Liam’s father’s favorite way to take the drug, and Liam had picked up on the habit early in life. 
For some reason, despite the fact that most of the people who worked for and with them were hopelessly addicted to injecting and smoking methamphetamine, Liam and his father had never truly been addicted to it. They had gone through periods of days or weeks where they ate or smoked it, but when they got tired of it they stopped for long stretches with no noticeable withdrawal symptoms.
“Give me a reading.” Liam felt stronger and more confident with the pain in his head gone and he looked back at Josh who was holding the small black box.
“Still dead ahead.”
“Hm.” Liam abruptly swung the Corvette onto a side road, taking a sharp right that threw Josh and Reggie against their seatbelts that Liam had insisted they all wear. “Keep an eye on it.” Liam looked down at the map on Reggie’s map and nodded. “Mark the signal strength so we can triangulate their position.”
Liam’s search for Frank and Linda had yielded no results for the first few hours of the day except for the intermittent detection of the transponder’s signal. The mountainous terrain and the fact that they had no other detectors with which to triangulate the precise direction of the signal meant that they had to constantly change direction in order to determine where their targets were.
A plan cooked up by Thomas years prior, each of the vehicles owned or operated by the gang had been outfitted with basic transponders that allowed him to know their exact location thanks to a series of antennas scattered in and around Binghamton. A few bribes and extortions later and he had outfitted the local police force with the same transponders without them knowing, making it possible for him and his crew to enjoy high levels of freedom while performing their illicit activities. 
With the car that Frank and Linda took out of range of the antennas in Binghamton, the only way to track the vehicle was to use the handheld receiver. A combination of guesswork, common sense and a lot of back-and-forth driving gave Liam a rough estimate of the direction that they were headed, though he wasn’t sure how long it would take for him to catch up.
The hit-or-miss signal of the car finally started growing stronger late in the day as they passed out of the hilly areas of New York and into Pennsylvania. Liam chuckled as he realized where they were and remembered more than a few trips he had taken to the area while in search of new markets where they could sell their goods. 
Several small operations overseen by associates of his father had sprung up and all were supplied by the Peters gang. The death of Thomas would no doubt have a huge impact on the regions around Binghamton, especially in light of the recent events in the world, and Liam grinned as he realized the opportunity that was laid out in front of him.
It was after dark before Liam realized that they were closing in on the car, just as they entered the outskirts of a small town. Liam kept the engine noise to a minimum by coasting along wherever possible. He shut off all but the running lights on the vehicle and rolled back the tattered top to make it easier to see, hear and—he hoped—shoot.
After driving straight through town, Liam headed for the lights on the western end that he had seen when they were driving in. Instead of driving down to the schools, though, he stayed on the main road that traveled up a modest hill. He parked at the top of the hill and got out of his car, taking a pair of binoculars and a rifle with him. He crouched behind the metal barricade at the edge of the road and looked down at the school through his binoculars.
The car that Liam, Reggie and Josh had been chasing was parked at the school and two extremely familiar figures were stepping out of it. In front of them, fanned out on the sidewalk, were two police officers. The larger of the two, a tall man, was pointing a rifle at the couple getting out of the car. The other, a shorter woman, was talking to the couple, though she wasn’t aiming at them.
The sight of the car and the couple he had been pursuing filled Liam with a sickening joy and he felt his heartbeat race. Got you. Liam smiled coldly before dashing back to Josh and Reggie, both of whom were still standing over by the car.
“Josh!” Liam snapped at the man. “Get your gun and get ready to start shooting. Reggie, you and I are going to flank the school. I’m taking the left side, you take the right.”
“What?” Josh looked confused and Liam slapped him across the face without warning.
“Those two are down there! You’re going to keep them pinned down while Reggie and I flank them. There’s a couple of cops there, too. Kill the cops if you want but make sure the two from before are left alive. You got it?”
Josh’s eyes were wide as he rubbed the side of his face. “Sure thing, Liam. Anything you say.”
“Reggie, grab a shotgun. If things go south just keep on the right side of the building and watch for anyone trying to leave. Stay out of sight, though. We don’t have the advantage of numbers or superior positioning this time. We’ll burn the place down with whoever’s in it if we have to.”
Reggie nodded and grabbed his shotgun from the back seat. Josh took his rifle and uncapped the scope while Liam pulled a small bullhorn from the trunk. He smiled deviously at it and shook his head in appreciation. Never thought I’d have use for this. Guess you were right about that.
“I’m ready.” Josh held up his rifle and Liam nodded.
“Good. Get in position. Reggie, get running. Go as wide as you can and sneak in towards the sides of the lot without being seen. Josh, keep them pinned down for as long as it takes for us to get there.”
“Got it.” Josh ran forward to the edge of the road and crouched down. He laid the barrel of the rifle on the guardrail and began sighting his targets while Liam and Reggie took off running in opposite directions down the road. They both ran for a good thirty seconds before heading back to the edge of the road and finding cover for their descent down towards the school.
On the left-hand side bordering the school was a collection of bushes and trees that offered Liam excellent concealment as he ran down the slope. Reggie, meanwhile, found a defilade along the length of the slope that provided concealment as long as he crouched the entire way down.
The first rifle shot came just as Liam and Reggie began their descent and it was accompanied by a cry of pain from near where Liam had seen the four people earlier. He scowled as he realized it was a woman’s cry, hoping that Josh hadn’t just killed one of the couple. Liam and Reggie increased their speed as they went down the hill until, finally, they arrived at the edge of the school. With nothing to provide concealment or cover in the parking lot, Liam realized that they were in a bad position if they wanted to advance on the couple. He decided to just try and see what was going on before he made any further moves.
Liam peeked out from the trees and brush as several shots rang out one after the other, though instead of coming from the hill they came from the direction of the parking lot. “What?” Liam muttered to himself as he tried to get a better view on whatever was going on. Finally he spotted movement out near the parking lot and watched helplessly as three figures ran into the school. The fourth waited at the cars for a moment and Liam hesitated, trying to decide if he wanted to engage or wait to see what happened next. 
When the fourth figure jumped into the car and drove it towards the school entrance, Liam cursed as he realized that he had completely lost the element of surprise. As the car slid in front of the door, the fourth figure hopped out and ran inside. Anger clouded Liam’s face as he realized that his targets were inside the school and he would have to rely on his backup plan to flush them out.
 
 



Chapter 12
 
“Percival! For pity’s sake, leave the man alone!” Caroline struggled to sit up but a small cluster of people ran down the hall towards her and placed her on a makeshift stretcher before carrying her off. “Dammit, Perry!” Caroline’s shouts were lost as she was carted off to a back room to have her wound examined.
The rapidly changing events had caused Frank to instinctively freeze in place, neither speaking nor moving except to glance around and look for a way to gain the upper hand. Perry had ensured that he was far enough away from Frank to prevent any sort of surprise attack and Frank’s rifle was entirely out of reach as well.
Linda, for her part, seemed more pissed off than anything else, and she shook her head slowly, keeping her hands raised but not even bothering to look at the person who had a gun pointed at her. Perry, she had determined, was one of—if not the—ringleader in whatever circus she and Frank had stumbled upon. Caroline’s apparent kindness aside, Perry was the one they would have to deal with. 
“Do you mind if I sit down?” Linda was balancing the majority of her weight on her good leg. Perry looked her over and nodded curtly. “Do it slowly. No sudden moves. Barb—step away from her.”
The woman pointing a gun at Linda took a few steps back, glancing nervously between Perry and Linda. Perry watched Linda closely as she slid down to the floor, her face awash with relief as the pressure was lifted from her leg.
“How bad is your wound?”
“Not nearly as bad as your partner back there.” Linda could barely repress a sneer as she snapped back at Perry.
“Yeah, we need to have a talk about that. Who’s that who shot her, anyway? One of your friends, trying to take us out so you could loot this place unopposed?” Perry’s voice was commanding and forceful but without any trace of anger. What he said was stated as cold hard facts and he wasn’t about to let anything come between himself and his search for the truth.
Frank, still on his back on the floor, shook his head. “We have no idea. We got into town just a little while ago, on our way south to Pigeon Forge. We saw the sign in the thrift shop and left some fuel there in exchange for some clothes we took. We figured that given the sign, we’d try and see if we could trade for some food.”
Perry’s eyes narrowed. “South to Pigeon Forge? The road through town goes east to west. There’s nothing going south to Tennessee for a long way around here.”
“No kidding.” Linda rolled her eyes, not even attempting to mask her frustration. “Glad to see you understand basic geography.”
“Linda…” Frank shook his head at her. “Now’s not the time.”
“Bullshit it’s not. Don’t give me that crap, Frank!” Linda looked back at Perry. “We were waylaid in Binghamton. Barely got out with our asses intact. We stole a car from a group of meth-heads—”
“After they torched your truck. Yeah. I heard the short version you gave to Caroline.”
“Yeah, so after we stole their car we decided to head down some back roads to try and lose them if they came after us…” The anger on Linda’s face evaporated as she realized what she was saying. She turned to look at Frank, his concern mirroring her own.
“Linda. Is this… do you think he survived?”
“No way in hell.”
“Who survived?” Perry’s eye twitched as he looked back and forth between the pair, growing increasingly annoyed as the conversation evolved without his input. 
“The leader of the meth-heads, a guy named Thomas Peters.” Linda’s mind raced as she put together the pieces from the last several hours. “Somehow he tracked us down at an abandoned house outside town.” Linda shook her head. “You don’t think…”
“GPS?” Frank furrowed his eyebrows. “If there are satellites still working I guess that would explain it, but they’d need some kind of data signal to track and I’m pretty sure the cell towers are still offline. Or maybe something more basic. If they tracked us here, it’s probably someone from his gang taking shots at us.”
“You said Thomas Peters?” Perry lowered his rifle ever so slightly as he asked the question.
“Yeah.” Linda nodded. “Why?”
Perry shook his head and ran a hand across his brow before adjusting his grip on his rifle. “We had a couple guys associated with him coming down to the towns around here over the last few years trying to get folks hooked on their stuff. We ran them off but I heard he got his claws into more than a few places.”
“Unless he could survive a high speed car crash while riding in the bed of a pickup I don’t think you have to worry about him anymore.” Frank slowly eased himself up into a sitting position, watching Perry carefully as he went.  
As if on cue, the electric crackle of a bullhorn sounded from outside the school. Perry glanced at the woman holding the gun on Linda and whispered to her before moving into one of the side rooms. “Watch them both.” In the first classroom just inside the school, Perry peered through the boarded-up windows, looking for the source of the sound. The crackle finally—mostly—went away and was replaced by a flat and emotionless voice.
“Listen up, you in the school! You’re giving refuge to two people, a man and woman. Send them out and we’ll leave you in peace. Don’t and we’ll burn the place to the ground with everyone in it.”
Throughout the school building Frank could hear the gasps, cries and faint murmuring of the townsfolk as they all reacted to the statement from the man outside. Frank glanced at Linda and shook his head. “That’s not Thomas.”
“Definitely not. This guy sounds halfway sane, if not a little bit bored with everything.”
Perry started to speak but the voice outside crackled to life again. “You have ten minutes to send out the pair inside. At that point, if you don’t listen, we’ll set fire to the building.”
Despite moving from room to room and looking out various windows to locate the man who was speaking, Perry couldn’t see him anywhere. He finally shouted out through a crack in a window in the general direction that the voice had come from. “Who the hell are you and what do you want?”
“The name’s Peters. Those two in there stole one of our cars and are responsible for killing several of my… friends.” The last word was spoken hesitantly, as though the speaker had some trouble with it. “Now send them out and we’ll be on our way. You’ve got ten minutes to decide.”
Frank stood slowly, not going for his rifle as the woman holding the pistol was still glancing back and forth between him and Linda. He looked at Linda and shook his head. “Peters, huh?”
“His brother or son or something? The guy sounds young and it’s definitely not Thomas.”
Perry stepped out into the hall and put his hand on the arm of the woman who was pointing her gun at Frank. He whispered in her ear for a moment as her face grew more confused until he finally stopped and she spoke. “Are you sure, Perry?”
 “Just do it, Barb.”
The woman lowered her gun and nodded at him before heading down the hallway. When she was out of earshot, Perry turned to Linda and Frank, licking his lips and shaking his head slowly. “Listen. I’m sorry. Clearly I was wrong about you two. If the Peters are after you then you can’t be all that bad.”
Perry slung his rifle over his shoulder and held a hand out to Linda. She stood and nodded before he turned and did the same to Frank. Perry then picked up Frank’s rifle and handed it to him. “Sorry about all of that. No hard feelings?”
Frank shook Perry’s proffered hand and nodded. “None at all.”
“Good.” Perry took a deep breath and rubbed his hands together. “So then, any thoughts on how to deal with this?”
 
