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Preface


 


It’s been several days since the nationwide terrorist attack
crippled the country. After the initial bombings that crippled the
transportation infrastructure of the United States a new wave of attacks took
place across carefully selected cities. A variant of the Ebola virus, specially
engineered to be fast-acting both in its spread and in how quickly it kills its
victims has been let loose. Military and police forces, already stretched thin
as they attempt to assist victims of the initial attacks, are ill-equipped to
deal with the viral outbreaks. Perimeters are established around infected
cities to keep the virus from spreading while the military waits for the
disease to burn itself out. Once the threat of infection passes they will move
in to help the survivors however they can but the infection is not the only
danger lurking in the shadows…


After enduring near-constant dangers and trials, Frank and
Linda have finally found some peace in a temporary base set up outside
Pittsburgh. It is at this point that Frank learns even more details about
Linda’s years-long obsession with finding and slaying the man known as Farhad
Omar. He was the one responsible for the slaughter of Linda’s fellow Marines
during an operation in Iran years prior and his expertise in unconventional
warfare and his numerous connections make him an incredibly dangerous foe. The
underlying tension in Frank and Linda’s fragile friendship begins to boil over
and after an especially vicious argument the pair decide to go their separate
ways.


Fate, however, has other plans….


 











Chapter 1


 


 


Linda laid still on her cot
for a few more hours, until dawn broke, without getting the faintest hint of
sleep. Her mind was racing with a variety of thoughts. Her revelations about
Omar, her argument with Frank and the fate of her parents all mixed and jumbled
together, making it difficult to focus on any one thing. 


It was a hell of a lot
simpler before today. It was all about getting to my parents. And now… all of
this. Linda shook her head and sighed
before standing up. She headed out of the tent and glanced around at the flurry
of activity unfolding around her. The rain was still falling, though it had
lightened up somewhat from the heavy thunderstorms. It wasn’t affecting the
soldiers and Marines who were running back and forth across the factory lot,
though. Some of them were carrying supplies, others looked like they were
getting ready to go out on patrol and a few were trying to play some basketball
in a back corner.


Linda headed for the main
building where she and Frank had met with Colonel Garland. On her way there she
ran into Corporal Simmons who was standing with his men around a small table
while they discussed point on a map of the city. Linda tried to slip past
Simmons but he noticed her and called out. “Ms. Rollins! Something I can help
you with?”


“Just looking for the
Colonel.” Linda threw a thumb in the direction of Garland’s office. “He still
in there?”


A look of panic crossed
Corporal Simmons’ face. “Uh, I believe so, but he’s in a meeting at the
moment.”


Linda smiled and kept walking
towards the office as she replied. “No problem. I’ll just wait outside until
he’s done.”


“Ma’am, if you need something
I can—”


“I appreciate it, Corporal,
but I need to speak with him.” Linda didn’t bother looking back at Simmons.
Behind her Simmons looked as though he was going to protest again but it was
clear she was on a mission and nothing was going to stop her.


Outside the Colonel’s office
Linda peeked through the window and saw him sitting alone and going through
paperwork. She knocked on the door and he glanced up, saw that it was her and
motioned for her to come inside.


“Rollins!” The Colonel stood
and shook her hand before motioning for her to sit down. “What can I do for
you?”


“I was actually wondering if
you had seen Frank. He uh… we had a bit of a disagreement yesterday. I wanted
to talk to him to try and patch things up.”


“Huh.” Garland rubbed his
nose and watched Linda closely with a quizzical look. “Richards left about an
hour ago. He was going to take that piece of shit you both drove in here with
but we’ve got more vehicles to spare than we can count so we gave him a Humvee
and enough fuel to get most of the way to Texas.”


“Oh.” Linda looked down at
the floor, not sure what to think about the news. She didn’t realize it until
just then but she had been secretly hoping that he hadn’t left yet so that they
could have at least one more conversation before splitting up. Shaking off the
emotions she was starting to feel, Linda looked back up at the Colonel. “I had
another question, Colonel.”


“Spit it out.”


“Do you know if there are any
plans to go into Pigeon Forge? Once it’s safe to do so, I mean.”


Garland leaned back in his
chair and narrowed his eyes at her. “I’m sure you know I can’t divulge any
information on what we may or may not be doing. Why do you want to know?”



Linda leaned forward and
plucked a pen and pad of paper from Garland’s desk. She scribbled on the pad
before handing it and the pen back to him. “That’s the address of my parents’
nursing home. If you happen to be going into the city I’d consider it a
personal favor if you were to make that address a priority. I know the chances
of anyone there surviving are extremely low but…”


“Say no more.” The Colonel
tore off the top piece of paper, folded it up and slipped it into his pocket. “If
we have any convoys passing by the area on a regular basis and if they
happen to take a wrong turn into the city I’ll be sure to ask them to swing by
this location. Hypothetically, of course.”


“Thank you.” Linda meant the
words she spoke and swallowed hard before her next request. “One other thing.”


Garland raised an eyebrow.
“More favors?”


“Just a vehicle.”


“Ha. Help yourself. I’ve got
more of those than I know what to do with.”


“How’s that?”


Garland shook his head. “It’s
going to take forever to check all of them for IEDs. I know they don’t have
them and you know they don’t have them but that’s the order right now.
Everything has to be stripped down and searched front to back before it can be
used in the field. I’ve got men sitting around with their thumbs up their asses
and nothing to do because of it.”


“I appreciate it, Colonel.”


“No problem. Talk to Simmons
on your way out. He’ll make sure you get some extra ammo, a rifle if you want
and some food and water to keep you through to... well, where is it you’re
going, anyway?


I need to get to Washington.”


“State?”


“D.C.”


Garland’s other eyebrow went
up. “You had to get to Tennessee yesterday. Why the hell would you be going to
D.C. all of a sudden?”


“I have a contact in
Washington. They may know something about what’s going on right now.”


“You mean about all of this?”
The Colonel waved his hand above his head in a dramatic fashion.


“That’s right.” Linda was
trying extremely hard to not sound evasive but doing a terrible job at
it.


“Mind if I ask what it is
you’re meeting this contact about?”


Linda licked her lips, trying
to determine how much of her past to divulge to the Colonel. “Some of what we
discussed yesterday reminded me of information I gathered in my past, after I
was discharged.”


“You did intelligence work?”


Linda made a face. “Eh… sort
of. It was personal, though. Had to do with an incident that occurred when I
was deployed. There was a man who I found out was responsible for the incident.
There’s a decent chance he’s behind what’s going on now.”


“Have you reported this to
anyone?”


Linda chuckled. “Colonel I
literally just came up with this theory a few hours ago. You’re the first
person I’ve talked to about it besides Frank.”


Garland frowned. “Still, if
you have any sort of information I’m going to need to ask you to give me all
the details so we can run it up the chain of command. Not that I think they’ll
do anything about it given how fractured this whole damned situation—”


The door to Garland’s office
slammed against the wall as it was thrown open. One of Garland’s subordinates
came running in, a panicked look on his face. “Sir! I’m sorry, but we need you
out here right now!”


“What is it?” The Colonel
rose from his seat, a scowl on his face.


“The floodwaters are rising
fast and they’re nearly here. We’re going to need to evacuate and head for
higher ground, sir!”


“Hrmph.” Garland growled and
shook his head. He looked down at Linda, still in her seat, and nodded to her.
“Go find Simmons. Have him get you some supplies and whatever else you need. Give
him a report on what you know before you go.” The Colonel left his office
without another word, rushing out to give directions on what to do about the
flooding situation.


Linda sat in her chair for a
long moment, trying to decide what to do next. She doubted that any good would
come of telling anyone within the Army about her suspicions about Farhad Omar
but decided to give it a shot just because of how helpful Garland had been.


Linda exited Colonel
Garland’s office to a sea of chaos. Soldiers and Marines ran back and forth as
they loaded supplies into vehicles. Only the most critical and vital supplies
such as food, medicine and ammunition were being loaded. The infrastructure
that had been setup in the form of shelters, office spaces, communications lines
and other similar equipment were being abandoned to the flood waters due to the
urgency of the situation.


While much of the rain had
passed by the city, overflowing rivers and the fact that the city’s water mains
had yet to be shut down meant that water levels of only a few inches
twenty-four hours ago were now several feet in depth in some places. Linda
jogged to the edge of the compound and looked down the street towards the city,
her eyes widening as she realized she could actually see the waters quickly
approaching the factory compound.


“Ms. Rollins?” Linda heard
her name called and she turned to find Corporal Simmons running up to her.
“Ma’am, the Colonel said you needed transport?”


Linda nodded. “Transport, my
gear, a bit of food, some ammunition and a rifle is what he promised.”


“You’d better get over here
quick, then. We’re packing up the last of the food stores now.”


Linda followed Simmons
through the compound to a warehouse near the back. Inside were a couple dozen
soldiers scurrying about like ants as they worked to load crate after crate of
food into the back of several trucks parked outside. Simmons tapped Linda on
the shoulder and pointed to a green Humvee parked nearby. “That’s yours. We
haven’t checked it, but Colonel Garland said—”


Linda patted Simmons on the
shoulder and nodded. “He already explained it to me. It’ll be fine.”


“I took the liberty of
getting you some food, ammunition and a weapon. Take as much food as you want
and get it in there quick.” Corporal Simmons glanced behind him at a cluster of
soldiers struggling to free a vehicle from some mud near the edge of the
compound. “Was there anything else? The Colonel mentioned something about you
having information?”


Before Linda could reply one
of the soldiers in the cluster called out for Simmons and he ran off to help
them. Linda watched him go, her finger in the air and her mouth open as she
debated trying to stop him and relay her theory to him. “Screw it.” Linda
whispered to herself before running into the warehouse. She made three trips
back and forth to her vehicle before the last of the supplies was loaded up.
Water on the ground in the compound was already up to her ankles and she
realized that if she didn’t get moving soon she wouldn’t be able to get out at
all.


Unfortunately, though, the
soldiers were coming to the same realization as their shouts and calls to each
other grew louder and more frantic. The floodwaters had come upon their base
faster than they had expected. The organized chaos was swiftly dissolving into
chaos as the soldiers and Marines jockeyed to be the first out of the compound,
each group prioritizing their gear and equipment as number one. Linda shook her
head at the madness, wondering where Colonel Garland was and why he was
allowing his men to continue acting in such a manner.


Linda jumped into the Humvee
that Simmons had set aside for her and fired it up. The throaty diesel engine
roared to life and she pulled away from the warehouse and aimed for the exit
from the factory compound. As she rounded a corner about halfway through,
though, she slammed on the brakes to avoid hitting a group of soldiers who were
running in front of her. In front of them sat a line of vehicles trying to get
out of the compound, though each of them was moving slowly so that they could
take on more gear, supplies or personnel. 


It only took a few minutes
for Linda to find herself trapped between a large covered truck behind and a
pair of Humvees in front. With no way to get around them she was forced to sit
and watch the water level continue to slowly rise. A light shower started,
dotting the Humvee with water droplets and she put a palm to her forehead in
frustration.


“Come on…” Linda groaned
through gritted teeth. She glanced out the window down at the ground and saw
that the water level was rising much faster than it had been just a few minutes
prior. After glancing around again at the clogged escape from the compound, she
decided that a second exit from the place needed to be created.


Linda threw the Humvee into
reverse and slammed into the truck behind her, eliciting a couple of angry
shouts in response. She paid the soldiers no mind as she turned the wheel and
put the vehicle into drive, jolting forward and to the right while taking off a
few layers of paint from one of the Humvees in the process. Another shout came
from behind her as she pulled off, heading to the side of the compound at a
rapidly increasing speed.


“I hope to hell this works!”
Linda gripped the steering wheel tightly and winced as the Humvee struck the
faux brick wall that surrounded the compound. Designed to look intimidating and
discourage casual passersby, the wall crumbled easily under the force of the
armored vehicle. The chain link fence a few feet beyond didn’t stand a chance
either and Linda turned the wheel again as she bounced over spilled brick and
metal and came to a stop. 


Upon seeing the secondary
exit from the compound the vehicles that were already ready to go immediately
pulled out of line and raced towards it. Linda pressed down on the accelerator
and winced again as she heard metal scraping against the Humvee as the chain
link fence was ground between the wheels and frame until it finally popped
free. As she pulled away from the factory compound she glanced into the
rearview mirror and gave a slight smile. 


The vehicles were pouring out
of the compound in droves through the exit she had created, escaping the
rapidly rising flood waters. With any luck the soldiers and marines would be
able to quickly relocate to a new location without losing too many supplies or
any men. What would happen next, though, was something she didn’t want to
ponder. Sending soldiers into a city full of a viral plague sounded like
certain death for those involved. 


 


 











Chapter 2


 


 


Driving down the road
wouldn’t have felt like such a waste of time had Linda been traveling on
literally any other road in the entire country. The road she and Frank had
taken into Philadelphia was the best one—initially at least—to take back east,
though, and she begrudgingly took it. It was hard not to feel like the last few
days had been a waste, though, and in more ways than one.


With all of the disasters to
have befallen Pigeon Forge she was certain beyond a doubt that her parents—the
chief reason for her travel south—were gone. She had also spent a great deal of
time and energy working with Frank and while she had expected them to go
separate ways at some point she felt emotionally exhausted by the entire situation
thanks to their argument. 


The larger, overarching
reason for feeling like her time had been wasted was Omar. Linda couldn’t help
but feel responsible for the terrorist attacks taking place. She reasoned that
if she had somehow managed to work a little harder or make just one or two more
contacts then she could have gotten to Omar and stopped him before he had a
chance to unleash his violence upon the United States.


Her injury, all but forgotten
during the commotion at the base, was bothering her as she drove and she did
her best to ignore it. It wasn’t bleeding and she doubted it was infected but
she wished she had remembered to get a medic there to check it out. The
half-assed patch job done by Frank and herself had held it together, but she
didn’t know what sort of physical labor was going to be required in the days
ahead.


With the torrential downpours
well behind her, Linda tried to enjoy the sunny skies while they lasted. The
sky was blue with few clouds, the trees were still shedding their colorful autumn
leaves and everything—aside from the destruction scattered here and there on
the road—seemed serene and peaceful. If Linda hadn’t been driving a three-ton
armored military vehicle that handled like the Titanic then she could have
almost believed that it was just another average day.


Linda’s attempts to focus on
the positives of her drive were soon derailed when she heard a sound in the
distance behind her. She looked in the mirror and saw a vehicle far behind her
honking its horn and flashing its lights. As it got closer she realized that it
was another Humvee, though dark green in color. It was impossible to identify
who was driving or riding inside, but the vehicle drove erratically, swerving
all over the road. Whoever was driving it was experienced with handling large
vehicles, though, as Linda thought more than once it was going to flip or crash
only to be surprised as it stayed firmly on the road.


“What the hell?” Linda’s eyes
flicked back and forth between the mirror and the road as she tried to figure
out what was going on. No one from the Army or Marines surrounding the city
would have been driving like the person behind her and with all the commotion
and confusion going on she wouldn’t have been surprised if someone had stolen a
vehicle. Already feeling paranoid by her recent theories about Omar, Linda
immediately jumped to the assumption that the person behind her was going to
try and run her off the road.


Looking ahead and to the
sides, Linda saw that the clearing on the left side of the road was nearly at
an end and a line of fencing and large trees was at the end of it. The road
going along past that point was clear as well so she eased off the accelerator,
letting the massive vehicle slow itself down as she shifted into second gear.


The vehicle behind her didn’t
slow down with her, though, and it swerved to the left to overtake her. Right
before it drew neck-and-neck with her Humvee she hit the brakes and turned the
wheel to the left. She braced herself as her Humvee slammed into the one that had
been following her. The driver, while skilled, was taken completely by surprise
by her maneuver. She saw the driver’s form flailing about in the driver’s seat,
struggling to keep the vehicle under control, but the impact was too great to
handle.


The green Humvee went flying
off the road into the thick grass and dirt, slowing down dramatically as the
wheels dug into the wet soil. The green Humvee didn’t slow down enough to avoid
slamming into one of the large oak trees at the edge of the field, though, and
the sound of the impact was a sickening crunch that made a grim smile of
satisfaction cross Linda’s face. 


She hit the brakes on her
vehicle and pulled to the side of the road before parking her Humvee, grabbing
her rifle and jumping out. She headed down into the field, walking slowly with
her weapon at the ready. Linda circled around the back of the Humvee, keeping
it at a safe distance while she tried to get a view of the driver to see what
condition he was in. 


As Linda drew close the
driver’s side door flew open and she moved her finger to the trigger, ready to
fire. The person that emerged did so slowly and haphazardly, groaning as they slid
out and onto the ground. The figure was a man, though his back was towards
Linda, and he was clutching his chest in pain as he coughed weakly. 


“God… dammit…” The man’s
voice was faint but Linda recognized it instantly. She lowered her rifle and
broke into a run as the mask of anger and suspicion left her face and was
replaced by worry. 


“Frank?” Linda shouted as she
ran up to Frank and turned him over. He coughed again and winced, his body
shaking from the pain and shock of the wreck. 


“What the fuck,
Linda?” Frank spat the words out at her, looking at her with an expression of
betrayal in his eyes.


“Holy shit, Frank! I didn’t
know it was you!”


“Who else did you think it
was who would be driving after you and honking and flashing their lights?”
Frank started trying to push himself up to his feet but stopped and clutched at
his chest again. “If I broke a rib I’m going to tear it out and stab you in the
face with it, you asshole.”


Watching Frank lying on his
back in the grass with the Humvee’s radiator hissing steam and listening to the
birds and the wind in the background suddenly seemed extremely amusing. Linda
tried to hold back a giggle but couldn’t, then broke into a full-blown laugh as
she plopped down onto the ground next to Frank. He, in turn, gave up on trying
to sit up and put his head back, breathing heavily for a minute before he
looked at her. 


“What the hell’s so funny?”


“You. Being so indignant
right now. I’m just wondering what made you think that it was a good idea to
come driving up on me like one of those meth-heads.”


Frank snorted, his temper
waning as he listened to Linda still chuckling next to him. “I had been driving
for a while and when I saw you I wanted to get your attention.” He shifted
positions on the ground, moving a few inches to the side to get his back off of
a tree branch and groaned from the pain. “I’d say it worked.”


Linda nodded. “Sure did.” Her
laughter died out and her smile faded as they sat for several more minutes in
silence while Frank continued to catch his breath and assess his injuries. When
she finally spoke she did so without looking down at Frank, choosing instead to
look out across the grassy field. “So why are you here, Frank?”


Frank sighed. “Because I’m a
stubborn son of a bitch.” 


“I can see that. Why,
though?”


“After our argument I got my
stuff, got a vehicle from the Colonel and started heading south. It took me an
hour or two of driving before I calmed down and realized that you needed me to
come along with you so I turned around and came back.” Frank slowly pushed
himself into a sitting position and turned around to sit next to Linda with his
back to the Humvee.


Linda scoffed at his
statement and shook her head. “Me… needing you? Ha. For what?”


“Well I did save your ass…
how many times was it? At least three. Maybe more than that?”


Linda rolled her eyes. “I had
those situations under control. Besides, what about your parents?”


“You ever see the movie
Tremors?”


Linda frowned as she thought.
“I think so. Years ago. It was about those underground grabber things, right?”


“Graboids. Yeah. I watched it
all the time growing up. There was a character on the show named Burt. I can’t
remember his last name. But he was the kind of guy my parents are. Lived in the
middle of nowhere, had enough food and water to last years and enough guns in
his basement to outfit a small South American country.”


Linda chuckled. “So they’re
well-armed, huh?”


“That’s an understatement.”
Frank took a deep breath and opened his jacket and pulled up his shirt. His
chest was red and there were already several small bruises showing up along the
line where his seat belt had been located. “Dammit. That’s going to leave a
hell of a mark.” Frank gingerly touched his rib cage, wincing in pain. “I don’t
think anything’s broken. Hurts, though.”


Linda glanced at Frank’s
chest and patted her leg. “I keep forgetting about this stupid thing till it
hurts so bad I feel like I couldn’t walk if I had to.”


“You should’ve gotten it
checked out back there at the base.”


“Yeah. I should’ve done a lot
back there at the base.”


Frank and Linda lapsed into
silence for a moment until she spoke again. “So what happened to the whole ‘don’t
abandon your parents’ shtick?”


Frank shook his head. “My
parents don’t need help from me or anyone else. Your parents, though…” Frank
paused and sighed. “I’m not going to pretend I think you made the right choice
to leave.”


Linda could feel herself getting
angrier with each passing word and she tried to talk but Frank cut her off.
“Just shut up and listen to me, okay? I don’t think you made the right choice
but maybe you did. That’s for you to deal with. I shouldn’t have said some of
what I said to you. While I was driving I did a lot of thinking and realized
that if what you’re saying is true, about this Obar guy—”


“Omar.” Linda slipped the
word in quietly.


“Omar, yes. If your ideas
about him are true and everything you told me about you pursuing him is true
then you need my help. And I have to help you.”


“What makes you think I need
your help?”


“Because if you screw up and
fail then that’ll be on my head.”


Linda snorted and turned to
look at Frank. “You sure don’t seem confident in my abilities to handle
myself.”


“Lady,” Frank said, smiling
at Linda, “if the last few days is anything to go on you need somebody there
watching you twenty-four seven. I’m surprised you didn’t run off the road
already.” Linda slugged Frank in the arm and he toppled over, barely holding in
a laugh through the pain in his chest.


