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Foreword
 
 
On June 18, 1940, Sir Winston Churchill famously gave a speech entitled “This Was Their Finest Hour.” In it, he referred to the heroism that would be required to prevail in the upcoming Battle of Britain. Less than a month later, Germany initiated the largest aerial bombing campaign to date, their objective to crush the Royal Air Force (RAF) and gain air superiority over the United Kingdom. Such an advantage would allow the Luftwaffe’s bombers to soften the country for a future land invasion.
Having fought in the Spanish Civil War, the Luftwaffe’s pilots were far more experienced than those in the RAF Fighter Command. Their Messerschmitt BF109E was also faster and had a better climb rate than the RAF’s Hurricane Mk I and should, therefore, have dominated the aerial battlefield. These advantages were ultimately sacrificed by a disconnect between the Luftwaffe’s airmen and their esteemed commanders. Poor intelligence, lack of leadership, and the need for exaggeration quickly clouded the Luftwaffe’s understanding of the campaign’s level of success. 
Fighting over home territory also provided tactical advantages for the RAF. Pilots shot down were often able to return to their airfields within hours, whereas Luftwaffe aircrews were either captured or perished after parachuting into the English Channel. Perhaps even more important was that RAF pilots were fighting for their families and country. Cities were burning, women and children were perishing, and the responsibility stood squarely on their shoulders to repel the invaders. Winston Churchill eloquently summed up the battle by saying, “Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.”
In every person’s life there comes a high point, a finest hour in which they too must rise to their full potential. For some, it comes in the heat of combat, airmen dogfighting their way across smoke-filled skies, or grunts rushing toward the enemy with bayonets extended. For others, it comes when they must prove themselves capable of great sacrifice. Regardless of the outcome, success or failure, the act itself is what ultimately defines the individual.





Chapter 1  
 
 
Deputy Marshal Mason Raines steered his newly acquired white Ford F-150 down the long dirt driveway. The first rays of sunlight lit the eastern sky, but dark gray clouds cast a dreary feel to an otherwise beautiful spring morning. He glanced in the rearview mirror, hoping to catch one final glimpse of the family cabin. With the fresh foliage, the trees were thick and lush, and he could just make out soft wisps of white smoke rising from the lodge’s stone chimney. No doubt his father and Samantha were finally awake and cooking breakfast, preparing for a trip of their own.
Having intercepted a communiqué between General Hood and his band of military assassins, the Black Dogs, Mason had decided to travel to the Greenbrier bunker to protect former President Rosalyn Glass. Meanwhile, Mason’s father, Tanner Raines, would return to Washington, D.C., to confront President Lincoln Pike, a man who had already proven himself capable of unspeakable horrors in his quest for unbridled power. Given the overwhelming odds facing both men, it seemed a safe bet that this would be both Mason and Tanner’s last hurrah. Even so, neither had hesitated, agreeing that it was better to go out fighting than lie trembling in a dark cellar, like cowards awaiting the Gestapo.
How a man as hard as Tanner Raines had teamed up with a socially awkward twelve-year-old girl was something Mason had yet to fully understand. It was a pairing as unlikely as that of Felix Unger and Oscar Madison. Perhaps, he thought, it was their contrarian mismatch that made the partnership work so well. The fact that Samantha was the daughter of the previous president, and therefore intimately connected to both of their quests, was hard to discount as pure coincidence. While never one to surrender to notions of predestination, Mason found it impossible to credit their interconnected journeys to anything but the deliberate hand of fate. 
Mason’s Irish wolfhound, Bowie, rested in the bed of the truck, doing his best to nod back off to sleep—an early riser he was not. To his left sat a Browning M2 heavy-barrel machine gun, a trophy that Mason had taken from a band of murderous mercenaries, and to his right, a small stack of food, water, and other supplies, including two sets of body armor retrieved from marshals at Glynco. Their journey to the Greenbrier bunker to protect President Glass would be less than a day’s travel, and after having already lost an entire bed full of supplies outside of Lexington, Mason had chosen to be more judicious with his packing this time around.
Leila Mizrahi, a beautiful Mossad operative, sat next to him, tracing her finger across a small paper map. Her calf was wrapped in a clean white bandage, as was her right hand. The gauze on her leg covered a bullet wound suffered only days earlier in a gun battle with one of the Black Dogs. The bullet had nicked her fibular artery, which surely would have proven fatal had it not been for Mason’s impromptu piloting skills. As it was, she had been left with a slight limp and a warning by Dr. Darby to take it easy for a few days. The gash on her hand was less severe but even more debilitating, as she found herself having to perform nearly every action weak-handed.
“Do you think they’re up yet?” she asked, seeing Mason looking in the rearview mirror.
“They must be. They’ve got a fire going.”
“We could go back, maybe have breakfast together.” 
He shook his head. “It’s better that we get underway.” Like most men, Mason hated backtracking, even if it was only a few hundred feet. Once a voyage had begun, he believed it best to keep putting one foot in front of the other.
She touched his leg. “You’re worried that you won’t see your father again, aren’t you?”
“I’m not sure exactly what’s bugging me.” Mason rolled the window down a few inches, hoping the cool air might help reduce the condensation forming on the windshield, not to mention improve his sullen disposition.
“Did you at least get a chance to say goodbye last night?”
“My father and I have said our share of goodbyes over the years. Neither of us thought another one was needed.”
“I see.”
Mason glanced over at Leila, and when she offered an understanding smile, it lifted the fog hanging over him. What the hell did he have to be so heavyhearted about, anyway? A beautiful woman was at his side, Bowie lay in the bed of his truck, and together, they were embarking on a quest for justice that was long overdue. All in all, things were as they should be. He needed to accept that his father’s fate was just that—his father’s. Nothing Mason could do would change the outcome of Tanner’s quest to kill President Pike. It was better to quit worrying so much and get focused on the mission at hand.
“Sorry. I’m usually a better traveling companion.”
She leaned closer and kissed his cheek. 
“It’s early, and you stayed up too late.”
“I most certainly did,” he said with a grin.
She punched him playfully. “That’s not what I meant.”
“It wasn’t?”
“Well… maybe. Any regrets?”
“Only that we didn’t have more time. You?”
She pretended to think about it a moment.
“Hey,” he said, “that was supposed to be an easy question.”
She laughed. “Mason Raines, I don’t think you need me or anyone else telling you that you’re one of the sexiest men alive.”
“That’s laying it on a bit thick, but I do appreciate the sentiment.”
She turned back to the map.
“Greenbrier is about two hundred miles from here. How much time do you think we have before General Hood makes his move?”
“President Glass said that she’d come out of hiding in three days. I would think that’s the general’s deadline for cleaning things up.”
“Which means we’ve got a day, maybe two.”
“Probably two. Hood is going to need time to find a way into the bunker.”
“Assuming there is one.”
“There’s always a way in.”
She looked down at the map.
“Any preferences on the route?”
“In my experience, interstates are best avoided.”
“Agreed.” She studied the map for a short time, tracing several roads. “What do you think about taking Highway 221 north to Highway 100, and then turning east on 219?”
“You’re the navigator.”
“Ah, in other words, if we get lost, it’s my fault.”
He grinned. “You’re onto me.”
Leila pushed the map onto the dashboard and glanced back at Bowie. The dog was curled up against the cab, snoring softly.
“You’ve got the laziest dog I’ve ever seen.”
“He’s saving his strength.”
“I see,” she said, snickering. “Where did you get him anyway?”
Mason pointed ahead. “A few miles up the road.”
“Really?”
“Bowie was trapped in the back room of a service station. When I found him, he was nearly dead from dehydration.”
“And you rescued him?”
“I did.”
She looked back at Bowie again, this time with an affectionate smile on her face.
“Will you show me where you found him?”
“Sure, but it’s not that interesting.”
“That’s okay. He’s part of our family, and I feel like I should know more about him.”
“All right.” 
Mason couldn’t help but wonder about her use of the words “our family.” He and Leila hadn’t known each other for very long, and a part of him was still having trouble letting go of Ava, his previous girlfriend. Even so, Leila was a loving and beautiful woman, and he wasn’t about to spoil their newfound relationship by expressing something as destructive as doubt. 
They continued down the small mountain road, slowing as they passed a faded blue pickup sitting with two wheels stuck in deep ruts along the shoulder. The skeletal remains of three people lay inside, undisturbed since Mason had first discovered them more than two months earlier. Leila glanced inside as they passed but said nothing. What would have previously brought shock-filled horror now barely registered as anything outside the norm. More than ninety percent of the world’s population had perished from the Superpox-99 virus, and dried, withering bodies would no doubt litter the planet for some time to come.
They continued along Buckeye Road, finally turning east onto Highway 321. The two-lane road was packed with hundreds of abandoned vehicles, including passenger cars, tour buses, emergency vehicles, and even a few motorcycles. Fortunately, many of the vehicles had been pushed or bumped aside, creating a narrow lane that snaked through the wreckage. Careful to avoid snagging a bumper or running over broken glass, Mason navigated through the traffic. Thankfully, the road was free of other travelers. The days of passers-by offering a friendly wave were gone. In a nation filled with escaped convicts and bloodthirsty mutants, the appropriate reaction to every encounter was to reach for one’s firearm.
After weaving through the gauntlet of wreckage for nearly thirty minutes, they finally arrived at the Sugar Grove One-Stop. The right half of the cinder block building had been a convenience store, and the left, a mechanic’s shop that was partially burned out. An old Dodge Charger sat smashed into one of the gas pumps out front. The hose from the other one had been ripped away, the victim no doubt of a brazen pump-and-run. A white Toyota Corolla sat nose down in a small culvert next to the road, and the dried remains of a young man lay next to it on the asphalt. While a few details had changed, the scene was essentially the same as when Mason had discovered it during his first foray into town months earlier.
He eased his truck into the parking lot and stopped behind one of the pumps. It didn’t offer much protection; at best, a little cover, should someone decide to shoot at them from inside the service station. 
No one did. The place remained dark and lifeless.
Bowie stood up in the back and danced around, his nails clicking against the metal truck bed.
“This is it,” Mason said, killing the engine.
 “Strange,” Leila said, looking around and shaking her head.
“What’s strange?”
“That you found a dog as smart as Bowie in a place like this. No offense to the previous owners, but this looks like the kind of place where you’d expect to find an old mutt chained to a pole out back.”
“I don’t disagree. When I found him, Bowie was lying beside the decomposing corpse of a young woman. Who knows? Maybe she was a famous dog trainer before coming out to live in the country.”
“Could be.”
Mason swung the driver’s side door open and stepped out with his M4 assault rifle. Leila slid across the seat and climbed out after him.
As soon as he saw them, Bowie let out a loud whine.
“Of course you can come too,” Mason said, walking around and dropping the tailgate.
The dog carefully jumped down, took a quick sniff of the air, and trotted toward the convenience store.
“I think he remembers that this was his home,” she said.
“That or he smells something to eat.”
They followed Bowie to the front door, where he wriggled under a shelf that blocked the entrance. Mason tipped it out of the way so that he and Leila could step inside. The store was completely ransacked, the shelves collapsed and glass coolers smashed. Bugs crawled over an assortment of potato chips, Little Debbie cakes, candy, and other snacks lying squished on the floor. The air had a sweet but pungent odor, an unpleasant mix of human decomposition and moldy Twinkies. 
Bowie stopped briefly to sniff a dried corpse buried beneath an overturned rack. The barrel of a .22 rifle poked out from under the body. 
“Was that his owner?” Leila asked, wrinkling her nose from the smell.
“No, she’s in the back.”
They tiptoed their way through the mishmash of rotten snacks until arriving at a narrow hallway. On one side were the men’s and women’s bathrooms, and on the other, a storeroom. The door to the storeroom had been kicked in, the jamb and frame splintered, but it had swung closed, blocking their view of the inside.
Mason motioned for Leila to step to one side of the door as he crossed to the other. She slid her Beretta 9 mm pistol from the back of her waistband and readied herself. When they were in position, Mason leaned over and gave the door a soft push with the muzzle of his rifle. It swung inward, revealing a room filled with metal shelving and a small table and chair. The clump of a young woman’s remains sat in an indignant pile at the foot of the table. Her jeans, shirt, and shoes were tangled in the mass of dried flesh and bones. 
Before either of them could decide what to do next, Bowie pressed his way into the room, sniffing the floor as he went. He walked directly to the pile of remains and tipped his head sideways, as if confused.
“Poor thing,” said Leila. “This must be terribly sad for him.”
Mason gave a noncommittal nod. He was reluctant to read too much into Bowie’s actions. Animals and people lived in different worlds, and while it was true that those worlds often interacted, he doubted that man or beast could ever fully understand the other’s existence.
He stepped in and carefully cleared the rest of the room. Boxes of snack foods and other store supplies were haphazardly stacked on the shelves. Surprisingly, no one had bothered to loot them. A large American burial flag with embroidered stars and sewn stripes hung on the back wall. The bottom corner of the flag was frayed from having flown outdoors. To the right of the flag sat a roll-top desk that looked like it belonged in an antique store.
“Keep an eye on the door, will you? I want to check this out.”
Mason began rifling through the desk. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he had a hunch there was something worth finding. The drawers were stuffed with receipts, pens, an old stapler, a nearly empty pack of chewing gum, and various bills—now long past due. Small wooden cubicles at the back of the roll-top cabinet contained papers and a set of car keys, presumably to the old Charger out front. 
He spent a full three minutes rummaging through the papers and was about to abandon the whole thing as a waste of time when he discovered a white envelope with a return address from Lackland Air Force Base. He had never been to Lackland, but the postmark indicated that it was located in San Antonio, Texas. The top edge of the envelope had been neatly sliced open. He carefully removed a typed letter and a faded newspaper clipping. 
Dear Mrs. Quinn,