 
 



Chapter 13
 
“Look. I’m just saying that I don’t understand why these meth-heads are so obsessed with burning things down. First it was the house, now it’s the school.”
“I don’t know, Linda. Maybe it’s all the meth that’s made them slightly out of their gourd.”
Linda scowled at Frank and gave him a friendly shove. He shook his head and chuckled. The pair walked as quickly as Linda could manage down the hall deeper into the school. After the pronouncement from the person outside the school and the conversation with Perry that followed, Perry decided that they needed to go check on Caroline before deciding what to do.
Linda’s first instinct was to wage an all-out war on whoever was outside, but Frank managed to talk her down. There were too many people in the school and too many unknowns about who was outside for them to risk anyone’s lives during a fight. More than that, though, it was clear that Perry and Caroline were running the show and once Frank emphasized that to Linda she finally relented and agreed to go along with what they decided. 
Perry was already far ahead of them as he jogged down the hallway and Frank had to restrain Linda to keep her from trying to run after him. Perry stopped and slowly pushed open the door to a classroom on the right-hand side of the hall. Linda and Frank entered a moment after him and walked up slowly behind to see what he was looking at.
On a table in the center of the room, beneath the glow of half a dozen flashlights duct-taped to a tall lamp, was the form of Caroline. She was lying on her stomach on the table, her breaths coming slowly and evenly despite the fact that the person standing over her had a pair of long metal tweezers that he was using to probe the wound in her shoulder.
“What’s the prognosis, doc?” Perry whispered and the man holding the tweezers glanced up at him.
“She’s pumped full of morphine and she may never be able to lift anything with her right arm again. But she’ll live.” He spoke softly as he worked, pulling out a sliver of metal and dropping it into a nearby pan a few seconds later.
“You sure you should be doing that?” Linda nodded at the tweezers. “Most of the time they leave the bullets in if they’re not in danger of causing more harm.”
“That’s very true.” The doctor nodded at Linda before going back to probing Caroline’s wound. “I am trying to give her the best possible chance at recovery though, and these loose pieces of metal rolling around near her tendons and bones in the shoulder make a full recovery somewhat less than likely.”
“Yeah, but—” 
“Relax, Ms…”
“Just call me Linda.”
“Very well. Please relax, Linda.” The doctor said Linda’s name with a slight edge of discomfort, unused to calling anyone by their first name. “I’m only going after the largest pieces. The rest will be left alone and her body will deal with them.”
“Doc.” Perry took a step forward and leaned in. “We’re in a time crunch right now. I need to talk to Caroline.”
The doctor pulled out another piece of metal and raised one eyebrow before shaking his head firmly. “Not possible. She’ll be under for a couple hours.”
“We don’t have that kind of time.”
“I don’t think you understand, Perry.” The doctor tapped one of his gloved fingers against a bag hanging from a slender metal stand. “It’s not that I don’t want you to talk to her. It’s that she’s out. You can’t talk to her because she’s not in any position to communicate.”
“Is she going to be okay?”
“She’ll be fine, Perry.”
As if on cue, Caroline let out a groan and tried to speak and move. A pair of assistants next to the doctor ran forward and gently held her down. “Perrnh?” Caroline slurred Perry’s name a single time before dozing off again and the doctor gently inserted the tweezers again.
“Sorry Officer Perry. If you want to talk to her, come back later.”
Perry shook his head and turned around, pointing to the entrance of the room. “Out. Now.” Linda and Frank hurried back and Perry stomped forward, slamming the door shut behind him. His face was a mix of confused emotions and as Linda watched him she suddenly felt incredibly sad for him.
“What’s wrong?” Linda gave him a concerned look.
“Caroline’s the one who’s… better at things like this.”
Frank looked at Linda with a raised eyebrow. “You want to give us up, you’re saying?”
Perry shook his head firmly. “No. I’m not a monster. But I have several hundred people here that I need to protect for who-knows-how-long. I can’t risk all of their lives for two strangers who rolled into town.” Perry sighed deeply. “I could just use Caroline’s advice on this one.”
Linda looked at Frank who nodded in agreement to the unspoken question that passed between them. “No need to do that, Perry.” Linda straightened her back and nodded at him. “You have way too many people here for us to be putting you and all of them in danger. Just give us some covering fire and we’ll draw those guys away from the building.”
“How’re you going to do that?”
“I think the car that Frank so expertly drove up here is the perfect solution to that little problem.”
Perry nodded. “Good thinking. I don’t want to be the one to tell you that you have to leave, though.”
Frank unslung the rifle from his shoulder and gripped it firmly. “You don’t have to. Any thoughts on keeping them occupied? There’s got to be at least two but I don’t know how many more they brought.”
Perry scratched his chin. “There’s a tall barrier going around the edge of the roof and plenty of ductwork and such to hide behind. I could get up there, spy things out and start giving you cover. Caroline’s going to kill me for letting you leave under these conditions, though. Just… wait here a moment.” Perry glanced at the face of his watch on the underside of his wrist. “We still have seven minutes left. Come on; hurry and follow me.”
“Go with him, Frank. I’ll wait here near the front.” Linda limped back towards the front door while Frank and Perry raced down the halls of the school until they reached the cafeteria. Set in the middle of the school with no windows looking in, the open room was filled with supplies that the residents of the town had brought in and stored for future use.
Stacks of perishable and non-perishable food lined the wall while a large plastic container half-filled with water sat nearby. A few dozen people were scattered through the building, with most of them quietly talking with each other while the rest slowly worked their way through the food supplies with clipboards in hand, taking careful notes on what they had.
“Wow.” Frank nodded in surprise. “You have quite the operation going on here.”
“We have Caroline to thank for that.” Perry slowed down and began scanning the room as he spoke, looking for one person in particular. “Caroline’s been the pillar of this community for years. When all of that… stuff happened, she was the one who everyone rallied around.”
“I’m impressed that you’ve been able to keep everyone together and working through all of this.”
“Folks here are pretty down to earth, Frank.” Perry lowered his voice slightly and glanced around. “I’m probably the one most out of place here. It took a few years for all of this to grow on me but it’s been worth it.”
Frank started to reply when Perry finally spotted who he was looking for and shouted out. “Jason!”
A short, balding man carrying a clipboard turned and smiled at Perry before making a quizzical expression as he caught sight of Frank. “Perry? Do we have a visitor?”
“Something like that.” Perry took Jason by the arm and led him into a corner of the room with Frank following close behind. “Listen, I need you to get me a week’s worth of nonperishable food. I need it right now, okay?”
“A week? For how many people?”
Perry looked at Frank. “Two?” Frank nodded and Perry confirmed the number. “Two. Please, Jason, no questions. We’re trying to deal with a situation.”
Jason shuffled his feet nervously. “Yes, we all heard what that person outside said. What’re you going to do about it?”
“Come on, Frank.” Perry ignored the question. “Jason, have those supplies in a spare backpack by the front door in two minutes. Got it?” The slightly menacing undertone in Perry’s voice was enough to cause Jason to leap into action. As he raced across the cafeteria shouting at several people to help him, Frank and Perry headed back down the hall towards the front entrance.
“Four minutes left.” Perry shook his head. “Assuming that these idiots can actually count time properly. I’m going to head up to the roof. Once your supplies get here I want you to fire a single shot out the front. That’ll let me know that you’re ready to go and we can get this party started.”
Despite the danger that they found themselves in, Frank couldn’t suppress a smile as he realized that Perry was actually feeling excited about what was going on. “You don’t see a lot of action around here, do you?”
Perry ejected the magazine from his rifle and swapped in a full one as he grinned. “How could you tell?”
“What’s going on, boys?” Linda looked up at Frank and Perry as they stopped in front of her.
“I’ll let you fill her in, Frank. Best of luck to both of you.”
“You as well. We’ll make sure to draw them off.”
“I’ll do my best to take them out. If they make it through, though, just keep heading west and south towards Pittsburgh. I’ve been hearing all day on the radio about a huge military presence they have there. You should be able to get plenty of help there.”
Linda’s eyes widened and she started to ask the first of many questions but Perry turned and ran back down the hall before she could speak to him. “Frank? What the hell’s he talking about?”
“I have no idea. But we’re getting out of here.”
“So I gathered. Perry’s going to draw their attention while we get to the car?”
“Yep.”
“Thank goodness.” Linda patted her leg gingerly. “It’s hurting like hell from all this movement but I can make it to the car at least.”
“Good.” Frank turned at the sound of footsteps and saw a man carrying a backpack running up to him. The man handed the backpack to Frank before turning and running back in the opposite direction.
“Uh.” Linda’s eyes darted back and forth. “What just happened?”
“A present. Courtesy of Perry.” Frank unzipped the bag to reveal a stash of rations along with a water purifier. Frank closed the bag and put it on one shoulder before taking the bag of ammunition near the front entrance and looping it on his shoulder as well. “You ready for this?”
“Not really.” Linda sighed and Frank could see the exhaustion behind her eyes. “I want to stay here and get some damned sleep.”
“Hopefully we’ll find that soon. Maybe we should stop by Pittsburgh before turning south. You still have some military connections, right?”
Linda shrugged. “Eh. Maybe.”
Frank was about to probe further when they heard the electronic crackle of a bullhorn outside. It was followed a second later by the same voice they had heard ten minutes earlier. “Your ten minutes are up! What’s it going to be?”
Frank cracked the front door and was about to fire a shot out into the parking lot when he was surprised by gunfire that originated from on top of the building. Five stories up, on the roof, Perry kneeled down at the edge of the building with his rifle aiming down into the trees on one side. Firing in three-round bursts, he sent a hailstorm of bullets into the thick bushes at the base of the trees, working his way down the line in an effort to flush out the source of the voice. 
“I guess he’s going to give the signal! Let’s go!” Frank shoved open the door to the front of the building and ran headlong towards the car. While he had managed to shut off the vehicle during his mad rush to get out of it and into the building earlier, the keys had fallen out of his hand. He thought they might be on the floor of the car or on the ground just outside the driver’s side door and wasn’t looking forward to having to locate them. 
Shots from the roof continued to snap across the empty parking lot, echoing out into the darkness as Frank ran the short distance to the car. He opened the right-side back door and threw their bags and backpacks in. His rifle followed and he slammed the door shut, then flung open the passenger door. Behind him, Linda limped forward as fast as she could, her pistol out and at the ready. 
Perry’s gunfire thankfully offered enough of a distraction that Frank and Linda were both able to make it to the car without taking fire. Once they started climbing in, though, all hell broke loose. 
While Reggie and Liam were distracted with locating the shooter on top of the school, Josh had quickly overcome his initial surprise and began searching for the source of the shots. Dim flashes of light from the muzzle of Perry’s rifle illuminated the top of the school, and Josh quickly zeroed in on them with his rifle. Their source was hidden behind a large piece of ductwork but Josh took aim anyway, hoping that the bullet would penetrate through the duct and strike his target on the other side. Although he fancied himself a crack shot due to the fact that he had hit Caroline in the shoulder earlier, the shot had actually been more due to blind luck than anything else.
Josh fired at Perry and the bullet went soaring off into the night, his aim having been wildly off. The crack of the rifle made Perry spin around and search for the source, his elevated position making it easy to see where the shot was coming from. He had hidden himself behind the duct on purpose, expecting a shot from the person on the ridge, and was pleased that the person had both revealed themselves and that they were such a terrible shot.
Perry peeked out from behind the duct and saw a figure standing on the hill beyond the parking lot. He flipped the fire mode switch on his rifle back to single fire and ducked low behind the ducts and barrier at the edge of the roof. After crawling several feet to the side he took a deep breath and rose to one knee. His rifle went up to his shoulder and he instantly sighted his target.
While Josh’s shot hadn’t even come close to hitting Perry, Perry’s first shot and the immediate follow-up were both on target. Josh reeled back in pain as the first round passed through his right arm. He dropped his rifle in pain and the second shot nicked the top of his head due to his sudden movement. Three more shots came next, with two of them passing through Josh’s leg and the third passing through his right lung. 
As shock overtook his body, Josh went from writhing in pain to lying still on the ground, taking in short breaths of air as he fought hopelessly against the inexorable embrace of death. “Asshole.” Perry muttered under his breath as he watched Josh through his scope, making sure that the man was truly down. A burst of fire to Perry’s left made him duck low until he realized that it wasn’t directed at him but at the car carrying Frank and Linda that was peeling out of the parking lot.
On the ground, Linda struggled to fasten her seatbelt and Frank clung to the steering wheel as he tore across the parking lot, heading for a section near the edge where the curb had worn away over the years. The area offered easy access to the slope above and Frank approached it at full speed. The car lurched as it went from the hard flat surface of the parking lot and into the rising slope of grass, but their decrease in speed was barely perceptible as Frank kept the gas pedal to the floor. 
Gunfire cracked from behind the car, but instead of coming from the rooftop it came from the ground, off to the side of the school. Frank spun the wheel and the car swerved sharply, sliding across the grass at the top of the slope and broadsiding the guardrail. The car jerked back to the right but Frank managed to keep it at the top of the slope until the guardrail abruptly ended and he could pull back onto the road. 
While Reggie was busying himself with firing at the car, Liam was crouched behind a tree trying to spot the person on top of the school who had been pinning him down. There hadn’t been shots for a long moment and as he heard the car pulling out across the parking lot he realized what was going on. “Shit! They’re getting away!”
Liam ran through the trees back up towards the road, being careful to stay far enough into the woods that the person on top of the school wouldn’t be able to fire upon him. On the other side of the school, Reggie also realized that the car was getting away and assumed that Liam would want to pursue it. As he ran for the top of the slope he briefly forgot to hide behind the slight ridge and Perry was able to get a few shots at him. None of them impacted, though, and Reggie quickly ducked into cover and followed the ridge up to the top of the slope. 
Liam was the first to arrive at the car and he saw Josh slowly pulling himself along the ground to try and reach the vehicle. Liam flipped Josh’s body over with a kick and snarled at the wounds dotting the dying man’s body.
“Help…” Josh barely managed to whisper the words as Liam stepped over him and into the car. Reggie showed up a few seconds later and jumped into the car before glancing out the window and gasping at the sight of Josh.
“Liam, aren’t we going to help him?”
“He’s already dead. And we have a job to do.” As Liam pulled away, he didn’t so much as glance back at Josh’s body. His attention was focused completely on the car that was barely a few minutes ahead of them and the two passengers that were inside. 
With the car being just out of sight of the top of the school, Perry could do no more to try and stop the shooters from reaching it. He ground his teeth in frustration as he heard their vehicle start up and watched the glow of their headlights recede into the distance as they gave chase to Frank and Linda.
“Good luck, you two.” Perry shook his head wearily. “You’ll sure as hell need it.”
 