“I really don’t want you
here, you know.” Linda pulled Frank back up. “This is my war, not yours.”


The smile disappeared from
Frank’s face and he grew deadly serious. “Every single red-blooded American is
in this war now. Including me. I’m not a soldier. I’m a pencil-pushing
accountant who got laid off and had to drive eighteen-wheelers to pay the
bills. I was lucky enough to have parents who showed me how to handle a gun and
I can take care of myself. All things being equal I’d rather live on the grid
than off. But this?” Frank shook his head defiantly. “No way. I’m not letting
this slide. No, I’m with you. If you know who did this and if they’re planning
something even worse then I’m with you every step of the way.”


When Frank got to the end of
his impromptu speech he realized he was out of breath and Linda was staring at
him with an odd look on her face. He gasped for air a few times until he
stopped feeling light-headed and Linda replied.


“I’m sorry, Frank. I don’t
say that often but I mean it. I shouldn’t have said some of the things I did.
And maybe you’re right about Pigeon Forge. But I think I’m making the right
call given the situation. And if I am right and I… we can figure a way
to stop this asshole then a lot of people won’t have to die like so many
have.”


“Apology accepted.” Frank
nodded and ground his teeth together. He pushed off from the vehicle and stood
up swiftly, grabbing for the open door of the vehicle to keep from doubling
over from the pain. He held out a hand to Linda and she took it, standing
awkwardly as she favored her injured leg.


“Good.” Linda nodded. “Grab
your stuff. We’ve got a war to fight.”


 


 











Chapter 3


 


“Follow me, please.”


The statement is simple,
but it is more than a request. It is an order with an implication that if it is
not obeyed then there will be severe consequences. Linda stays close to the
secretary she is following, ensuring she doesn’t fall behind by more than a few
feet. She knows full well what the implication of disobedience entails inside
the normal-looking office building. 


Sitting on the bank of the
Potomac River just a few miles from the CIA’s headquarters in Langley, the building
is seven stories high—ten if the basement levels are included. Its exterior is
faux brick and the windows are for appearances only. No signals are allowed in
or out of the building except through monitored hard lines. 


Security, to the layman,
appears lax but Linda knows it to be anything but. Electronic monitoring of the
physical and digital world inside the building is at an unprecedented level due
to the extreme level of secrecy required for the work that goes on. The
building also functions as a test bed of sorts for deploying advanced
monitoring techniques to other facilities both within the CIA and other
government bodies. 


While no armed guards are
visible from the halls, Linda is well aware that a small army of them are
located on and around the building. Any attempts to disrupt security, steal
anything or even piss off the wrong person will be met with varying degrees of
force. Due to her background she knows that she’s being watched extremely
carefully so she makes sure to keep her hands visible at all times and do
everything she’s told to do.


After passing through
numerous halls and up two flights—one by elevator and the other by stairs—Linda
and the man she is following arrive at their destination. A nondescript door
with a keypad and simple numeric identification number on a tag above the
keypad are the only indications that they have arrived at their destination. 


The secretary turns to
Linda. “Turn around, please, and place both of your hands on the wall in the
designated positions.” She obliges the request by placing her hands on two
handprints and the secretary knocks on the door one time before entering a code
on the keypad. A biometric scan is performed of both the secretary and Linda
using scanners in the keypad and on the far wall, ensuring that both of them
are who they say they are before the door opens.


Linda turns around at the
sound of the opening door and the secretary steps aside, motioning for her to
enter the room. She won’t be allowed out of the room without an escort out of
the building and the secretary must ensure the door is closed and locked before
he can return to his duties. 


Inside the small office a
woman sits at a computer, furiously pounding on a keyboard. Linda steps inside
and nods at the secretary who pulls the door shut and locks it. The woman at
the desk doesn’t look up at Linda, continuing to type for a full two minutes
before finally stopping. She turns and glances at Linda before nodding at her.


“Ms. Rollins, I presume?”


“Call me Linda, please.
You’re Mrs. Callahan?”


Sarah Callahan, a
fifteen-year veteran of the Central Intelligence Agency, stands up from her
desk and extends her hand. “Pleased to meet you, Linda. Call me Sarah. Have a
seat, won’t you?” Sarah walks around the desk to a coffee pot sitting on a
table. “Forgive my manners. We don’t typically get visitors and I don’t get out
much these days.”


“No worries at all.” Linda
flashes a smile and accepts a paper cup filled with coffee with a nod. “Jack
said they work you hard here.”


Sarah sits back down
behind her desk and sighs wearily. The intense, focused look that was on her
face when Linda walked in is gone, replaced by a look of someone who is about
to fall asleep from sheer exhaustion. “It’s been hell lately, I don’t mind
telling you. But that’s not why you’re here.” Sarah straightens in her chair
and looks at Linda. “You must have something juicy on Jack for him to get you
clearance to be brought in here.”


Linda laughs. “Yeah, well,
they didn’t exactly make it easy on me. I’m pretty sure my time in the Marines
worked against me.”


“That makes sense, I’m
sorry to say.” Sarah takes a sip from her cup of coffee. “So what is it I can
help you with?”


Linda glances around and
licks her lips, still unsure about sharing the information she has brought.
Sarah, immediately understanding her nervousness, points at the ceiling. “It’s
unmonitored in here for video and audio. Shocking, I know, but we get a tiny
bit of privacy at least.”


Linda nods with relief.
“I’m glad for that. There’s no easy way to talk about this so I’ll try to give
you the highlights first and you tell me what details you think might be
important.”


Sarah remains silent as
she sips on her coffee so Linda clears her throat and continues. “As you’re
probably aware my squad was a victim of an unorthodox attack during the
invasion. It’s my belief that we were essentially used as guinea pigs to test
new weapons tech developed by Farhad Omar. I’ve done some digging but all I’ve
been able to come up with is tenuous proof that he did it. Which is something I
already know. What I’m trying to find out is how to catch the bastard and bring
him to justice.”


Sarah sits quietly,
watching and listening with intense interest to every syllable Linda utters and
every movement she makes. Trained for years on how to spot someone lying as
well as how to read a person Sarah is convinced that her initial impression of
Linda was correct. She finishes her cup of coffee and throws the paper cup into
a trash can before pulling her chair back up to her desk and placing her hands
on the desk.


“Linda, I have to tell you
that what you’re asking for is something I can’t do.”


There is a long pause and
Linda’s heart sinks. Sarah Callahan was recommended to her as someone who could
and potentially would be able to help track down Omar, but it is clear that she
cannot help. Until she speaks again.


“Officially.”


Linda looks up from her
paperwork that she was starting to put away in preparation of leaving. “Huh?”


“I can’t help you
officially with what you’re asking. I’m sorry. However, if you want to meet
tomorrow evening I can look over what you have and offer a few unofficial
opinions. Here’s my cell. Give me a call sometime tomorrow and we’ll meet.”


Linda is shocked by the
turn of events and can’t understand her good fortune. She thanks Sarah and
leaves the building in the same manner she came in. A day passes and she calls
Sarah but there is no answer. After two hours and three more calls go
unanswered and without a return of two messages she grows frustrated. She is
about to call Jack and ask him about Sarah’s reliability when there is a knock
on the apartment door.


Linda opens the door to
find Sarah, wrapped in a long coat, standing on the doorstep. Without saying a
word Sarah pushes past Linda and enters the apartment. She glances around as
she unbuttons her coat and throws it across the couch. “Nice place.”


Taken aback by what is
happening, Linda looks at Sarah with a confused expression. “Sarah? Why… what
are you doing here?”


Sarah takes a briefcase
and sets it down on the small kitchen table before taking a seat. She opens the
briefcase and pulls out two large stacks of folders and paperwork before
looking up at Linda. “You gonna sit down or what?”


Linda closes the door to
her apartment and sits down slowly, unsure of what is going on. She watches as
Sarah works for a few minutes, arranging the paperwork into neat stacks on the
table. When she finally finishes she places the briefcase on the floor and
looks at Linda.


“Here you go.”


“What? Here I go what?
What’s all this?”


Sarah sits back in her
seat and gestures to the stacks of paper with a flourish. “This is the sum
total of what I’ve been able to pull on Omar from nonclassified files. I’m not
even going to try getting a classified file out but there’s about three pages
worth of that information on Omar and I can tell you that from memory.”


“Wait a second, time out.
Slow down.” Linda shakes her head and raises her hands. “Are you telling me
you’re helping me and you’re giving me all of this?”


Sarah nods. “Yes.”


“Why? I mean I appreciate
it, I think, but I was looking for more of a lead or a name or something.”


The corners of Sarah’s
mouth turn up slightly. “I doubt that. After you came by yesterday I did some
digging into your past first. Very interesting stuff. Next I checked on Omar.
Also very interesting, though in a horrifying way.”


“I—I don’t follow you.”


“Omar’s an enigma. There
are bits and pieces of intel on him scattered all over the place but nothing
solid. Which is very odd for a man of his reputation. I dug around and found a
few intel operations we have on him but none ever went anywhere.” Sarah closed a
folder she was leafing through and looked at Linda. “Somebody’s gone to great
lengths to hide this guy. Somebody inside the United States government. That
kind of bullshit doesn’t sit well with me.”


Linda gulps and feels the
hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. “Omar’s well-connected enough for
that?”


“Either that or we just
suddenly don’t care about a mass-murderer who likes to experiment with
biological, chemical and other unconventional weapons.” Sarah shakes her head.
“No, something’s going on. So here’s the deal. I’ll help you where I can, but
I’m not turning into a leaker who gets arrested. I like my job. I like my work.
I’m not risking that for you, Jack or anyone else. Got it?”


Linda nods. “Absolutely.
One hundred percent.”


“Good.” Sarah sighs. “I
looked through the documents Jack forwarded from you before I came over. You
did a stint with a PMC to gather intel, huh?”


“Yeah. It sucked but I
think the intel was worth it.”


“More than worth it. Watch
yourself, though. I may or may not have seen some signals indicating they
figured out you were using them for your own benefits.”


Linda nods and laughs.
“Yeah, I think so too. Thanks, I appreciate it. I can handle them, though.”


Sarah shrugs. “Your life.
Anyway. You got some good info. Way better than anything we ever got on Omar.
Which, again, speaks volumes in and of itself. One thing you flagged as a
question for Jack was the lab you found in the basement underground, correct?”


“That’s right, yeah.”


“Mm.” Sarah flips through
more papers until she finds what she is looking for. “Here’s the redacted
version of what was found. It confirms your suspicions. Omar was absolutely
using that lab. Ownership of the building had been transferred over to an oil
sheik shortly before the estimated timeframe that the lab was set up. Omar has
a familial and business relationship with said sheik.”


Linda skims through the
papers and shakes her head. “This is astounding. But everything about the
equipment in the lab and what they were trying to create has been redacted.
Isn’t there any way I can get more information?”


Sarah sits back in her
chair and studies Linda closely. “I want you to listen to me very carefully,
okay? We both know Jack, but I don’t know you from a hole in the wall. I’ve
already taken the risk of being asked some very uncomfortable questions by
bringing you this redacted information through a fairly streamlined internal
FOIA request. I’m not going to be breaking the law and risking my job for you,
though.”


“I know, you said that. I
was just—”


“But here’s what I will
tell you. This guy is on my radar now. He’s not on the CIA’s radar for some
reason so that limits what I can do but I’ll do what I can. And as much as I
can I will help you wherever possible. If I get intel on him that’s
unclassified you’ll be the first to know. But I need you to not come to me
about it, okay? All of this stuff should keep you occupied for a few weeks.
Chase whatever leads you want. Just don’t try and cross a line with me.”


“I won’t. But you need to
tell me where the lines are if I start trying to cross them inadvertently.”
Linda stares Sarah in the eyes as she speaks. “I don’t want you risking your
job and your freedom for me, but I’m not going to back down on anything for
anyone. This is personal for me and I’ll do anything it takes to find this son
of a bitch.’


Sarah nods. “I don’t blame
you.” She stands and looks at the stack of papers. “Good luck with this. I
won’t be in touch for another month at least. If I have anything I’ll email or
call you.”


Linda stands up and holds
out her hand before giving a half-shrug and wrapping her arms around Sarah.
“Thank you,” Linda whispers, in an uncharacteristically emotional tone. 


Sarah squeezes her gently
and smiles before hurrying out of the apartment, leaving Linda to slowly sink
back into her chair. She stares at the paperwork in front of her, wondering
which bits of information to devour first. 


 


 











Chapter 4


 


 


While Linda’s Humvee was
loaded down with enough supplies for both her and Frank, both of them spent
half an hour laboriously moving over food, water, ammunition and spare fuel
from his damaged vehicle to her intact one. The journey to Washington was,
under normal circumstances, around four hours from Pittsburgh, but both of them
were fully aware of the fact that nothing was guaranteed in the new, darker
world they now lived in.


Working through the pain in
her leg with the help of some pain medication from a bag of first aid supplies
that Frank had been smart enough to grab, Linda took the first shift of
driving. They wound their way east and south, traveling through the southern
portion of Pennsylvania as they headed for northern Virginia, Maryland and the
outskirts of the capital. 


The storms that were ravaging
the central portions of the country hadn’t yet made it as far east as they were
traveling and the weather was surprisingly pleasant. Both Linda and Frank wore
jackets they had received from Corporal Simmons back at the base but they
weren’t necessary for the seventy-five-degree weather.


With the windows down Frank
rested his head against the door of the Humvee, watching out the side and front
as he tried to keep from dozing off. It had been a long few days and an even
longer last several hours. A few hours prior he had been on his way to Texas to
hunker down with his family and wait out the disaster that was unfolding across
the country. Instead of being in relative safety, though, he was on his way to
meet some mysterious contact that Linda had in Washington after discovering
that the bombs and viral outbreaks weren’t the full extent of the terrorist
attacks that were taking place. 


Decades of hearing government
officials on both sides of the aisle talk up the idea of “fighting terrorists”
had calloused Frank—and much of the rest of the population—to the concept. While
small attacks happened across the country from time to time, people were safer
in the US than many other places in the world. The constant cries of terrorism
warnings eventually fell on deaf ears as the public ignored their elected
leaders, some of whom were sincere and many of whom used the concept as a way
to get funding for their pet projects.


All of this added up to a
population—including Frank—who were ill-prepared for a true, nationwide attack.
Even days after the first bombs went off Frank was still flabbergasted both by
the attack itself and by how quickly things had gone south. As he thought more
about the situation he asked Linda a question.


“How is it that we had
hundreds or more bombs go off with none of them being found? For that matter
how did enough people get into the country to plant the damned things without
being discovered by the FBI or something?”


“Back when I first met Sarah
she told me that it seemed like Omar was being shielded by someone within our
government.”


Frank turned to look at her.
“Someone within the United States government was helping this guy?”


“That’s what she said.”


“How? Why?!”


Linda shrugged. “We never
found out. Over the years we spent digging around pursuing him she tried to
bring him up on the FBI and CIA’s radars multiple times but nobody would pursue
it. Every time someone new would get the case file they would back down shortly
thereafter. My guess is whoever was shielding him was also the one helping get
people into the country to carry out the actual attacks, too.”


“Good grief.” Frank shook his
head in disbelief. “You’re talking about someone systematically betraying their
country for years. How’s that possible?”


Linda shrugged again. “I
don’t know. And it could have been a lot longer than just years. It’s been
seven years since I went in with the invasion. I’ve spent most of my time since
then chasing after this guy, but he was active long before then. Maybe years.
Maybe decades.”


“Decades of people living
here, just biding their time?” Frank let out a whistle. “That sounds
impossible.”


“Under normal circumstances I
would agree. But if they had someone protecting them here and keeping the feds
off their backs…” Linda trailed off. “Anyway I’m not saying that’s what
happened. But it’s plausible.”


Frank sat quietly for several
more minutes, digesting the information from Linda before speaking again. “How
do you know this Sarah person’s still in Washington?”


“She worked out of Langley
for years. Last time I talked to her was a couple months ago. She was still
working there, in an annex to the CIA headquarters. With any luck she’ll still
be there.”


Frank blanched. “Seriously? We’re
going into the CIA’s headquarters? Are you crazy?”


“Why’s it crazy?”


Frank shifted in his seat and
stared at Linda. “Going into the capital when tensions are as high as they are
right now seems pretty crazy. You’ve seen how even the tiniest towns are;
that’s going to be ten times worse! But on top of it you want to go visit the
CIA? Don’t you need an appointment or something?”


Linda shrugged. “I doubt
she’s at her office. I know where she lives. And if she’s not at home then we
can find her at her office. She worked in an annex. They had high security but
it wouldn’t be like strolling up to the main headquarters.”


“Wouldn’t she have
evacuated?”


Linda glanced at Frank and
shook her head. “Not in a million years. She’s a career worker. Loves her
country more than anything else. She wouldn’t abandon her work for something
like this. In fact this is probably the last thing she’d abandon her
work for. No, she’ll be there doing one thing or another.” Linda sighed. “I
just hope she’ll be willing to tell me everything she knows this time, given
the situation.”


“Come again?”


“For all the help and clues
and leads she gave me to help me try and track down Omar she never compromised
her rules. She never gave me classified information or leaked anything to me. I
understand why she did it but right now’s not the time for holding back
information.”


Frank rubbed his eyes and
pushed back against his seat as he tried to find a more comfortable position.
“This sounds stupid.”


Linda smiled at him and
raised an eyebrow. “I’d be happy to chuck you out on the side of the road and
let you walk to Texas if you’d like.”


Frank closed his eyes and
leaned his head against the door again. “Just shut up and drive.” 


 


 











Chapter 5


 


The scent of death hangs in the air. The death is several
years old, existing solely in the memories of the woman who walks down the
narrow alley, but she can still smell it. She covers her nose with her sleeve,
hoping to filter out the scent but because the scent is in her mind it does not
change.


The alley is dark and hot even though the late afternoon
sun is hidden behind the tall buildings. Dust swirls in the air as a warm
breeze rushes down between the buildings. The woman pulls her shemagh up to
cover her mouth and nose and squints, not wanting to put on sunglasses due to
the low light in the alley.


She steps lightly on the uneven stones, brushing her
gloved hand against the side of the nearest building. The first building on her
right in the alley is new but the second and third are not. The first is made from
steel and concrete but the others are made out of adobe bricks. She stops
partway down the alley and pauses with her hand on a wall, staring at the
ground. A dumpster that once sat in the alley years ago is no longer there but
she remembers the spot nonetheless. 


The pattern of bricks on the wall from when her face was
pressed against them. The long scars from where the buckles on her uniform
scraped as she took cover behind the dumpster. The smooth spot where she knelt
as she waited for death’s embrace. 


Linda traces the line of one of the scars on the brick
with a finger before the distant shout of a man talking to someone jolts her
back to the present. She moves on, eyes flicking to the left and right as she
traces the backward journey of her steps from years past. She walks another
twenty meters down the alley and stops to look at a building to her left. The
house has been completely renovated. It looks like nothing she remembers but it
is the right house. 


“Hello?” Linda speaks in Persian as she knocks on the
door and looks through the open window. A child appears at the window and
responds with a snaggle-toothed smile. 


“Hello! Who are you?”


Linda lowers her shemagh and smiles at the child. “I’m a
visitor. Is your mother or father home?”


The child looks behind her as a woman walks into the
room. She wears a head covering and long robes and her face is plain with a
quizzical expression. She takes her daughter by the shoulders and speaks.


“Can I help you?”


“I’m a visitor. Do you have something to drink?”


The woman nods and opens the door, looking both ways down
the alley before stepping to the side. “Please, come in.” Linda enters the
house and the woman beckons for her to follow. “Come. This way.”


“Thank you.”


Linda studies the interior of the house carefully as she
walks through, noting with grim satisfaction that it is, indeed, the same
building she remembers. There have been extensive repairs and renovations and
changes to the inside and outside but there is no question about which building
it is.


The woman retrieves a jug of water and pours it into a
simple cup on the table. She sits down at the table and holds her daughter in
her lap while Linda sits down on the opposite end and drinks deeply of the cool
liquid. 


“What are you doing here?” The woman asks, not sure if
Linda knows enough of the language to converse fluently.


“I was here once, years ago, and wanted to visit again. I
remember there being a small park near here and I hoped to see it. Do you know
the place?”


The woman nods. “I can take you there if you’d like.”


Linda smiles. “If you can just tell me the way I’ll find
my way there.”


The woman gives Linda directions and they speak for a few
moments longer. Linda remains coy about her reasons for being in the country
and the woman does not press her for details. Visitors are rare in the area and
the woman is fascinated by every piece of information that Linda provides. When
their conversation is done the small girl jumps off of her mother’s lap and
runs to open the front door. Linda reaches into her pocket and pulls out a
packet of chewing gum she had been saving and hands it to the girl. 


“Thank you for your kindness. Be sure to share these with
your mother?”


The little girl beams at the treat and proudly displays
the gum to her mother. The woman smiles and nods in appreciation to Linda.
“Thank you!”


Linda smiles back and speaks to the girl’s mother. “No,
thank you. I appreciate your kindness.”


The woman and her daughter watch as the mysterious
stranger leaves as quickly as she arrived. The little girl looks up at her
mother with a questioning expression. “Who was she, mama?”


The girl’s mother watches the stranger disappear down the
street and closes the front door. “Someone very sad. Someone very, very sad.”