As the commanding officer of the 341st Training Squadron, I was heartbroken to learn of the loss of your husband, Staff Sergeant Trevor Quinn. By all accounts, SSGT Quinn was a fine Animal Care Specialist, as compassionate to his animals as he was dedicated to his mission. Military Working Dog (MWD) Gunny spent two years in Iraq, working side by side with SSGT Quinn to save countless lives. What you may not know is that your husband had a reputation for telling a good story, regaling troops with the feats of his miraculous animals. If even half of those stories were true, Gunny is undoubtedly one of the smartest dogs to have ever served. 

With the loss of his handler, MWD Gunny is being retired. It is with great pleasure that I accept your offer to adopt this fine animal. Gunny has done more than his fair share for his country, and it’s time for him to enjoy a quiet life with you in the Blue Ridge Mountains. I have pushed through the necessary adoption paperwork, and you should be hearing from animal shipping within the next few days. 

With warmest sympathies,

Colonel Kendra Rice

Mason turned his attention next to the newspaper article. It featured a photograph of a young soldier squatting next to an enormous Irish wolfhound, on a dirt road with a caravan of military vehicles behind them. The title of the article was “Hero Dog – Lone Survivor of Rescue Effort.” The story explained how SSGT Quinn and MWD Gunny had been part of a six-man special operations team sent in to rescue a journalist taken hostage by Iraqi militants. When they encountered an insurgent force far stronger than had been originally estimated, they found themselves outnumbered and fighting for their lives. By the time reinforcements arrived, all six US soldiers had perished, as had the eighteen insurgents. Only MWD Gunny and the hostage survived. The hostage later confirmed that Gunny had killed four of the insurgents in his heroic fight to protect her. 
Mason studied the photo. There was no doubt that Gunny and Bowie were one and the same. The story helped to explain why the wolfhound was so well trained, as well as how he had ended up in the rural town of Sugar Grove.
“Did you find something interesting?” Leila asked, peeking through the shelves. 
Mason walked over and handed her the letter and newspaper article.
She read both and then studied the photograph.  
“It’s him, isn’t it?” she said, handing the papers back to Mason. “Your dog was a hero.”
Mason folded them and placed them into his shirt pocket.
“In my book, he still is.”
They heard a whine and turned to see Bowie lying in front of the mound that had once been his adopted owner.
Leila touched Mason’s arm. “Bowie hasn’t quite had the peaceful life he was promised.”
“No,” he said, walking over and squatting down beside the dog. “It has, however, been a life worth living. And I suspect he prefers it that way.”
Bowie whined again and nudged the clump of bones with his nose.
Mason rubbed the dog’s enormous head. 
“I’m sorry, boy. She’s gone.” 
Leila stepped up behind them and rested her hand on Mason’s shoulder.
“We should at least give her a proper burial.”
He studied the remains. There really wasn’t much left, just bones, hair, and skin that looked like dried gray parchment. Her organs and muscles had already dissolved, clumping into a dark stiff mass on the concrete floor.
“It’d be better to burn her.”
“No,” she said in a firm voice. “Six million of my brothers and sisters were cremated by German soldiers. I will have no part in burning another human being.”
He nodded. “Okay, but burying her will take some time.”
“God will not punish us for burying this poor woman. The body is sacred and deserves to be returned to the earth.”
“Very well,” he sighed. “Look around for something to dig with while I gather up what’s left.”





Chapter 2  
 
 
Tanner let out a huge, lazy yawn as he pushed eggs around the cast iron skillet. 
“Stop it,” Samantha said, covering a yawn of her own. “You’re making me sleepy.”
“You just got up, lazybones.”
“So did you.”
“I’m old.”
“Well, I’m pretty.”
He chuckled. Samantha could now keep up with his retorts, and he enjoyed their playful banter.
“You want some?” he asked, reaching over to grab the pot of fresh coffee.
She rolled her eyes but said nothing. 
After pouring himself a cup, he went back to frying the rehydrated eggs and potatoes. 
“How about some breakfast then?”
She tipped her nose up and sniffed.
“Eggs?”
“Close enough.”
“Do you have any cereal?”
He nodded toward the pantry.
“Might be something resembling cereal in there.”
She pulled open the accordion-style door and stepped in to take a look. The word “pantry” was a bit of a misnomer, as it was really a large walk-in closet. To her left sat an extensive selection of canned and boxed foods, everything from corn to spaghetti sauce. She grabbed a small box of granola, tore off the top, and began eating directly from the package as she walked around perusing the rest of the pantry. 
The back wall was stacked with five-gallon buckets of milk powder, beans, rice, oats, pasta, flour, and other dried foods. Above the buckets were several shelves of #10 cans of dehydrated fruits and vegetables, as well as freeze-dried meals that included Chicken à la King, chili macaroni, beef stew, and pasta primavera, to name but a few. The right side of the pantry was stacked with boxes of Meals-Ready-to-Eat and, above them, an assortment of seasonings, cooking oil, and various drink mixes.
Tanner stepped into the doorway with the skillet in hand. 
“You sure you don’t want some of this?”
“Maybe after,” she said, holding up the box of cereal. “Mason has this place pretty well stocked.”
“I put some of the dried food in here years ago, but he definitely added to it.”
“Is he a survivalist, like you?”
Tanner smiled. “Darlin’, we’re all survivalists.”
“Not me,” she said, squeezing past him. “Those guys are weird.”
“You don’t have to live in a metal boxcar to be a survivalist,” he said, referring to their recent encounter with a group of paramilitaries. 
“No? What’s a survivalist then?”
“Just someone willing to do whatever it takes to stay alive.”
“Like eat bugs?” she said, wrinkling her nose.
“As a last resort, maybe.”
“Not me. I’d starve first.”
“I’ve got news for you. Nearly everything you eat has bugs in it, or at least pieces of bugs.”
“Gross.” She looked inside the box of granola, as if expecting to see the vacant eyes of some long-dead grasshopper staring back at her.
“You know what they say.” He smacked his lips. “Bugs are good protein.”
“Double gross.” Samantha came closer and peeked around to see what was cooking. “Besides, if a survivalist is just someone who tries to stay alive, then everyone’s a survivalist.”
“Hardly. Before this pandemic, most people didn’t have the knowledge or willpower to go even a single week without modern comforts. Those who were lucky enough to have survived are just now learning what it takes to live on good ol’ Mother Earth. My guess is that most of them will be dead before this time next year.”
She leaned in and took a whiff of the eggs.
“You make it sound like the whole world is going to die out.”
He shrugged. “I give us a fifty-fifty chance.”
Samantha snatched a potato from the skillet with two fingers and blew on it.
“You and I are going to make it. Mason, too,” she said, popping it into her mouth. 
“That brings up a conversation we need to have.”
She squinted with suspicion. “What conversation?” In her experience, whenever Tanner said they needed to have a conversation, it was never anything good.
“I’m going to Mount Weather to stop President Pike.”
“Correction,” she said, holding up a finger. “You mean we are going to Mount Weather to stop President Pike. You promised you would never leave me again, so I know you’re not suggesting that.”
Tanner scooped a pile of the potatoes and eggs onto a plate and handed it to her.
“I’m hoping you’ll make the decision to stay voluntarily.”
“Stay here by myself? Are you crazy?”
He filled a second plate and led her over to the small dinner table.
“No, not here by yourself. I’d drop you off with the priest in Boone. Mason said that a couple of other kids were staying with him, so you’d have some company closer to your own age.”
She flopped down and started eating.
“No thanks.”
“Sam, I don’t think you understand the situation.”
“No, I get it. You’re going off to do some terribly dangerous thing, and a twelve-year-old girl has no place being with you. Sound about right?”
“I’m going back down into the tunnels.”
She turned to him with wide eyes.
“Under Washington? Why in the world would you do that?”
“It’s the only way to get into Mount Weather to stop President Pike.”
“Do you even remember what we saw down there?” She shuddered. “All those dead bodies. And the zombies… what they did to those soldiers.”
“I remember. And that’s why I’m asking you to stay here.”
“Why? So you can go and get munched by zombies all by yourself?”
“I told you. There are no such things—”
“Yeah, yeah,” she said, waving it away. “No zombies. I get it. Whatever you call them, they’re still going to eat your brains.”
“We don’t know that they eat brains.”
“All zombies eat brains.”
He sighed. “Sam, you need to stay in Boone.”
She ignored him and continued eating.
“So?” he prompted.
“So, what?”
“So, are you going to stay with the priest?”
“Nope.”
“Sam, if you—”
“You said it was my choice.”
“I only said that because I thought you’d make the right decision, the grownup decision.”
She cracked a smile. “Really?”
He grinned. “It was worth a try.”
She reached across the table and placed her hand on his. 
“I’m going with you for one simple reason.”
“What’s that?”
“Because if I tag along, you’ll figure out a way for us to come out of it alive.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Of course, I do. You haven’t failed me yet, and we’ve been through some pretty scary stuff.”
He wanted to be upset, or at least disappointed. But the hard truth was that he wanted Samantha to come along, and for the precise reason she had given. Together they were stronger, smarter. He didn’t really understand how that was possible. It simply was. Besides, he didn’t want to leave her to be raised by someone else. She was his responsibility, his duty, perhaps even his calling, if there was such a thing. 
Tanner said nothing more as he returned to shoveling forkfuls of breakfast into his mouth. For better or worse, a decision had been made. 