 
 



Chapter 14
 
“Fucking hell.” Linda watched in the rearview mirror as the small town receded into the distance, slamming a fist against the dashboard in frustration. 
“What is it?” Frank didn’t take his eyes off the road as he replied to Linda’s outburst.
“I’m sick of running! This is twice that we’ve turned tail and fled from these bastards.”
Frank was quiet for a moment before replying. “What do you want to do about it?”
Behind them a pair of headlights flared to life in the darkness. The sight of the lights made Linda smile slyly. “I want to end this nonsense.”
Frank glanced in the mirror. “That them?”
“It has to be.”
“So what do you want to do?”
Linda’s tone was deadly serious as she replied and Frank felt a cold chill run up his spine at her response. “Kill them all.”
“Fair enough.” Frank laughed nervously. “How do you want to do it?”
Linda didn’t answer for a few moments as she kept an eye on both the road ahead and on the car behind them. It was somewhere in the early morning hours before dawn and the sky and road were both dark. The only illumination came from their car’s headlights as they raced down the highway, dodging wrecked tractor-trailers and abandoned cars that were strewn in the road. 
The vehicle behind them was neither gaining distance nor receding, and at Linda’s prompting Frank had slowed their speed enough to allow the car to catch up. It was still far enough back that whoever was in it wasn’t taking shots at them but the margin of error for their driving no longer existed. One wrong turn or slip of the wheel would mean that their pursuers would catch up to them in no time at all.
“Take the bypass here. Skirt around the edge of this city ahead.”
“Bypass around Brookville. Got it.”
As Frank merged onto the bypass from the highway, a sign caught Linda’s eye and she nodded thoughtfully. “That might work.”
“What might work for what?”
Linda focused on reading the road signs as they drove along, trying to form a mental picture of the area despite the fact that they didn’t have the benefit of a map. “We’re on the road to Pittsburgh now, once you turn off on the exit a couple miles down the road.”
“You want to try and make it all the way there and let the military handle them?”
“Hell no. I want to set a trap on the bridge that’ll cross back over this river.”
“Say what now?”
“Look at how the roads are laid out. We just went over some big river and we’re looping around the city. By the time we get to the next exit we’ll have to cross over another bridge and that’s where we’ll spring the trap.”
“What kind of a trap?”
Linda smiled. “We’re going to make good use of all that gasoline and motor oil back there. We’ll need a good two minutes lead on them to get it ready, though. Think you can pull ahead of them by that much?”
Frank grimaced. “Maybe? Depends on how long this overpass is and—shit!”
Frank pulled the wheel sharply to the right as the car lurched left. The screech of metal-on-metal made his skin crawl as the car scraped against a piece of a trailer that was sticking farther out into the road than he had thought at first glance. The sharp bits of metal sliced into the side of the car, causing jagged tears down the side. A loud pop accompanied the screech of metal and Frank fought with the wheel again as the car swung wildly to the left.
“Dammit!” Frank shouted as he wrestled with the car, trying to reduce their speed and get it back under control before they spun out of control or—even worse—flipped over off the side of the road.
“Keep it straight and hit the gas!” Linda shouted and Frank did as he was instructed. The car’s wild fishtailing gradually evened out as Frank increased their speed, though the ride was considerably bumpier than it had been before. 
“Now ease up on the accelerator!” Frank again did as Linda instructed and the car gradually slowed down.
“Good call there.” Frank let out the breath he had been holding and glanced over at Linda.
“That was all you; kickass driving there, Frank.”
“Yeah, but we’ve got a problem.” Frank kept a death grip on the steering wheel, wrestling with it as they continued down the highway. “I think we lost both of the wheels on the left side. There’s no way we can do whatever it was you wanted with the whole trap thing.”
“No, we need to get off the highway. Take the next exit; I don’t care what it is.”
“Got it.” Frank continued reducing their speed in order to maneuver around the cars and debris in the road ahead. While he dared not take his eyes off the road, he could tell due to Linda’s uncomfortable shifting around in her seat and the increasing brightness above his right eye that their pursuers were gaining on them.
“Hold on tight, we’re taking this exit at speed.” Frank drifted into the shoulder and then turned, taking the exit far faster than was safe even if the car had all four wheels. A loud thump and a bump from the front of the car indicated that the last of the rubber from the front left tire had just been ejected from the wheel. Metal groaned as it met the surface of the road, giving Frank even less traction to work with.
“Any suggestions on where we should go would be great right about now!” Frank shouted above the noise of the car and Linda held out her hand to point at a building just off to their right. 
“There! The radio station! Pull in there!”
“A radio station?”
“Closest defensible building we can get to unless you’ve got a couple wheels you can pull out of your ass!”
Frank mumbled a string of curses under his breath and turned the wheel of the car, fighting against the metal behemoth to get it off of the road and into the parking lot in front of the radio station. A massive metal tower sat just behind the squat, single-story brick building whose roof was covered in antennas and satellite dishes. 
Frank hit the brakes as they slid into the parking lot, but the brakes did next to nothing and the car smashed into another vehicle in the parking lot before finally coming to a rest. The right headlight was broken, the left was blinking on and off sporadically, the engine was coughing and sputtering as it slowly died and the car’s horn blared uncontrollably. Frank and Linda, however, were alive. 
Linda grunted in pain as she shoved her door open and jumped out, pistol in hand. Frank unbuckled his seatbelt and tried to open his door, but it wouldn’t budge until he threw his weight against it several times. After he hopped out he could see the jagged tears in the metal on the side of the car and realized what a close call their accident had truly been.
“Get inside, Frank! They’ll be here soon!” Linda shouted over the deafening sound of the car horn and waved for Frank to follow her. While Linda limped as fast as she could towards the building, Frank grabbed his rifle, his and Linda’s bags, the bag of food and the bag of ammunition from the back of the car. He felt like a pack mule as he stumbled into the building after Linda but he wasn’t about to leave any of their precious gear behind again.
The radio station building was smaller than he had expected with most of its space devoted to the lobby and the large broadcast booth just inside. The broadcast booth was the only enclosed area inside the building as the rest of the space was taken up by small offices divided by flimsy cubicle walls. The front section of the broadcast booth facing the lobby entrance had a large, thick multi-layered sheet of plastic and glass and a single door made from the same material.
After a quick look around the inside of the station Linda headed for the broadcast booth, first pulling on the door before realizing it only opened inward. Once she was inside she motioned for Frank to follow her in and he dropped their bags with a thump.
“Frank, they’re going to be here any second.” Linda fixed Frank with a steely gaze and he nodded in affirmation.
“Yep, and I’ve got a plan.”
Linda raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Let’s hear it.”
“You saw all the stuff on the roof? Satellite dishes and whatnot. There’s gotta be roof access either outside or inside. I’m going to head up to the roof while you barricade yourself inside here. Get hidden and protected. You lure them in and then I’ll ambush them from the roof. If you flip that table over and push it up against the door and window it’ll provide excellent cover. Once you hear me shooting you can fire directly out through the front doors at them.”
“It’s a shit plan. Let’s do it.” Linda nodded and turned to the table. She began shoving the computer and audio equipment off of it onto the floor. Frank, meanwhile, headed back through the door and looked out through the lobby into the parking lot out front. The single light on their car was still blinking on and off and the horn was still blaring. Out behind their car he could see a pair of headlights growing steadily brighter and he realized that they were nearly out of time.
“Dammit!” Frank ran through the building as Linda pushed the large wooden table up against the door to the broadcast booth. She sat down in one of the rolling chairs once she was done and began checking her pistol and reloading a spare magazine with ammunition from her bag.
Frank kept his eyes on the ceiling, using his flashlight sparingly to avoid giving away his position to the people approaching from outside. There was no obvious access to the roof from inside the building and he was starting to think he would have to go outside and look for a ladder when a sign on a door at the back of the building made him pause. 
Rooftop Access - Authorized Employees Only
“Jackpot.” Frank smiled and pushed open the door, finding a metal ladder on the wall leading up to the roof. A door leading out behind the back of the building was open and Frank realized that aside from the front entrance the back exit was the only other way into the building. Thinking quickly he grabbed a broom and mop that were standing up in the corner and jammed them through the handle of the door after pulling it closed. He then twisted the lock for extra security before swinging his rifle over his shoulder and starting his ascent up the ladder.
Loose rounds of ammo jingled in his pockets with each step until he reached a small hatch in the roof. The hatch had a simple bolt locking it in place and he slid it to the side, pushed the hatch open and emerged onto the roof. The shrill sound of the car’s horn once again filled his ears, but it was accompanied by the sound of a roaring engine as well. Frank crouched down low as he headed for the edge of the roof where he hid behind a satellite dish before peeking down at the parking lot below.
In the parking lot sat an old Corvette convertible with the top down and two figures running from it towards the damaged car. Frank unshouldered his rifle and took aim at the figures when one of them opened fire on the damaged car, sending a burst of fire into the passenger and engine compartments. A few seconds later the sound of the horn finally died and the two figures ran towards the front entrance to the building. As they stood directly beneath Frank he no longer had a clear shot on them though he could hear them talking to each other as they discussed their impromptu plans.
“Go around back, see if there’s another way in.”
“What if there’s not?”
“Then meet me back here, dumbass!”
“Right. On my way.”