  


 


 


 


 











Chapter 6


 


 


The four-hour drive under
normal conditions stretched into twelve hours due to various delays and it was
the late evening before Frank and Linda began nearing the capital. While the
cities and towns they passed by were all dark, as they approached Washington
Frank could see that there was a glow on the horizon that grew brighter the
closer they got.


“Are those lights?” Frank
squinted at the tree line and rubbed one eye.


“Sure looks that way.” Linda
adjusted her grip on the steering wheel as she turned off of the road onto the
shoulder. Sitting atop a hill far outside town Linda parked the Humvee and
switched off the engine. She got out first, taking her rifle with her, and
climbed up on top of the roof of the vehicle for a better view.


“What can you see?” Frank
stood below, watching as she scanned the area with her rifle scope to see what
the situation was like.


 “Huh.” Linda muttered to
herself as she took in the sight below. From their position north of the
Potomac River she could see that most of Washington, Langley and a good portion
of Arlington were bathed in the warm yellow glow of artificial lighting. The
area aglow was roughly seventy square miles and covered most of the main
government buildings as well as huge swaths of residential areas and
undeveloped land on both sides of the river.


As Linda examined the edges
of the areas with power compared to those without she realized that electricity
wasn’t the only thing that set the area apart. The sections of the cities that
had power were mostly ringed by roads and highways that formed natural barriers
between the areas. Light armor and foot patrols were clearly visible along the
roads, along with the construction of guard towers that stood twenty feet high
and were equipped with spotlights and cameras. 


In areas with open fields,
residential homes or places where there were no roads to separate the lit from
the unlit sections, fifteen-foot high barriers were actively being pushed into
place. While the barriers were largely unfinished there were enough boots on
the ground from local, state and federal law enforcement—as well as from the
Army—that Linda could see what they were doing quite plainly.


“They’re setting up a survivor
city.”


“What?” Frank scrunched his
eyebrows in curiosity and confusion. “What’s a survivor city?”


Linda didn’t look away from
her scope as she replied. “They’re setting up a perimeter around Washington and
half of Arlington. It’s a huge area of land they’re cordoning off.”


“Wait, they’re surrounding
the capital? Like with Pittsburgh?”


So caught up in what she was
doing, Linda didn’t hear Frank’s question. After she had examined the edge of
the region with power she turned her attention into the heart of the area. As
she watched she saw covered vehicles traversing the streets, stopping in front
of houses and offloading crates of supplies. Residents of the houses collected
the contents of the crates and took them into their homes under the watchful
eye of police officers that looked like they were deployed on every street
corner.


In some of the homes that
were on the northern side of the river and close enough to see inside Linda
could make out the shapes of people milling about. Some looked like they were
eating dinner, others were sitting and talking around their tables and some
were even watching their televisions.


“Linda?” Frank climbed up on
the Humvee and stood next to her, squinting as he looked out over the city.
“Are they doing what they did in Pittsburgh?”


Linda shook her head. “No,
this is different. This is definitely a survivor city.” She lowered her rifle
and sat down on the hood of the vehicle. 


Frank sat down next to her
and poked her in the arm with a finger. “What’s a survivor city and why are you
so distracted by it?”


“Hm?” Lost in thought again,
Linda turned to Frank as she processed his question. “Oh. Right. Sorry. I
learned about them years ago, part of basic training. It was a relatively new
concept they were teaching everyone. Biological warfare was on the rise and
they figured that it was only a matter of time before something—either man-made
or natural—swept across the country. So some egghead in a lab came up with the
idea of survivor cities.”


“So they’re refugee camps?”


“Sort of. Not really.” Linda
raised her rifle again to look at a long line of vehicles waiting at a
makeshift gate that had been set up on one of the highways. “There are a couple
dozen sites in the country that were designated as survivor cities. If a
national disaster ever occurred that shut down the power grid or disrupted our
transportation systems the plan was to pull people from other areas of the
country into the survivor cities. That would make it easier to take care of
people by limiting the distance supplies and such would have to be
distributed.”


“I’m surprised they still
have power.”


Linda shrugged. “Probably
part of the emergency protocols. If they have that many vehicles, up, though,
then I bet they’re starting to relax the requirements around checking every nut
and bolt before they’re allowed out.” Linda frowned as she watched the activity
below. “This is really odd, though. It doesn’t look like they were hit by the
virus. I’m seeing biological scanning equipment around the perimeter where
they’re screening people coming in but that’s it. No body bags, nobody in
isolation suits and no signs that anything’s wrong.” She lowered the rifle and
cocked her head to the side. “Why the hell would Omar hit a place like
Pittsburgh with a virus but not hit the capital?” 


“That does seem weird. Do you
think they were supposed to get hit by it but didn’t because something went
wrong with the attack?” 


“I have no idea. This would
probably make a lot more sense if I knew which cities were targeted and which
weren’t.” 


Frank reached for Linda’s
rifle and he looked at the area through the scope as well. “So where are we
going?”


“See the curve in the river,
over there? That big building’s the CIA headquarters. Just a bit upriver from
there is a small complex with a brick building. That’s where we have to go.”


Frank zeroed in on the area
and nodded. “Looks easy enough. It’s close, too. Can we just drive in?”


Linda chuckled as she hopped
off the hood of the car. “No way.”


“Why not? They’ve got that
road open into the city and it looks like they’re letting people through,
right?”


“We’re not going through the
checkpoint.”


“Why not?”


Linda crossed her arms and
shook her head as she looked at Frank. “Look at what you’re sitting on. Do you
really think that a couple of random people in a military vehicle are going to
just drive through the gate? They’ll be all over us before we get within half a
mile of the place wanting to know where we got it, where we’ve been and where
we’re going. And—assuming they don’t shoot us on sight for suspicion of
stealing military hardware—I somehow doubt they’ll be enamored with us for
wanting to visit the Central Intelligence Agency in the middle of a national
disaster.”


Frank’s shoulder’s slumped
farther and farther throughout Linda’s rant. When she finished he slid off of
the car and handed her rifle back to her. “All right, fine. So what’s your
plan?”


Linda’s eyes sparkled as she
grinned. “We sneak in.”


 


***


 


“Are you freaking
insane?” Frank hissed under his breath to Linda as they crouched together behind
a row of hedges. Twenty minutes prior they had parked the Humvee behind a house
in a residential neighborhood half a mile from the edge of the perimeter. Linda’s
insistence that they sneak into the city past the patrols rather than simply
going in with everyone else didn’t sit well with Frank mostly because he
figured the consequences for being caught sneaking in would be far worse. 


“Keep quiet and be still!”
Linda was at the end of the row, peeking around the corner. A patrol consisting
of one LAV and a pair of Humvees was rolling slowly down the street. One
soldier was atop the LAV swinging a spotlight back and forth while the Humvees
each had a soldier atop them with handheld flashlights.


“As soon as these guys pass
we’ll make a run across the road, okay?”


Frank closed his eyes and
suppressed a groan. “Where are we going after that?”


“There’s a white two-story
house with blue trim. We’ll head around that, through the gate on the side and
into the backyard. From there we’ll wait for the patrol to round the next
corner before continuing on.”


Frank crawled up next to
Linda and looked out across the street to see the house she was talking about.
“Got it. I’ll follow your lead.”


The next few minutes went by
with agonizing slowness as they waited for the patrol to continue on out of
sight. During their walk from where they stashed the Humvee down to the
neighborhood where they were hiding Linda had assured Frank that sneaking in
was the best possible choice they could make. 


Getting caught sneaking in
would likely result in them being taken to an intake center where they would be
delayed with biological scans before being released with a slap on the wrist.
Because they weren’t carrying any heavy weapons or illegal materials on them
they would be much less likely to be thrown into a holding cell or—at
worst—shot than they would if they drove in. Frank still didn’t buy her
explanation but her military experience outweighed his protests so he followed
behind, doing his best to help keep them both safe. 


Crouched behind Linda, Frank
noticed her shifting uncomfortably as she rubbed her injured leg. He tapped her
on the shoulder and whispered to her. “Are you okay?”


“I’m fine.” She nodded. “Stop
worrying about it.”


Frank had asked her the
question repeatedly as he noticed her having trouble working the pedals in the
Humvee and while they were walking but her answer was the same each time. “I’m
fine. Stop worrying about it.” The relative severity of the injury was still
fresh in his mind and she hadn’t let him take a look at it since they had
linked back up together outside of Pittsburgh.


“You should really let me
take a look at it and redress the bandages.” Frank whispered again, pushing
back against her protests.


“Frank.” Linda glared at him.
“It’s fine. Drop it, okay?” Frank shook his head and sighed as he sat
cross-legged on the ground next to her. A moment later she stood up and
motioned at him. “Get ready. They’re almost far enough away.”


Frank stood next to Linda and
watched the patrol as they made the turn at the end of the street. Linda took
off without a word, moving across the front yard of the house they had been
hiding near. Frank followed her, ready to reach out and help if she looked like
she was going to fall. On the other side of the street Frank reached out and
opened the gate to the backyard she was going for, then closed it once both of
them were inside the wooden fence.


The house next to them was
abandoned like many of the others in the neighborhood as many of the residents
had died or gone elsewhere in the first few days after the attacks. Based on
looking at the contents of the backyard and house, though, Frank couldn’t tell
that anything was amiss. A swing set and small wooden castle sat on freshly
mown grass while a patio set with large cushions and a round glass table sat on
the back porch.


Frank peeked inside a window
as they walked through the yard, noticing that the interior of the house looked
lived in but not damaged in any noticeable way. Linda was at the rear of the
yard, standing next to the fence with her head tilted by the time he caught up
to her.


“Hey.” Frank whispered to her
as he looked back at the house. “This place looks like there are still people
living here.”


Linda shook her head. “Nope.”


“How do you know?”


“There was a sticker on the
front door. Green for occupied, purple for unoccupied and red for
uninhabitable. This one has a purple tag.”


“I guess we shouldn’t turn on
the lights, huh?”


Linda rolled her eyes. “Not
the best idea, no.” She stretched up to see over the fence and immediately
grunted in pain before grabbing onto the fence to steady herself. 


“Okay, seriously?” Frank
grabbed Linda’s arm. “You need to stop and let me take a look at that leg.”


“I’m fine, Frank, really.”


“No you’re not. Stop trying
to hide it and let me take a look and help, okay?”


Linda slid slowly to the
ground, gritting her teeth from the pain. Frank took a look at her leg and
noticed a dark red stain that hadn’t been there earlier in the day. “Hell’s
bells, Linda. It’s bleeding again. When were you going to tell me this?”


Linda shrugged. “It’s not a
big deal. Besides, we have more important things to worry about.”


“No, actually we don’t. Not
right now.”


“Frank—”


“No, don’t you try and argue
with me. We’ve been going all day. It’s time to stop for a while and gather our
strength before we continue. It’s only one in the morning. We can get inside
the house, get some food, get your leg cleaned up and have a few hours of rest
and leave before sunrise, okay?”


Linda looked for a moment
like she was going to argue with Frank but in the end she sighed and nodded.
“Fine. Help me up and let’s get inside. We’ll need to find someplace away from
the windows if we’re going to have our lights on, though.” Frank nodded and
helped Linda to her feet before the pair headed to the back door of the house.
Linda was ready to break the glass when Frank reached out and twisted the knob
to find it already unlocked. 


“In we go.” Frank helped
Linda inside where she made a beeline for a nearby couch and threw her backpack
down before flopping down on it.


“Can you check the house?”
Frank already had his pistol out and was taking off his backpack in preparation
to sweep the house when Linda posed the question.


“Already on it.”


 


 











Chapter 7


 


 


A quick check of the house
confirmed it was empty. Electricity was still on and Frank found a pot in the
cabinets though he had been unable to locate anything more than a few crumbs in
the pantry. He pulled a can of soup from his pack and combined it with the
contents of an MRE to form a late dinner for Linda and himself. Twenty minutes
after they arrived, Frank had a pot of canned soup bubbling on the stove and
was busy heating up a pair of side dishes from the MRE in a pan. It was only
another minute before he was scooping it all onto plates and bowls.


He limited his use of his
flashlight to very brief intervals while stirring the food and once he was done
he took the food back into the living room and placed it on the coffee table.
“One second, I’ll get some water.”


Linda looked at him and shook
her head. “No. Not tap water. Get bottled water from our packs.”


Frank shook his head and
frowned. “Not tap? How come?”


Linda was midway through
slurping down a spoonful of soup when she replied. “Water might be bad.”


Frank eased onto the couch
next to her and looked at her as he took his plate and bowl. “The water might
be bad?”


Linda nodded, breathing
through her mouth to cool down the hot food before responding. “Public water
treatment usually requires a lot of chemicals to make it sanitary. Those
chemicals are trucked in and water treatment plants only have a week or two
worth of chemicals on hand at any time.”


Frank’s eyes widened as he
realized what she was saying. “Oh. So if they haven’t gotten any shipments,
which they probably haven’t, then… yikes.”


“Yeah. I mean it’s probably
safe to drink but I’d rather not take the risk. Packaged food and bottled water
is the name of the game right now. We could always boil some if we had to but
we’ve got enough that I’d rather not take the time.”


After finishing their meal
Frank insisted that Linda let him take a look at her leg. She protested at
first but finally relented, and when she slid down her pants Frank winced.
“Shit. This is starting to look infected.”


Linda leaned up on the couch
and looked at the wound before putting her head back and closing her eyes. “I’m
sure it’ll be fine. Can you just clean it up a bit?”


Frank helped Linda roll over
onto her side and sat on the coffee table with his light a few inches from her
leg as he looked it over. “I don’t know; this could get serious pretty fast. I
need to get in there and clean it out some.”


Linda grunted. “Do whatever
you think you need to. There might be some topical treatments there, but if not
we’ll need to find a medic and convince them to hand over some antibiotics.”


“Something tells me that’ll
be more difficult than it sounds.” Frank pulled out the first aid kit from his
backpack and set it on the couch. He cracked it open and put on a pair of
rubber gloves before getting tweezers and rifling through the bandages. A kit
had been in each of their Humvees and Frank had insisted on carrying one with
them despite its bulky size and weight. 


Frank shook his head as he
carefully picked at the edges of the wound, squeezing out the pus that was
building up and applying liberal amounts of topical antibiotic cream over and
inside the edges. “You really need to stay off of this thing. One side’s
starting to heal but the other burst open again and is infected.” After opening
one of the half-dozen butterfly bandages he applied it to the center of the
wound and worked his way outward. When he was done and was certain they were
going to stick he applied another layer of antibiotic cream and finished by
wrapping a few layers of gauze around her thigh and taping it down so it couldn’t
move.


“Finished?” Linda moved
around on the couch and looked down at the bandage. “Sheesh, use enough gauze
there?”


Frank shrugged. “It’d be nice
if the silly thing would actually stay closed so it could heal a bit, y’know?”


Linda smiled and started
pulling her pants up while still laying down. She gave up after a few seconds
of struggling and slouched back. “I’ll just stay here for a while.”


Frank looked around the room
and grabbed a decorative quilt from near the fireplace and spread it out over
her legs and chest. “You need to get some sleep.”


“Nah, I’ll take first—” 


“Like hell you will.” Frank
pushed Linda back down as she tried to sit up and wagged a finger at her.
“Close your eyes and get some sleep. You look like hell.”


“So do you!”


“I’m not having to deal with
an infection on top of everything else. Get a couple hours of sleep and I’ll
wake you up and you can keep watch till dawn. Okay?”


Linda started to argue but
sighed and closed her eyes instead. “Fine. Two hours.”


“Deal.” Frank grabbed another
quilt and sat down in an easy chair on the other side of the room. After
spreading out the quilt he placed his pistol on his lap and leaned back in the
chair. He realized that it was the first time in days that he had gotten a
chance to really sit back and relax in a comfortable chair. While the feeling
made him happy at first his joy soon waned as he wondered how many more times
he would be able to perform such a simple action. 


Minutes ticked by as Frank
slowly rocked back and forth in the chair, watching out the glass back door of
the house. He had drawn the blinds after they first entered the house though
they were thin enough that he could easily see out into the yard and over the
fence to the neighborhood beyond. Every twenty minutes or so a new patrol
rolled down the street in front of the house, the engines of the vehicles
rattling the windows.


The first two patrols that
went by while Frank was on watch made him nervous enough that he got out of his
chair and crouched near the front door, listening to hear if any of the
soldiers were coming towards the house. Once he realized that they were paying
almost no attention to the buildings inside the patrol zone he relaxed and
stayed in his chair each time they went by.


Three in the morning came and
went and Frank started feeling drowsy. He got up from his chair and knelt down
next to Linda, putting the back of his hand against her head. She didn’t feel
like she had a temperature and she was sleeping deeply so he left her alone and
walked back into the kitchen. He began rummaging through the cabinets in the
kitchen and moved into the bathroom, dining room and then the upstairs level. 


After half an hour of quiet searching
Frank headed back downstairs with a small medical kit and four more bottles of
water in hand that he had pulled from the back of a closet. The house had been
cleaned out of any other useful supplies and all of the clothing in the closets
were too small to fit either of them. Frank packed the new supplies into his
backpack before sitting back down in his chair. 


The soft glow of the distant
sun was barely visible when Linda began to stir. Frank stood up quickly and
went to sit on the couch next to her, restraining her from moving around too
much until she got her bearings.


“Hey. Keep quiet. A patrol
should be coming by any minute.”


“A patrol?” Linda rubbed her
eyes and looked at Frank with a confused expression before she remembered where
she was and what was going on. “Right. Patrol. What time is it, anyway?”


Frank handed Linda a bottle
of water and pulled the edge of the blanket back from her leg. “Time to get
moving. First I’m just gonna take a peek under the gauze and see how it’s
looking.” Frank lifted up the edge of the gauze in between the strips of tape
and pointed his light at her leg. “Still a bit red but not like it was
earlier.” He sighed with relief and pulled the blanket back over Linda’s leg.
“I think it’s looking better, honestly. We need to change the bandage again
tonight, though.”


“Good. What did you mean by its
‘time to get moving,’ though?”


Frank was already up and
shouldering his pack as he answered. “It’s just past six. The sun’ll be up soon
and we have a fair distance to go, don’t we?”


Linda blinked a few times and
shook her head. “Did you get any sleep last night?”


“Nope. Now get your pants on
and grab your backpack.”


Linda was quiet as she got
dressed, took a few more sips of water and put her backpack on. Frank was
already out in the backyard, listening for patrols as he tried to remember
where they were relative to what he remembered of the city when they had looked
at it on the hill the day before. Linda slowly walked up to him and peeked over
the fence at a patrol that was moving away from the house before she whispered
to him.


“How long is it between
patrols?”


“About twenty minutes. That
one just left so we can go anytime now.”


“Thanks.”


Frank glanced at her. “For
what?”


Linda kept her gaze locked on
the vehicles. “For the extra rest. I appreciate it.”


Frank shrugged and nodded.
“No problem. You’re the one with the hole in your leg still. I figured you
needed it more than I do.”


“Thanks all the same.”


 Frank nodded and grunted in
affirmation before motioning his head at the fence. “You think you can make it
over?”


“Yep. Just give me a boost.
I’ll try not to tear the bandages off when I land.”


Frank rolled his eyes.
“Great. But, uh, where are we going after this?”


“Deeper into the city.”


“What?”


“Trust me, okay? I’ll lead,
you follow. Stick close to me and keep your gun hidden. We don’t want to start
a firefight with the military. If I crouch low, do the same. If I walk
normally, do the same and pretend like we’re talking to each other.”


“Say what now?”


“Frank, we’re inside the
patrol area. If we get deeper into the city and we’re spotted then they’ll
think we were already admitted through the main entrance and that we’re just
out walking around. If they see us this near the edge then we’ll have an
issue.”


Frank groaned and leaned up
against the fence. “I’m not liking this plan at all right now.”


“Duly noted. Give me a boost?”


Linda moved slowly through
the neighborhood, keeping as much weight off of her injured leg as possible.
Frank followed close behind, watching behind them for any patrols or residents
in the city. While the pair had their handguns well hidden and they didn’t
appear too out of place, Frank felt like they stuck out like sore thumbs. 


Being as close to the edge of
the survivor city as they were, Linda told Frank that their chances of getting
away with being seen were slim to none. The farther into the city they moved,
though, the less suspicious it would be if a patrol or resident spotted them
walking around with backpacks on. 


Halfway between the outer
loop of the beltway and the Langley High School Linda spotted a green sticker
on a house across the street. “Thank heavens.” She turned to Frank and patted
him on the shoulder. “I think we’re in the clear. Let’s try to look like we
belong here, okay?”


 


 











Chapter 8


Sometime in the Past


 


The woman with short blonde hair pulled into a tight
ponytail looks out from under her umbrella. The streetlights are blinding even
in the heavy downpour, though neither disguise the bright glow of the sign
above the building in front of her. The blonde woman enters the building,
folding her umbrella and sliding it into a canister in the lobby. She shakes
raindrops from her overcoat as she walks quickly across the tile, her high
heels clicking with each confident step.


The woman stops at the center of the counter at the other
side of the lobby. Behind the desk atop tall stools sit half a dozen men and
women in uniforms. A young man is in one of the center seats and he looks up at
the blonde woman as she stops.


“Can I help you, madam?” The man speaks in German. 


“I’m here to see a prisoner.” The woman responds in
German with almost no hesitation, though her accent is clearly from out of the
country.


“Which prisoner, madam?”


“Rahim Namazi.” The officer behind the counter is looking
down at his computer when she speaks and upon hearing the name he glances up at
her with an odd look on his face.