The red Hummer H2 had sat in the driveway for nearly two months. When Tanner attempted to start it, all he heard was the familiar tick-tick-tick of the starter solenoid trying to engage. He ended up jumpstarting it using a battery from inside the cabin, and then left it running to allow the alternator sufficient time to replenish the battery.
Samantha tossed her backpack onto the middle row of seats, scattering sticky plastic food wrappers and empty beer cans. A pair of women’s trousers lay crumpled in the floorboard, dried blood staining the crotch. 
“How much gas do we have?” she asked, climbing into the passenger side.
Tanner slid the seat back to allow him to sit more comfortably and then checked the fuel gauge.
“Half a tank, more or less. That might get us halfway there, if we’re lucky.” He patted the dashboard. “This baby drinks gas faster than a yuppie sucking down rooibos tea.” 
“Good.”
“Good that we’re going to run out of gas?”
“I don’t like this truck. It stinks like beer. Plus, there’s a bad vibe to it, like it was used to carry bad men to do bad things.”
“That’s a lot of bad.”
“In case you hadn’t noticed, there’s a pile of bloody clothes in the back.”
“It’s a pair of pants, hardly a pile.”
“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”
“I don’t know. Does it?”
“No.”
Tanner popped the Hummer into drive and started down the driveway.
“We’ll try to swap out for something with better mojo once we get a few miles under our belt.”
“Are we traveling the same direction as Mason and Leila?”
“Only as far as Boone. After that, we’ll turn east, and they’ll be heading north.”
“I still don’t understand why they’re going to Greenbrier. My mom isn’t there.”
“Even so, Mason needs to settle matters with General Hood.”
“Because he killed that doctor who took the sensor out of my arm?”
“That’s part of it, yes.”
She nodded thoughtfully. “It’s too bad you didn’t have more time with him.”
“We had enough.”
“A day is enough?”
“A minute would have been enough. I got to see that he was alive and happy, and he saw the same about me. What else do we need?”
“I guess,” she said, not quite sounding convinced. “Anyway, once this is over, you two will have plenty of time to catch up.”
“We’ll see.”
She searched his face. “You don’t think so?”
“Things are going to be as they’re going to be.”
“Does that mean you believe that our future is already set?”
“No, only that we have to accept what is, as well as what will be. It’s a Buddhist thing.”
She snorted softly.
“What?”
“It’s just that you don’t seem like someone who accepts anything you don’t like.”
He smiled. “I never said I was a good Buddhist.”





Chapter 3  
 
 
The burned-out repair shop provided everything Mason and Leila needed to bury the woman’s body, including a plastic tarp to transport the remains and a large metal bowl with which to dig a hole. By the time Mason finished digging, he was sweating and a little irritated at having spent so much time at what was supposed to be a quick pit stop. His frustration wasn’t directed at Leila. On the contrary, the decision to stop had been his, and therefore any delay they suffered sat squarely on his shoulders.
He gently lowered the remains into the hole, folded the tarp over them, and used the edge of the bowl to push dirt over the top. When he had them covered, he used his hands to pat down the dirt. The remains would dissolve into the earth soon enough, and without fleshy tissue, there was little risk of an animal digging them up.
“Are we good?” he asked.
“A few words are probably in order, don’t you think?”
“I’m not much for graveside prayers,” he admitted, standing up and dusting himself off. “Would you mind doing the honors?”
“Of course not.” Leila stepped closer, and she and Mason both bowed their head. For his part, Bowie stood, staring at the mound of freshly dug dirt.
“Oh God, full of compassion, Who dwells on high, grant true rest upon the wings of the Divine Presence, in the exalted spheres of the holy and pure, who shine as the resplendence of the firmament, to the soul of this poor woman, who has gone to her supernal world, for charity has been donated in remembrance of her soul; may her place of rest be in Gan Eden. Therefore, may the All-Merciful One shelter her with the cover of His wings forever, and bind her soul in the bond of life. The Lord is her heritage; may she rest in her resting-place in peace; and let us say: Amen.”
When Mason looked up, Leila nodded to him, indicating that she had finished.
“I’m guessing you’ve done that a time or two before,” he said.
“Sadly, yes.”
Bowie let out a soft growl, staring off toward the highway.
“What is it, boy?”
The growl in the dog’s chest grew deeper and more ominous. 
Leila turned to face the highway.
“He hears something.” 
Mason was about to suggest they make haste when he heard the throaty rumble of a car’s exhaust as it barreled down the highway toward them. He glanced at his truck. It was a good fifty yards away—too far to make a play for his rifle.
They watched as a big Chevrolet sedan painted in a dusty gray primer topped the nearest hill. Steel plates had been welded to the front and sides of the vehicle, and thick metal louvers covered its windows. An enormous battering ram constructed from I-beams and sharpened steel pipe extended from the front bumper. 
“What the hell is that?” he breathed.
Leila stiffened. “Ravagers.”
“Ravagers?”
“Roadway bandits who weaponize their cars. I’ve run into their kind before. Rapists and murderers, every last one of them.”
He turned back to face the car, eyes narrowed.
“Are you armed?” 
She shook her head. “I left my Beretta on the floorboard when we came out here to dig. Tell me you have your pistol.”
He slid his hand around to rest on the grip of the .45 caliber Wilson Combat Supergrade holstered at his side.
“It’s the first thing I put on, and the last thing I take off.”
Leila flashed him a grin. “Spoken like a true American cowboy.”
As the car approached the service station, it swerved off the road and turned in their direction, a thick cloud of dust flying up behind it. 
“Should we run for the truck?”
“No.” Mason preferred to face trouble head on, rather than at a dead run. 
Bowie seemed to agree, planting his feet and pulling his lips back in a wicked snarl.
As the Chevy came closer, it slowed, finally skidding to a stop twenty yards away. The driver left the engine running, and a whip antenna mounted to the trunk wobbled from side to side as the heavy engine idled. For a moment, nothing happened. No one stepped out. Neither did they make any threatening moves.
Just as Mason was about to call out to the driver, a voice boomed from a speaker mounted to the grill.
“Down on your bellies!”
Leila gripped Mason’s right arm.
“Marshal...”
Mason’s voice was calm and steady.
“Take two steps to my right.”
“Why?”
“Because I need my gun hand free.”
Conscious now of what she was doing, she let go of his arm. 
“Sorry, but surely you’re not going to have a shootout with… with that.”
“They may not leave me a choice.”
“I said, on your bellies!” the voice bellowed.
Bowie barked and started toward the car.
“Easy, boy,” said Mason. “Even your teeth can’t get through that armor.”
The dog reluctantly turned and came to stand at his side.
Without taking his eyes off the car, Mason said, “Leila, the instant my gun leaves the holster, you break for the truck.”
“Right.” She drifted a few feet to her right and prepared to make a break for it. Not that it would do much good. With her bum leg, the car could easily run her down. And even if she could get Mason’s M4 in hand, the 5.56 mm rounds wouldn’t penetrate the steel plate.
The driver revved the engine, and it roared like an angry beast preparing to charge.
Mason stood fast, his hand resting firmly on the grip of his Supergrade. He estimated the gap between louvers to be five inches, well within his targeting ability. That, of course, assumed that the car wasn’t barreling toward him. Either way, without a clear view of the driver, he would have to walk the shots across the windshield, hoping that at least one would find its mark. It was a gamble to be sure.
“I’m a deputy marshal,” he shouted. “You have exactly three seconds to shut off the car before I shoot everyone inside.” It was a ballsy move, but sometimes the old adage about bullies backing down proved true. Then again, sometimes it didn’t.
The engine quieted as the driver eased off the gas. Options were clearly being considered.
Mason started a slow countdown. “One… two…”
The driver killed the engine. A few seconds later, the driver- and passenger-side doors swung open. The driver was in his late thirties, thick and strong, with a bushy beard and stars-and-stripes bandana wrapped around his greasy hair. He looked like Willie Robertson might if the Duck Dynasty Empire had suddenly fallen on hard times. The passenger was a good thirty years older, and with his spectacles and thick gray beard, could easily have passed for Willie’s crazy uncle Si.