One of the two figures ran around to the side of the small building and Frank crossed his fingers, hoping that the locked and barricaded door would remain shut. He crept around on the roof for a moment, hoping he could get into a better angle to see the figure still standing at the front entrance, but the roof’s overhang stuck out far enough that it was impossible to see where the person was standing.
It only took a minute for the person who had gone around to the back of the building to return, where he and the person who had remained out front held another brief conversation.
“Well?”
“There’s a door but it’s locked tight.”
“Didn’t you try breaking it in?”
“I tried, but I couldn’t!”
“Worthless.” A loud sigh was interjected into the conversation. “Fine. We’re going inside. They’re holed up somewhere in here, no doubt. You go in first and watch the left. I’ll watch the right.”
From inside the broadcast booth Linda couldn’t hear a word of the conversation outside but she could see the blindingly bright light from the vehicle’s headlights and the moving shadows from the figures standing near the door. 
“Dammit, Frank. Where’s the ambush?” Linda whispered to herself as she watched the shadows and the lights outside. Without knowing how many were outside or their precise locations she didn’t dare risk giving her position away prematurely. Instead she kept herself tucked into a corner on the floor of the broadcast booth, waiting to see what happened next.
“One. Two. Three.” The whispered countdown was followed by a loud slam as Liam and Reggie flung open the front doors and stormed in, waving their rifles and flashlights wildly in all directions. Reggie jumped over the receptionist’s desk in the front lobby before continuing on, bypassing the broadcast booth completely to start checking the small cubicle workspaces. Liam did the same thing on the right side of the room, and by the time the pair met in the back they were starting to wonder where their prey had hidden themselves away.
As Liam glanced at the large series of walls set in the center of the room he realized where they both must be and grinned. He circled around to the side again and aimed his flashlight through the window, revealing the mess of equipment scattered on the floor and the large wooden table pressed up against the window and door.
“Hello in there!” Liam called out in a singsong voice. Linda ground her teeth together, still tucked away in a corner and waiting for the source of the voice to emerge. The flashlights that Liam and Reggie were holding were bouncing around the station and making it look like there were half a dozen people instead of just two. Linda didn’t dare to turn on her light to confirm how many there were lest she give away her exact position.
“Hello!” Liam called out again as he advanced slowly on the broadcasting booth. “Anybody in there?”
From the rooftop, Frank could barely hear what was going on inside the building. The fact that there weren’t any more lights or sounds outside, though, told him all he needed to know. He crept back to the hatch in the roof and lifted it slightly only to see a bright beam of light in the room below. He closed the hatch back and his eyes grew wide as he tried to figure out what to do.
While Frank crouched on the roof trying to figure out what to do, Linda scrunched in behind a pair of chairs in the broadcast booth, keeping her pistol in hand and ready to fire. The light and mocking voice came from around the corner out of sight, and she could feel her heartrate increasing as the light drew closer.
“Now come on, you two!” The voice was unnaturally cheery in a way that made Linda’s skin crawl. “You can’t stay hidden in here forever!” Liam punctuated the last word in his sentence with a gunshot that shattered the glass on a window. He laughed as shards of glass fell to the floor, waiting for someone inside the building to cry out or try to talk or fire back. His laugh dissipated as he realized that no one was responding to his attempt to rile them up.
“Reggie.” Liam didn’t bother trying to be discreet, so confident was he that he had the upper hand in firepower and positioning. “Check the booth.”
Several seconds before the gunshot and the sound of shattering glass cut through the still night air, Frank had been standing at the edge of the building looking down at the parking lot. Upon hearing the sounds he set his jaw, adjusted his belt and tightened the strap on the rifle slung over his back. He climbed up over the ledge of the side of the building and jumped off, steeling himself for the pain that was sure to follow. 
Not knowing enough to try and tuck and roll to dissipate some of the energy from his landing, Frank collapsed into a groaning pile as he hit the dirt and grass before slowly picking himself up, taking the rifle off of his back and charging in through the front door.
Responding to Liam’s order, Reggie was slowly going around the left side of the broadcasting booth with his flashlight held high and his rifle ready to fire upon the first person he saw. Liam was still out of sight of the window and door to the booth on the right side as he kept an eye on the back portion of the building. 
When Frank charged through the door with gun raised and a guttural scream bursting forth, Reggie was taken completely by surprise. Frank fired two shots into Reggie’s back before the man could turn around. The second shot passed through his soft tissues and broke large chunks of glass on the front of the broadcast booth, sending Linda ducking and rolling to the side as she avoided the glass and any further gunshots. 
As Reggie collapsed to the floor Liam came running around the side of the booth firing wildly at the front of the building. Frank got one more shot off before ducking behind the receptionist desk to shield himself from Liam’s fire. 
“There you are!” Liam continued shooting at the desk, advancing on it one step at a time until he was out of line of sight to the broadcast booth. Linda, who had been watching the shadowy figures moving around with all the attention of a cat keeping an eye on a mouse, finally figured out exactly how many enemies were in the building. Once Reggie went down and Liam started firing, Linda rose to her feet, aimed and fired upon Liam.
The glass and plastic were thick, but they still shattered from the impact of the rounds. The shot was easy enough and didn’t require every single round in the magazine, but Linda used each of them. She fired evenly, pacing each shot to ensure that every one was precisely on target. Her breathing was steady and she squeezed the trigger firmly with each pull, controlling the recoil with the ease of a practiced marksman.
Liam screamed in pain as the bullets entered his body. Some passed through out the other side while others tumbled and rolled, tearing through and ripping apart his organs. He gasped fruitlessly for air as his lungs collapsed from the perforations made by the bullets and his legs rapidly turned to anchors that pulled him down to the ground.
Blood oozed from the edges of Liam’s mouth. His tongue and lips moved but without air to expel from his lungs he could form no words to verbally express his anger. Even in death Liam was defiant, but defiance could not overcome the sheer amount of damage done to his body.
Forgetting the pain in her leg due to a rush of adrenaline, Linda climbed out through the empty window and reloaded her pistol. She stood over Liam and aimed directly at his head as Frank stood up and shouted at her. “Down!”
Acting on pure instinct Linda dropped to the ground and Frank fired two more shots, hitting Reggie in the neck and face. Liam’s accomplice had managed to pull himself to his feet and was aiming his rifle in Linda’s direction when Frank noticed what was going on and took the man down. Linda turned to look at Reggie’s body before nodding her appreciation at Frank. She took aim at Liam’s head again but when she saw that he was no longer moving she lowered her arm.
Acrid smoke filled the air, playing in the light of the flashlights. Linda tried to stand up but collapsed back down to the ground as her leg buckled in pain. Frank stepped over Liam’s body and took her arm. He guided her into one of the chairs in the lobby and sat down next to her, all the while keeping his rifle pointed in the direction of the two bodies. Frank and Linda both remained quiet for several minutes as they took slow, deep breaths, each of them processing what had just happened. Frank was the first to speak, not taking his eyes off of the bodies as he did.
“That didn’t exactly go like I had hoped.”
Linda snorted and shook her head. “It’s your turn to play bait next time.”
“Oh come on. You handled it perfectly.”
“It was still an absolute shit plan.”
“If it’s stupid and it works, then it isn’t stupid.”
Linda was quiet for several seconds before she started chuckling. “Fair point. Come on. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
After getting their bags out of the building and into the parking lot, Frank helped Linda get outside. He brought one of the chairs from the lobby out for her and she pulled her pants down partway before easing into the seat. Frank took off his jacket for her to cover her good leg from the cold while he checked her wound. It was bleeding moderately again and the bandage was thoroughly soaked. Frank pulled off the bandage, scrubbed around the wound with antiseptic wipes and slathered on another layer of antibiotics before applying another bandage.
“How’s it look?” Linda shivered as a cold breeze cut across the parking lot.
“You really need to stop moving around and let it heal for a while. It doesn’t look infected, though.”
“Good. I’ll drive.” Linda chuckled for a second before frowning. “Speaking of driving, what are we going to have to—oh what the hell is that thing?” As Frank helped Linda to her feet she caught sight of the Corvette that Liam and Reggie were driving. She grimaced at the sight of the beaten up old car and shook her head. “Hell no. No, no, no. That thing looks like a death trap!”
“At least it runs.” Frank held tight to Linda as they walked towards the car. The interior was worse than he had anticipated despite his already lowered expectations upon viewing the exterior. 
“Do you think the top even goes up?”
“I hope so. Otherwise it’s going to be a cold ride to Pittsburgh.”
“Are you set on going there?” Linda leaned against the side of the car as Frank started loading their bags into the backseats. 
“You don’t think it’s a good call? It’s to our south and we’ve got a long way left to go before we hit Pigeon Forge. If the military’s there maybe we—well, maybe you can talk to someone higher-up and see about getting us a ride that looks like it won’t fall apart thirty seconds in.”
“You do realize that I don’t know every single person in every branch of the military, right?”
Frank shrugged as he slid the last bag into the back of the car. “I get that. But the alternative is trying to beg, borrow or steal another vehicle on our way to Pigeon Forge or taking this thing. And I don’t know about you, but if the military’s massing at a city I’d like to find out why. It might shed some light on what’s going on.”
Linda sighed deeply and nodded. “You’re right. It’s on the way and shouldn’t take that long anyway. If we’re going to do that, though, I don’t want to make any more stops. Let’s get whatever fuel packs we can salvage from the back of the other car and stay on the road. No more stopping in cities, no more talking to people, no more anything. We get to Pittsburgh, see what’s going on, see if we can get a new car or something and then we continue on to Pigeon Forge. Okay?”
Frank nodded. “Okay.”
 