“Rahim Namazi? May I ask the reason for the visit,
madam?”


The woman answers by sliding an unsealed envelope across
the counter. The officer glances at the envelope with a raised eyebrow before
taking it. He opens it and unfolds the single sheet of paper on the inside. By
the time he reaches the bottom of the letter his expression has changed from
one of suspicion and curiosity to one of stone-cold professionalism.


“You understand, madam, that this is highly irregular?”


“Indeed.”


The officer rubs his hand across his brow and scratches
his head as he considers the letter’s contents. After a moment’s thought he
gives a soft sigh and taps at the keyboard. “I will need your name, madam.”


“Linda Rollins.”


“You are American?”


“Yes.”


The man gives her a slight smile. “Your German is
exquisite.”


Linda returns the smile with a nod. “Thank you.”


The officer continues to tap away at his keyboard until,
a few seconds later, a small printer on the desk spins up. It spits out a label
with a barcode beneath Linda’s name. The officer hands her the label and points
to her chest. “Peel it off and stick it there. Make sure it’s visible at all
times.”


Linda does as the officer instructs and he nods. “Thank
you, madam. Have a seat, please, while I arrange for the visit.”


Linda walks to the side of the lobby and sits at the end
of a row of chairs. Her overcoat hangs low, revealing the dark red dress that
goes just below her knees. A small clutch is in her hands, the strap wound
around her left wrist, and she slowly untangles it and places the bag on her
lap. Her external confidence and cool demeanor is merely a façade. In truth she
is uncomfortable and worried about how she appears. Every movement she makes is
being recorded and she wants to ensure that there is absolutely no reason for
anyone to question why she is at the station.


She glances around as she pulls out a phone from her
clutch. She unlocks it and opens an encrypted messaging application and types
out a brief message to an unnamed contact, shielding the screen between her leg
and her hand.


‘It worked.’


The reply comes a few seconds after she sends her
message.


‘You’re in?’


‘Nearly. Waiting for meeting.’


‘Any questions about letter?’


‘None.’


‘Good. Don’t take long. In case they start asking.’


‘I won’t. Any info on his ties? Flying blind here.’


‘Still nothing. Pushing hard but red tape is thick.


‘Understand. Will message when done. Thank you.’


‘Good luck.’


Linda sighs and turns the phone off, locking its contents
behind a layer of encryption impossible to break without the correct passphrase.
She slips it back into her clutch and straightens her back. She starts to tilt
her head to crack her neck when she remembers where she is and how she is
dressed and slowly stops. As the minutes of waiting drag on she feels every
blister on her toes and heels from the tight shoes. Each time the front doors
open she feels a draft on her exposed legs and represses the urge to shiver.
She focuses every ounce of her being on appearing as casual and in-charge as
possible. 


Finally, when she is about to go back to the counter to
ask what’s taking so long, an officer approaches her. He is different from the
first, wearing markings on his uniform that indicate his higher rank. She
stands as he approaches and he nods to her.


“Madam.” He speaks in German as well. “Come this way,
please.”


The officer turns without hesitation and walks away.
Linda is frozen in shock for half a second before she moves to follow him.
After days of planning how to talk her way out of a dozen different possible situations
that could arise she is shocked to find that none of it was needed.


Linda and the officer walk through a side door and into a
wide hallway. Supply closets are on either side, followed by small offices and
conference rooms. After a few turns they arrive at an elevator and the officer
motions for Linda to step inside. “After you, madam.”


Linda nods to him and steps inside. The elevator is clean
but sparse, with no controls or handholds or anything mundane or remarkable
visible. The design appears to be solid steel or aluminum on the floor and
sides. The lights built into the top of the elevator are set behind an inch of
composite glass and a small camera is mounted in one corner next to the lights.


The station on the west side of Berlin is one of the main
processing stations for illegal immigrants into the country as well as the
location where potentially high-value ‘agents of terror’ are brought for
questioning. Although Rahim Namazi has not committed any acts of terror that
the government is aware of his place of origin places a high degree of
suspicion upon him.  


The officer steps into the elevator and opens a small
panel next to the door. He inserts a key into a hole inside the panel and taps
out a code on a numeric pad. “Mind your hands and feet, madam.” 


The doors close swiftly with a whoosh and a clang and the
elevator starts moving. It descends two floors, down past the holding cells and
into the interrogation area. The officer looks at a small tablet computer in
his hand and speaks as the elevator moves downward at an agonizingly slow pace.


“Are you familiar with the particulars of Mr. Namazi’s
entry into Germany, madam?”


“Just the highlights, I’m afraid. He was denied entry so
he came over illegally. I’m not sure why he was denied or what his reasons were
for trying to immigrate.”


“Correct, madam. That is, essentially, all we know. He’s
refused to speak to us or counsel so we have very little to go on. He is from a
region of Iran that has produced a high number of suspected and confirmed
agents of terror, though, so we’re holding him until we get more information.”


Linda nods politely, not hearing anything she doesn’t
already know. She does, in fact, know a great deal more than what she told the
officer but the success of her mission relies upon her keeping that a secret.
“There will be no recording devices active in the interrogation room, correct?”


“Yes, madam, as requested.”


“And no external viewers?”


The officer hesitates. “Yes, madam. Although it’s most
irregular that—”


“So I’ve been told.” Linda’s tone remains cordial even as
she speaks bluntly to the officer. He clears his throat and nods in response.


“Very good, madam.”


Another minute passes in silence until the elevator
finally stops. The officer enters another code on the pad and twists his key
and the doors open, revealing a brightly-lit corridor. The officer steps out of
the elevator first. “Follow me, please, madam.”


Linda follows him, cringing internally with each step.
Each step in her high heels echoes harshly in the enclosed space and she finds
herself wishing she was back in a pair of sneakers or combat boots. Her attire
is necessary for the ruse, however, as it both adds legitimacy to what she
claims and provides a visual distraction for those around her who might
otherwise notice that all of the points of her story don’t quite add up.


Halfway down the hall the officer stops and motions to a
small room to the side. “The interrogation room, madam.”


Linda stops at the door and tilts her head. “Is he
inside?”


“He will be brought in momentarily.”


“Very good.” Linda brushes past the officer, pushes open
the door and enters the room. She walks to the seat with its back to the large
mirror on the side wall. Her overcoat slips off with a shrug and she folds it
over the back of the seat. Her clutch is carefully placed on the corner of the
table and she gently adjusts its position. 


As she sits down the door opens and three people appear.
The first and third are both officers, though the man in between them is not.
He is dressed in plain clothes—a button down shirt and khakis—and carries a
nervous expression on his face. The officers escort him to the seat opposite
Linda, point to it and then step back behind him.


“Gentlemen.” Linda raises an eyebrow as she speaks to
them in German. “Please leave us. There is to be absolutely no monitoring of
this conversation.”


The officers, already knowing full well what she has told
them, slowly walk out of the room. They each cast a wary glance at the man
seated across from Linda and the first man stops and speaks to her as he
watches the man. “We’ll be right outside, madam. Should you need anything.”


Linda makes a show of adjusting her burgundy dress as she
runs her tongue across her teeth. “Should I need anything I will let you know.
Until then I expect to be left in peace.” The officer nods and exits the room,
closing and locking the door behind him. 


With the officers out of the room and—she desperately
hopes—no one watching from the room behind the mirror Linda turns her attention
to the man seated across from her.


“Mr. Namazi, is it?”


 


 


 


 











Chapter 9


 


As Frank and Linda meandered
down the road they began to see more residents of the survivor city. Most were
in their homes, watching out the windows or talking on their front porches.
Others carried bags and boxes stamped with military codes from the road into
their houses and Frank nudged Linda and whispered to her.


“What’s with the boxes?”


“Looks like rations. Two,
maybe three days’ worth could fit into a box of that size for a family of
five.”


Frank nodded. “Makes sense.
Smaller, more condensed distribution inside a place like this versus trying to
deliver emergency supplies to every Tom, Dick and Harry across the country.
Makes you wonder why they aren’t having the people walk to pick them up,
though.”


“Probably for disease and
population management. You get a big group together in one place and even the
smallest problem turns into something major.”


A few seconds later, as Linda
turned to look down the opposite street, she stopped and snorted. “Or because
of that.”


Frank looked off to his side
and his eyebrows shot up. Half a dozen large covered military vehicles were
parked on the street in front of a row of stately white houses with large lawns
and white picket fences. On the other side of the street from the houses sat a
wide field that normally would have been empty. 


Today, though, the field was
filled with soldiers who were working to assemble a dozen or more structures.
The structures were dark green in color, one story tall and looked like they
were made out of a combination of aluminum and plastic. A door sat in each end
of the structure and the roof had a slight slope to it. Through one of the open
doors of a finished building Frank and Linda could see a row of bare metal cots
lined up on one side.


“Are those emergency
shelters?” Frank whispered to Linda, not wanting to attract the attention of
the soldiers. 


“Not just emergency shelters.
Long-term shelters.” Linda shook her head in disbelief. “That sort of verifies
that they’re setting this place up as a survivor city. I bet it’s another
reason for supply deliveries, too. They’re going to be filling up every square
inch of free space in the area they’ve selected with shelters and they’re
making sure their distribution points are up to the challenge.”


“How many people do you think
they’ll cram in here?” Frank tugged at Linda’s sleeve as he asked the question,
prompting her to keep moving. One of the soldiers had noticed them standing in
the middle of the road and Frank wanted to stay out of any trouble.


“As many as they can. There’s
already something like six million people in DC and the surrounding areas. You
could probably squeeze five times that many in here if they set things up
properly.”


“People who live here won’t
like that, will they?”


“No. No they will not.
Especially if they’re forced to give up space in their homes to house people.”


Frank glanced at Linda.
“They’d do that?”


She nodded. “Absolutely.
National emergency, martial law, suspension of habeas corpus. All the good
stuff.”


“Lovely.” Frank sneered in
disgust. 


“Come on, now.” Linda slapped
him on the back, adding a thick layer of sarcasm to her words. “It can’t be
that bad, right?”


 


***


 


They continued down the
two-lane road that wound along like a country road with stands of trees and
large fields on both sides. Linda’s assurance that they would blend in better
walking on the road—and therefore looking like they belonged there—made sense
even if doing so made him extremely nervous. 


At times, though, it felt
like they were out in the middle of nowhere as they walked for minutes without
seeing any sign of homes or other people. At other times it was clear they were
moving into a more populated area as the houses—most of them two stories or taller—grew
more frequent. If it wasn’t for the increased frequency of these homes along
with manicured lawns, pruned trees and immaculately painted wooden fences Frank
would have thought he was about to hear banjo music. The thought that he was
just a few miles from the capital made him rethink how he saw the Northern
Virginia area.


After cutting across a few
streets and fields the pair drew closer to Langley High School. It had been a
while since Linda had visited the area but she remembered using the school as a
landmark more than once when she was driving around and was certain she could
find her way to the CIA annex from there. 


“How much farther?” Frank
leaned up against a tree to take off his shoe. He smacked it against the tree a
few times and a pebble fell out.


“The school’s not far from
the main building.” Linda pointed out to the east as she shielded her eyes with
her left hand from the sun that was still low in the sky. “We can cut down
through the neighborhood next to it and out towards the parkway and the river.”


“Linda.” Frank sat down
slowly and motioned for her to join him. “Let’s take a break. I could use some
rest.” Frank had noticed that Linda’s limp was growing worse and wanted to get
her to stop and give her leg a break before she hurt it even further. He
figured that mentioning her injury would only lead to an argument about how it
wasn’t really hurting.


“We really should keep
moving.”


“Just twenty minutes. We’ve
been walking all morning and I’m beat.”


Linda gave him a sideways
glance before nodding in agreement. “Ten minutes. Then we keep going.”


She sat down slowly, trying
to hide the pain in her leg, and sighed as she hit the ground. The wide-trunked
oak was at the edge of the last field before they would reach the school. The
wide, squat set of brick buildings sat just over half a mile away past a few
more roads and groves of trees beyond the field, just out of sight of Frank and
Linda from where they were sitting.


Glad for the moment’s respite
not only for Linda but for himself, Frank leaned his head back against the tree
and closed his eyes. A cool autumn breeze was gently shaking the leaves above,
lending a serenity to their rest that he found to be both surprising and
relaxing. Events of the last several days had grown far beyond anything he could
have ever imagined. When he had stared at the burning wreck of his truck
wondering just what was going on the thought that he’d be traipsing across half
the country with a stranger would have never entered his wildest dreams.


“Linda?” Frank kept his head
back and his eyes closed as he spoke.


“Hm?”


“What if this contact of
yours isn’t there?”


“Hm.” Linda thought about the
question for a long moment before responding. “She lives in a townhouse
somewhere in Wildwood Hills, north of the river near the Westfield shopping
mall. I don’t know her exact address but we can search there.”


Frank opened one eye and
turned his head to look at Linda. “You know where she lives?”


“Mhm. The general area.”


“Were you two friends?”


“Nope.”


Frank paused. “How do you
know where she lives?”


“I have my ways. Or, should I
say, had my ways. I was involved with more than a few clandestine
missions in my pursuit of Omar.”


“Were any of them government
sanctioned?”


“Nope. All of them were
self-funded. Sarah gave me a bit of support but it was never very much and
never official.”


“Huh.”


“What is it?”


Frank shrugged, scratching
his head and brushing off a leaf that had fallen from the branches overhead.
“That’s just a completely different world for me. It’s hard for me to imagine
devoting my life to pursuing one person for years and years.”


“Well, you’re part of the
club now. Though we don’t have ‘years and years’ left to get this guy.”


“Is there a membership card?”


Linda chuckled and leaned
back against the tree. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, focusing for
a few moments on the cool air and the smells of autumn. The decaying leaves
mixed with the chill in the air, taking her back to the falls she had spent in
Maine. 


Her hunt for Omar had turned
her into a hermit, causing her to shun her friends, abandon her family and
spend her days poring over pilfered documents, satellite images and internet
message boards. She spent thousands of hours talking with other veterans,
extracting information from obscure papers and learning how to speak three
different languages all in the effort to track down Omar’s location. 


She rarely left the house,
heading out once every few weeks to get food. The only exceptions were the
occasions she was forced outside to do work on her house to fix a broken
shingle, replace the boards on the back deck or drain the swamp that used to be
her swimming pool. A few of those times had been in the fall and winter and it
was that smell she could recall— along with the feel of her rough denim jeans
and soft flannel of her shirt—as if it was only yesterday. 


Not wanting to dwell on the
past for fear of letting old emotions worm their way back in, Linda sat up and
went through her backpack. “Energy bar?” She held one out to Frank and he
accepted it gratefully.


“Thanks.” He unwrapped the
bar and ate it quickly before balling up the wrapper and putting it into his
pocket. He looked at the lump under Linda’s pants where her bandage was and
nodded at it. “How’s that doing?”


“It’s…” Linda paused for a
second. “It hurts like hell. But I’ll make it.”


Frank did his best not to
show surprise over the small admission of weakness and nodded thoughtfully. “I
know you will. We shouldn’t have much farther to go.”


“Nope.” Linda nodded. “We’ll
head north from the school to the river. The annex is within sight of the main
building so we’ll be fine.”


“Hey!” The shout came from
behind Frank and Linda and they both turned, reaching for their pistols at the
same time. They had been so engrossed in both their conversation and their own
thoughts that they hadn’t noticed the sound of a car driving by, stopping and
shutting off.


Frank was the first to see
that the source of the voice was a police officer standing near the road, his
hand on his gun. Frank pulled his right hand back around to his side slowly,
glad that he hadn’t yet taken his pistol out. He waved at the officer and
smiled. “Hi there!”


The officer didn’t return the
smile and shouted back at them instead. “I need to see your admission papers!”


Frank turned to glance at
Linda, keeping a forced smile on his face as his eyes grew wide and he hissed
at her through clenched teeth.


“What now?!”


 


 


 


 


 











Chapter 10


 


 


The man seated across from Linda Rollins is afraid. That
much is certain. There is a fear in his eyes that is genuine, the type of fear
that cannot be manufactured except from raw, pure emotion. He is afraid of
something. What that something is, though, is what she hopes to discover.


“Mr. Namazi?” Linda speaks his name again after waiting
several seconds for him to respond.


He takes a short breath and looks at her, nods and speaks
in broken German. “Yes. I am Namazi. Who you are?”


Linda smiles at him, switching languages. “Mr. Namazi,
perhaps English would be better?”


The man is clearly startled and caught off guard by her
words and he narrows his eyes. His response is hesitant but smooth with a deep
middle eastern accent. “English is preferable, thank you. But who are you? Why
are we speaking without my counsel present?”


Linda eyes Namazi coolly. “You are from Iran, yes?” She
doesn’t give him a chance to answer. “Of course you are. Sixty-four years old
as of three months ago, born in the north and selected to receive a
state-funded education after scoring at the top of the charts on the national
tests.”


 Rahim Namazi audibly gulps. His heartbeat increases and
a few beads of sweat break out on his forehead. Linda continues, rattling off
fact after fact about him that she memorized only a few hours prior to arriving
in Germany until, finally, he has enough. He slams his palms on the table and
stands halfway out of his chair.


“Who are you, woman?! What is it you want?”


Linda leans back in her chair, a thin smile on her lips.
“My name’s not important, Mr. Namazi. What is important, however, is something
you know.” She leans forward again, across the table, lowering her voice to a
confidential whisper. “And if you tell me what you know then I can help you.


Namazi sneers, trying to appear tough but still rattled
by Linda’s knowledge of his past. “You? An American? Helping me? I don’t
believe you.”


Linda shrugs. “I’m here on behalf of our government, Mr.
Namazi. We need to know something about someone you once worked for. In exchange
we’re ready to offer you immediate immigration into the United States and set
you up with a home and a job in any city you’d like.”


Namazi’s eye twitches at the corner and he sinks back
into his chair. He struggles with what he hears, somehow knowing what question
will come next and trying to decide if the potential reward is worth the risk
of answering said question. He murmurs a prayer beneath his breath and pushes
his fingers through his hair before looking up at Linda again.


“What do you want to know?”


“Tell me about Farhad Omar.”


There it is. The question Rahim Namazi expected.


“Who is that?” He resists it at first, though he knows
his attempt is ultimately futile. 


Linda sighs. “Mr. Namazi. I already know the answers to
many of the questions I’m going to ask you.” This is not entirely accurate but
the lie is convincing. “If you try to dodge the questions or deceive me then I
will walk out of here and you will spend the rest of your life rotting in a
cell or you’ll be shipped home where Omar will have you killed within a week.
Do you understand?”


Namazi hesitates before giving in. When he gives in,
though, he does it in his own way, knowing that the woman from America can’t
possibly know every single thing about his time spent with Omar.


“I was one of his scientists.”


“Go on.”


“Our goal was to create pathogens that had different
properties. Some infected quickly. Some had no symptoms. Some could live for
weeks or months in hostile environments.”


“What was the purpose for this?”


Namazi shrugs. “I don’t know. He kept us segmented from
each other. We were not allowed to speak with anyone who wasn’t in our group.”


“Mm.” Linda nods. She already knows everything Namazi has
told her. The next question will, if he answers, reveal new truths. “Where is
Omar now?”


Namazi looks puzzled by the question. “Where is he? How
would I know?”


Linda keeps her expression steady. “You worked under the
man for months. Surely you heard things.”


Namazi shakes his head. “I was kept under lock and key,
along with the rest of the scientists. We knew only our work.”


“Mr. Namazi.” Linda sits up straight in her chair and
leans forward. “We have reason to believe that you were more than a simple
scientist working under Omar.” Namazi’s eyes grow large as Linda speaks. “We
have reason to believe that you worked with him and that you have intimate
knowledge of what he was doing and where he might be right now.”


Panic grips Namazi’s heart and etches itself across his
face. He stutters nervously as he tries to speak. “I—I don’t kn—know what
you’re—” 


Linda opens her clutch and pulls out her phone. She
presses the power button and the screen lights up, displaying the time for both
herself and Namazi. “In ten minutes I’m going to receive a text message. It’s
going to contain information from a contact that will either confirm or deny
our suspicions about your connections to Omar. If you tell me the truth—right
here and now—then my deal still stands. If you don’t, however…” Linda trails
off, leaving the implication hanging in the air.


Namazi licks his lips nervously. He had expected to face
off against the American woman holding information that she did not have, but
the tables have been turned. “I—” 


Linda’s phone buzzes with an incoming call. She glances
at the screen and stands up, grabbing her clutch before she walks towards the
door. “Excuse me while I answer this, won’t you? You can have an extra moment
to think over my offer.”


Outside in the hall the pair of officers that escorted
Namazi to the interrogation room are standing twenty feet away. They are
holding a quiet conversation when they notice Linda step out and hold her phone
to her ear.


“Hello?”


“We have a confirmation.”


Linda’s eyes narrow. “Why the call instead of a message?”


“Not safe. Have to go offline. Contact you in three
days.”


The line goes dead before Linda can respond. She turns to
look back through the door, her eyes meeting Namazi’s. He shivers as he sees
her expression, knowing that his only advantage is gone. She knows who he is
and has all the leverage over him that she needs.


Linda turns and walks down the hall to the two officers
and interrupts their conversation. “Excuse me, gentlemen.”


“Yes, madam?”


“Pursuant to the orders dictated in the letter I gave
your superior earlier, I’ll be taking the prisoner with me to a secure location
for immediate deportation to the United States.”