As they stepped around to the front of the car, both men left their doors sitting open. Mason took that to suggest they were the only two occupants.
When Willie spoke, it was with an exaggerated redneck drawl.
“Marshal, you gotta be the biggest idjut in all of North Carolina.” 
“No, sir,” Mason said with a smile. “That honor would go to you.”
“How do you figure?” he said, puffing out his chest.
“Who else would climb out of a tank to confront a man holding nothing more than a pistol?”
“We’ve got guns too,” he said, tugging lightly on a large-caliber revolver pushed down into the waistband of his trousers.
“I see that, and we won’t have a problem as long as you keep those weapons stowed.”
Si bristled. “Listen, you little shit, you don’t tell me—”
“Save it,” Mason said, holding up his left hand. 
Si quieted, but his face turned an unpleasant shade of red.
Satisfied, Mason turned back to Willie.
“Go ahead and state your business.”
“What are you talkin’ about? What business?”
“You approached us in an all-fire hurry. That means you want something. So, let’s hear it.”
Willie took a long look at Leila, licking his chapped lips. 
“Is that pretty li’l thing yours?”
“I’m no man’s property,” she scoffed.
He grinned. “Not yet you ain’t.”
“So, that’s it then?” said Mason. “You were hoping to work your charms and maybe go home with a new lady friend?”
“Food, water, and women. There ain’t nothin’ else, Marshal.”
“For your kind, I suppose not.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Mason sighed. “It means that you have a choice. You can either die here in this dirt field, or you can go on your way, none the wiser perhaps, but at least you’ll be breathing.”
“That a threat?”
“You bet it is.”
Willie glanced over at Si. 
“What d’ya think? Should we do as the big bad Marshal says?”
“I say we get back in the car and run this sumbitch over. His big ugly dog too. Then, if you want the scrawny girl, you can jus’ take her. She ain’t gonna hold your attention long anyway. They never do.”
Willie nodded. “Sounds good to me.” 
Both men turned back toward the car.
“Hold it,” Mason said in a firm voice.
Willie glanced back. “What?”
“I really would be a fool to let you get back into that thing, now wouldn’t I?”
“Can’t see’s you really have a choice. You ain’t gonna shoot us in the back. We ain’t done nothin’ wrong.” He offered a toothy smile. “Not yet, we ain’t.” 
Mason shook his head. “I stand by my earlier assessment of your intelligence.”
Willie wrinkled his brow and looked over to his partner for an explanation. 
Si only shrugged.
“I’m only going to say this once. Toss your keys and pistols out into the brush.”
“Or what?” sneered Willie.
“Or I’ll shoot you both.”
“You gonna draw down on both of us?” Willie squared himself, and Si took a step away from the car, his hand moving slowly toward the pistol in his belt.
Mason took a breath and let it out slowly, feeling his heart calm and his hands steady. He played out the draw. As soon as the Supergrade cleared the holster, he would double-tap Willie in the chest. When the muzzle settled from the second shot, he would shift his aim to Si—one shot in the upper torso. He doubted that more than one 230-grain slug would be needed for the old man. The whole sequence could be completed in a single second.
“Ah, hell,” Si said, tugging for his pistol. “Let’s jus’ get this over with.” 
Mason drew his Supergrade, but before he could get off a shot, Willie dove forward with both arms extended. He probably would have gotten hands on Mason too, had it not been for Bowie. The dog caught him in mid-stride, latching onto the meat of his calf and dragging him to the ground.
With Willie down, Mason sidestepped and shifted his aim to Si, watching out of the corner of his eye as Leila bolted toward the truck.
Bad luck being what it is, the front sight of the old man’s revolver snagged on his belt, and the gun discharged, sending a .357 Magnum slug deep into his belly. Si collapsed to the ground, moaning. While the gut shot certainly put him at a profound disadvantage, it also prevented Mason from seeing his hands. 
“Toss the gun!” he shouted, training his Supergrade on the man’s head.
Si groaned, toppling over onto his side as he tucked into a ball.
“Do it!”
The old man shoved the bloody revolver out from under him.
Mason shuffled forward and kicked it under the car. Stepping clear of Si, he turned back to check on Willie. The poor redneck was screaming like he had fallen into a wood chipper, as Bowie ripped into him, snapping and biting at his hands, arms, and groin. 
“That’s enough, Bowie.”
Without turning around, the dog slowly backed away.
Mason nodded to Willie. “Toss your gun too.”
Willie’s fingers were badly chewed, and he had to clamp the gun with both palms in order to sling it away.
“Christ Almighty, Marshal,” he groaned, propping up on one elbow. “That beast ain’t got no right eatin’ me like that.”
Mason leaned down and patted Bowie.
“Watch him.”
The dog licked his lips, never once taking his eyes off Willie.
Mason walked over and retrieved the man’s revolver. It was a Taurus .44 Magnum with a six-and-a-half-inch ported barrel, beautiful, but too heavy to be used for anything other than big game hunting. He ejected the cartridges and hurled the pistol into the brush.
“Mason!” hollered Leila. She had made it halfway to the truck before stopping to look back. “Everything okay?”
He waved her on. “Go on to the truck. I’ll be along in a moment.” 
With his Supergrade at the ready, Mason edged up to the driver’s door and peered inside the car. The back seats were stuffed with food, water jugs, and cartons of cigarettes, but as he had suspected, there were no other occupants. 
He holstered the pistol and slid out his hunting knife. He couldn’t in good conscience leave Willie and Si without transportation in the middle of nowhere, but he could at least ensure they weren’t able to follow in short order. Mason stabbed the blade into the sidewall of the closest tire, watching as the rim slowly settled into the soft dirt. The car was still drivable, but certainly not fast enough to keep up with him and Leila. And while Willie could likely round up a spare from the service station, changing a tire with mangled fingers would be a slow and painful process.
Willie called to Si, but the old man didn’t answer. He had slid over to lean against the front fender and was now slumped forward, clutching his belly. The front of his shirt and trousers were soaked with blood, and his eyes were squeezed shut because of the pain. 
“You shot him, you sumbitch.”
“No, that was his own doing.”
“Well, you gotta at least help him. He’s gonna die if you don’t.”
“He’s going to die no matter what I do.” 
“You’re a lawman for God’s sake!”
“That’s true. But right now he doesn’t need a lawman. He needs a grave digger.” Mason turned to Bowie. “Come on, boy.”
Bowie took one last look at Willie before turning and trotting over to his master.
“Marshal!” he shouted, struggling to get to his knees. “What you did here ain’t gonna go unpunished. I can promise you that.”
Mason stopped and looked back. 
“You do what you need to, and I’ll do the same.”





Chapter 4  
 
 
The drive winding out of the Blue Ridge Mountains was quiet and peaceful, and Tanner and Samantha rolled their windows down to let the late morning air circulate through the Hummer’s expansive cabin. The small county road eventually intersected with Highway 321, a two-lane thoroughfare that ran all the way from South Carolina to Tennessee. It was cluttered with abandoned vehicles, but neither of them took much notice. There had been roughly three hundred million cars and trucks in the US when the pandemic hit, and many now rested on desolate stretches of highway all across the country. Perhaps the only thing to have suffered worse than mankind was the new car business.
As they passed by a small service station in Sugar Grove, they saw a bearded man in an adjacent field. He was kneeling next to a car that looked like it could have been taken right off the set of Mad Max. As soon as he saw the Hummer, he scrambled to his feet and began waving for them to stop.
“That man’s trying to get our attention,” said Samantha.
“Yep.” Tanner’s foot remained firmly on the gas.
“If that was you, you’d appreciate some help.”
“That’s true, but I wouldn’t expect any either.”
She watched over her shoulder as the bearded stranger flipped them off with what was left of a bloody finger. When he was out of sight, she turned back to Tanner.
“You’re not much of a people person, are you?”
“You’re just now figuring that out?”
“I suppose my being around all the time is hard on you.”
“You have no idea.”
She smiled, not at all minding the jab. 
“Once I get married, I’ll move out. Then you’ll miss me for sure.”
“You’re getting married?”
“Someday.”
“I see. And what’s your husband going to be like?”
“I don’t know.” Her eyes turned dreamy. “Smart, of course.”
“Of course.”
“And he’ll have to like my sense of humor.”
“Good luck with that one.”
“Funny.” She paused a moment. “He’ll have to be tough too.”
“I would hope so, on account of all the trouble you get into.”
“I guess he’ll be a lot like you, only smaller and more handsome.”
Tanner couldn’t help but chuckle.
“I understand more handsome. But why smaller?”
“I can’t very well marry a giant.”
“I’m a giant now?”
She shrugged. “Not big enough to climb down a beanstalk, if that makes you feel any better.”
“Much, thanks.” 
“I only hope my husband likes you.”
“Why wouldn’t he like me?”
“You can be kind of…” She hunted for the right words. “You know… kind of rough with people.”
“It’s not like I’m going to challenge him to a wrestling match.”
“Promise?”
Tanner growled. 
She giggled. “Anyway, don’t worry too much about my moving out. I promise I’ll come to visit at least once a week.”
“Oh, goody.”
Samantha leaned back and began to daydream about what the future might hold. 
Tanner drove on for another few minutes, finally passing the city limits sign for Boone. The town was already stirring with daily activity, folks heading out to work the farms, others on their way to the college to start preparing the day’s community meal. Boone was as close to a functioning society as any they had come across since the pandemic. A good part of that, thought Tanner, was due their having achieved a sense of security for the remaining residents—a feat achieved in no small part thanks to Mason’s efforts.
They cruised down King Street, passing a police cruiser. A uniformed man with a prosthetic leg stood next to it. As they passed, the officer offered a friendly wave, obviously inviting them to stop to chat. Tanner replied in kind but didn’t slow down. Experience had taught him that encounters with law enforcement rarely ended well, and even with Mason’s connections to the town, he thought it better not to push his luck.
When they were a few miles east of Boone, he turned the Hummer north on Highway 221. For the next two hours, they stayed on the two-lane highway, passing through a host of small communities, including Jefferson, Independence, and Galax. Each looked very much like the others, historic brick buildings now dark and empty, roads jammed with cadaver-filled cars, and disheveled survivors out scavenging from homes and businesses. What had at one time been vibrant bastions of Appalachian culture were now one step away from being decrepit ghost towns. 
“It’s sad, isn’t it?” Samantha said, watching as a mother nearly dragged her small child behind her as they searched for supplies.
“What’s sad?”
“People having to live like that.”
“Ah, it’s not so bad.”
She looked over at him.
“They don’t have any food.”
“No, but they have their freedom.”
“They’ve always had their freedom,” she scoffed. “We live in America.”
Tanner smiled but said nothing more. 
“You don’t think people were free?”
“I guess that depends on what you call free.”
“Free means you can do whatever you want.”
“Darlin’,” he said with a soft chuckle, “we could never do what we wanted. Not really.”
Samantha sat forward. “What do you mean?”
“The government forced us to do lots of things.”
“Like what? Give me an example.”
“How about giving them a piece of every penny we earned?”
“We had to do that?”
He nodded. “Oh, yes. And if you didn’t, you’d end up in the cell right next to mine.”
“What else?”
Tanner thought for a moment. 
“They made young men register to fight in wars halfway around the world.”
“They forced people to fight even if they didn’t want to?” 
“Sometimes.”
“Anything else?”
“My personal pet peeve has always been against certain local governments not allowing people to own guns.”
“But we had police back then. Why would you need a gun?”
“Same reason I need one now. To keep people from taking advantage of my good nature.”
She grinned. “Yeah, right.”
“I’m not saying we didn’t live in a great nation. We did. But that doesn’t mean we were completely free. If the government wanted the land you lived on, they took it. If you spoke too loudly against their policies, they found a reason to lock you up. Our government used an undercurrent of fear to keep people in line, and it was only getting worse when all this happened.”
“If that’s true, why didn’t people rise up and change things? You know, like in the Revolutionary War.”
“Simple. Because people were lazy.”
“Lazy?”
“Sure. As long as there was beer in the fridge, an exciting game on the TV, and a soft bed to lie in, most folks were willing to overlook a few infringements on their liberties.”
“Was my mom part of the… the infringement?”
“Of course.”
She crossed her arms. “I don’t think she knew it was happening. Not really. She wasn’t like that.”
He shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. Either way, I suspect the same problem plagued the Egyptians, the Romans, and every other society since the dawn of time.”
“What problem is that?”
“Those in power convincing themselves that the rights of the many should take precedence over those of the few.”
“But isn’t that the right way? The fair way?”
He looked over at her and smiled. 
“That depends, darlin’.”
“On what?”
“On whether or not you’re one of the few.”