 
 



Chapter 15
 
The drive through the rolling hills, back country roads and major highways took the rest of the day. While only a two-hour drive under normal circumstances, profound changes had taken hold in the few days since the attacks.
Avoiding every small town and city was a tremendous chore and Linda and Frank spent more than an hour stopped by the side of the road while they studied a map they found in Liam’s vehicle. On the few occasions they passed through a city or town they did so at a high rate of speed, avoiding the main roads and cruising through as quickly as possible. 
The town of Brockway had, from what they had seen throughout the day, been an isolated anomaly. Fires appeared with alarming regularity as survivors struggled to stay warm in the rapidly dropping temperatures. Food supplies—nearly all of which had been bought or stolen in the first twenty-four hours—were completely gone. The discovery of a single can of food was enough to cause a fistfight to break out. If a vending machine stocked with snacks and drinks in the back of a building was found there would undoubtedly be more than one person who would die in an attempt to possess its contents.
Bits and pieces of these fierce conflicts bled over into public actions that Frank and Linda picked up on as they sped along to their destination. Each and every one of them reminded the pair of how fortunate they had been in their journey as well as how fragile their existence really was. The tribulations they faced had been nearly evenly matched by the generosity shown to them. As they neared Pittsburgh in the late evening, it was this topic that weighed heavily on both Frank and Linda.
“The commune makes sense, right? A small group who basically prepared for this exact kind of situation could certainly be friendly towards outsiders.”
Linda nodded. “Yep. I kind of wish we had stayed there.”
“Ha.” Frank smiled. “You and me both. Those people I understand. But those people in Brockway… how were they so well prepared and friendly and helpful?”
“Eh.” Linda shrugged. “They weren’t all that friendly. Not Perry, anyway. Caroline was friendly, but I think she’s the reason why the town was prepared and functioning instead of devolving into a hellhole.”
“How do you figure that?”
“People naturally want a leader to follow, especially in a time of crisis. If there’s someone strong who they trust and look up to then they’ll follow that person to hell and back. I get the sense that Caroline was that type of person.”
Frank shook his head and sighed sadly. “I hope they don’t lose her. Especially Perry. I think she’s the only thing holding him back from turning into some kind of post-apocalyptic overlord.”
Linda snorted and laughed. “Post-apocalyptic, eh? Did you ever think you’d be living through the apocalypse?”
“Are you joking? When I was a kid I would have killed to be in my position right now. Living on the edge and traveling across a destroyed country with no rules where only the fittest survive? I sure don’t like it but kid-version of me would have loved it.”
“I was more into ponies when I was a little girl.”
Frank bit his tongue at first but burst out laughing when Linda failed to contain her own giggle. “Ponies? Is that a common thing for every girl? Because all the ones I went to school with were obsessed with them too.”
Linda pursed her lips and nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah, I think every little girl goes through a horse and pony phase.” 
Frank was about to make another joke when he saw that they were heading for an overpass. “Heads up.” He nodded at a sign above the road. “We’re a few miles out from the edge of the city.”
“Hey, slow down and pull into the far right lane for a second.” Linda was craning her neck to see out her window as she tried to get a better look at a building below the overpass.
“What’s going on down there?” Frank glanced out her window but kept his eyes mostly on the road.
“It’s a hospital with… my God. Is that… are those bodies?” Linda’s eyes grew wide as she realized what she was looking at. The tone of her voice got to Frank and he slowed the Corvette to a stop and clambered out. He walked to the edge of the overpass and looked over the side at the building below. The main building was in the shape of a large “H” and there were several other buildings surrounding it. In front of the main building sat a large grassy area dotted with benches, walking paths and trees that—at one point in time—was most likely a gorgeous place to sit and relax.
As Frank looked over the complex and the grassy area, though, he realized that there was something off about it. Instead of being covered in green or brown grass, the ground in front of the hospital was stark black. He squinted at the sight, trying to process what he was seeing until Linda’s words struck home.
The grassy area’s walking paths and benches were left uncovered but amongst them—stacked three feet tall and covering the entirety of the grass—were rows upon rows of black body bags. The thick plastic barely moved in the evening breeze but every now and then as a particularly strong gust picked up Frank could see the edges of the bags shifting. As the wind turned toward the overpass for a moment Frank nearly doubled over, gagging from the smell of the rotting corpses. He hurried back to the car, got in and wordlessly took off, trying to push the sight and smell from his mind.
Several more minutes passed before he felt confident that opening his mouth to speak would not automatically include vomiting. “How… how are there so many bodies?”
“Without basic supplies even the most basic wounds could kill. Hospitals have been relying on just-in-time deliveries for a while now.”
“That many people, though? In this short amount of time?”
Linda shook her head slowly. “Maybe that’s where they decided to put the mass grave and they’re not all from the hospital. Regardless, though, it makes sense… in a very messed up way.”
“I just don’t see how so many could have died already.”
“It’s like we talked about before, Frank. We’re balanced on the edge of a razor and someone just pushed us off.”
Frank sighed but didn’t say anything else as he and Linda remained quiet for the next half hour. As they passed through increasingly urban areas on their final approach to Pittsburgh, Frank began to notice that the occasional signs of people living in the area were no longer present. Trails of smoke that signified fires vanished and the sight of small clusters of people in and around various buildings grew less and less frequent. Frank was about to comment on the odd decline in the visible population when something on the road ahead prompted him to slow the car.
“What the hell’s that?” Frank pointed at a large metal object with a tall sign mounted on top. The metal object was armored and painted a dark green while the sign was tan in color with a large solar panel mounted on the side. The sign was at least thirty feet tall—though it appeared as though it could be extended even higher—and at the top was a large LCD panel flashing messages in both English and Spanish. 
ATTENTION
BY FEDERAL ORDER
ALL PERSONS
AND VEHICLES
SUBJECT TO SEARCH
“Looks like the outer perimeter of a military cordon.” Linda pointed at the sign as they slowly drove past. “They probably set those up along all the major roads. I guess Perry was right about there being a—holy shit.” 
Linda stopped talking and stared as they crested a hill. The city of Pittsburgh was still off in the distance, but midway between their car and the tall buildings in the heart of the city sat a seemingly endless expanse of military vehicles, tents and soldiers. A pair of UH-60 Black Hawks flew low and fast across the city in a manner that made Frank feel incredibly uncomfortable. On the ground, outside the perimeter that the military had set up, Frank could see Humvees and APCs patrolling along streets and through empty fields, their spotlights swinging back and forth to illuminate the ground and buildings around them.
Frank pulled the Corvette to a stop at the top of the hill and Linda opened her door and jabbed him in the side with her elbow. “Get the rifle and help me get out.” Frank grabbed their hunting rifle from the back of the car and pulled Linda out of the car. She took the rifle and steadied herself against the car before peering through the scope. As she swept it across the expanse of the city and military perimeter surrounding it, she shook her head.
“Unbelievable.”
“What is it?” Frank shielded his eyes from the setting sun beyond the city but couldn’t make out very many details.
“They’ve completely surrounded the city.”
“How? That would take… more soldiers than I can imagine.”
“Nah. They’ve probably got a dozen drones circling the area all focused on watching the city. It looks like a lot from here because of all the barricades and tents they have set up but it’s not.” Linda switched from watching the perimeter around the city to looking at the city itself. It took her a few seconds to realize what she was seeing before she gasped. “Holy hell. The city’s flooded.”
“What?”
“The water mains must have burst or something because half the roads are underwater.”
“You think that’s why there’s a perimeter around the city?”
Linda shook her head firmly. “Nah. No way. I can’t see any sign of them sending troops in past the perimeter. Those Black Hawks are the only things going in over the city and they’re flying like they’re doing reconnaissance.”
Frank cast an uneasy eye to the sky, squinting as though he could see the drones thousands of feet up in the air. “Shouldn’t we be worried about the drones watching us right now and seeing you pointing a rifle down at those guys?”
Linda glanced up before peering back through the scope. “I’ll take my chances. The way they’re focused on the city so much almost makes it seem like they’re trying to keep people from getting out.” Linda lowered the rifle and frowned. “We should get moving. There’s a forward operating base down the road towards the city.”
“Wait a second.” Frank held his hands up. “You want to go towards the guys with guns who’ve surrounded an entire freaking city—which, by the way, is flooded—and just say ‘what’s up’ to them?”
“We’ll approach slowly and make it clear we’re not a threat.”
“Christ.” Frank rubbed his hands through his hair and took several deep breaths. “You’re the boss on this one, I guess.”
Linda slid the rifle into the backseat of the car and held out her hand. “Here, let me drive us in.”
“You? Drive? With your leg like it is?”
“Yep.”
“How do you figure that’s a good idea?”
“Frank.” Linda sighed and looked back out at the city. “I don’t want to get shot any more than you do. I’d feel a lot more comfortable if I drove us into what seems like certain doom given that it’s my idea. I suspect you’d feel more comfortable too.”
Frank shook his head and threw up his hands. “Whatever. If you start bleeding out again or run us off the road or something don’t look at me.”
Linda rolled her eyes and limped around to the driver’s side of the car. She and Frank got into their seats and Linda put the car into gear, taking them in towards the city. “Keep your hands up on the dashboard when we get close and do exactly what I tell you to do. Follow my lead here and we’ll be fine.”
“Got it.” Frank remained quiet for the rest of the fifteen-minute drive. When they were just outside the city the mess of vehicles on the highway abruptly vanished and the road was clear.
“Get ready.” Linda slowed down the car and rolled down her window, motioning for Frank to do the same. As they approached the perimeter series of loudspeakers squealed to life and a voice barked at them.
“Stop your vehicle immediately! Lethal force is authorized!”
 Linda immediately stopped the car, put it in park and turned off the engine. She removed the keys next and placed them on the dashboard before whispering to Frank. “Hands on the dash, Frank. Don’t move a muscle unless they tell you to.”
Frank nodded as the voice shouted at them again. “Step slowly out of the vehicle, walk to the front and sit on the ground!”
“You gonna be okay getting out?” He gave Linda a concerned look.
“Be quiet and listen to them.” Linda and Frank opened their doors and stepped out. Linda winced in pain and nearly lowered her hand to put it on her wound but managed to resist. They both walked to the front of the car and sat down with their hands raised.
“Make no movements while you are approached! If you move then lethal force may be used!”
Frank and Linda glanced at each other, their arms already starting to feel sore from holding them up. Several more minutes ticked by before movement at the perimeter caught Frank’s eye and a pair of Humvees began driving toward them.
“Here we go.” Linda whispered, her eyes glued on the Humvees. “Remember to follow my lead and do what they tell you.”
The Humvees squealed to a stop a good fifty feet from Linda and Frank. When the doors opened, Linda’s eyes widened in surprise. Instead of the typical soldiers clad in camouflage the people who jumped out were dressed in full-body hazmat suits and carrying small black boxes attached to long wands. Four such men began running down the road toward Frank and Linda while six more soldiers piled out of the vehicles and followed behind. The other six soldiers were also clad in hazmat suits but four of them carried rifles and the other two carried flamethrowers.
“Linda?” Frank’s eyes were wide with panic as he watched the soldiers running toward them. “What the hell is going on?”