“Madam, you can’t just do that. You have to go through
the courts.”


Linda reaches into her clutch and pulls out a second
letter bearing the forged signature of the German Chancellor. “Take me to your
commanding officer. I want to see him immediately to arrange transport of the
prisoner.”


The officer looks at Linda blankly before taking the
letter she is holding out. The officer skims the letter, gulps, and nods
nervously. The next several minutes consist of another slow elevator ride back
upstairs, the passing of the letter to a superior officer and a slow elevator
ride back downstairs. As Linda dives deeper into her act of subterfuge she is
surprised to find that she is feeling less nervous instead of more so. She
tempers her confidence with caution, though, lest she overstep herself and reveal
the charade. 


When the elevator doors open Linda’s confidence vanishes
as she hears the shouts of a pair of officers from a room down the hall. She
and the group of officers with her dash down the hallway and stop near the open
door to the interrogation room. The two officers in front of the door are
throwing themselves at it as they try to force it open, but it will not budge.
Linda cannot hear what is going on inside the room due to the shouts of the
officers so she stays out of the way as she nervously glances around, wondering
if she should just abandon her mission. 


It takes four minutes for the officers to realize they
cannot break the door down by themselves, to shatter the small glass window,
and use a pole to release the chair wedged on the inside of the door. When the
chair comes loose the door opens and the officers pour into the room. Linda
follows close behind, stopping at the entrance. She looks into the room and
feels a wave of defeat pass through her.


The body of Rahim Namazi hangs from the ceiling, his neck
at an odd angle and his corpse slowly twisting in circles. A thin piece of wire
secreted away days ago on the inside of his belt is looped around his neck and
fastened to a thick pipe running above the ceiling tiles. The officers quickly
pull him down and begin resuscitation efforts.


Linda doesn’t bother sticking around to watch them fail.
She leaves the building through a fire exit and quickly heads back down the
street. The commotion at the station over Namazi’s suicide is enough to cover
her tracks. When she arrives at her car she pulls out her phone and taps out a
short message. When she’s done she turns off the phone, puts it back in her
clutch and closes her eyes. 


With the death of Namazi another lead connected to Omar
is gone. Another thread and another clue is irreparably removed and there is nothing
she can do to fix it. 


Linda grabs the steering wheel with both hands, squeezing
until her fingers tingle and her hands are white before she lets out one short,
shrill shout. 


“Dammit!” 


 


 


 











Chapter 11


 


 


“Hey!” The officer shouted at
them again and advanced a few steps. “Did you hear what I said? I need to see
the admission papers from you two!”


Linda was about to step
forward and reply, but Frank took her by the arm and held her back. “Let me try.”
He whispered in her ear and immediately stepped in front of her, giving the
police officer a big smile.


“Hello there, officer! I’m
sorry but we’re just out for a walk.” Frank looked back at Linda and gave her a
quizzical look. “Did you remember to bring our papers?”


Linda patted her pockets and
jacket and shrugged. “Ugh, I think I forgot.”


Frank turned back and gave an
exaggerated shrug of his own. “I’m sorry, officer. We’d be happy to take you
back and get them.”


The police officer’s eyes
narrowed. “Travel anywhere outside of your domicile without your admission
paperwork is strictly forbidden. When did you arrive here?”


Linda was about to reply when
Frank cut her off. “Arrive? We’ve lived here for about five years now.” The
officer’s gaze shifted between Frank and Linda and his right hand relaxed
slightly as he kept it resting on his holster.


“What’re your names?”


“I’m Frank, this is Linda.”
Frank took a half-step to the right and turned to gesture to Linda. He noticed
that her right hand was still behind her back and quickly stepped back in front
of her. 


“Where’s your place?” 


Frank turned and pointed back
the way he and Linda had come from. “Lawton street, last house on the left.”
The officer looked down the road and rubbed his hand across his nose,
considering what Frank was saying. Frank could see the man wavering as he tried
to decide what to do and decided to press the issue slightly further. 


“We’ve been so cooped up in
the house that we just plain forgot about the papers. I’m really sorry, and
like I said we’d be happy to take you back there to get them and show you.”


The police officer looked at
Frank and Linda and sighed as he shook his head and took his right hand off of
his holster. “No, don’t bother. But you two need to get back right now and make
sure you never leave without them. If those military assholes stop you then
you’ll be looking at the inside of a cell until they strip search you and stick
needles in your arms enough times to be satisfied you’re not carrying a virus.”


Frank smiled again and stuck
out his hand. “Thank you so much, officer. I really appreciate it.”


The police officer took
Frank’s hand and shook it, then touched the brim of his hat as he looked at
Linda. “Ma’am. You two have a nice day.”


The officer took a few steps
back before turning around and heading back to his car, glancing around as he
did. Frank kept still with a smile on his face until the car had started and
was out of sight, then turned to see Linda still had her hand behind her back.


“Seriously?” Frank hissed at
her before turning back to the tree to grab his backpack. “You were going to
shoot him?”


Linda lowered her arm and
shrugged. “It seemed better than letting him take us in.”


“Yes. Great idea. Shoot your
gun off in the middle of a military-controlled city. And kill a cop. What could
possibly go wrong?”


Linda was quiet for several
seconds before she, too, reached for her backpack to put it on. “You did well
there. I’m impressed.”


“Mom always said I was a
people person.” Frank snorted as he adjusted the straps on his bag. “Can we
just get out of here now? Maybe stay away from the roads since we don’t have
whatever the hell ‘admission papers’ are?”


“Yep.” Linda pointed off
across the field. “We’ll head that way. The terrain looks rougher but the annex
is straight that way. We can stick to the woods and backyards as long as
possible.”


Frank didn’t say anything
else until they were safely in the woods, and even then he kept his voice low
for fear of drawing unwanted attention. “What’s with the admission papers thing
anyway? Have we devolved to Nazi Germany levels already? That’s terrifying.”


“It sure sounds like it,
doesn’t it?” Linda shook her head. “It’s probably how they’re keeping track of
people who’ve been cleared by the patrols for any biological contaminations and
just to make sure they’re supposed to be here. My guess is that it was set up
by the feds and they’re tasking all local law enforcement with performing
random checks.” She gave Frank an odd look. “How’d you come up with that street
name, anyway?”


“I noticed it while we were
walking by and it stuck in my head for some reason.”


“Yeah, but that was quite a
risk, telling him we lived on a nearby street. What if he had taken us there in
the back of his car?”


Frank chuckled. “That would
have been the point to start shooting.”


“I’ll keep that in mind if we
get stopped again.” Linda smiled at Frank’s joke before her face fell again.
“You’re right about one thing, though.”


“What’s that?”


“This is terrifying.”


 


***


 


High wooden fences separated
the backyards of the stately homes from the overgrown woods behind them.
Located less than a mile from the CIA headquarters Frank had expected the
entire area to be well-manicured and show signs of… something. As he thought
about it he realized he didn’t know what he had expected. An affluent, relatively
normal-looking neighborhood right next to the spy center of the United States
was definitively not it, though.


There were signs of activity
in nearly all of the homes they passed but the soldiers had not yet gotten to
the point of setting up shelters that close to the CIA’s headquarters.
Eventually, though, a reinforced fence would go up around the building and
shelters would be built up to that point. Every square inch of free space in
the cordoned-off area was to be used for shelter except the most vital portions
that ensured some form of governance continued.


Truth be told, though, the
governance that still existed was merely a shell of what it had been only weeks
prior. The façade of ordered chaos within the survivor cities was necessary to
keep the civilian population from panicking any more than they already were.
Federal and state resources were stretched past their breaking point and any
further disruptions would ensure that there would be no recovery from the
attacks.


Every possible stop was being
pulled out to keep life inside the cities as normal as possible but those in
charge knew it would only last so long. Direction from those higher up was
nonexistent as all three branches of government were still reeling from the
attacks. Trying to govern was impossible under the circumstances. Those who
were watching the chaos unfold from the shadows knew this and were biding their
time as they eagerly waited for the opportunity to unleash their final blow.


While Frank remained relatively
unaware of much of what was going on behind the scenes Linda’s mind was racing
with a mixture of fact and fiction. Her years of service and pursuit of Omar
had endowed her with a unique grasp of what the government and Omar were both
capable of. She had initially expected the government’s response to the attacks
to be far better than it was, though, and as each day passed she realized more
and more that Omar’s plans had been an unmitigated success. This caused the
same question to go through her mind over and over.


What’s he going to do
next?


 


 











Chapter 12


 


 


“You are ready?” The question posed seems simple. The
taking of life is rarely simple, though, even to those who have been trained
for years to take it without question. The taking of dozens or hundreds of
lives is even less simple. To some it looks easy. Walk in, press a button, die
a hero to a few and a villain to most. The truth is far more complex.


“Yes.” The answer is given without hesitation. Hesitation
is weakness and weakness is culled without hesitation. “I am ready.”


The asker of the question nods and pats the answerer on
the shoulders before moving on to ask the same question of yet another. The man
asking the questions is tall and slender with a long white beard and hair
completely covered by a simple white keffiyeh. His tan robes brush against the
floor as he walks. Splitting sandals filled with darkly tanned and calloused
toes peek out from beneath the robes as he moves from person to person, each of
them dressed far differently than he.


Each of the thirty men being asked the same question is
from the same region as the man with the robes but all hide their origins in
different ways. Some shave their heads while others dye their hair and skin.
Some are fairer-skinned than others thanks to their genetics and blend in
naturally wearing blue jeans, a polo shirt and a windbreaker.


Each of the thirty men—and dozens more like them in key
areas across the country—have trained for the question for the last ten years.
Each man arrived in the country at a different point in time and then slowly
the men began to link up into groups of three and four. These cells were kept
small and discreet on purpose to avoid detection by authorities. Of the nearly
three hundred men in the country only six ever became involved in activities
that attracted enough attention for them to be caught. The cellular structure
of the men ensured that even when they were caught there was no possibility of
them divulging the ten-year plan. 


Every six months the cells received a visit from their
handlers. Some visits would be accompanied by new information and training
regimens. Some visits were merely check-ups to ensure that the men were getting
along and following the orders. For most of the ten years any orders that were
issued to the cells consisted of seemingly mundane activities.


Go to this location. Work this job. Begin this exercise
routine. Move to this state. 


Issued from the top of the food chain and disseminated
through a network of lieutenants, the orders remained mundane for years. Their
chief purpose was to ensure loyalty and train obedience. The orders that were
not mundane came in the final few months.


The thirty men standing in a circle, each in normal
clothing, look at each other. There is fear in every man’s eyes but that fear
is overpowered by their sense of loyalty and duty and commitment to their
orders. 


After the question is asked to each of the thirty, the
man in the robes issues his final order, “Gather your tools and use them with
righteous fury!”


The thirty men obey the command without hesitation. Some
pick up guns. Others carry small explosive charges in backpacks and satchels.
Others carry knives. Two take no weapons but climb into large trucks, instead,
each with reinforced bumpers and doors that cannot be opened with anything less
than a wrecking ball.


 


***


 


In the city of Pittsburgh the death toll is unfathomable.
Bodies litter the streets and buildings and the survivors dare not leave their
homes for fear of contracting the horrific disease that has laid waste to the
city. The disease is incredibly lethal and fast-acting and cannot survive
outside the human body for long, though. It burns through the population at
speeds greater than any plague ever seen and then dies out just as quickly. 


Thunderstorms sweeping across the region do little to help
with sanitation as the corpses in the street begin to swell and burst. Flooding
is prolific and quickly overwhelms the city’s sewer systems, causing the water
levels in the streets to rapidly rise. Bodies, trash and raw sewage are carried
throughout the city streets and into the rivers that are overflowing their
banks. 


Outside in the perimeter set up by the Army and Marines,
the situation is more fluid than that of the rising flood waters. Patrol routes
are constantly changing due to the water levels and there are gaps in the
perimeter through which people and the remnants of the disease can escape.
Drones—both land and air-based—are knocked out of commission by the water,
leading to a forced delay in the search for survivors.


The delay and disruption caused by the rains is a boon to
the thirty men. They had originally planned on having to smash through the
perimeter to bring down even more horror upon the city but they are able to
slip in unnoticed in between patrols. They no longer fear the disease that
ravaged the city both because it has burned out and because even if they somehow
become infected they won’t live long enough for the disease to do them much
harm.


 


 











Chapter 13


 


“Dammit!” Frank jerked his
arm around towards his chest, hearing a tearing in the fabric of his jacket.
Linda stopped ahead of him and turned around to see what was going on and
raised an eyebrow.


“You okay there?”


Frank picked at the tear in
his jacket before sighing and taking off his backpack. “Yeah, just give me a
second to put a piece of tape over this. Stupid fence.”


The fence Frank was referring
to was a tall length of chain link that wrapped around the perimeter of the
annex building, the building’s parking lot and the small grassy areas and pond
that sat next to it. The fence sat a couple hundred feet from the building at
its closest point which was near the edge of the parking lot. A nearby dumpster
provided the perfect aid for Linda to scale the fence first and land gingerly
on a car parked just a few feet away. Once she was safely across Frank went
next, but in his rush to make sure his backpack didn’t get caught on the top of
the fence he inadvertently got his jacket snagged instead.


Linda walked slowly back to
Frank, taking it easy on her leg as the pain had started to return. “Are you
hurt?”


“Nah. Just my jacket.”


“Good.” Linda looked back at
the building as she leaned against a nearby car to take the weight off of her
leg. “When you’re done we’ll keep going.”


As Frank pulled out a roll of
duct tape he had stuffed into his bag a day or so earlier, he watched Linda
carefully. She was sweating profusely, breathing hard and kept her right hand
hovering near the wound on her thigh as though she was subconsciously
protecting it. 


“How’s the leg?” Frank
mumbled as he tore a piece of tape with his teeth.


“Probably should have walked
around to find an easier way in.” Linda touched her leg gingerly and winced.
“It sure doesn’t feel great.”


Frank slipped off his jacket
and put a few strips of tape over the tear. He put the tape away, put his
jacket back on and picked up his backpack. “Come on.” He reached for Linda’s
backpack and began pulling it off of her back.


“What are you doing?” Linda
tried to grab her pack but Frank had already gotten it off of both arms before
she could stop him. 


“You need to stop for a while
and rest. I don’t think this is the best spot, though, so we need to get you
inside.”


“Frank… honestly I’m fine.
Really. Just feeling tired.”


“You’re still fighting an
infection. That much is clear. You need to get inside so you can get some
rest.”


“Frank—” Linda tried to argue
with him but she felt a wave of dizziness wash over her and she nodded. She had
been fighting how she felt for the last couple of hours out of pure
stubbornness but she could no longer deny the fact that something felt wrong
inside her body.


With Frank’s help Linda moved
slowly towards the building. When they reached the front entrance Frank pulled
on the door handle. To his surprise it swung open freely and he looked back at
Linda in surprise.


“It’s unlocked.”


Linda shook her head. “Just
for the lobby. The secure areas are farther inside.”


The lobby of the building was
dark and sparsely decorated and furnished, akin to a small business in an
office park. A few paintings hung on the walls, limp-leafed potted plants were
scattered about in the corners and there were a few thinly-cushioned chairs
sitting across from the receptionist’s desk. 


Frank stood in the lobby for
a few seconds with Linda at his side before a ragged breath from her drew his
attention back to her situation. “Here, sit down.” He guided her into a seat in
the corner and put her pack at her feet. 


After digging his flashlight
out of his bag, Frank helped Linda slide her pants down and peeled back the
bandage on her leg. The wound was slightly inflamed and red but didn’t look bad
enough to be causing her symptoms. He probed around the wound with his fingers,
watching her for any reactions.


“Hey!” Linda pulled her leg
away and swatted at his hand. “What the hell are you doing?”


“How much does that hurt on a
scale of one to eleven?”


“Bad enough that I’ll punch
you in the mouth if you do it again!”


Frank sat back and ran a hand
across his head and down the side of his face. “It honestly doesn’t look that
bad. I’m no medical expert but I wonder if the infection moved somewhere else.
Or maybe it’s just deeper in your leg.”


“I know how to shoot things,
Frank. Your guess is as good as mine.”


Frank put his hand to Linda’s
forehead and nodded. “You’ve got a fever. Looks like your ‘recovery’ back at
the house was only temporary.”


Linda shook her head. “Never
mind that. Let’s get moving. Sarah’s office is upstairs and we need to see if
she’s there.”


Frank looked up at the
ceiling. “Given that the lights are all off I sincerely doubt anyone’s here.”


“Doesn’t matter. We still
need to check.”


Frank squeezed his eyes shut,
pressing his thumb and index finger against them until his photoreceptors
started triggering and bright lights appeared on his vision. He suddenly wished
that he had stayed on the road to Texas instead of coming back to help Linda
given that her plan—which had been flimsy from the start—was rapidly falling
apart. 


“Linda…”


“Frank. Don’t you say it.”


“Maybe we should take a break
from this.” He turned and gestured to the dark room. “Nobody’s here. And
despite whatever protestations you may make you are not doing well. I can go
back into town and try to find some medicine for you, some antibiotics of some
sort maybe?”


“No.” Linda shook her head.
“Not happening. We can’t stop. Omar—”


“Omar what?” Frank licked his
lips, not wanting to get into another argument but tired of following Linda
into hell with nothing to show for it. “This guy you’ve been chasing isn’t
going anywhere in the next few hours. We should just—” 


It was Linda’s turn to interrupt
Frank as she jerked forward, her pants still halfway down and sweat pouring
down her face. Strands of blonde hair that had come loose from her ponytail
were stuck to her forehead and cheeks and her eyes were full of a fiery passion
that both inspired and terrified Frank. Linda grabbed Frank by the shirt and
pulled him forward, whispering to him as she spoke slowly, over-enunciating
every syllable.


“Frank. Listen to me
carefully. I did not survive all the shit I’ve survived, get shot multiple
times—the latest by a fucking meth head—break multiple laws and risk
life in prison just to give up when we’re so close.” Linda wheezed
slightly and sat back, releasing Frank’s shirt as she started to topple over.


“Jesus…” Frank muttered as he
stood up and grabbed Linda to keep her from falling over onto the hard floor.
“Dammit, Linda, this is why I said you need to take it easy.”


Frank looked around the room
for a few seconds before easing Linda down out of the chair and over to a rug
nearby. “Come on. This isn’t going to be comfy but it’s better than cracking
your skull on the tile.”


“Whuh?” Linda’s eyes were
fluttering open and closed as Frank helped her down. He pushed her backpack
under her head and stood up over her, wondering what to do. Her fever worried
him and without a thermometer he was at a loss for what to do. “Need to cool
you down somehow…” Frank whispered to himself before reaching for her jacket
and unzipping it. He pulled her arms out and slid her shirt up a few inches,
exposing her stomach. He glanced at the half-dozen scars on her abdomen before
unzipping his backpack and pulling out a spare pair of socks and a bottle of
water. 


“What the hell have you gone
through, lady?” Frank quietly talked to himself as he soaked the socks with
water and placed one on her stomach and one on her forehead. Linda’s eyes flew
open at the feel of the cold cloth on her body and she reached for Frank’s arm
and grabbed his wrist with a vice grip as she stared at him. 


“Up two flights. Three eight seven’s
the door number. I don’t know the code to get in. If it defaults to locked on a
power outage you’ll have to break in somehow. Hopefully the doors
auto-unlocked, though.”


“No,” Frank started, “I’m not
going anywhere except to get you help.”


“Other than you, Sarah’s the
only person I trust to help right now. You need to find her. If she’s not in
her office then I guarantee you she left a clue about where she is.”


“I thought you said you know
where she lives.”


“She’s far more clever than
you or I, Frank. She might have gone somewhere else. Or she might be hiding in
the basement. You need to go up there and grab everything you see. Every scrap
of paper, every hard disk. Everything. You understand me?”


“What about you? We have to
get you something to treat this infection!”


“This is way more important
than me.”


“I don’t know anything about
all of this grand conspiracy bullshit!” Frank gesticulated wildly. “You’re the
person who has all the information!”


“Twenty minutes, Frank.”
Linda’s voice began to waver. “If you hurry it’ll take you twenty minutes. Then
we can find Sarah and she can help us with all of this. Including whatever’s
wrong with me.”


Frank clenched his jaw until
he was certain he was about to chip a tooth. “Dammit!” He slammed his fist down
on a nearby table, immediately regretting the decision as pain shot through his
hand. “Three eight seven, right?”


Linda nodded weakly as she
put her head on the backpack again. “Remember to grab everything. Just in case
she couldn’t take something with her. We may need it.”


Frank stood up and took his
knife out of his bag and stuck it between his belt and pants. He pulled out his
pistol and adjusted his grip on his flashlight as he looked down at Linda. “I’m
looking for twenty minutes. If I don’t find anything then I’m heading straight
into town and finding someone to take care of you.”


When Linda didn’t respond
Frank shook his head and cursed silently as he headed toward the doors behind
the registration desk. 


We are so fucking screwed.


 


 


 











Chapter 14


 


The original run from the park to the house took less
than a minute all those years ago. Linda walks slowly now, though, ruminating
on the past as she traces a path to the park. She didn’t need directions from
the woman in the house but asking for the directions and a drink of water gave
her a chance to look around the building and confirm she was in the right
place.