By the time they reached Hillsville, Virginia, the sun was already high in the sky. The town seemed to consist of only a single intersection, where Highway 52 crossed Highway 221. Unlike the other communities, Hillsville was bustling with activity. A hodgepodge of colorful tents and makeshift wooden stalls had been set up on both sides of the street, and hundreds of people milled about them.
Tanner stopped the Hummer and took a moment to study the scene.
“What do you think’s going on here?” asked Samantha.
He pointed to a huge banner hanging across the road. Flea Market and Old Timey Days. A large flap of cardboard was stapled below the banner that read, “No guns allowed in Hillsville.”
“I’ve heard of a flea market,” she said. “But what’s an Old Timey Day?”
“Don’t know.”
“Should we check it out? It looks interesting.” 
Tanner thought about it. While the stop certainly wasn’t necessary, he didn’t feel a pressing need to hurry off to the tunnels. The mutants would be there waiting, regardless of when he and Samantha arrived.
“Sure, why not?”
“Good. Maybe we can get something to eat too.”
“We’ve got food in the back.”
“I know, but look.” She pointed to smoke rising up from one of the tents. “They’re cooking something.”
As if on cue, Tanner’s stomach growled.
She reached over and patted his belly. 
“It sounds like a thunderstorm in there.”
“No wonder. I only had a few eggs for breakfast. Hardly enough to hold over a giant.”
“That’s true,” she said, missing his sarcasm.
Tanner backed the truck up onto one of the curbs and shut it off.
“What about our guns?” she asked, looking down at her Savage .22 rifle.
Tanner studied the crowd. He didn’t see a single firearm in the mix. 
“Leave ’em. There’s probably a small town sheriff lurking nearby with nothing better to do than rough up out-of-towners who think they’re above the law.”
She placed her rifle and his sawed-off shotgun on the floorboard and draped a jacket over them. 
Tanner climbed out of the Hummer and did a quick survey of the people in their vicinity. No one seemed to be paying them any attention. A woman and her husband stood at the entrance to the market. She played a banjo, and he a fretted dulcimer. They strummed along, cutting in and out of a little mountain piece, highlighting the unique tones of the two stringed instruments. A black banjo case sat open at their feet with a sign that read, “We’re Hungry!” 
Tanner leaned back into the Hummer and grabbed his pack, figuring that he might be able to trade some of their supplies for a hot lunch. As he did, Samantha slid out of the passenger side, her eyes wide with excitement. 
“It’s like a circus,” she said softly.
“Let’s just hope there isn’t a freak show,” he said, walking toward the huge bazaar.
She followed in his wake, studying the various stalls. Most of them were set up to act as trading booths. Vendors displayed a wide assortment of homemade goods, including soap, jars of honey, dried meat, jugs of apple cider, ground wheat, canned vegetables, freshly churned butter, and plastic bottles of water that had obviously been refilled more than once. 
“Do you think they make all this stuff?” she asked.
“Sure they do.”
“But how?”
“What do you mean how? They grow it, kill it, or mash it the same way people have been doing for centuries.”
“But where’d they learn how to do that?”
“Darlin’, country folks have been making food long before there were Piggly Wigglys.”
She giggled. “What’s a Piggly Wiggly?”
“You really have lived a sheltered life,” he said with a sigh. “Come on. Let’s see what these folks have.” Tanner stepped over to a stand being operated by an old woman and her teenage grandson.
The woman smiled to reveal a couple of missing front teeth.
“Help ya?” she said, sounding an awful lot like Granny from the Beverly Hillbillies.
Tanner took a quick look at the goods sitting on her table. On one end were some freshly dug potatoes as well as a pile of okra. On the other were jars of molasses, apple salsa, pickled beets, and something labeled “Ball Busting Chow Chow.”
He picked up a jar of the chow chow and read the handwritten label. The list of ingredients included cabbage, Habanero and sweet red peppers, onion, sugar, and spices.
“You make this yourself?”
“Course I did. It’s a family recipe from me mammy.”
“Is it spicy?” 
“Make you sweat like a whore in church.” She looked over at her grandson and cackled. He offered a quick smile before going back to snapping a paper sack stuffed full of pole beans.
“See anything you like, Sam?”
She set down a jar of salsa. 
“Not really. I was hoping for something a little… meatier.” She glanced over at the tent that had smoke puffing out the top.
Tanner nodded to the old woman.
“I’ll come back and get a jar of the chow chow on my way out.”
“Can’t guarantee it’ll still be here, but y’all come back anyway.”
They turned and headed in the direction of the tent surrounded by billows of white smoke.
As they got closer, Samantha sniffed the air.
“Yum. It smells like chicken.”
Tanner smelled it too but wasn’t quite ready to place any bets on the particular species being grilled. The man doing the cooking was in his mid-fifties, and his two assistants were portly twin sisters probably half his age. All three were soaked in sweat from working around the large brick fire pit. 
As Tanner and Samantha approached, one of the women turned and said, “You folks hungry?”
Tanner studied several chunks of blackened meat cooking on a metal grate. 
“It sure smells good.”
“It is good. You want a sample?”
He looked down at Samantha, and she nodded, licking her lips. 
The woman slipped a paring knife out from her apron and sliced off a strip of the blackened meat. As she turned back around, the man cooking the food slapped her playfully on the butt.
“Hey!” she exclaimed with a broad smile.
The woman’s sister joined in by swatting at his hand. 
“How come you’re always slapping her butt and not mine?”
“Cause hers is nicer than yours.”
The woman put her hands on her hips. 
“They’re the exact same!”
“No, they ain’t.”
“So, you’re sayin’ you like her butt better’n mine?” The woman’s face was starting to turn red.
“I most certainly do.” Before she could protest, he held up a finger. “But there’s other parts of you I like better. It all works out in the end.”
“How do you figure?” Her tone was already softening.
He reached out and put his arms around both women. 
“Cause at the end of the day, I get you both.”
Both women made little snorting noises, but it seemed more for show than anything else. It was a dance they had done a hundred times before.
“Don’t mind him none,” the first woman said, holding the knife out with a piece of meat dangling off the end. “He’s the worst man we ever came across.”
Her sister quickly added, “Which is why we married him.”
Both of the young women giggled.
Tanner took the meat and handed it to Samantha. She smelled it and then took a small nibble. It met her approval, and she quickly stuffed the rest into her mouth.
“Good?” he asked.
“A little stringy,” she said, pulling a little piece from between her teeth. “But, yeah, not bad.”
Tanner turned back to the woman and set his backpack on the table.
“I’ve got a few things, if you’re willing to trade.”
“Sure. Let’s see what you got.”
Tanner dug around and pulled out a pouch of freeze-dried lasagna.
“How about this?”
She picked it up and studied the back of the package, as if making her decision based on nutritional value. Her twin stepped up to see what was being offered.
“What’s he got?”
She handed her the package. “Lasagna.” 
“I like lasagna. You?”
“Sure. What’s not to like?”
She called over her shoulder. “Bucky.”
The man turned, a large metal fork in his hand.
“What d’ya say?” She held up the package. “Lasagna?”
He shrugged. “Sounds good. I ain’t had lasagna since I used to date that pretty li’l cheerleader.” He stabbed a piece of the meat and held it out to the women. 
“You ain’t never dated no cheerleaders,” she said, wrapping the meat in a piece of newspaper before handing it to Tanner. 
“Have so. She was about yay high.” He held the fork out at about shoulder level. “And she had the cutest little set of—”
“Bucky,” both women warned in unison.
He chuckled and turned back to tend to the grill.
Tanner passed the meat over to Samantha and stepped away from the stall.
“Don’t you want any?” she asked.
“Nah. I’m saving room for that chow chow.”
She shrugged and took a bite. 
“Okay, but this is way better.”
They spent the next thirty minutes wandering through the market, stopping to look at all manner of food, clothing, and tools. Some of the items were homemade, others were taken from abandoned houses, and a few even had tags from where they had been looted from ransacked stores. 
At the far end of the flea market were a series of tents from which people offered training in a host of forgotten skills. Classes included farming with horse and plow, candle making, animal husbandry, woodworking, blacksmithing, weaving, and pottery making. The folks giving the classes all looked to be hardworking farmers with an interest in living like pioneers—a skill that was more valuable now than ever before. 
Tanner and Samantha stopped and stood with a small crowd, watching as a blacksmith conducted a class on shoeing a draft horse. The animal stood nearly seven feet tall and had a broad, short back and tremendously powerful hindquarters. Its legs were feathered with soft white fur that reached down to the hooves. Despite its fearsome size, the horse seemed docile and patient, the product no doubt of thousands of years of domestication. 
The blacksmith was a lanky man with thick forearms and a bushy mustache. A red port-wine birthmark ran from the top of his scalp to behind his left ear. He wore a thick leather apron that hung all the way down to his knees with the name “Gus” sewn onto the front. A cart stacked with hammers, pliers, files, and blades sat to one side, and a steel conical beak anvil had been set up on a thick stump of wood.
“How about we get a volunteer to help me shoe this horse?” he said, surveying the crowd.
No one stepped forward. 
“Come on, now. Anyone can do it. I promise it’s not dangerous.”
A barrel-chested man who stood as tall as Andre the Giant shouted from the audience. 
“It might help if you wiped that lipstick off your face.” 
He turned to the crowd for their approval but found only furrowed brows and admonishing stares. Andre responded with an emphatic middle finger all around.
Doing his best to ignore the big man, Gus said, “Come on, this’ll be fun. Let’s have a volunteer.”
Without saying a word to Tanner, Samantha stepped forward.
“I’ll give it a try.”
The blacksmith quickly sized her up, as if deciding whether or not she was a worthy apprentice.
“I do believe you’ll make a fine farrier.” 
“A fine what?”
“A farrier.” Gus cupped a hand around his mouth as if sharing a secret. “It’s just a fancy name for a blacksmith who works with horses.” He turned back to the audience. “What do you say we give this brave young lady a hand?”
The group offered a brief round of applause.
Andre said something, but the clapping drowned him out.
“Better put this on,” Gus said, handing her a thick leather apron. 
Samantha slipped the strap over her head and tied it around back. Once she had the apron on, she stepped closer to the horse and gently stroked its neck. 
“I imagine he’s the largest animal you’ve ever seen,” Gus said with an understanding smile.
She shook her head. “Not even close. Just a few days ago, I had the chance to pet an African bull elephant.”
The crowd came alive with friendly laughter.
“Sure you did, dear. All right now, let’s see if we can get some shoes on this horse. You ready?”
She shrugged. “I guess.”
“You’re already doing the first step by letting the horse know that you’re there. You certainly don’t want to surprise a fifteen-hundred-pound animal.”
“Right,” she said, patting it lightly on the rump.
“The next step is to get into position by sliding your hip up against his hock and gaskin.”
Samantha gave him a puzzled look.
Gus gently inched her into position in front of the horse’s hind leg. 
“The hock is this large joint,” he said, stroking the animal’s leg, “and the gaskin is the muscle right above it.”
“That’s not where my hock is located,” snickered Andre.
Several people cut their eyes at him, but no one dared to say anything. 
Tanner sized the big man up, deciding on the best way to shut him up. A heckler was one thing. A man who made crass comments to a twelve-year-old girl was another. And a man who made them to Samantha was something yet again.
Gus continued on with his instruction. 
“Slide one of your legs inside of his so that you can apply a little pressure. That way he won’t feel like he’s going to topple over.”
“Got it,” she said, working herself into position.
“Great. Now that you’ve got your hip under him, lift his foot so that it folds up between your legs.”
She reached down and clumsily lifted the horse’s foot. When the hoof was facing toward her, she squeezed her knees together to hold it in place.
“Excellent. You’re a natural. Now it’s time to clean the bottom of his hoof.” Gus retrieved a hoof pick and a wire brush from his cart. “Here,” he said, handing her the pick. “Use this to scrape out any dirt or stones.”
She scraped the curved pick around the outer edge of the hoof, dislodging several clumps of dried dirt. When she had most of the debris removed, she swapped the pick out for the brush and gently scrubbed it across the bottom of the hoof.
“Wonderful. Now use the hook knife to slice away some of that dried flaky sole. When you’re done, the sole should be white.”
Samantha used the edge of the blade to carefully slice away the outermost layer of the sole. Underneath was a white leathery substance. 
“This is sort of like peeling a potato,” she said.
Gus smiled. “I’ve never thought of it that way, but yes, I suppose it is.”
When she had the hoof fairly well cleaned up, the blacksmith took a quick look and nodded.
“Very nice. Next, you’re going to trim the hoof wall.”
Again, she gave him a confused look.
“Think of it like trimming his toenails.” He handed her a set of hoof nippers that looked like a long set of pliers.
Her eyes grew wide. “They’re awfully big nail clippers.”
The audience laughed.
“You don’t have to take off much,” explained Gus. “Just trim a little from each side as you work your way around toward the toe.”
She opened the nippers and positioned them over a small portion of the hoof wall.
“Like that?”
“A little more. You only want to leave him with about three inches to the hairline.”
She adjusted the nippers and struggled to snip off a small piece of the hoof wall.
“He’s got some thick toenails!” she grunted. 
The crowd laughed again, warming to her little quips.
Samantha continued working the nippers around, and when she finished, she gently ran her hands over the hoof. 
“It’s not very smooth.”
“That’s why we use this to dress it.” He traded the nippers out with a rasp. “File the bottom until the hoof is flat and level. But be careful of the frog.”
She chuckled. “A horse has a frog?”
Gus leaned down and touched a small triangular wedge centered in the hoof, and several people in the audience leaned in to see.
“That’s the frog. It can be sensitive on some horses.”
“It looks more like an arrowhead.”
He nodded. “I’ve often thought the same thing. Just try to keep the file from scrubbing against it too hard.”
“That’s right, sweetie,” shouted Andre. “Careful not to scrub it too hard.”
Rather than offer a warning, Tanner stepped back from the crowd and circled in behind the big man. He stopped when he was a few feet behind him, determined that Andre’s next outburst would be his last.
Samantha slid the rasp across the bottom of the hoof wall, testing the hoof with her fingertips after every few strokes. When it was finally smooth, she tilted the hoof out toward Gus. 
“What do you think? Is that good enough?”
He leaned over and rubbed his palm across the hoof. 
“It’s perfect. Now we’re ready to shoe the horse.”
Andre snickered. “I bet she’ll hear that more than once.”
Without warning, Tanner kicked straight up between the man’s legs. The blow was as underhanded as it was effective. Andre stumbled forward and collapsed to the ground, his face narrowly missing a pile of horse dung. That, however, was to be the only break he would catch. The blow had dislocated one of his testicles, driving it up into his abdomen and impacting it against the pubic bone. The pain was so great that he began to heave uncontrollably. As the pressure built, lunch finally bubbled up, and a huge pile of chunky meat and carrots spilled out onto the dirt. He tried to push himself up, but before he got to his knees, his eyes glazed over, and he collapsed into the puddle of puke.
The crowd turned to Tanner. A few nodded or smiled, but most stared at him with a mix of shock and uncertainty. He said nothing, offering neither explanation nor apology. Really, what was there to say? The situation was over as quickly as it had started. 
Gus cleared his throat. “When you’re shoeing a horse,” he continued, hoping to pull the audience back in, “it’s important to find a shoe that fits.” He looked down at Samantha. “You wouldn’t want to wear your father’s shoes, now would you?”
Samantha glanced over at Tanner. 
“Have you seen his feet?”
Everyone instinctively looked down at Tanner’s boots, the same boots that had just turned Andre into a countertenor.
Gus grabbed a horseshoe from his cart and leaned down to place it against the flat of the animal’s hoof. 
“With a little fitting, this one should work.” He set the horseshoe on his anvil, held it with a pair of metal tongs, and gave the shoe a few careful strikes with his hammer. When he was satisfied, he set it back on the hoof. This time, it lay almost perfectly flat. “I think that’ll do just fine.”
“Do we glue it on?”
“You can, but most of the time we use special nails.”
She looked concerned. “You hammer nails into his foot?” 
“Just through the hoof wall. And as long we do it right, it won’t hurt him a bit. Watch here.” Gus squeezed in closer and used a small hammer to tap the first nail into place. “The important thing is to drive it through the hoof wall at an outward angle. That way we stay clear of the sensitive portion of the hoof.”
“I see,” she said. “But what do you do with the points of the nails poking through the sides?”
Gus grabbed a claw hammer and carefully bent the nail tip. Then he took a pair of nippers and clipped it off, leaving about an eighth of an inch pointing toward the toe.
“Now, you try one,” he said, handing her the hammer and a nail.
Samantha mimicked what he had done, careful to maintain the same angle when tapping in the nail. Once she had it flush, she bent the tip and snipped off the excess. She repeated the process four more times. By the time she finished, sweat was rolling down her face and neck.
“Are we done?” she groaned. “My back is killing me.”
“Almost. The last step is to file off any rough spots on the outside of the hoof wall.” He handed her the rasp. “You want the hoof to be nice and smooth. That way the horse can’t hurt himself.”
Samantha took her time, carefully filing the tips of the nails and any rough patches on the hoof wall. When she was finished, she gently rubbed her palm over the outside of the hoof. It felt hard and smooth. Without asking, she lowered the foot down to the ground and slid out from beneath the horse. Her lower back felt like it was on fire.
“Sorry, but one shoe is enough for me,” she said, holding the file out to Gus.
He smiled and turned back to the crowd. 
“Let’s give a hand to Hillsville’s newest farrier.”
The crowd clapped, and a couple of people even patted Tanner on the back. Perhaps it was to congratulate him on raising such an industrious daughter. More likely, it was to thank him for dropping the big oaf who was still lying in his own vomit.