“Stay still!” One of the six soldiers carrying rifles shouted at Frank and Linda. The four carrying the strange devices stopped a few feet away and began waving the wands on the devices in the air. After a few seconds one of them pointed at Frank.
“You! Extend your arm and hold it still!” Frank looked at Linda as he slowly held out his arm. The man who shouted at him pressed the wand up against Frank’s hand and Frank felt a sharp pinch. He pulled his hand back and saw that his finger was bleeding.
“What the hell?” Frank balled his fingers into a fist and held it against his chest. The soldiers wielding rifles bristled at his action but two of the men carrying the strange devices held up their hands. 
“Wait!” The man who had pricked Frank’s finger with the wand nodded as he looked at the box in his hand. “He’s clean. Check the woman, too, just to be safe.”
Linda held out her arm before being asked and the procedure was repeated on her. A few seconds later the man who performed the procedure held up his thumb. “She’s clean. No sign of infection.”
The men in the hazmat suits and carrying the strange devices turned and ran back to the Humvees while one of the soldiers wielding a rifle stepped forward and pulled off his hood. “Sir. Ma’am. Stand up, hands in the air.”
“What’s going on, soldier?” Linda grunted as she slowly stood to her feet. 
The soldier who had spoken to them raised an eyebrow. “Are you not aware of the quarantine?”
“What quarantine?” Frank asked.
“What’s your name, soldier?” Linda ignored Frank’s question and adopted a harsher, more formal tone as she addressed the soldier speaking to her. The shift in her tone and facial expressions surprised him and he nearly stammered as he replied.
“Corporal Simmons, ma’am. Are you two—”
“Simmons. Good. I’m Sergeant Linda Rollins, USMC Raiders, retired. I need to speak to your commanding officer immediately.”
Corporal Simmons visibly relaxed and glanced at his fellow soldiers. “Ma’am, I’m going to need to clear this with base.”
“Corporal, I’ll make this very simple for you. My friend and I have been on the road for days. We’ve been to hell, visited all the sights and made it back. We are in desperate need of some information and then we’ll be on our way and out of your hair. The soonest you get us to whoever’s in charge around there the sooner we’ll be gone and the less paperwork you’ll have to deal with surrounding our presence.”
Simmons audibly gulped before looking back and forth between his fellow soldiers. “We’ll need to search you, ma’am. And you’ll have to leave your… vehicle behind.”
Linda nodded. “Carry on.”
After a brief search of their persons Simmons directed the soldiers to secure the Corvette before he and two others escorted Frank and Linda back to the Humvees. Directions given by the soldiers during and after the search were brief and as they walked back to the Humvees Frank whispered quietly to Linda.
“They don’t talk much, do they?”
“Heh.” Linda shook her head. “No. You’re doing fine, though.”
Frank was quiet for a moment before whispering again. “What’s with the suits and shit anyway?”
“Some kind of biological quarantine from the look and sound of it. I dunno, though. I’m hoping we can see whoever’s in charge and figure out what’s going on.”
The soldiers loaded Frank and Linda into the back of one of the Humvees and Frank noticed that while he and Linda were being treated far gentler than he would have expected, the soldiers were still keeping their rifles and sidearms at the ready. Their somewhat casual demeanor didn’t fool him in the slightest and he was certain that they could easily dispatch both himself and Linda if either of them made a wrong move.
The Humvee carrying Frank, Linda and a group of the soldiers headed towards the city while the other military vehicle rolled forward to the Corvette to link up with the soldiers tasked by Simmons. Frank kept his head on a swivel, watching the buildings fly past as the Humvee sped along. 
The highway was still remarkable clear, though Frank finally understood why. A large section of it had been cleared with massive bulldozers to make a zone free of obstacles that the military could use as a zone to stop any vehicles passing through. As they got closer to the city he saw that the bulldozers had moved to clearing a single lane on each side of the highway nearest the median, making it easy for the military to move in and out on the road.
The main forward operating base (FOB) was situated in an industrial complex on the eastern edge of the city just off of the main highway. Guards were posted on the roof of the tallest building in the complex overlooking the river to the south. Inside the gate in a parking lot sat a large tent under which several drones were being repaired and refitted. Several large canvas-covered trucks were parked near the back of the complex and dozens of soldiers ran back and forth between the trucks and the buildings as they offloaded and delivered supplies. 
The hustle and bustle of activity was moderately overwhelming for Frank but for Linda it felt like she was back home. After the Humvee stopped and the soldiers inside stepped out, the rest of them took off their hazmat suits. Simmons kept his on as he led Linda and Frank inside the warehouse. He escorted them to the back office of the warehouse and rapped on the door. Another soldier glanced out, gave Simmons a questioning look and then opened the door.
“Simmons. Who’re the civilians?”
“They’re clean. And here to see Colonel Garland.”
The soldier holding the door gave Linda and Frank a long look before nodding once. “Sir. Ma’am. Step inside, please.”
A small cluster of soldiers and officers were gathered around a table in the room as the soldier announced Linda and Frank’s presence. “Colonel Garland? Corporal Simmons sent these two in to see you, sir.”
Lieutenant Colonel James Garland was a tall, broad-shouldered man with the build of an ox and the demeanor to go along with it. His eyes were narrow and full of fire, his voice was low and gravely and he carried himself with the demeanor of a man who was in full control of both himself and those under his command.
“What the hell are two civilians doing in here?”
Linda jumped in with an answer before Garland could get it from anyone else. “Colonel Garland? Pleasure to meet you. Sergeant Linda Rollins, Marine Raiders, retired. This is a friend of mine, Frank Richards.”
The mix of suspicion and anger in Garland’s eyes evaporated almost instantly as he stuck out his hand to shake Frank and Linda’s hands one after the other. “Raider Rollins? You must’ve had more than a few jokes made about that, I’ll bet.”
Linda nodded and gave a slight smile. “That’s an understatement.”
“So what the hell’s a jarhead doing out here in the middle of all this shit anyway?”
“Long story, Colonel. I’m trying to get back home to Tennessee to my parents. Frank’s trying to get back to Texas.”
“A Texas man!” Garland smiled proudly. “You ever serve, son?”
Frank shook his head. “Afraid not, sir. My father did, though, as did my grandfather. Both were very proud to serve in the Army.”
“Ha!” Garland smiled and chuckled as he eyed the pair standing in front of him. “Damn straight. So you’re both trying to get home?” Garland’s smile evaporated and he scratched his chin. “I’m afraid you came to the wrong place if you’re looking for transportation. We’ve got just enough wheels running to keep the city locked down. The only birds cleared for flight are the two we’ve got running recon. Everything else is still being triple-checked before it’s being allowed into the air or on the ground.”
“Colonel, forgive me for sounding ignorant, but just what’s going on here? Why’s there a perimeter around the city?”
One of the Colonel’s bushy eyebrows went up and he looked around the room at the other officers and soldiers present. “Everyone take ten to get updates and get your bio breaks out. We’ll finish the planning shortly.” A moment later the room was empty and Garland motioned to a cluster of chairs in the corner. Linda tried to make it to the seats without limping but failed on the last few steps and both Frank and Garland reached out to steady her.
“You all right there, Rollins?”
“Just fine, Colonel. A meth-head tried to take my leg off. Only succeeded partially.”
“So you’ve seen this insanity up close, eh?” Garland nodded. “Good. Saves me the trouble of starting from square one.”
“We’ve seen plenty, yes.” Frank jumped in, glancing at Linda as he continued. “But you were going to tell us about the city, yes?”
“Hm. Yes. What’ve you two heard about what’s going on?”
Frank shrugged. “We heard bits and pieces on the radio and television. Some sort of massive terrorist attack. I was up in Maine when it happened—my truck was one of the ones hit.”
“Consider yourself lucky, then. Unofficial estimates peg the loss of our country’s truckers at over seventy percent. So not only did we lose a huge chunk of the trucks but we lost a lot of those who can drive them, too.”
“Good God.” Linda shook her head. “Do you know what’s going on with all this or who’s behind it all?”
“Most of it’s classified. Sorry. But I can tell you about the city, though it doesn’t much matter anymore. The virus has all but burned out at this point.”
“Virus?” Frank had a note of disbelief in his voice. “What kind of a virus?”
Garland took off his cap and rubbed his head and Linda detected a trace of sadness in his voice. “Right after the shit hit the fan the alphabet agencies started feeding us all sorts of information about the attacks. Both the ones that had already occurred and ones that were coming down the pipe. I’d wonder why they didn’t stop the first attacks but that’s way past my pay grade.
“A few hours in and we started getting orders to head out and start securing major cities. Most of them were in the Midwest, but more than a few were in the west, northeast and central south.”
“Securing the cities… against biological attacks?”
Garland nodded. “You got it, Rollins.” Garland stretched the next word out, exaggerating the syllables. “Bi-o-logi-cal attacks. Some kind of crazy shit. Makes Ebola look like the common cold. Lucky for us, though, it burns through the victims so fast that they’re gone before they can infect very many people.”
“So your perimeter is for… what?” Frank looked at Linda then back at Garland. “Keeping people inside the city until the virus burns itself out?”
Garland nodded slowly, clenching his jaw. “That’s correct.”
“What the…” Frank could scarcely believe what he was hearing. “So, what, you guys weren’t sent here to help these people?”
“What is it you’d like us to do, exactly, Mr. Richards? Pass out blankets and chicken noodle soup? Half the city was dead before we even got here. Most of the other half’s dead by now. We have twenty-four more hours before we sweep the city, pick up any survivors and start cleaning up the corpses.”
“I don’t know… what about vaccines or something?”
“Vaccines? For some sort of mysterious disease that nobody’s ever seen or heard of and can kill in hours?” Garland scoffed.
“How widespread is this?”
Garland licked his lips. “I’m afraid that’s classified. But it’s not isolated here, I can tell you that much.”
“Any particular places where it’s the most prevalent?”
“So far it seems to be every major city that isn’t on the east, west or gulf coasts.”
“Really? So LA, DC, New York—those haven’t been hit by it?”
Garland shook his head. “While I can’t confirm or deny that I can tell you that they’re having a lot of problems of their own. Nobody’s willing to risk driving a car, airports are all shut down, food stores are gone, water mains are broken. The warzone is on our doorsteps.”
“Holy shit.” Frank whispered to himself. 
“No kidding.” Garland sighed. 
As Frank continued to ask for details and Garland continued to provide occasional snippets of additional information, Linda quickly found herself lost in her own thoughts. It wasn’t until a few minutes later, after Frank had said her name three times in a row to get her attention, that he tapped her on the shoulder and she jumped in surprise.
“Linda?”
“What?” Linda’s eyes grew wide as she looked between Frank and Garland.
“You all right over there, Rollins?” Garland leaned forward in the chair he had finally planted himself in. 
“Yeah, no, I’m fine. Listen, when you said it’s a fast-burning virus, do you happen to have any sort of research notes on it?”
“Nothing of any use. Why?”
“Just curious. I spent some time after I got out learning about that sort of thing.”
“Never met too many Marines interested in learning.” Garland grinned, then the smile evaporated. “Sorry about that. Old habits die hard.”
“I wouldn’t expect any less from a grunt like yourself.” Linda returned the grin and Garland nodded and smiled.
“Rollins, I don’t know why you’re here but you’re welcome to stay. You and Richards both. We’re stretched thin enough that we need every able-bodied pair of hands available.”
“If the circumstances were any different, Colonel, I’d stay in a heartbeat. But we need to keep going to Tennessee.”
Garland frowned. “Where in Tennessee are you heading, anyway?”
“My parents are in Pigeon Forge. I’m planning to—” Linda stopped talking as she saw Garland’s expression change. The roughness disappeared and it was replaced with an awkward feeling of remorse that quickly grew until it was all she could see. “Colonel? What’s wrong?”
“Rollins…” Garland hesitated. “Pigeon Forge is gone.”
 