Even with the distraction provided by the woman and her
daughter, the house felt uncomfortable for Linda. The scent of death pushed at her
again and she could hear screams in the background as the woman spoke to her.
The beeping of gas masks alerting to filter failures was more than she could
handle and she had ended her conversation with the woman abruptly just to get
out of the building as quickly as possible.


The jumble of thoughts and emotions is more than Linda
expected to deal with. Outside, in the street, she pauses and leans against the
side of a building with her eyes closed. She takes a deep breath and steadies
herself. The screams slowly dissipate and the smell of death recedes. She opens
her eyes and pulls the shemagh back up over her mouth and nose. She notices
that the sun is hot and bright out in the street and she slips on a pair of
reflective sunglasses as well.


Beneath the face and head coverings and the loose fabric
she wears over her long-sleeved shirt and jeans, Linda blends in surprisingly
well. From a distance she looks like a man who is protecting himself from the
elements and thus avoids most stares and questions from those passing by. The
westernization of Ahvaz and the country in general has proceeded rapidly in the
years since the ill-advised invasion but there are still many who resist change
and are happy to see those representing the change “disappear.”


Linda continues her slow walk until she finds the place
she was searching for. The park, like the house, has changed greatly over the
years but it is obviously still the same place. The playground equipment,
benches and many of the plants were replaced but there are still remnants of it
that line up with Linda’s hazy memories.


She walks the edge of the park slowly. Each time she
nearly puts a foot onto the prickly green and brown grass she stops. The fresh
memories from the alley and the house burn inside her and she doesn’t want to relive
the memories from the park as well.


No matter what, though, she has a job to do. 


Linda reaches inside a pouch beneath her robes and pulls
out a small glass sample container. Using a small removable piece of her belt
buckle she scrapes a piece of bark off of a tall tree and deposits it in the
container. She carefully uses the sharp edge of the metal to carve out a
sizeable chunk of the tree beneath where she stripped the bark. The second tree
sample goes in a new container. The next three sample jars are filled with dirt
and stone from several inches below the topsoil from different areas of the
park. The final container is filled with trimmings from bushes and other small
plants.


When the sample jars are filled, sealed and slipped back
into her pouch Linda exits the park. She heads away from the area in a
different direction than she arrived. The possibility of her being followed by
someone is slim but she doubles back on her path more than once to ensure that
no one is tailing her.


Twelve hours later, after slipping the containers into an
international shipment sent by a private courier, she arrives back in the
United States. The containers take several days to arrive and thankfully they
pass through customs. When Linda picks them up she guards them carefully as she
drives to a laboratory three states away.


She visits the laboratory after hours, when two
technicians stay after everyone else closes. She enters through a back door in
the building and greets the pair with a nod as she holds out a padded bag
containing the samples.


“You got everything?” The shorter of the two technicians asks
her the question as he takes the bag.


“Everything I could. A lot’s changed over there.”


“And you’re sure it’s from the site?” The taller
technician reaches into the bag and pulls out one of the sample containers.


“Everything’s from the park. The house changed way too
much. There’s no way there’s any residue left there.”


“Mm.” The shorter technician shakes his head. “You’d be
surprised.”


Linda shrugs. “There were people there. I wasn’t about to
start drilling core samples of their walls and floor with them watching.”


“You got bark and wood?” 


“Soil from three separate spots, too.”


The taller technician nods approvingly. “This is
excellent. We can work with this.”


Linda rubs her arms and looks around, finally noticing
the low temperature in the building. “It’d be better if the bodies were still
here.” 


The technicians glance at each other, shuffling
nervously. “We’re really sorry about that. The cameras never caught who it was,
though. And we still haven’t gotten an answer from upstairs.”


Linda shakes her head at them in an understanding
gesture. “Yeah, yeah. I know. You won’t get an answer, either. Believe me.”
Linda sighs and nods at the containers. “Just do what you can with these. I need
as much information on whatever was used in the attack.”


“We’ll try. Finding chemicals from years past is tricky
but these look like good samples.”


Linda nods. “How long do you figure?”


The taller technician checks his watch. “We’ll have the
soil samples analyzed right quick. Couple hours max. The plants and tree will
take longer. Probably tomorrow night.”


“I’m still good to camp out here?” Linda throws her thumb
in the direction of a back room of the lab.


The shorter technician nods. “Good to go. You don’t have
to stay, though. Really. We’ll keep this under lock and key.”


Linda gives the two men a wistful smile and pats them
both on the shoulder as she heads to the back room. “I trust the pair of you. I
wouldn’t be here if I didn’t. But everyone else? No. Not a chance.” She stops
at the door to the back room and looks back at them before going in. “I’m going
to grab a couple hours of shuteye. If you find anything out of place you’d
better wake me up.”


The two technicians nod rapidly. “We will.”


 


***


 


 The soil sample results are completed in one hour,
though the technicians wait until a total of three hours pass before they wake
Linda. At first she is angry over the delay but their explanation rapidly cools
her temper and her attitude turns into concern and fear.


“I’m sorry.” Linda puts her head in her hands and sighs.
“I’m jet lagged to hell and back but this still doesn’t make sense.”


The two technicians look at each other nervously. “What
doesn’t make sense?” The taller one asks nervously.


“If I understand what you told me correctly, you’re
saying that you’ve never seen some of these chemicals before. Right?”


“The spectrograph identified a few. But there are several
that are mysteries. Their masses aren’t something we’ve come across before.”


Linda sighs and sips on her can of iced coffee she got
out of a vending machine. “What’s it going to take to identify them?”


Both technicians look down at their feet. The answer to
Linda’s question is not one they wish to speak out loud for fear of her
response.


“Well? Come on, I won’t bite your heads off.” Linda
forces a smile to try and coax them into speaking.


“We don’t have the tools required to analyze these
samples here. And based on what little we can tell about them… well…”


The shorter technician jumps in to take over for his
taller comrade. “They would probably trigger alarm bells at whatever lab took a
look at them. You’d need a very sophisticated setup to pull them apart and
figure out what they are since there’s not much left of whatever they are. Any
setup like that’s going to have protocols requiring them to report stuff like
this to the CDC and who knows how many other agencies.”


Linda flexes her toes in her shoes as she tries to
restrain herself from showing any outward signs of anger. “So this is another dead
end?”


“I’m afraid so.” The taller technician shuffles papers on
his desk and passes a stack to Linda. “The one thing I can tell you is that the
bodies of your team contained chemicals that look very similar to the ones in
the soil. They’re most likely identical.”


Linda snorts. “That doesn’t tell me anything I didn’t
already know. What about the tree and plant samples?”


“It’ll take a while more for those but I can tell you
already that we won’t get anything useful out of them.” The taller technician’s
face is crestfallen. “I am very sorry. And we’ll keep doing the tests just to
see if we can find anything else out. But just… I wouldn’t hold out much hope.
I’m sorry.”


“It’s fine.” Linda takes a sip from her drink. “Don’t
worry about the rest of the tests. You two have done more than I deserve.”


The shorter technician goes to a filing cabinet, pulls
out a thin folder and returns to Linda with it. He pushes his glasses up on his
nose as he passes it to her. “Since you’re here and we’re already giving you
bad news I might as well save a few stamps and give this to you in person.”


She looks at the label on the folder and raises an
eyebrow at the technician. “A final report on the disappearance of the bodies,
eh? I’m surprised they bothered after all this time.” Linda touches the folder
to her forehead and closes her eyes. “Let me guess: an unknown intruder broke
in and absconded with the bodies, likely for illegal body part harvesting or
other purposes.” Linda cracks open the folder and skims the top page, laughing
as her guess is confirmed.


“What a bunch of bullshit.” Linda closes the folder and
throws it onto the table. “Body part harvesting. What kind of idiot decides
that should be the official excuse?”


“We’re still trying what we can, but…” The taller technician
trails off and shrugs.


“I appreciate that. Don’t worry about it, though. If
their official line is that the bodies were stolen by someone wanting to sell
their months-old livers and lungs then we won’t find anything else out.” Linda
taps the folder on the table and shakes her head. “This is a message, you know.
Whoever’s behind this cover-up is sending me a message. They think they can
make up whatever they want and get away with it.” She pauses for a second and
shrugs with reluctant acceptance. “And you know what? They can.” 


Linda closes her eyes and leans back in her chair. Her
mind is tired and her body is weak. She has spent years chasing her tail around
in circles, trying to track down every lead possible. Each one that she finds
holds enormous promise but is eventually extinguished. Sometimes time is the
enemy. Sometimes the enemy is some unknown adversary, like whoever absconded
with the bodies of her fellow Marines before they could be fully examined. 


The ultimate enemy, in her mind, is still at large. And
she will continue to do whatever she can to find him.


Linda finishes her drink and crushes the can before
throwing it into the trash. She stands up and gives a hug to each of the
technicians. “Thank you both. I know you risked a lot to do this. If you ever
need anything you know how to reach me.”


The technicians nod and smile at her. She gathers her
things and departs from the lab to head home and lick her wounds of defeat. She
needs a long rest and some time to think about her next move. Being repeatedly
forced back to square one after years of effort is exhausting and she is
tempted yet again to give up. The memories of that day so many years ago haunt
her every step, though, and she can not—will not—give up. 


 











Chapter 15


 


Frank found it odd that the annex building was completely
deserted and the feeling that there might be someone else inside with him made
him exceptionally nervous. Traipsing around in old barns had its own dangers
including the possibility of being shot by the owner. Had he been wandering
around the CIA-run building before the attacks when it was staffed, though, he
would have most certainly been shot, arrested or—in his imagination at
least—taken to some black site in some foreign country to be interrogated for
years.


Fortunately, though, while the empty building did have an
exceptionally eerie feel about it he hadn’t heard or seen any sign of anyone
else around. In fact, as he whipped his flashlight back and forth along the
main corridor on the first floor, he noticed that each room he walked past
appeared exceptionally empty. A few of the rooms were conference rooms while
others looked like supply rooms or offices but all were both unlocked—a fact he
was relieved to discover—and devoid of both people and all but the most basic
of office equipment.


Frank stepped into one of the offices and pointed his light
at the desk, a small side table and then at a filing cabinet in the corner.
Each of the cabinet’s drawers were open and a key was still inserted in the
lock at the top. Instead of being filled with paperwork, though, the cabinets
were utterly empty. As Frank glanced around further he noticed that there
wasn’t a sign of paperwork or personally identifying items anywhere else in the
room, either.


“What the hell’s going on here?” He pulled open each drawer
on the desk, finding only a few pencils and pens rolling around inside. He went
across the hall to the next office and found it to be virtually identical to
the first. All of the drawers and cabinets were empty, nothing identifiable was
visible and it had the look and feel of a room that had been systematically
cleared out.


Frank headed back to the hall to continue searching for a
way up to the next floor. Signs were posted on the wall every few feet that
contained ominous warnings to visitors about what would happen if they were
caught with a camera, recording device or even glancing in the general
direction of something they weren’t explicitly authorized to view. After
circling the main floor twice in search of some stairs Frank finally found them
behind a closed door down the main hall near the back of the building. 


Frank stepped out onto the second floor and looked at the
numbers on the wall next to each door. The numbers on the first floor had all
started with one while the numbers on the second floor all started with two.
“Guess I’ll go up another flight, huh?” Frank muttered to himself as he turned
back to the stairs before stopping and looking into an open office next to the
stairwell. While all of the others had been empty he noticed a gleam of metal
inside office one two zero. Frank scooped the source of the glint off of the
desk in the office and held it up in front of his flashlight, giving a slight
grin as he realized what he had found.


“Hello there. I wonder why someone left you behind.” He
slipped the set of keys into his pocket and looked through the drawers in the
office, but found nothing else of interest besides a few framed photos and some
discarded coffee cups. The sight of the personal items made him wonder if the
offices on the first floor hadn’t actually ever been used and he decided to
take a slight detour to check the rest of the rooms on the second floor.


Five minutes later, after hurrying from room to room, Frank
had decided that the offices on the first floor were, in fact, never used. The
filing cabinets in the offices on the second floor were all twice as wide as
the ones below and the locks were much larger. They too, though, were left open
and were all empty, but there were bits of plastic tabs and a few metal
supports inside the cabinets that gave the impression that they had actually
been used before. Some of the locks, too, were missing keys while others had
their keys inserted.


It looks like they cleaned out every single piece of
information this place ever held. Frank mused to himself as he walked
around. I bet they were ordered to evacuate and this was part of the
process. Makes sense, too. Destroy any sensitive data and it doesn’t matter if
a couple of random people break in and look around. I bet the headquarters
still has power and is locked up tight, though.


Despite the less sterile and more lived-in look of the rooms
on the second floor Frank failed to find anything of value in any of the
offices he checked besides the car keys he had noticed earlier. A quick glance
at his watch to check the time made his stomach churn as he remembered Linda
lying downstairs and he ran back towards the stairs in an effort to make up for
lost time.


On the third floor it took Frank less than thirty seconds to
find room three eighty-seven. It, like all the others, was open and Frank could
see before he even walked in that it was more like the rooms on the first floor
than the second. There were no personal photos anywhere in the room, the trash
can only had a few torn pieces of paper wrapper from some sort of food and the
filing cabinets and drawers were completely empty. 


Not wanting to fail Linda, though, Frank did his due
diligence and methodically searched through the office, combing each drawer, nook
and cranny for any signs of information. After a few minutes of searching he
plopped down in the chair behind the desk and shook his head, wondering just
what he had gotten himself into.


“I could be in Texas right now.” Frank scrunched his nose up
as he responded to himself in a mocking tone. 


“You could! But nooo. You had to go after the crazy lady to
try and help her save the world.”


Frank sighed and turned slowly in the chair as he wondered
what to do next. Going for help would, at best, result in he and Linda being
taken into custody but it would also mean that she would get medical treatment.
When she recovered, though, he was certain she would kill him for ruining her
quest to stop the man she believed was behind everything. 


He leaned back as the chair turned and idly looked around
the office when his gaze fell on the computer monitor. His eyes narrowed as he
looked at the corner of the monitor and he sat up suddenly, pointing his
flashlight at it. “What on earth?” Frank reached out and plucked a small yellow
sticky note from the corner of the monitor, holding it close to read the tiny
handwriting that covered the entirety of the scrap of paper.


L – We were right. I hope I’m right about you coming
here. If you are reading this, come to 2854. I know you know the street.


The note was unsigned but knowing what he knew it was easy
for Frank to figure out who wrote it. “She knew Linda would come here.” Frank
sat back in the chair, still holding the sticky note as he thought about
everything Linda had told him.


While he would have never said it to her face he had started
to consider her as something of a crackpot. It was true that the terrorist
attacks were quite real but her stories about pursuing a mysterious seemingly
all-powerful person across the globe were a strain to believe. When she added
in the theory that the person she had spent years pursuing was behind the
attacks Frank had found it frighteningly difficult to believe that what she
said was true. 


He had still gone along with her, though, going as far as
abandoning his own journey home to help her. Doubt had clouded his mind but it
was there no more. The small scrap of paper with four sentences on it somehow
made more of an impact on him than all of what she had told him herself. All
trace of doubt was gone and his thoughts reeled as he struggled to figure out
what to do next. 


“Crap!” Frank scrambled up out of the chair as he remembered
that Linda was still downstairs. He ran down the hall and stairwell and burst
back out into the hallway on the main floor. He skidded to a stop in the lobby
where he knelt down next to Linda’s still form and put his hand to her
forehead.


She still felt hot to the touch but was breathing relatively
normally though there was a certain amount of extra effort in her inhalations
that he hadn’t noticed before. He took the socks off of her forehead and
stomach and shuddered as he felt how hot they were before pouring more water
over them and placing them back on her body.


“Hey.” Frank whispered to Linda as he took her hand. “Hey,
you still with me?”


Linda’s eyes fluttered open and she moved her lips quietly
for a few seconds as she tried to speak. “Yeah.” Her voice was hoarse and she
closed her eyes again after speaking.


“Hey! Don’t go to sleep on me! Listen, your friend, Sarah
Cala-whatever—I found her office. It was empty, just like the rest of them.
They must have cleaned out all the files before the employees left. But she
left something up there for you.”


Linda opened her eyes again and Frank held the note in front
of her face, shining his flashlight at it. “Apparently she thought you’d be
coming here to find her. What was the name of the street she lived on again?”


“In Wildwood hills. North of the river.” Linda took the note
with a shaking grasp, flicking her eyes across it as she tried to read the
words through her blurred vision. She dropped the paper and Frank took it, then
she grabbed him by the arm with a surprisingly strong grip. “Get us there.”


Frank shook his head. “No way. We are going to find you a
doctor right now.”


“Frank.” Linda’s grip grew stronger and Frank found himself
unable to shake free. “Get. Us. There. Now.”


“You’ve got a fever! You could die!”


“She will help. Just get there. Twenty minutes if you find a
car. Just hurry.” Linda’s grip faded and she slumped back onto the floor,
closing her eyes as she drew in fast wheezing breaths. She had expended all of
her energy in the span of a few seconds. Frank watched her closely, placing the
wet sock back on her forehead where it had slipped off when she was pulling on
his arm. 


Standing up, he walked over to the front door of the lobby
and looked out at the parking lot and the grass and trees beyond. It was a
beautiful day outside, but the sight meant nothing to him. His stomach churned
as he tried to decide on the best course of action. Whatever choice he made
would be one that he could not come back from.


If he took Linda to those who were in charge of the survivor
city then she would most likely survive, but she and he would both end up
trapped in the city for an indefinite amount of time. If, on the other hand, he
took her to try and find her contact from the CIA then Linda could perish
regardless of whether they found this “Sarah” person or not. 


In all of Frank’s thinking, the one thought that was no
longer present was the question of whether Linda was right about Omar or not.
The simple note from Sarah proved that Linda was telling the truth. It also proved
that the threat, as radical and crazy and impossible as it seemed, was real. And
somehow he had gotten himself tangled up with the only person who had put
enough pieces together to possibly disarm the threat.


In a choice between saving Linda’s life but rendering it
impossible to stop Omar or giving her a chance to stop Omar but risking her
life on someone who might not even be there, Frank was at an impasse. Every
second that ticked by while he wrestled with his decision was another second
that Linda slowly slipped toward the abyss.


 


 











Chapter 16


 


 


The parking lot of the CIA’s annex building was far larger
than Frank had initially thought. When the building was constructed a few years
prior it was originally intended to only be filled to one fifth capacity. The
extra capacity would be filled over the course of ten to fifteen more years and
the parking lot would be expanded as necessary to accommodate the additional
workers. When the building—plus an additional hastily constructed wing—was
nearly filled with new employees after just two years the parking lot that had
been in front of the building was expanded to wrap around both sides as well. 


While Frank had been frustrated by large parking lots before
the annex parking lot took that frustration to a whole new level. He ran past
the parked cars, mashing the lock button on the key fob as he tried to locate
the vehicle associated with the keys he had picked up from inside the building.
When he started going through the lot it hadn’t occurred to him to start on one
side and work his way around in a systematic fashion. Instead he spent twenty
minutes running back and forth until he finally heard a light beep off to one
side near the fence out in front of the building.


Frank ran to the vehicle that made the noise and reached for
the door handle. As he opened it, though, he fumbled with the key fob and
started to drop it. He grabbed for it and in the process mashed all of its
buttons—including the alarm—with his fingers. The deafening alarm startled him
and he dropped the keys again as he tried to push the alarm button again to
make the sound stop.


Seconds passed by in panicked agony as Frank tried again to
push the alarm button before realizing that he needed to manually unlock the
car to turn off the alarm. He inserted the key and turned it, then opened the
car door only to find that the alarm was still going off. Sliding into the
driver’s seat he jammed the key into the ignition and turned, then let out a
sigh of relief as he was rewarded by blissful silence. 


Laying partway on his side in the car Frank took a second to
sit up and adjust himself before looking around at the interior. It was a small
sedan not unlike one they had driven a few days earlier. The back had a few
pieces of trash and odds and ends in it and one of the two cup holders had a
thin travel cup sitting in it that was filled with a suspiciously fuzzy liquid.
Other than that, though, the vehicle looked like it was in good shape and it
was big enough to hold Frank, Linda and their two backpacks. 


Frank shook his head as he put the car into reverse,
lamenting the fact that their Humvee was still out on the edge of town with
their rifles, extra ammo, food and other gear in it that they wouldn’t be able
to access. He briefly considered the possibility of somehow driving out of the
cordon in the sedan, around to their Humvee and then taking it to find Linda’s
CIA contact, but abandoned the idea almost immediately due to how long it would
take and the risks that would be involved.


As Frank wound through the parking lot towards the front of
the annex a flash of movement in the rearview mirror caught his attention. He
glanced at the mirror and his eyes grew wide as he saw the shape of three green
camo vehicles racing down the road toward the annex. Frank twisted in his seat
to get a better view and confirm that his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him.
Unfortunately, though, it was no trick. Two Humvees and one white police car
were traveling together toward the annex at a high rate of speed. The road in
was narrow and twisty but the two Humvees didn’t hesitate to go off-road to
minimize the amount of time it would take to arrive.


“Shit!” Frank turned back around and slammed down on the
accelerator, sending the sedan lurching forward. He turned the wheel and
skidded to a stop in front of the annex, his foot throbbing from pressure as
the antilock braking system kicked into overdrive. Frank jumped out of the car
and ran into the building, not bothering to look behind him as he dashed into
the lobby and over to Linda.