After Tanner had traded for a bottle of Granny’s fine Ball Busting Chow Chow, he and Samantha began to make their way out of the flea market.
“Shoeing horses is hard work,” she said, rubbing her back.
“Next time, you’ll know better than to volunteer.”
She shrugged. “No one else was going to do it. Besides, I like animals, and I figured that someday maybe I’ll have a horse or two.”
“First, you’re getting married, and now you’re raising horses. What else is going on in that brain of yours?”
“If I told you all the things in my brain, you’d think I was really weird.”
Tanner bit his lip, reluctant to take the bait.
An orange tabby suddenly darted out from between two stalls and dashed away into the crowd. An instant later, one of the twin sisters who had been preparing the blackened meat raced after it.
“Grab it!” she screamed.
No one moved to lend a hand, and Samantha watched as they disappeared behind a tent.
“Should we help her catch her cat?”
Tanner turned to her with a sly grin. 
“Darlin’, that wasn’t her cat.”
“What do you mean?” Before he could answer, her eyes grew wide. “You don’t think…”
He shrugged. “What does it matter? Meat is meat.”
She held her stomach and let out a small burp. 
“Hairball?”
“Please, no,” she pleaded. 
He patted her on the shoulder. 
“Don’t worry about it. People have been eating cats and dogs for ages.”
“Barbarians, maybe!”
He laughed.
“Have you ever eaten a cat?” she asked in a soft probing tone.
“No way. That’s disgusting.”
“Oh, man,” she groaned, bending at the waist. “I’m definitely going to be sick.”
Despite willing it to happen, Samantha couldn’t quite make herself throw up. She finally spat a few times and accepted the fact that this was all she could manage. With nothing left to do, she straightened up, and they continued toward the Hummer.
“It’s official,” she said. “I’m an animal.”
“We’re all animals.”
“You know what I mean. A wild animal.”
“Nah. It’s like I told you before—survivalists eat whatever they need to in order to stay alive. Believe me, people have eaten a lot worse than a little cat.”
“You think it was little?”
He grinned. “What I’m saying is that you should be thankful that it was just a cat. One day you might have to eat or drink something really disgusting in order to survive.”
“What could be worse than a cat?”
“I once saw a self-proclaimed survivalist squeeze water from elephant dung.” Tanner held his hands over his head like he was wringing out a huge sponge. “There were literally pieces of green elephant poop falling into this guy’s mouth.”
Samantha turned and retched. 
As she stood doubled over, letting the last bit of spittle drip from her lips, he stepped closer and put his hand on her shoulder. 
“You can thank me later.”
“Thank you?” she choked. “For what?”
“For helping you to be cat free, of course.”
She wiped at her mouth.
“I’m never eating another animal as long as I live.”
“Other than chicken, pork chops, bacon, and hamburgers, you mean.”
She nodded. “Other than those.”
He smiled. “Come on, kiddo. Let’s get back on the road.”
They left the flea market and crossed the street toward the Hummer. As Tanner reached into his pocket for the keys, someone shoved him from behind. He stumbled forward and wheeled around with his hands up. When he turned, he saw Andre standing ten feet away, leaning forward and ready to charge like Bodacious the Bull. His face was flushed with anger, and pieces of vomit still clung to his overalls.
“They told me you’re the bastard who kicked me.”
Tanner squared himself, making a fist with the tips of the keys poking between his fingers. 
“Tanner,” she cautioned, “we don’t need this right now.”
He glanced over and saw the pleading look in Samantha’s eyes as she mouthed the word please. Tanner took a deep breath and let it out slowly as he turned his attention back to the big man.
“Let me ask you something.”
“If you’re going to ask for mercy, don’t bother. You’re getting a beating, one way or the other.”
“I don’t ask for mercy, and I don’t give any either. I just had a question.”
“What?” he sneered.
“When you were lying on the ground, what went through your head?”
“What kind of bullshit question is that?”
“What I mean is, wasn’t there some small part of you that thought you had that coming?”
“Screw you.” Andre’s fists tightened, and his feet shifted around as he prepared for a swing.
“If you come at me,” warned Tanner, “the time for talking will be over.”
“Believe me,” said Samantha, “you’re better off talking.”
The big man settled back on his heels.
“You didn’t have no cause for kickin’ me in the nuts.”
Hearing the man’s change in tone, Tanner thought he would try another tack.
“You got any kids?”
The question caught Andre by surprise, and his face twisted with pain.
“Don’t you talk about my li’l girl.”
“I was only wondering if you knew what it was like to be a father.”
Andre took a moment to answer.
“I used to know,” he said, choking up a little. 
Tanner nodded. “I’m sorry.”
“Ain’t none o’ yer damn business.”
“You’re right, it isn’t. But this girl is my business.” He motioned toward Samantha. “She’s all I’ve got in this whole godforsaken world, just like your little girl was all you had.”
Andre looked at Samantha with a faraway look in his eyes, perhaps imagining her as someone else. 
“If a man had made vulgar comments to your daughter, what would you have done?”
Andre didn’t answer.
“The way I see it, you had a good kick in the nuts coming. Nothing more, nothing less.”
Andre stared at him, still quiet.
“If you disagree and want to come at me for what I did, that’s up to you. I’m good either way.” Tanner rolled his head from side to side and squatted slightly, ready for whatever the man might do next.
Andre let out a breath, nodded once, and then turned and stomped back toward the market.
After he had disappeared into the crowd, Samantha patted Tanner on the back.
“I’m so proud of you.”
“Yeah, I’m turning over a whole new leaf. Now, let’s hurry up and get the hell out of here.”
“Why? He’s obviously decided not to fight you.”
“For now, yes. But once he starts pissing blood, he might think better of that decision.”