 
 



Chapter 16
 
Despite her initial lack of verbal response, the sudden drop in Linda’s stomach was palpable across the room. She blinked several times and swallowed hard against the bile rising in her throat before managing to choke out a response. “It’s… gone? How can an entire city be gone?”
The distant boom of thunder shook the warehouse and Colonel Garland looked out through the nearby window. “Christ… just what we need.” He shook his head then looked back at Linda. “How can a city be gone? A perfect-fucking-storm. That’s how. The city took an extra hard beating during the initial attack. The wildfire north of the city got absolutely fuck-all for attention after that and spread out of control. Whoever didn’t die in the fires or from the virus is half-frozen.”
“Half-frozen?” Frank asked. 
Garland snorted and nodded. “Sorry, I forget sometimes the radios and TVs are out. Massive snowstorm. Blew through in and out in a day and dumped two feet of snow on the ground.” Garland’s look grew distant. “They’ve been one of the hardest hit cities. Them and Salt Lake. Drone flyovers project less than half a percent of the residents could have survived.”
“Holy shit.” Frank whispered, shaking his head in disbelief. “How is that even possible?”
“Perfect storm, like I keep saying. Doesn’t help that we’re still being forced to check every single vehicle in the entire United States military before we’re authorized to send them out. It’ll be weeks before we have rescue operations fully staffed, plus we’re spread so thin right now we can’t do jack shit.”
“Colonel.” Linda stood up slowly from her seat and spoke with a stiff, robotic voice. “Thank you for the information. Do you have a pair of cots we can use for the night? We’ll be out of your hair by morning.” 
Garland gave Frank an odd look and nodded slowly at Linda. “Not a problem, Rollins. If you need anything just ask.”
Thunder rumbled again, shaking the warehouse even harder. A few seconds later the sound was accompanied by the noise of raindrops hitting the metal roof. “Shit.” Garland stood up and headed for the door, shouting as he ran out. “Simmons! Get these two some food and beds. Give them their vehicle and whatever else you confiscated as well.”
“Yes, sir!” A distant reply came and was followed by the thud of boot steps racing across the warehouse floor. Corporal Simmons showed up a moment later and looked at Frank and Linda.
“Please, follow me.”
Frank and Linda followed behind Simmons and Frank watched with interest as the flurry of activity in the warehouse continued to explode. “Corporal, what’s up with everyone here?”
“Rain protocol.”
“Rain protocol? What’s that mean?”
Simmons looked around and shook his head. “Water mains in the city broke and the floods are wreaking havoc with our robots on the ground.”
“What’re they for? Recon?”
“Yeah, something like that. Mostly to test the air and figure out where any survivors are holed up. They’re not equipped for the rain, though, so we have to get them back as fast as possible. That plus the fact that even the slightest amount of extra water’s going to mean flooding in even more areas.”
“Jeez. Sounds rough. Anything we—I—can do to help? I don’t want to just be an imposition.”
Simmons motioned for Frank and Linda to go ahead of him into a large tent set up in a corner of the industrial complex. “No, thank you, though. We have it under control. We’ll have your vehicle and equipment back to you by morning. Meals are in the cupboard under the table, water’s on top and you can heat whatever you’d like in the microwave. We’ve only got instant coffee at the moment.”
“Sounds like heaven after the last few days. Thank you, Simmons.”
Corporal Simmons nodded and ducked back out of the tent. Frank waited until he was gone before shaking his head and nudging Linda. “Under control my ass. Did you see how they were running around out there?”
When Linda didn’t reply Frank guided her to an empty cot in the tent and helped her sit down. She looked at him blankly for several seconds before focusing on him and blinking a few times in surprise. “Hm? Oh. Yeah. It’s chaos out there.”
“Linda, are you—” 
“Let’s talk tomorrow, Frank. I’ve got a lot to think about tonight. You should get something to eat and drink and get some sleep. I’ll let you know if I need any help with the bandage.” With that pronouncement Linda laid down on the cot, rolled over to face the side of the tent and closed her eyes.
Frank backed up slowly, taken aback by what she said and did and not sure how to interpret it. After microwaving a suspicious packet of rice and some sort of unidentifiable meat Frank sat at a small table across the tent and ate, keeping a close eye on Linda the entire time. She didn’t make any sounds and barely moved at all, shifting only slightly as she tried to get into a more comfortable position.
While Frank sat quietly in the tent wondering what was going on with Linda, she was not sleeping at all. On the contrary, she was deep in thought, her mind racing as she tried to put pieces together from the last few days and merge them with the information that she had learned a short time before.
The news about Pigeon Forge had come as a surprise, but her stilted speech and faraway look had been little more than a ruse designed to get her out of the Colonel’s office as quickly as possible so she could have time to think to herself. Linda was worried about her parents, but in the face of such a devastating threat she fell back on her training, seeking to prioritize the threats she faced and systematically eliminate them one by one.
While in Garland’s office, as Frank was chatting with the Colonel, Linda had taken an opportunity to steal a few glances at papers scattered across the table. Linda was somewhat surprised that Garland had left the papers out while chatting with her and Frank, but while he could have just been incompetent, she wondered if he was actually trying to share the information with them in the first place without being overt about it.
The papers all had a top secret stamp across the tops and bottoms and most described troop movements, locations of temporary bases set up around the city and detailed plans for the next few days split up into hour-by-hour sections. The paper that had intrigued her the most, though, was one that contained more detailed information about the perpetrators of the attacks as well as warnings for what was coming next.
In the hours before the first bombs went off, six canisters containing the virus that was ravaging Pittsburgh were found by local police officers in three different cities. The canisters were innocuous-looking enough, though, that they were simply bagged and placed into an evidence holding area for later processing. An eagle-eyed police chief spotted one of the canisters activating inside of the evidence bag and sent out a description of the device which was forwarded on to the military.
Soda can size with a plain white label, screw-off pressurized top and lime-green seals. The gas was light orange or tan in color at first. The evidence bag nearly popped from the pressure and after the device expended the gas contained inside, the electronic mechanism that triggered the release seemed to shut down.
The description of the canister had caught Linda’s eye and at the time she wasn’t sure why. Mulling it over as she rested on the cot, though, reminded her of why she found the canister so eerily familiar. Is it the same thing? The lime-green seals and the label match. But there weren’t any electronic components… I think. Linda ground her teeth together and squeezed her eyes even tighter as she tried to remember the details from that fateful day so many years prior.
Linda played the fragments from the scene back in her mind, watching the metal canisters bounce across the ground towards her squad. Thick lime-green seals were wrapped around both ends and a plain white label with Arabic writing ran along the side. The canisters spewed a white smoky gas as they tumbled across the ground and Linda grimaced as the screams of her squad mate burned in her ear. 
“From beyond the grave you spit at me.” Linda whispered to herself on the cot. Across the room Frank’s head jerked up and he looked around, trying to figure out if he had been imagining things or if Linda had really just spoken.
“Saywhuh?” Frank rubbed his eyes and yawned, then stood up and walked over near Linda. She rolled over in bed and slowly sat up, staring him in the eyes.
“From beyond the grave he spits at me.” Linda sighed and pointed at the cot across from hers. “Sit down, Frank. It’s time to lay my cards on the table.”
“What, about being a Raider? I’m not an idiot, you know. I wasn’t a typical Army brat but I know a thing or three.”
Linda sighed again and shook her head. “No.” Linda ran her fingers through her hair, pulling it back into a tight ponytail. “I think I know who’s responsible for all of this.”
Frank felt a chill run down his spine as he asked the obvious question. “Who?”
“Farhad Omar. The same bastard that was behind the slaughter of my unit.”
 
 
 



Chapter 17
 
It has been eighteen months since the invasion began and Linda Rollins has been a civilian for three months. As she leans against the tight harness in the back of a privately contracted Osprey flying over the desert sands, the same thought goes through her head that has passed through it a thousand times in the last three months.
“Am I insane?”
Immediately after being shipped back home and receiving a medical discharge Linda Rollins set her mind on one goal: avenging the dead. The fact that some had abandoned her meant nothing. Her mind was fixed on a singular purpose and nothing would dissuade her.
When Linda Rollins knocked on the door of Talon Creek, LLC she was hired on the spot. Her pay was a quarter million per deployment and she was promised access to every toy she could ever dream of. The Private Military Contractor was one of hundreds employed by the United States to perform work in Iran during and after the invasion. For most employed by the PMCs it was a chance to blow things up and get paid a lot of money to do it.
For Linda Rollins it was a chance for revenge.
“Wheels down in thirty seconds!” A voice screams over Linda’s headset and she paws for the volume control to turn down the volume. “We are in a live fire zone! Upon landing you are to proceed immediately to the rendezvous and proceed with your patrols!”
Linda looks around at the others strapped in to the back of the Osprey. Most are men with tattoos, goatees, wraparound sunglasses and too much attitude. The few women that comprise the rest are nearly as masculine as the men, carousing and joking with them as though they’ve known each other for years. 
Linda has purposefully kept to herself the last three months. Kept her head low, stayed out of the limelight and ensured she isn’t noticed. All while working in the background to influence where she goes on her first assignment. Her hard work pays off ten minutes after the Osprey touches down and the group in the back charges out into the sandstorm that blankets the city.
The first nine minutes of the patrol are spent establishing locations and objectives, identifying where enemy fire is originating and making plans to destroy emplaced weapon positions. The tenth minute, once the plans are established and the group moves out, is spent falling to the back of the group and slipping away into the shadows. 
The fierce wind and sand-filled air make breathing without a mask or filter impossible. Communications are next to impossible. Somehow, though, Linda solves the communications problem. She ducks into a small home, checking each room with a quick sweep of her rifle before squatting down and putting on a headset from her bag.
“Eagle, this is Badger. I am in position. Please confirm and advise.”
The seconds tick by in agony without a response and Linda nearly repeats her message when the earpiece crackles to life. 
“Badger, this is Eagle. Message confirmed. Transmitting rendezvous location. Good luck, Raider.”
Linda pulls off the headset and stuffs it into her bag. Picking her way through the city to the indicated location takes nearly two hours, though that’s an hour less than she estimated. When she arrives at the burned out buildings she searches through the rubble until she finds the unmarred steel trapdoor, just as it was described. The lock on the door has already been cut and she kicks it away before pulling on one of the handles.
A few steps down the stairs and Linda is forced to switch on her headlamp and the light attached to the barrel of her rifle. She heads down slowly, sweeping each turn with an excess amount of caution and care. She knows who should already be awaiting her arrival in the basement but an abundance of caution is the difference between life and death.
A faint glow appears at the bottom of the stairs and Linda slows down and peers at the source through the scope on her rifle. A tall figure dressed in a long leather coat and headwrap squats on the floor.
“Munir?” Linda says the name in a stage whisper and the figure shifts position to look in her direction. The figure appears unthreatening, but in the soft light of the lantern Linda catches a glimpse of a submachine gun in the man’s hand, tucked back beneath his jacket. He looks at Linda for a long second before lowering the gun and standing to his feet.
“Linda. You’re early.”
Linda pulls off her mask and smiles at the lanky man. The only portions of his olive skin that are visible are his hands, face and neck. His hair and top of his head are wrapped in a thin covering and his typically long, flowing robes are nowhere to be seen, having been replaced by cargo pants and a long-sleeved shirt.
“Better than late. What’ve you got for me?”
Munir holds up his lantern and gestures at the room. “Not much, I’m afraid. What you see here is what’s already been cleaned out and picked over by scavengers a dozen times over.”
“You wouldn’t call me here unless you had something more than an empty room.”
A slight smile passes across Munir’s lips and his hazel eyes twinkle with a mischievous air. “You are correct. Come, this way.”
Munir leads Linda across the basement, passing bits of broken machinery, smashed tabletops and overturned lockers. Near the side of the room Munir stops and gestures at the ceiling. “Illuminate that, please.”
Linda turns her head and rifle toward the ceiling, sending twin beams of light flashing across a strip of torn plastic that dangles from above. Half an inch thick, the plastic is shredded like it was torn apart with great force. Bullet holes riddle the bits of plastic that hang close to the floor.
“You see it, yes?” Munir sweeps his hand across the path of the sheet. 
“Huh.” Linda nods. “A contamination shield. Separating this section of the room.” She looks at Munir. “For testing?”
Munir shakes his head. “For the families.”
“Families? Of—oh. Oh my.” Linda casts her lights across the floor behind where the thick plastic sheet once hung. The beds and linens that once covered the area are gone, having long ago been looted. Holes in the floor where bolts held the stacked beds in place are still visible, though, and Linda crouches down and sweeps a gloved hand across the floor. “Bastards. How long since they were here?”
“A month, perhaps two or three. It is difficult to tell. No one is willing to speak of it for fear of what will happen to their families.”
“Wait, you mean he let the scientists go?”
“Every one of them. Their families as well.”
“Why the hell would he do that?”
Munir’s eyes grow sad. “He has total control over them. If they whisper a word of what they know then their families will be slaughtered in front of them.”
“Can we extract any of the scientists and their families? Get them out of the country and to safety?”
“They will not be willing. And if you were to try to move on them, I fear he would see it coming and prepare a counterattack. All elements of surprise would be gone.”
Linda stands and slowly walks through the room. “So this was a bust, eh?”
Munir tilts his head. “In some respects, yes. In others, no. We now know he was here and we have confirmation of the biological testing he guided.”
“Without specifics I’m not going to be able to get anyone to believe me much less send in some cavalry.” The watch on Linda’s wrist lights up and it vibrates softly against her skin. She looks at the face and curses. “Shit. I have to go. They’re wrapping up their patrol early.”
“I will let you know when I have more information.”
“Thanks, Munir.” Linda embraces the man in a brief hug and pats him on the back. “If you need anything you just call.”
Munir smiles at her as she puts her mask back on. “Take care of yourself out there.”
 