“Linda!” Frank shouted at her as he knelt down next to her.
“Come on, we have to go! There’s a patrol on the way and we have to go now!”
Linda didn’t respond and Frank leaned in, putting his ear to her face. He could
hear and feel her breath on his ear but she didn’t open her eyes or show signs
of movement no matter how much he pushed, pulled, pinched and shouted at her.


After wasting several seconds trying to wake her up, Frank
slid his arms under her legs and back, scooping her into his arms. He turned
and ran back out of the building as fast as he could, all while trying to not
let her or her clothes fall to the ground. He opened the back door of the sedan
awkwardly and slid her inside before slamming the door closed. A quick glance
out across the parking lot made his heart leap into his throat as he saw that
the vehicles were nearly at the gate and guardhouse out front. The gate was
tall and well-armored against vehicular attacks but Frank knew how well the
Humvees were built and was certain that they would be able to win if the drivers
wanted to smash on through.


Frank turned and ran back into the building faster than
before to grab the scattered pieces of clothing on the floor and his and
Linda’s backpacks. He raced back to the car and threw open the driver’s side
door before tossing the backpacks and clothes across into the passenger’s seat.
He paid no attention to the sharp crack of glass as a piece of metal on the
outside of one of the backpacks left a chip in the side window. 


After getting in and closing his door Frank put the car into
gear and quickly took off, heading around the side of the annex towards the back
of the building. The parking lot came to an end on the side but there were wide
walking paths behind the annex. The sedan jumped the curb with ease though the
handling grew looser as Frank drove across the grass and gravel, turning
sharply to avoid the well-manicured hedges and trees. He weaved his way through
the park-like area until the opposite side of the parking lot became visible,
then he turned away from it and headed towards the fence that ringed the
perimeter of the annex grounds.


While Frank wasn’t sure whether or not he could ram through
the fence in the sedan he saw no other option at his disposal. Off to his left
at the end of the parking lot sat the two Humvees and the patrol car with two
soldiers standing in front of them at the gate with a pair of bolt cutters in
hand. One of them glanced up at the sedan as Frank was watching and pointed as
he said something to his fellow soldier.


Not waiting to see what they were about to do, Frank glanced
back at Linda and shook his head. “Sorry about this.” He double-checked to make
sure his seatbelt was fastened and then accelerated toward the fence. He was
heading toward the section set at the top of a small rise in the ground and
aiming for the area in between the fence posts themselves. He hoped that if he
hit the rise at the right speed the car would impact the middle or upper
portion of the fence which would then tear it off of the posts and allow him to
drive over the chain link. 


Formulated in blind panic and executed with numerous flaws,
Frank’s plan somehow worked exactly as he had intended. The car’s wheels
momentarily soared above the ground by approximately three inches as he hit the
rise at a speed of nearly sixty miles per hour. The nose of the car, angled
upward, hit the middle of the fence above the mid-way point causing the most
stress on the middle and top wire connectors that held the fence to the posts.


The fence, while effective at keeping casual intruders out
and tearing up perfectly good jackets, was no match for the two-ton chunk of metal
and plastic. A horrendous screech came up through the bottom of the car as the
undercarriage scraped on the fence, making Frank wince as he imagined all of
the bits and pieces beneath the car that could be damaged or torn off.  


Much to his amazement the fence did not get caught on the
car and the airbags didn’t go off either despite the speed at which it was
traveling when it hit the fence and then landed back on the ground. The wheels
posed the biggest problem as they twisted to the right, sending the car into a
spin that Frank was not expecting to have to deal with. While his first
instinct was to hit the brakes and turn to the left, he instead did his best to
keep the car steady while turning into the spin. The sedan weaved to the left
and right as Frank fought with it on the soft grass until he finally got it
under control.


Behind him past the deep ruts in the soft grass, the mangled
fence and the parking lot in front of the annex building stood the two
soldiers. They along with their companions still in their vehicles watched in
disbelief as the sedan sped away, heading toward the bridge a short distance up
the river. They scrambled to call the other patrols in the area to get them to
divert to the bridge to stop the unknown intruders but by the time the call
went out the sedan was already on the road and heading over the water.


 


 











Chapter 17


 


With the morning light comes a break in the rain over
Pittsburgh, an easing of the rising waters and a chance for the military to
enter the city and try to bring out any survivors. Transport vehicles equipped
for dealing with high water levels roll out into the city, forming long convoy
lines as they deploy along predetermined routes.


The soldiers in the back of the convoys wear thick
waist-high rubber boots, rubber gloves and filters that are tightly affixed to
their faces. All reports indicate that the disease has completely died out in
the city but there are no chances being taken. It is suspected that some
individuals may be immune to the virus or that it somehow jumped from human
hosts to animals or insects. The disease could yet again spread unchecked if
even a single soldier becomes infected so discipline is key.


Deep into the city the convoy begins to break up. Every
vehicle is assigned to a small section of the city. Each one rolls through its
assigned streets slowly, searching for signs of life visually and with the help
of thermal scanners. The scanners penetrate the walls of most buildings,
showing heat sources on the interiors. Most houses are empty but a few have
people huddled in the top floors of their homes or in their attics.


When live survivors are found the vehicle stops and a
four-man group exits the back of the truck and proceeds to the home. They
announce their presence before breaking down the door and search room by room
until they find the survivors. The soldiers’ weapons are kept shouldered and
holstered with the safeties on. The city is not a war zone.


Until it is.


The first attack comes from the western side of the city
when five survivors are detected inside of a home. The group of soldiers that
proceeds inside never comes back out. There are no shouts or gunshots or
emergency calls over the radio. A few minutes pass before the man in the front
of the truck operating the thermal scanner pans back over to the house with the
tool, wondering why the soldiers are taking so long. The five survivors are
still present but they are accompanied by the slowly fading heat signatures of
four bodies lying on the floor.


More soldiers pile out of the back of the truck, leaving
the already-rescued survivors in the back with instructions to stay perfectly
still and not move. Before the soldiers can make it to the front of the house they
are gunned down. One of the five figures in the house stands at a top window
with an automatic weapon in hand. 


The two soldiers in the front of the truck are shot next.
Multiple weapons open fire on the back of the truck, wounding and killing the
few remaining soldiers and survivors as they try to get out. One of the soldiers
manages to croak out a message on his radio before he dies, calling out his
location and reporting unknown sources of heavy gunfire. 


While several vehicles converge on the location of the
massacre, the rest of the rescue parties go on the defensive. Survivors are no
longer greeted by friendly faces but by the barrels of guns, instead, as they
are systematically searched before being escorted to the waiting transports.
This matters little, though, as only a few more survivors are rescued before
the attackers coordinate their next assault.


IEDs placed on the road ahead of a portion of the convoy
on the eastern side of the city detonate, destroying three trucks and severely
damaging two more. Dozens are killed in the blast and those that survived are
almost immediately gunned down. On the southern side of the city near the
perimeter border where survivors are being unloaded from trucks and passed
through biological screening stations the screech of tires is heard. Two
reinforced dump trucks speed in from out of nowhere, plowing into the crowd of
survivors and the screening station. The drivers of the trucks go on a rampage
for ten minutes before a Black Hawk can bring its weapons to bear and destroy
both vehicles.


The chaos in the city is not isolated. Similar situations
play out in eight more cities across the country that are all under lockdown
thanks to the viral outbreak. While the attacks occur hours apart—more than
enough time for the military to form an effective response under normal
circumstances—the unique situation means that some cities don’t hear about the
first attacks until after their attacks have been dealt with. The loss of life
numbers in the thousands split between military personnel and civilians. While
the death toll isn’t high compared to that inflicted by both the initial and
biological attacks it does have an exponential effect on the response over the
next few days.


Even without regular means of communication word travels
fast through military channels and through select civilian channels. The impact
of the first two attacks is well known even to those who were lucky enough not
to be affected by either. The impact of the multitude of brutal terrorist
attacks following the biological attacks is even greater. 


People already afraid of vehicles exploding or dying to
mysterious illnesses are now on edge about the possibility of being shot or
stabbed by terrorist cells. It doesn’t matter that the attackers are all dead.
Their goal has been perfectly achieved. By adding additional worry and fear to
that already existing in the populace they successfully encourage more people
to migrate towards the survivor cities that the government has set up.


Those already en route to the cities move there faster.
Many of those who planned to survive on their own second-guess their decision
and choose to move to the cities instead. Heavy military and police presence in
the cities along with power, running water and food rations are all strong
motivators. 


“The survivor cities are safe.” 


“The survivor cities are disease-free.” 


“The survivor cities will enable us to rebuild.”


These are the words spoken by a government on its knees,
gasping for breath after being punched in the gut thrice in a row. The words
are truly spoken but they are hardly the truth.  


 


 


 


 











Chapter 18


 


 


Two miles past the bridge and through a few neighborhoods
later, Frank finally stopped the sedan to take stock of Linda, himself and the
car. His hands shook as he pushed the shifter into the park position as his
body tried to recover from the massive amount of adrenaline that was
dissipating in his system.


After holding tight to the steering wheel for several
seconds, Frank took a few deep breaths and turned around slowly in his seat to
see how Linda was doing. She was still on her back but was moving around
slightly as she tried to sit up. Frank unbuckled his seatbelt and turned to
kneel on his seat so he could give her a hand up.


“What the hell?” Out in the afternoon sunlight Linda looked
worse than ever. She was still sweating, her pants were still nearly down to
her ankles and her jacket was down on the floor. She was weak enough that she
couldn’t sit up properly on her own but as she twisted and turned Frank could
see the wound on her leg was oozing blood and pus onto the seat. 


“Take it easy, Linda. Take it easy.” Frank abandoned the
idea of helping her sit up and instead pulled her back into a position where
she could curl up across the back seats. “You need to lay still there, okay?
We’re on our way to find this friend of yours.”


“Friend?” Linda’s energy levels were so low that although
she still wanted to sit up she had no choice but to stay still. Keeping her
eyes open and staying awake was a difficult enough challenge and she started
nodding off as Frank tried to talk to her.


“Yes. Sarah. The lady from the CIA?”


“Sarah.” Linda gave a slight nod. “Where… where are we?”


“North of the annex somewhere. I don’t know where.”


“Head south of the mall. Westfield. Look for Wildwood. Don’t
know the house though. Maybe car in front green?” Linda’s sentences started to
fall apart and Frank touched her on the head.


“Dammit, Linda. You’re burning up. Just be still back there,
okay?” He turned around in his seat and buckled his seatbelt again. “We’ll get
there somehow. I don’t know what this lady’s going to be able to do to help you
but we’ll get there. Somehow.”


Frank turned out of the neighborhood and headed back towards
the highway, taking it slow and keeping his head on a swivel while he watched
for any signs of the patrol that had nearly caught up to them at the CIA annex.
The streets were quiet, though, and he drove on down the road as he looked for
any signs indicating that the Westfield Mall might be nearby. Ten minutes of
back-and-forth later and he finally noticed a giant billboard towering over the
highway indicating that the mall was off the next exit. 


The ease of driving on the roads near Washington surprised
Frank but he quickly noticed that they looked like they had been cleared in the
recent past. Much like the short stretch of road outside Pittsburgh there was a
lane or two clear along the major roads he drove on since the debris and
remains of destroyed trucks and cars had been pushed to the sides.


Frank took the exit towards the Westfield Mall and almost
immediately had to drive off into the grass to get around a cluster of
burned-out cars that were in the way. After going for a quarter of a mile on
the shoulder and grass he finally saw the Westfield Mall off to his left. A
glance at the sun told him that he was driving roughly in the easterly
direction so he began looking towards the south for the Wildwood neighborhood
that Linda had told him about.


Sure enough, as if on cue, an elegant sign for the Wildwood
subdivision appeared next to a small two-lane road that disappeared back into
the trees off of the main road. The layout of the area reminded him of the
neighborhood he had driven through in Maine right before his first encounter
with Linda and he grew wary of any people that might still be around. Each day
that passed caused those that still clung to life to grow more desperate and
Frank was in no mood to encounter anyone.


After passing through thick trees whose leafless branches
formed a lattice overhead that nearly blotted out the sky, the sedan emerged
into a neighborhood filled with rows of townhouses on both sides of the street.
Short hedges dotted the curves in the landscape in front of and between the
chunks of tall, narrow houses pressed up against each other. The homes were in
chunks of five to seven with small gaps half a house’s width in between the
chunks. The exteriors were uniform for the most part with the only differences
being in details like the color of the door, the trim on the windows and the
color and type of doorknobs. 


Most of the parking spaces in front of the houses were
empty, their occupants having long since left for a destination they deemed
safer than inside their own homes. None of the houses appeared occupied though
with the interiors darkened and the sun still bright outside it would have been
difficult to see anything anyway. 


“What was that number again?” Frank racked his brain as he
tried to remember the house number on the sticky note. He turned to look at
Linda to see if she still had the note before he remembered seeing it fall to
the floor. He couldn’t remember if he picked it up or not and dug through his
pockets before retrieving it with a triumphant shout. “Yes! All right, then.
Twenty-eight fifty-four. Hmm.” The numbers on the houses were going in the
right direction but they ran out before he reached the specified number. He
turned right at the next street and continued up through the next row until,
around the middle of the road, he spotted the twenty-eight hundreds.


Frank felt unexpectedly nervous as he realized they were
extremely close to arriving at the home of Linda’s CIA contact. Scenarios
flashed through his mind of all the ways the meeting could go wrong. What if
she had set a trap for some reason? What if she never left the note, but
someone else did? What if Omar had sent someone to wait for them there? Each
idea that passed through Frank’s brain was more outlandish than the last until,
finally, he shook his head and clenched his jaw.


“No. This is stupid.” He eased up on the accelerator and
pressed down on the brake as he saw the house number appear on his right. 


“Everything’s going to be fine.” Frank put the car into park
and turned to check on Linda. Her condition appeared unchanged. 


“Everything’s going to be just fine.” Frank got out of the
car and pulled out his pistol. He pulled the slide back a few millimeters to
ensure there was a round in the chamber and then tucked it back into his pants.



“I’ll just walk up there.” Frank mumbled to himself,
narrating his actions as he went along as he tried to derive some sort of
courage from his own words. “I’ll walk up there, go up the steps, ring the
doorbell and hope someone answers.”


The fact that there was no power in the neighborhood didn’t
register with Frank until he had pushed the doorbell button, heard it ring and
then stepped back a few paces from the door. His eyes narrowed and his
expression changed to one of confusion as he realized that there must actually
be power in the townhouse in order for the doorbell to ring. That fact didn’t
make sense, though, and it was in his confusion over what was going on that he
nearly took a bullet to the face.


“Get away from here right now!” A woman’s voice came from a
window above Frank and he looked up just in time to see the barrel of a rifle
pointed down at him. He scrambled to the side as a shot rang out and the round
sent up a small puff of concrete dust from the top step.


“Holy hell!” Frank pressed his body up against the front
door to take cover under the narrow overhang as he shouted up at the woman.
“Calm down, lady! I just need to talk!”


“Get out of here now, dammit! If I have to come down there
I’ll make you look like a block of Swiss cheese!”


“I’m not here to hurt you! I’m here with Linda!”


The woman’s voice hesitated for a second. “I don’t know what
you’re going on about but if you don’t get out of here now I’ll kill you!”


“Linda Rollins is in my car out there! Look! You can
probably see her lying there in the backseat!” In truth Frank had no idea
whether Linda’s form was visible but he hoped that the woman
upstairs—presumably this Sarah person—would be persuaded to not take any more
shots at the mention of Linda’s name.


“Why the hell have you got her out there with her clothes
half off?”


Ha! Frank thought to himself. So you do know her
after all! “She’s got a fever! I’ve been trying to keep her cool but we
were chased!”


Frank listened intently, not daring to peek out to see if
the rifle barrel was still poking out of the window. There was nothing but
silence for several seconds and he spoke again. “Here, look! We were at the CIA
annex. She told me we had to go there to find you. I found your note on your
monitor, see?” Frank pulled the note back out of his pocket and held it out
nervously, hoping that the illegible scrap of yellow paper would accomplish
what his words and the sight of Linda’s still form had not.


“You have a gun in your pants. Take it out, drop it on the
steps, then walk back to your car.” The woman’s voice was firm, but sounded
less panicked than it had before.


Fucking hell, Linda. Frank groaned to himself as he
pulled out his pistol and looked it over. I hope you’re right about this!


Frank dropped the gun on the ground and pushed it a few
inches out onto the front step. He peeked out as he did so, noting with a small
amount of relief that there was no longer a rifle barrel poking out of the top
window. “There!” Frank shouted up at the woman. “Gun’s on the ground.”


“Walk to your car!” The woman shouted at Frank and he
clenched his jaw, willing himself to take the first tentative step out of cover
and into the woman’s line of fire. He had only Linda’s word to go on that the
woman was trustworthy but the fact that she had changed her attitude towards
him after he told her about Linda seemed like a step in the right direction.


Frank’s first step was slow, but his second was faster as he
started moving quickly down the steps, dodging to the left and right as he
went. By the time he ran around to the other side of the car and crouched down
he realized that the woman was no longer at the upstairs window. He scanned the
third, second and ground story windows in confusion, wondering where she went
when he saw the front door crack open and the rifle barrel emerge again.


“Open the back door of the car! Let me see her face!” The
woman inside the house was still well-hidden by the shadows and Frank couldn’t
see her. Her gun, while poking out through the crack in the door, was angled
down at the ground instead of in Frank’s direction, though, so he decided to
keep following her instructions.


“She’s got a high fever!” Frank shouted back at the woman as
he walked around the car and opened the rear door. “I think it’s a deep
infection in her leg or something!” In the back seat Linda was still
unconscious but her face was clearly visible from the house. Frank heard the
woman in the house say something in a muffled voice before the door slammed
shut. There was a jingle of chains behind the door before it opened fully to
reveal a middle-aged woman in a bathrobe and slippers holding a rifle. 


“Linda?” The woman glanced around nervously at the neighborhood
before leaning down to pick up Frank’s pistol. She tucked the pistol into the
pocket of her robe and hurried down the steps, keeping her rifle pointed at the
ground but still in Frank’s general direction. 


The woman looked to be around five and a half feet tall and
in her mid-fifties with short-cut Auburn hair. She carried herself well,
gripping the rifle with steady hands and wearing a steely expression that
indicated she wasn’t to be trifled with. “Back away from the car.” The woman
motioned at Frank with her rifle and he took a few steps backward. “Good. Stay
there and don’t move.”


The woman leaned in towards the car and glanced at Linda
before looking back at Frank and shaking her head. “How do you know her?”


“Are you Sarah?”


“Who wants to know?”


“I’m Frank. Linda and I… we met several days ago. Right
after all this happened. I helped her get out of a jam and we’ve been traveling
together.”


The woman eyed Frank suspiciously. “That doesn’t sound like
the Linda I know.”


“Yeah, well, it took some convincing to get her to work with
me. Like saving her ass, having her leave me in the middle of nowhere and then
have to save her ass again.”


Sarah snorted laughed. “Ha! Now that does sound like
Linda. Hm.” Sarah glanced back at Linda. “How long’s she had the fever?”


Frank took a cautious step forward, glad to see that Sarah
didn’t object to him coming close to the car again. “Since last night or early
this morning I think. She got shot a few days ago and hasn’t exactly been
taking care of the wound. I cleaned out a localized infection last night after
we got through the patrols into the city but I think it’s moved deeper into her
body.”


Sarah watched Frank carefully as he spoke and gestured,
studying every nuance of his voice and movements. Before he finished speaking
she made up her mind about him and held out her rifle. “Here. Hold this.”


Frank grabbed the barrel of the rifle, his eyes wide as he
tried to figure out what was going on. Sarah had gone from shooting at him to
handing him her weapon in a matter of moments and the sudden change in attitude
confounded him. Sarah leaned into the car and put her hand on Linda’s head and
chest. “Where’s the wound?”


“Right leg, on her thigh.”


Sarah turned Linda over slightly and peeled back the bandage
from the wound before shaking her head. “Christ. Who patched this up? A drunk
with no arms?” With a surprising amount of speed and strength Sarah lifted
Linda from the car and shoved Frank out of the way. “Grab your gear and get
inside.”


Frank watched Sarah carry Linda up the steps to the
townhouse for a few seconds before his brain kicked into gear. He grabbed the
two backpacks from the car along with Linda’s jacket and carried everything up
to the door of the townhouse. Inside, Sarah was busy getting Linda down onto a
couch just inside the door. Frank stepped in and started setting the bags and
Sarah’s rifle down on the floor when he caught a glimpse of Sarah holding his
pistol across the room. She wasn’t aiming the weapon at him but she had it in
her hand and was watching him carefully.


Frank took his time setting the rifle down, then pointed at
Linda’s bag. “Her pistol’s in there.”


“Any other weapons or gear?”


Frank shook his head. “We left everything else in a Humvee
on the other side of the city. I think the plan was for a quick in and out
trip, not some long excursion.”


Sarah nodded slowly. “Right. Stay here with her. I’ll be
right back.” She disappeared up the stairs near the back of the house and Frank
hurried over to Linda and knelt down beside her. Linda’s breathing was shallow
and sweat was still pouring off of her despite the chill both outside and
inside the house. 


“Hang in there.” Frank whispered to Linda as he wiped sweat
from her face and neck with the back of his hand. A moment later Sarah came
back downstairs, carrying a large black suitcase with her. The pocket of her
robe drooped and bulged with the shape of Frank’s pistol and she pointed with
her free hand at the wall behind him.


“Hit the light switch.”