Chapter 5  
 
 
President Lincoln Pike knew better than to assume that everything would go according to plan. Every action he had taken, whether it was the gassing of the marshals at Glynco, the transporting of weapons to Lenny Bruce, or the attempt on General Carr’s life, all had resulted in undesired consequences. No doubt the effort to clear President Glass from the Greenbrier bunker would also suffer similar setbacks. But for the first time in quite a while, Pike allowed himself to feel comforted by the fact that a plan was finally in place to put his house back in order. Cards were being dealt, one hand, winner take all, and he was feeling pretty good about his chances. 
Yumi Tanaka, an apparition that only he could see, also seemed to be feeling reassured. She had returned to her more corporeal form, her skin once again taking on its normal shade and hue. Together, she and Pike had spent the better part of a day working out the details of how best to respond to the damning allegations that had been broadcast all over the country. While the identity of the broadcaster had not yet been confirmed, Pike was convinced that it was Rosalyn Glass, coming back from the grave to rob him of his rightful place. He also had little doubt that if the accusations could ever be proven, he and General Hood would end up swinging from the gallows.
A knock sounded on the door to his office. 
“Enter.”
Yumi had been pacing back and forth in front of the door, but she quickly stepped aside to let it swing inward. Despite her ghostly appearance, she was careful to avoid physical contact with earthly objects. She could inflict both pain and pleasure on Pike, but she made no attempt to affect their surroundings. As an artifact in his mind, he was convinced that objects would simply pass through her, but oddly, she seemed reluctant to put his theory to the test.
Vice President Andrew Stinson stepped into the room.
“Mr. President.”
Pike looked up, barely able to hide his contempt. Stinson was an incompetent worm, hardly worthy of holding the office of city mayor, let alone the vice presidency of the United States. He was, however, harmless. And for that, Pike was thankful.
“What is it, Andrew?”
“Everything’s in place, sir. You’re scheduled to address the Congressional Body at three this afternoon. Are you certain you don’t want any help with your speech?”
“That won’t be necessary,” he said, looking down at the pages. “It’s almost ready.”
Stinson couldn’t help but tip forward as he tried to sneak a peek.
Pike rested his hands on top of the pages, more to frustrate Stinson than to cover any undisclosed announcement.
“Is there anything else?”
“I, um, I just wanted to tell you that I think you’re doing the right thing. Better to get out in front of it, right?” He offered a tentative smile.
Pike met the smile with one of his own. No doubt Stinson was praying each and every hour that the scandal would force Pike to step down, leaving him at the helm. That, Pike vowed, would never happen. Even if he had to murder the sickly bastard with his own two hands, Andrew Stinson would never be president.
“Thank you, Andrew. I’m sure it will all settle out.”
“Yes, sir.” He hesitated, and then turned and quietly retreated from the room.
As soon as the door closed, Yumi said, “Why is it that every time I see that man, I want to choke the life out of him?”
Pike grinned. “Because you’re a woman who likes to use her hands.”
She smiled. “That I do.” She moved to sit on the edge of his desk. “Are you ready?”
He nodded. 
The plan was simple, as every good plan is. Pike would get out into the light, rather than skulk about like a robber who had something to hide. He had demanded an appearance in front of the Congressional Body and the Joint Chiefs, not to clear his name but to get to the bottom of things. His guilt, or lack thereof, would not be allowed to be called into question. Rather, he would discount the allegations as either a sham or a criminal undermining of his government.
While Pike took the necessary steps to reassure everyone that a murderous plot had not fueled his rise to power, General Hood would remove all traces of Rosalyn Glass and her co-conspirators. They would simply vanish. Poof! Gone. Never to be seen again. A few hardcore supporters might continue to question the mysterious broadcast, but most would let it fade away, thankful that it had proven no more lasting than a bad dream.
The country had bigger worries, not the least of which was preparing for a winter without gas or electricity. People had grown soft. Trying to survive sub-freezing temperatures would test even the strongest of those who remained. Many would undoubtedly migrate to the New Colonies with the hopes of finding heating oil, food, and clean water. But even with those basic necessities, a hard cold winter would be reminiscent of the Pilgrims’ settling of Plymouth Bay. 
Those hardships were precisely what President Pike was counting on. Once a chill came into the air and people found themselves in need, they would be quick to forget baseless charges. Instead, they would embrace anyone who could help to relieve their suffering. Provide a woman and her children with a blanket and a warm meal, and she would be the first to sing a politician’s praises. History had shown this to be the case, and Pike had full confidence that it would be so again.

General Hood tossed his rucksack into the back of the UH-60 helicopter and scrambled in after it. As soon as he stepped aboard, the craft lifted into the air and turned south toward Fort Bragg, North Carolina. The trip was roughly three hundred miles, but he expected to be there before evening chow. After the virus hit, much of the fort had been cordoned off due to the loss of personnel. They had, however, managed to maintain the viability of both the US Army Airborne and Special Operations forces. The US Army Forces Command (FORSCOM) also remained headquartered there, a group responsible for providing land forces to combatant commanders all over the globe. They were, of course, but a shadow of their prior strength, but critical mass had been preserved, and they now handled nearly all troop deployments.
It was at Fort Bragg that General Hood would meet up with a Special Forces unit known as the Black Dogs. As the head of Special Operations Warfare, not to mention the likely successor to the Secretary of Defense, Hood had grown to consider the unit to be his personal commandos. They had already conducted a handful of sensitive missions on his behalf, and even with their modest numbers, had proven capable of conducting intelligence gathering, raids, and targeted assassinations.
In many ways, the Black Dogs were like every other military unit. They ate in the mess hall, lived together in military housing, and shared a special camaraderie found only in being part of an elite brotherhood. Unlike the Rangers, Green Berets, or Navy SEALS, however, conventional military ranks had been abandoned in favor of a simple three-tier system. Every man in the Black Dogs was classified either as an operator, team leader, or unit leader. Handpicked from different branches of service, they were hard men willing to do hard things.
Their existence wasn’t advertised, but it wasn’t kept a secret either. Each man proudly wore the unit insignia, a snarling black dog, on his sleeve. The patch served two purposes. It provided a sense of solidarity, but more importantly, it let military officers know that these men were outside of their command structure. Except under the most egregious of abuses, the Black Dogs answered only to their own.
Their missions were understood to be Top Secret, with only the most select officials ever being briefed. Like other Special Operations units, their numbers were kept manageable. In the case of the Black Dogs, this had meant limiting their size to four hundred for the past several decades. No more, no less. The virus, however, had taken its toll on them as well, whittling that four hundred down to a mere fifty. 
Ten of those fifty had been killed only days earlier during a search and destroy mission in Lexington, Kentucky. The specifics of that operation were not yet fully understood and might never be. What was known was that the mission itself had been successful—Lenny Bruce was dead. An insider in the Fresh Start initiative had confirmed as much. The charismatic leader had reportedly been crushed when the city’s museum collapsed. Unfortunately, that collapse also took the lives of several of the Black Dogs. The rest of their casualties were suffered at a peanut butter plant, although it was not yet clear who, or what, was responsible for their deaths. 
General Hood leaned back against the jump seat, listening to the helicopter’s rotor blades beat the air. He had always marveled that such an odd contraption could actually fly. Airplanes made sense. Helicopters, not so much. Despite having a small case of the jitters, it felt good to be going back into the field. For the past fifteen years, he had been hobnobbing with the political elite, which, while adding stars to his uniform, was hardly the life for a professional soldier.
He was facing the most important mission of his career. Not only must he kill Rosalyn Glass and her supporters, he also needed to remove all traces that they had ever been at The Greenbrier. Hood accepted that their deaths would be nothing short of cold-blooded murder. To suggest otherwise was to practice self-deception. But having served in two wars, General Hood understood that some sicknesses could only be cured with a little bloodletting. 