 
 



Chapter 18
 
“Back up for a second. You spent how long trying to find this Farhad guy?”
“I’ve been working on it in some capacity since I was discharged.” 
“Damn.” Frank nodded. “That’s some dedication. And you think he’s the mastermind behind all of what’s going on?”
“If there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s that Omar has a unique hatred for our country. He’s the one who drew us into the initial invasion.”
Frank frowned. “I thought we went in because of the attacks. Everyone said those were government-sanctioned by the Iranians.”
“That’s what it looked like, didn’t it? I actually got to see some of the so-called evidence that supported that theory. It was bullshit. When I started going after Omar that’s one of the first things that came to light.”
“So this guy pulls us into an invasion that ravages his country for… what?”
“They weren’t the only ones who suffered. And I’m not just talking about the loss of life. You remember how our standing changed and the policy changes that happened after we pulled out of that quagmire.”
“Fair point. If he’s the mastermind then why didn’t the military pursue it, though?”
“After that clusterfuck of an invasion? The last thing anyone wanted to do was get any more involved in that sand trap. I’m sure a few eggheads in the alphabet agencies figured out the truth but it would have been political suicide to try and go in there again, even if it was to get the guy who was behind the attacks.”
“I have to say—and don’t take this the wrong way—this all sounds incredibly…”
“Paranoid?”
“I was going to say insane. But that works, too.”
Linda snorted in amusement. “Yeah, I know. I’ve spent a long time chasing this guy, though.”
“What is it that makes you so convinced he’s the one behind all of this stuff?”
“It’s not any one thing in particular. It just all adds up. Omar’s a wealthy and connected man. He could easily afford to have people loyal to him snuck across our borders who then set up a self-contained group of cells here in the country that don’t need any external resources. With that you eliminate the typical way for the FBI or others to infiltrate terrorist cells. He was also very much into biological weapons as a tool for shaping populations.” Linda shook her head. “It’s no accident that so many cities in specific locations are being hit. It’s all part of something larger.”
Frank scratched his head and stood up, pacing back and forth in the tent. “This is crazy. You sound crazy and I feel crazy for listening to it and even crazier for starting to believe it.”
“Believe it or not, Frank, it doesn’t really matter to me. This has Omar’s fingerprints all over it. It’s his MO and he has the resources, knowledge and motivation to pull it all off. If you believe me or not, I don’t care. I know what I know, and what I know is true.”
“All right. So what do you want us to do?”
“Us?” Linda shook her head. “You’ve done more than enough, Frank, and I haven’t thanked you enough for what you’ve done. You need to take the Corvette to Texas.”
“I’m sorry… what?” Frank could barely believe what he was hearing. “You want me to leave? What about your parents? What about all of what you just told me?”
“You heard Garland. Pigeon Forge is gone.” Linda pressed her fingers against the bridge of her nose.
“And you’re just going to leave it at that? You won’t even go there to check for yourself?”
Linda nearly growled at Frank in response. “Do you really think I owe you an explanation for my choices?”
“Fuck yes you do! I’ve been traveling with you since this started and while it may not be that long in terms of the amount of time I think you owe someone whose life you’ve saved and who’s saved your life some kind of explanation for why, suddenly, you decided that your parents aren’t worth trying to save!”
Linda hadn’t been expecting such a forceful response from Frank. Taken aback, she shook her head and gritted her teeth. “You heard Garland.”
“Yes, I did. And maybe he’s right! Why is this guy so important that you’d chase after him instead of trying to get to your parents?”
“My parents are in a nursing home, Frank. I haven’t spoken to them in years. The city already got hit by a storm days ago. Liz told us that. Then another storm blows in, plus a viral outbreak plus fires?” Linda shook her head. “They’re gone, Frank. Under the circumstances, if there was nothing else going on, I’d want to go there and find them and give them a proper burial.”
Frank’s voice softened. “But?”
“But this is just the tip of the iceberg. And I’m in a position to potentially do something about it.”
“So you’re going to run off and traipse around looking for this mystery man?”
Linda scoffed. “Screw you. You have no concept of what I’ve done in my life and the things I’ve seen. He is out there right now and I’m one of the few people who know enough to do something about it. If he can be found and stopped then millions of lives can be spared and this horror can finally stop. You can fuck right off.”
“You have no concept of how pretentious you sound right now. Even if you’re right about all of this you don’t need to play the victim card and act like you’re one person against the world. You can ask for help. You should ask for help.” Frank threw his hands in the air.
“I don’t need your help, Frank.”
“Whatever. You know, we’ve been working together for days and I thought we were finally starting to become friends on some level. But hey, I’ve been wrong before and I guess I’m wrong again. You want me to fuck off so I’ll fuck off. Take the Corvette yourself or throw it in a trash heap where it belongs. I’ll figure out how to get south myself.”
Linda crossed her arms and stared at him. “Fine then. Take care of yourself, Frank.”
“Yeah. You too.”
With that, Frank turned and left the tent, heading off to find Simmons, get his gear and some transportation before he started heading for Texas. Behind him, in the tent, Linda fought with herself, wrestling in her mind with the things Frank had told her along with her realizations about the horrors that were unfolding. 
Her singular devotion to chasing Omar had cost her a relationship with her parents, a career and any hope at a normal life. Now it had just cost her a budding friendship with someone whom she could trust—a true rarity in the world. As Linda’s anger gradually subsided and reason began to take back over she put her head in her hands and hissed through her teeth.
“Fuck.”
 
 
 



Chapter 19
 
The two men in their Manhattan apartment building are exhausted. Monitoring the effects of Phase 2 has taken every ounce of their concentration, but the data they have gathered is exactly what they have been instructed to get. With the data summarized, packaged together and encrypted, they send it to an orbiting satellite which then relays the data to three more satellites before finally sending the information back down to the other side of the planet.
The man in the white robes examines the data carefully, looking for any signs that things have gone wrong. He allows himself a rare self-congratulatory smile as he realizes that his plan is working perfectly. The initial biological attack has had the predicted effect and the “Shelter Cities” are forming in exactly the locations he predicted.
After a final look-over of the data, the man closes his eyes and sits back in his chair. Organizing the coordination of hundreds of intricate precise pieces has taken every waking moment of his life for decades on end but the fruit of his labor is truly glorious to see. Bombs followed by the outbreak of a virus has had the intended effect of panicking the populace, causing them to harm themselves far more than any bomb or biological outbreak could ever hope to achieve.
The final phase of the man’s plan will take weeks more before it can be executed and there are still many more moving pieces in play. He allows himself five minutes of relaxation before resuming his work. Hours later, after yet another document is finished and sent off to a subordinate, a buzzer rings. The man stands and walks to the door of his building, opening it to the small group outside.
“Gentlemen.” The man in the white robes nods to each of the suited figures as they step inside. Once the group is assembled the man in the white robes claps his hands and a cluster of servants appear. They take jackets from the suited men, bring out bottles of water and cups of tea and coffee and lay out napkins at a round table in the living room of the home.
“It goes well?” The thick accent of a portly, red-faced man is Slavic, though it’s hard to place the exact region.
“Very well.” The man in the white robes smiles slyly. 
“Then why have you called us here?” A dark-skinned man glances at the figure to his right, then at the figure to his left. “Our presence here is a danger to all of us.”
“This is very true.” The man in the white robes nods. “However, there are some… changes that we must discuss.”
The group of men in suits mumble and murmur in dissatisfaction. “What types of changes?”
“The addition of a third phase.”
The murmurs grow louder. “What third phase?” The portly man shouts. “We were told there were two phases! There was never a mention of a third phase!”
“Gentlemen.” The man in the white robes lifts his hands and waits for the grumbling to settle down. “Gentlemen, I assure you. The third phase is one that you will appreciate far more than the first two. And all we need to complete it is a bit of help from each of your countries.”
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With No Sanctuary #2 out of the way, I really hope you’re enjoying where the story is going. The hints of additional layers of intrigue from book 1 have really started to take root and I’m having a lot of fun laying out these plot twists and turns.
 
When I first started writing The Precipice I wanted to try and get Frank out of his shell a little more and get him to become a more confident, take-charge kind of guy. I think that’s starting to appear near the last section of the book with both the radio station and with how Frank confronted Linda at the end. Frank’s going to come out as a leader in full force in book 3.
 
Did you know that Linda wasn’t actually going to be the initial leader of the pair when I first started writing the story? Frank was going to be the man on point with Linda coming in later on but as I wrote her character and her backstory took shape I realized that she was the one who needed to be the alpha leader—at least at first. Her background, training and dedication to her goal for years has molded her into the person you saw in The Precipice. 
 
As with all things, though, there’s a flipside. Linda’s single-minded dedication to her craft has left her unable to trust anyone, destroyed her relationship with her parents and basically turned her into a tool good for a select few tasks. As Frank grows into a leader so will Linda grow into a more well-rounded person. The fires that will shape the changes in both of them may be so hot that they cause permanent damage, though. I guess we’ll see.
 
Since I started writing No Sanctuary and Surviving the Fall I’m pretty sure that I’m on a lot more government watch lists. Phrases like “basic homemade explosives” and “how to hotwire an older car” frequent my search history. The section of the book where Liam is chasing Linda and Frank and Linda talks about setting up a trap was actually going to go very differently originally. 
 
I had planned on having her and Frank set up some sort of Molotov cocktail type trap for Liam, but after I spent a few hours researching, I couldn’t come up with a realistic way to set a fire trap that would both take only a couple minutes for them to set up and would disable the car. That was in addition to the fact that I have a Molotov scene in the next Surviving the Fall book.
 
The answer (the showdown at the radio station) wasn’t completely satisfactory to me since it put Linda in a situation where it wasn’t completely realistic, but Frank got the opportunity to take point and help get them out of the jam. 
 
That, in turn, brings me back to a point that a couple people mentioned in reviews for book 1. Within a couple weeks of release I had two reviews that both mentioned how unrealistic it was for Linda in particular to just “wait out” Thomas in the house. Linda had a rifle, was in a decent position and could have easily taken him out. Based on what I wrote, that’s completely true. Based on what I was trying to write though, it’s another story. And that’s entirely my fault. 
 
Here’s the deal: what I envisioned was that the meth-heads had a dozen or so spotlights pointed at all the windows that were so bright that Linda and Frank couldn’t see well. Add to that the rain obscuring their vision and the fact that Thomas was moving around so erratically and—in my mind at least—Linda didn’t have a clear shot.
 
Unfortunately, though, that’s not what I wrote down. From what I wrote down she could see him well enough to notice that he had rotten teeth and, true to what the reviewers said, she should have been able to shoot him in the head and call it a day. Basically what happened is I screwed up. I wrote one thing down while picturing a different thing in my head and there was a disconnect there. The good news is that I’ve gone back and fixed that section, tweaking several sentences to point out what I just explained and have things make a little more sense as far as why Linda and Frank did what they did. 
 
But you know what? Even though I screwed up there and got some negative reviews, I’m not unhappy about it at all. On the contrary I’m really happy that people pointed out my mistake, that I was able to fix it and that the story makes more sense now. As an independent writer I depend on feedback from readers just like yourself, so if you see something like what I just described crop up again, please don’t hesitate to tell me. 
 
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
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