Frank reached for the switch, flicked it on and was surprised
when the lights on the ceiling bathed the room in a soft yellow glow. “You have
power?”


“Question time later.” Sarah slammed the suitcase down on
the floor next to the couch. She unzipped the case and flung it open to reveal
a plethora of bandages, creams, ointments, surgical equipment and more. Frank
watched as Sarah dug through the bag until she came across a steel case with a
white label on the top. Sarah closed the suitcase and pushed it over towards
Frank with her foot.


“You squeamish about needles?” Sarah posed the question as
she opened the spring-loaded top of the steel case to reveal several small
vials and three long needles inside. 


Frank shook his head but gulped nervously despite his
answer. “Not really, no.”


“Good.” Sarah plucked one of the needles from the case and
put it between her teeth. She rifled through the vials after taking the needle,
picking up and putting down three or four of them before settling on the one
she wanted.


“What is that?”


“Antibiotics. Cefrriax-a-something or other. Very potent
stuff.”


“You really think she needs that?”


Sarah glanced at Frank as she popped the plastic protector
off the end of the needle. “I’m not a doctor but I took enough first aid
training to know when someone’s at death’s door. She’s damned lucky to be alive
right now. Whatever’s inside of her needs to die and this stuff should do the
trick.”


Frank stood up and crossed his arms as he watched Sarah
plunge the needle into the vial and draw out the liquid inside. “That’s all she
needs? Just one injection?”


“Hell no.” Sarah shook her head. “I’ve got some ten-day
general courses in here. She’s going to feel like a truck’s running her over
for the next couple weeks but she should survive.” Sarah flicked at the needle
and gently depressed the plunger to remove any air bubbles inside. “Well.” She
paused and looked at Linda. “So long as she’s not allergic to any of this
stuff. I guess that’s preferable to guaranteed death, though. Any objections?”


Frank shook his head. “You’re more of a doctor than I am. Do
whatever you think will help.”


“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” Sarah took Linda’s arm
and located the nearest vein. She pushed the needle into the vein without
hesitation, moving ahead with what she thought was best in spite of the potentially
disastrous outcome. The clear liquid disappeared as she pushed the plunger
smoothly and quickly and she could feel Frank’s eyes staring into the back of
her head as she worked.


When Sarah finished she stood up, put the plastic protector
back on the needle and slid it back into the steel case. “There.”


“Now what?” Frank knelt back down next to Linda and touched
her head.


“Now we try to keep her cool while this stuff works.”


“I was trying that earlier, with minimizing her clothing and
keeping wet socks on her head and stomach. It didn’t seem to do much good.”


“We’ll need more than that.” Sarah turned and looked behind
her. “Go down the stairs to the basement. There’s a small chest freezer in the
garage. Near the top there are a few freeze packs. Grab two of those and bring
them back.” 


“Two freeze packs. Got it.” Frank turned and ran back
towards the stairs down to the basement. Sarah, meanwhile, ran over to a nearby
linen closet and grabbed two sheets and a thin blanket. She ran back to Linda
and finished pulling off her pants, then took a pair of scissors and cut her
shirt and bra free. Sarah draped one of the sheets over Linda’s waist and legs
and loosely wrapped the other around her chest, leaving her head, neck, arms
and most of her torso exposed.


When Frank got back he handed the ice packs to Sarah and she
nodded. “Good. Now grab me a couple of tea towels from the kitchen. Get a
bottle of water and dampen them first. Not dripping wet, but wet enough to
conduct heat and cold easily.”


Frank jogged back into the kitchen and took a pair of hand
towels from the counter. He held them over the sink and poured the remnants of
a nearly-empty gallon of water onto them before mashing them together in his
hands to distribute the water as evenly as possible. He brought them back to
Sarah who took them and wrapped an ice pack in each one. She put one on Linda’s
forehead and the other across Linda’s chest, then stuck a finger under both
packs.


“Good. That’s wet enough. They’ll start cooling her off
soon.”


“Do you have a fan or something?” Frank glanced around the
room as Sarah fiddled with the positioning of the ice packs.


“Only the ceiling fan. That circuit’s not on the batteries,
though.” Sarah looked at Frank as she stood up next to him. “We’ve done
everything we can for her. At this point we need to just keep an eye on her and
hope the fever goes down.”


Frank sighed and shook his head as he turned his back on
Linda, not wanting to see her looking so ill any longer. “I should have cleaned
the wound more. Done something else.”


Sarah patted Frank on the back and gently pushed him towards
a chair across from the couch. “You did what you could with what you had, I’m
sure.” Sarah flicked the light off and the room descended back into a state of
twilight, neither fully dark nor light enough to see very well. 


“Now then.” Sarah sat down in a chair next to Frank where
she could see both him, Linda and the front door. She pulled Frank’s pistol out
of the pocket of her robe and placed it on her lap with a flourish, ensuring
that he noticed that she was still in possession of his weapon. She spoke
softly but firmly, her dark eyes staring at Frank with an intensity and focus
that made him uncomfortable.


“I think it’s time you told me about yourself.” Sarah
cleared her throat and continued. “Such as your full name. And how you came to
meet Linda. And anything else.” Sarah shrugged. “Basically… just tell me
everything.” 


Sarah flashed a smile at him which somehow managed to look
both warm and cold at the same time. “Don’t spare the details.”


 


 











Chapter 19


One Month Before the Attacks


 


Nate sits at his station at the Los Angeles port,
dividing his attention between watching videos on his phone and glancing up at
the radiation monitor on his desk every few minutes. His job, for which he
receives a yearly salary of eighty-nine thousand dollars, consists of watching
the radiation monitor and making a phone call if the radiation detected by the
monitor reaches a certain threshold.


While Nate’s job was relevant two decades ago he would
have been replaced with a simplistic and far cheaper automated alarm had it not
been for the tenacity of his union. Thus, for over thirty years Nate has
functioned as one of the many gatekeepers in the port that helps protect our
country. His effectiveness over those years has waned and he has only ever
pushed the alarm button three times but he will fight tooth and nail to insist
that his job is vital to the safety of all.


When the fourth radiation alert in Nate’s career goes off
he doesn’t notice it at first. Mandatory equipment inspections rarely occur and
when they take place they cover only the most vital parts of the systems. An
alert bell for a system that has only triggered three times in thirty years is
not, unfortunately, deemed a vital part.


When Nate glances up from his phone to check the monitor
he freezes, momentarily taken aback by the red flashing light on the monitor.
He sits still for several seconds before picking up the phone next to the
monitor and dialing a four-digit number.


“Go ahead.”


“This is Nate, down in bulk rad scanning. I’ve got a red
light on the shipment passing through right now.”


There is a pause on the other end of the line. “A red
light? On the bulk cargo scanner?”


“That’s right.” Nate thumps the monitor with his fist,
wondering if the alert could be a malfunction. 


“You sure about that?”


“You want to come down and see the flashing red light?”


A heavy sigh follows another long pause. “I’m making the
call. Stand by.”


“Copy.” Nate hangs up the phone and turns to his
computer. He pulls up the cargo manifests passing through the scanners and
locates the one that triggered the alarm. 


“A rice shipment?” He frowns. “Who the hell’s importing
rice from Croatia?”


Nate is about to pick up the phone and call his superior
officer to inform her of the situation when the phone rings first. He picks up
the receiver and presses it to his ear while he continues skimming the computer
screen.


“Rad scans. Nate here.”


“Nathan Davis? Badge number eight nine seven five dash
two six one?”


Nate’s eyes grow wide as he tries to figure out what the
formal-sounding call could be about. “Uh. Yes, that’s me?” His voice cracks as
he answers and he feels his palms starting to sweat. Perhaps the call is about
the malfunction with the alert. Or someone ratted him out about his videos and
naps on the job.


“I’ll make this quick. The ‘alert’ on your screen is
nothing more than a malfunction. One of the sensors had a bird crap all over it
which shorted it out. It’s giving false readings which is what’s causing you to
get radiation alarms.”


“I… what? A malfunction?”


“Correct.”


“I’m… I’m sorry. Who are you?”


“Inspector Garcia. Badge two one six eight dash two one
three. We’re already on the line with your superior and the tech teams. They’ll
be fitting the new sensor in as soon as possible. For now we’re moving to manual
scans until further notice.”


“Manual scans?” Nate starts to panic as he thinks about
what that could mean for his job security. “How long until the new sensor is
in?”


“At least another twelve hours. Maybe twenty-four. I’ll
personally call you when the repairs are complete.”


“Okay… thanks, I guess. Do y—” The line goes dead before
Nate can ask his next question. He sits there for several minutes staring at
the phone and the monitor, trying to work out exactly what just happened. While
the explanation from Inspector Garcia sounded legitimate, Nate can’t shake the
feeling that something is amiss. 


Although his analytical skills are rusty from years of
idly sitting and doing virtually nothing in his small office, Nate decides to
press in and see exactly what is going on. He taps away at the keyboard on his
desk, slowly making less typos and mistakes as he digs into the software
program that records the intricate details for each radiation scan. The records
for the latest scan that tripped the alarm are extensive, consisting of dozens
of pages of raw data that have to be carefully analyzed.


Nate pulls out a notebook from his drawer and tries three
different pens before finding one that still works. He begins jotting down
calculations, using his cell phone to look up long-forgotten formulae and
constants that he used to know by heart. Lunch is quickly forgotten as Nate
digs down into the data, checking and re-checking his calculations both by hand
and through the computer system. Late in the day, when it’s nearly time to head
home, he finally puts down his pen and stares at the notebook. 


“Holy hell.” Nate struggles to comprehend what he sees. The
computer’s calculations and Nate’s own calculations do not lie, though. The
radiation sensors which were working perfectly up until the alert earlier in
the day show only two possibilities.


The first possibility is the simplest and conforms to
what Inspector Garcia indicated. The sensor somehow suffered a malfunction and
is showing radiation readings that are incorrect. This explanation is easy to
accept on the one hand, but since the radiation sensors are regularly checked
and replaced—unlike the equipment in Nate’s office—it seems unlikely.


The second possibility is terrifying on a scale that
boggles the mind. If the sensor is not broken then whatever was in the shipment
that passed through and triggered the alert was not rice at all. The only thing
that would have triggered the numbers Nate sees is weapons-grade nuclear
material. The idea that someone would try shipping weapons-grade nuclear
material in through a port that performs radiation scans on everything that
comes in and goes out seems ludicrous on the surface. No one could possibly be
that stupid.


But what if it’s true? The shipment of rice that
triggered the alert is already gone, having been sped through customs and
picked up by the recipient mere minutes after it was marked as cleared. There
are no records in the system of the manual radiation scans that Inspector
Garcia performed, either, though that could possibly be explained by the fact
that manual checks are so rare that it would take extra time to enter them into
the database.


The more Nate considers the two possibilities, though,
the more nervous he gets. He is normally one to make fun of conspiracy
theorists but he finds himself thinking more and more like one. After several
minutes of thinking he realizes that there’s something else he can check.


He picks up the phone on his desk and calls to another
department. 


“Records.”


“Ted? This is Nate down at scanning.”


“What’s going on, Nate?”


Nate instinctively glances around his small office and
pulls his chair closer to his desk as he lowers his voice. “I need a favor.”


“What’s that?”


“Run a badge number for me, will you? I got an odd call
earlier and want to make sure it’s legit.”


“A badge number? Can’t you run it from there?”


“My system’s down right now so I can’t access it.” It’s a
simple lie to disguise the fact that Nate doesn’t want a record of him looking
up the badge number in the system. Looking up badge numbers is not a prohibited
activity but Nate wants to stay as far from the situation as possible while
he’s checking things out.


“Yeah, all right. What is it?”


Nate reads the badge number out that he had hastily typed
into a text file on his computer when Inspector Garcia called earlier. Ted taps
out the numbers on his keyboard and reads the text over the phone to Nate.


“Badge is registered to Jose Martinez.”


“Is he an inspector?”


“Nope. He works off-site. General site security.”


“Huh. All right, thanks. Appreciate it.”


“No problem. Later, Nate.”


The line goes dead and Nate hangs up the phone. He rubs
his hand through his hair as he processes the new information and tries to
decide what to do next. Making waves and drawing attention to himself isn’t
something he wants to do, particularly when it might involve him being tricked
by someone impersonating an inspector. 


“God dammit.” Nate picks up the phone again and dials the
number for his superior. When she picks up he starts giving her a summary of
the events of the day when she interrupts him and cuts him off.


“I appreciate the call, Nathan, but there’s nothing to
worry about.”


“But this inspector isn’t—”


“Nathan.” Her voice grows cold. “There’s nothing to worry
about. I’ve checked everything out and it was a sensor malfunction. A new one
will be up tomorrow morning and you can resume your duties then. Understand?”


“I… okay. Sure.”


“Great. Have a good evening.”


The line, once again, goes dead and Nate sits in silence
while he wonders yet again just what is going on. 


 


 


 











Chapter 20


 


“Welcome to the United States, Mr. Amari. Have a pleasant
stay.”


Farhad Omar smiles broadly at the immigration officer as
he collects his passport from the desk and his luggage from the floor. Many
would be nervous about traveling under a false name. Omar is not nervous in the
slightest. Two dozen trips back and forth between the United States and other
countries have left him feeling confident in his alias which, in turn, helps
immensely when dealing with the immigration officers.


He passes the desk with a slight nod and another smile to
the officer and continues on his way. Outside the airport, waiting near the
front doors, a large black SUV pulls up. The back door opens and Omar climbs
in, handing his luggage to a waiting assistant who loads it in the back before
getting in as well.


Once inside the vehicle Omar’s smile turns to a sneer. He
stares out the window at the people walking and driving around, shaking his
head as he mulls over all the reason he despises each and every one of them. A
slight tap on his arm causes him to turn and look at the assistant seated next
to him. The assistant wears a suit and a nervous expression as he holds out a
phone for Omar.


“You wanted to call him when you arrived, sir?” The
assistant speaks in smooth, accent-less English. 


Omar nods approvingly as he takes the phone, speaking
with the same elegant, flawless and accent-less English. “Your practice has
gone well, I see. Good work.”


The assistant’s body visibly relaxes at the praise from
Omar. “Thank you, sir!”


Omar turns back to look out the window. “What’s the
status on the material?”


“All shipments have made it through successfully.”


“No problems at all?”


“None, sir. He was able to arrange for technicians to fabricate
sensor malfunctions to ensure everything got through. Our men handled the
scanning of the shipments and everything was cleared.”


“What about the roaming scans? How are those being
handled?”


“We had to change that some, sir.”


Omar raises an eyebrow. “Nothing happened, did it?”


“No sir. He informed us that the roaming scans had an
updated route just a few days after the shipments cleared customs. Three of our
storage sites would have been compromised by the new routes so we moved them to
new ones.”


Omar nods thoughtfully. “You have the details prepared
for me to examine at the hotel?”


“Of course, sir. Everything’s ready.”


Omar sighs with satisfaction and sits back in his seat.
“Excellent. I’ll call him now, then.”


The phone rings twice before a voice on the other end of
the line answers. “Stadwell.”


“Mr. Stadwell. This is Amari. I am calling with questions
and thanks. Is this a good time to speak?”


“Perfect. On my way out to get some lunch right now. What
can I do you for, Mr. Amari?”


Omar glances at his assistant who leans in to listen in
on the conversation and take notes. “I understand that there were some hiccups
with the scanning routes that you helped sort out. You have my thanks for
that.”


Malcolm Stadwell glances around as he walks down the
street, lowering his voice as he increases his pace. He has yet to suspect
anyone even being suspicious of his duplicitous nature but caution has allowed
him to remain active and he persists in exercising an abundance of it. 


“Of course, of course. They change those randomly and
it’s been a while since anything was altered so I figured something would be
coming down the pipe soon. Just glad I could help out you… and my pocketbook!”
Stadwell laughs at his joke but quickly stops once he realizes that the man on
the other end of the line is silent.


Omar pinches the bridge of his nose and struggles to keep
his voice steady. “Your timely actions are most appreciated. As for my
question, do you anticipate any problems related to the scanners? My assistant
indicated that the matter was resolved but I want to ensure—”


Omar grits his teeth as Stadwell interrupts him. The
American speaks quickly and huffs slightly as he is out of breath from speed
walking. “No problem at all there, Mr. Amari. No problem at all. I was able to
get your people into position with some legitimate documents and they handled
it flawlessly. In a few days I’ll have someone here flush the records of the
incident and it will officially have never happened.”


“You have an impressive array of resources at your
disposal thanks to the Bureau, Mr. Stadwell.”


Stadwell flashes an arrogant grin that Omar can very
nearly hear over the phone. “Absolutely I do, Mr. Amari. Hey, listen, do you
need anything else?”


“I believe that’s everything.”


“Fantastic! I’ll be on for our usual call tomorrow. I
need to run now. The day job awaits. Talk to you later!”


The line goes dead and Omar slowly lowers the phone from
his ear. His nauseated expression betrays what he truly thinks of the man whom
he bribed and turned to work for him years prior. He turns to his assistant and
looks at the notepad. “What time is the call tomorrow?”


“Around eleven in the evening, sir.”


Omar closes his eyes and lets out a slight groan. “Very
well.” 


Malcolm Stadwell’s position, like those of other double
agents before him, affords him an enormous amount of leverage and power to
assist with Omar’s plans. Unfortunately for Omar, however, Stadwell requires an
increasing level of attention and massaging to get tasks accomplished. The only
reason Omar still puts up with the man is due to Omar’s timetable. The first
phase is nearly ready to begin. Once it starts Stadwell will be expendable and
can be disposed of. Until that happens, though, Omar must tolerate and endure
the man’s attitude. 


“Do you need anything, sir?” Omar’s assistant has a
concerned expression on his face.


“No, thank you.” Omar resumes his watch out the window,
staring off into space as he contemplates what is to come. “I’ll have
everything I need soon enough.”
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If you’re reading this then I want to thank
you for finishing yet another one of my books. It still amazes me every single
day that hundreds of people are discovering and reading my books and I am
incredibly grateful and humbled by that fact. Thank you so very much!!


 


In The Fracture I wanted to do a few things,
but the number one priority was rotating out the priority of the main
characters. Linda’s been in the lead up until now and for good reason. She’s
smart, she was a Marine Raider and she has intimate knowledge about what’s
going on. I didn’t intend originally for Linda to be the focal character for
the first two books. She just sort of naturally evolved into that type of
character while Frank sort of sat back and played a supporting role.


 


In Book 3, though, you get the first look of
Frank having to take charge for once. Linda’s extremely sick, time is running
out on the clock for whatever insidious plot Omar has devised and Frank is
going to have to figure out what to do before it’s too late. Will working
together with Linda’s contact be enough to save the day? I don’t think so.
Frank’s going to have to do some legwork of his own and hope that Linda
recovers enough to give him and Sarah more information if he has a chance in
heck of seeing this all the way through.


 


The ending of Book 2 (The Precipice) probably
left a lot of questions in people’s minds about the overall attack and what’s
going on with that. That’s why I spent a fair amount of The Fracture delving
into that subject. We now know that Omar’s plans involve weapons-grade nuclear
materials that he smuggled into the country with the aid of a high-level
traitor. What he plans to do with that material remains to be seen. If you’ve
been paying attention, though, I think you can see where the threads are
starting to line up. If not, don’t worry. Big reveals are coming fast down the
pipe.


 


The subject of traitors and turncoats—like
Malcolm—came to me when I was reminded of the stories of two traitors who were
high up in the CIA and FBI. Aldrich Ames and Robert Hanssen (search for them if
you haven’t heard of them and look at their Wikipedia entries) were men who
betrayed their country and sold secrets and lives for money. It’s sometimes
difficult for me to imagine someone working in the upper echelons of agencies
like those being turned for an enemy, but if you read their stories you realize
that desperation and greed can drive men to do absolutely crazy things. 


 


Malcolm’s motivations are very much rooted in
greed, as you may have been able to tell from his arrogant attitude. He’s not
only turned his back on his country but he’s reveling in it and irritating his
new boss in the process. Something tells me his time on this earth might be cut
short a bit sooner than he realizes…


 


I’m really looking forward to exploring Omar
some more. On the surface he seems sort of like a stereotypical terrorist but I
think you’ve been able to see—over this book and the last—that there’s more to
him than meets the eye. He put together a decades-long operation that involved
hundreds of people and managed to pull it off without a hitch (so far). That
level of planning and execution would take more resources than one man could
ever assemble on his own. Perhaps, though, if he had the backing of a country
or a kingdom… maybe he could pull it off. But who would help finance him? And
why?


 


We’ll find out soon. :)


 


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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Just click
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be added to my reading list and I’ll also send you a copy of some of my other
books to say thank you!
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hate spam with the burning passion of a thousand suns, and promise that I’ll
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you enjoy gripping, thrilling post-apocalyptic action with compelling and
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Surviving
the Fall


Surviving
the Fall is an episodic post-apocalyptic series that follows Rick and Dianne
Waters as they struggle to survive after a devastating and mysterious worldwide
attack. Trapped on the opposite side of the country from his family, Rick must
fight to get home while his wife and children struggle to survive as danger
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Prip’Yat: The Beast of Chernobyl


Two
teens and two Spetsnaz officers travel to the town of Prip’Yat set just outside
the remains of the Chernobyl power plant. The teens are there for a night of
exploration. The special forces are there to pursue a creature that shouldn’t
exist. This short thriller set around the site of the Chernobyl nuclear
disaster will keep your heart racing right through to the very end.
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