Rosalyn Glass pressed up out of her wheelchair, steadying herself against the doorframe. She despised her body for being so weak and frail, but the hatred did little to improve her stamina. Despite it having been several weeks since the attack, she could move about for only a few minutes at a time. Anything more and she risked falling, something that might leave her permanently confined to the dreaded chair.
She pushed open the door and stepped into the small conference room, doing her best to hide the pain that still burned in her chest. The dull gray concrete walls were a far cry from the lavish boardrooms she had been accustomed to before the pandemic. But she had come to look past such imperfections and appreciate what was truly important—honorable intentions from patriots who loved their country.
General Carr, Jack Fry, Bill Baker, and Tom Pinker were seated around the table. Each man had held an important position in the government only days earlier, and each had abandoned it to stand by her side. 
Carr started to get to his feet, but she gestured politely for him to stay seated.
“I’m fine,” she mouthed with a smile. Since her injury, she had been unable to speak clearly and had been forced to use an electrolarynx to communicate.
Carr nodded, but he couldn’t help but notice the wheelchair in the hallway. 
“Madam President,” said Jack, “it’s great to see you up and about.”
She pressed the electrolarynx to the side of her throat and said, “Thanks Jack. Every day I get a little stronger.” She walked slowly to the table, patting his hand as she took her seat. “General, I believe that this is your meeting.”
General Carr stood up and moved to the end of the table. In one hand, he carried a tightly rolled blueprint.
“Thank you, Madam President. It’s been almost twenty-four hours since the broadcast, and I thought it prudent that we put together a strategy.”
“A strategy for what?” Bill asked in a gravelly voice. Having suffered a bayonet wound to his throat many years earlier as part of a peace mission to Africa, his vocal chords had never fully healed.
“A strategy for surviving the impending attack by Pike’s assassins, of course.”
“General, do you know something that we don’t?” Tom Pinker had worked in intelligence for many years, and he was a man who valued information perhaps more than anyone else in the room.
“Nothing specific, no. We haven’t yet received a warning from Dr. Greene, but I can’t imagine a scenario in which President Pike or General Hood would allow us to leave this bunker alive.”
“But why?” asked Glass. “We’ve already put the truth out there for everyone to hear. Even if we’re all killed, that’s not going to change.”
“That’s true. But right now, they’re nothing more than faceless allegations. Until we make our case in front of a judicial body, few will take them seriously.”
“I’m afraid he’s right,” said Pinker. “Lincoln Pike will only be brought down if we’re able to present the facts in person.”
She nodded. “I’ll be well enough to do that shortly. All I need is another couple of days to build my strength.”
“And that remains the plan,” said Carr. “Our endgame is simple—to survive long enough to come out of hiding.” He set the paper on the table, unrolled it, and placed an ink pen on each corner to hold it open.
“What is it you have there?” Pinker asked, leaning forward.
“This is a high-level blueprint of the bunker. It won’t provide much of a tactical advantage, but it should at least help us to understand the general layout.” He searched the oversized page, finally touching his finger to a small block located on the east side of the upper level. “We’re here, in an office adjacent to the medical facility.”
Everyone slid their chairs closer to study the blueprint. At one hundred and twelve thousand square feet, the bunker was nothing short of enormous. It consisted of two floors, each roughly square, and each containing a maze of rooms and interconnected corridors that would have left a mouse as smart as Mr. Jingles scratching his head.
“My Lord!” exclaimed President Glass. “I never imagined that this place was so big. Where do we even start?”
“It’s best if we focus on the bunker’s major areas,” said Carr. “The upper floor contains most of the infrastructures. That includes the power plant, dining room, dormitories, and medical facility.” He took a moment to point out each.
Pinker traced a four-hundred-foot-long tunnel on the left side of the page.
“Is this the way we came in?”
“Yes,” said Carr. “That’s the West Tunnel entrance.
“How many ways are there into the bunker?” asked Bill. “And, more importantly, is each one sealed up tight?”
“There are four entrances. Two are at the east end of the shelter, one is to the west at the end of the long tunnel, and the fourth is a vertical shaft that acts as the bunker’s air intake. It opens directly through the ceiling of the power plant. And yes, each is sealed with a blast door. I’ve personally checked them all.”
“Then we’re safe, right?” Jack said, looking around the room. “No one can get through those blast doors.”
Everyone turned to the person next to them, waiting for someone to disagree. 
No one did. 
“General?” said Glass. “Is he right?”
“It’s hard to say for sure. The doors are certainly impenetrable by normal munitions, but this is a vast underground compound.”
“Meaning what exactly?”
“Meaning that I don’t know if there are any safeguards built in to act as emergency exits.”
“You think there might be secret ways in and out of the bunker?”
He shrugged. “Frankly, Madam President, I don’t know. There’s nothing shown on the blueprints, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t a back door somewhere.”
“Even if there were,” said Bill, “would Pike have access to that information?”
“Again, I don’t know.”
Pinker hesitated. “It would seem our biggest threat is that someone inside the bunker lets them in, either by accident or malicious intent.”
President Glass looked shocked. “Why in the world would anyone do that?”
“A whole host of reasons. Money. Blackmail. Allegiance to the current government. Or perhaps Pike managed to coerce someone by threatening their loved ones.”
Everyone looked to one another, and again, there were no answers to be had.
Carr spoke up. “Tom’s right. While I can’t see any of us working with Pike, he could have gotten to one of the engineers operating the bunker. For all we know, he may have a mole on the inside, feeding him information.”
“Surely, you don’t really believe that.”
“This isn’t about what I believe, Madam President. It’s about keeping you alive. I’ll round up the engineers and send them home.”
“But what will you tell them?”
“Nothing.”
“Won’t that raise their suspicions?”
“Up until now, none even know of your existence. Once they leave the bunker, they’ll hear about the broadcast and likely put two and two together. But at that point, most will probably be thankful to be out of the line of fire. Either way, they won’t be able to compromise our safety.”
Glass nodded thoughtfully. “I suppose that makes sense.”
“Can we run this place without them for a couple of days?” asked Bill.
“That shouldn’t be a problem. The five of us, along with Dr. Tran, should be able to handle things. The generators can operate continuously for up to forty-five days, so all we have to do is keep a watch on things until it’s time to leave.”
“What’s to say that snipers won’t be waiting for us outside the bunker?” asked Jack.
“Indeed, they could be,” acknowledged Carr. “But our broadcast ensures that there will be many others waiting for us to exit as well. I can’t see Pike risking attacking us in public like that. Our murders would be even more damning than our accusations.”
Rosalyn Glass smiled. “General, it seems you’ve thought of everything.”
Carr shook his head. “No, Madam President, there are always holes. The only question is whether or not our enemy will discover them.”





Chapter 6  
 
 
Mason and Leila were enjoying the warmth of the early afternoon sun as they traveled north on Highway 221. Bowie also seemed to be enjoying the trip as he poked his head around the side of the cab to feel the rush of wind blowing through his fur. They drove for nearly an hour, finally reaching Highway 194. Thick green brush and trees lined both sides of the two-lane road, as it wound its way through rolling hills, gravel pits, and the occasional family farm. A sign to the right of the highway indicated that the small town of West Jefferson lay directly ahead.
Leila was about to suggest that they stop for lunch when she heard the faint roar of engines in the distance. She spun around and looked out through the open rear window. A stream of motorcycles, cars, and trucks approached as sure as a cavalry troop chasing down a would-be deserter. 
“Marshal…” 
“I see them,” he said, looking into the rearview mirror.
“I don’t understand. How could they have caught up to us?”
 It didn’t make sense to him either. The tire should have taken Willie an hour or more to change. The only explanation was that he had received help. Once the tire was changed, he must have rendezvoused with the rest of the Ravagers and convinced them to give chase. Even so, it didn’t account for how they had located Mason’s truck so quickly. 
He recalled the large whip antenna on Willie’s car. 
“They must have been in radio contact with each other,” he said, thinking out loud. “One of them probably spotted us and called the others.”
He watched as the procession slowly grew closer, sections of the convoy occasionally disappearing behind the hills. A dusty, gray armored car led the pack, confirming what Mason already knew. Willie intended to make good on his promise.
Mason punched the gas, and the F150 surged forward.
“I made a mistake leaving that man alive.”
“You couldn’t very well shoot him.”
“Maybe not, but I could have been a little slower calling off Bowie.”
“That’s not you, Marshal,” she said, touching his arm. “Thank God, it’s not.”
Mason didn’t argue the point. Every man had a list of weaknesses, and mercy was apparently at the top of his.
“Do you think we can outrun them?” she asked.
“The cars maybe, but not the bikes.”
Leila turned to study the surrounding roadway. To one side was a thick stretch of trees and, to the other, a large open field. The town of West Jefferson flashed in and out of view as the road crested and fell.
“What do we do?”
“We start by seeing if we can lose them. Hold on!” 
Mason pulled the wheel hard to the left, swerving the truck off the road and down a grassy slope, narrowly threading two copses of trees. Bowie barked as he lost his footing and flopped over in the bed. The truck bumped and bounced for a quarter-mile, finally plowing through a tall chain-link fence and coming to rest on a stretch of cracked asphalt. Ahead of them was the cinder block wall of a small grocery store. Next to it sat a faded green dumpster with a sign that read “Property of Mike’s Groceries. No dumping!”
Mason circled around the store and sped past a row of gas pumps. The parking lot exited onto Beaver Creek School Road, a thoroughfare that paralleled the interstate. Directly across the street sat the Ashe Baptist Association Center, a nondescript brick building that offered neither cover nor concealment.
He turned right and began weaving his way through the logjam of cars. Pressing ahead as fast as he dared, he passed a series of rusted sheet-metal buildings, a builders supply store, and a Nation’s Inn motel—none of which seemed suitable to make a stand against a band of pissed-off Ravagers.
Things only grew worse the further north they went. A huge multi-car pileup blocked the intersection ahead, leaving it completely impassible. A few drivers had tried to squeeze around the mayhem, only to find themselves pinched between cars and the corners of adjacent buildings. Mason saw no way to navigate the narrow road, short of ditching the truck and going on foot, and that was not something he was prepared to do.
Continuing to follow the path of least resistance, he turned into a large parking lot. To the right was a Dollar General, to the left, a Waffle House, and directly ahead stood a Jiffy Lube. A pickup truck had plowed into the front of the Dollar General, leaving a gaping hole in the wall and the unassuming yellow and black sign dangling precariously overhead. Pregnancy tests, socks, miniature bottles of shampoo, and kitchen utensils littered the ground like breadcrumbs for diehard value shoppers. 
Mason felt his blood pressure rising. Despite his best efforts, every turn seemed to put them in a box that squeezed tighter and tighter. With the sound of engines growing ever louder, backtracking was no longer possible. They would have to hole up somewhere and hope they went undetected.
He swung the truck around to the back of the Waffle House and parked a few feet from the building. The roof of the restaurant cast a long shadow, and he was reasonably confident that the truck would be invisible both from the highway and Beaver Creek School Road. 
“We’ll hide here until they pass,” he said, shutting off the engine.
“Do you really think this will work?”
He swung open his door. 
“It depends.”
“On what?”
“On how determined they are to find us.” 
Mason climbed out and began stuffing a handful of fully-loaded M4 magazines into his waistband. Leila scrambled out after him with her Beretta nine-millimeter held awkwardly in her left hand. The gash on her dominant hand still forced her to work the pistol weak-handed, a skill she had yet to master. 
Together they eyed the back of the building. There was only one way in, a small nondescript service door. There was no handle on the outside, presumably to thwart would-be breakfast thieves, but a brick had been used to prop the door open.
“Let’s check it out,” he said, pointing.
Bowie hopped down from the bed of the truck and followed along. 
Stepping to one side of the door, Mason eased it open a few more inches. When he did, the smell of pancakes, maple syrup, and bacon wafted out. As far as odors went, it was far better than most they had encountered of late. 
Bowie tipped his nose up and took a few deep sniffs.
“Easy, boy,” he warned, pressing his hand lightly against the dog’s chest. The lure of food was powerful to any dog, and Mason gave him a fifty-fifty chance of actually obeying.
To his credit, Bowie stood fast, soaking up the odor but never pushing into the building.
They stood motionless, leaning forward to listen. Other than the roar of vehicles racing down the highway, the only sound was the soft thump-thump-thump of Bowie’s tail thwapping against the metal door.
Confident that things were as they appeared, Mason removed his hand and gave Bowie the nod. The dog scurried in through the open door, and he quickly followed, sweeping the room with his M4. To the right was a large walk-in cooler and, to the left, a dishwashing station and a shelf stacked with thick bundles of paper napkins. A set of saloon-style doors led further into the restaurant. 
Bowie quickly circled the room, stopping briefly to sniff the bottom of the refrigerator door.
“Clear,” Mason called back over his shoulder.
Leila stepped in behind him, nudging the brick out of the way and easing the door shut. Unfortunately, the lever for the deadbolt had been broken off, and there appeared to be no way to secure the door from the inside.
“Leave it,” he whispered. “If they want in, that door won’t stop them.”
Mason motioned for Bowie to proceed into the restaurant, and the dog plowed ahead, bumping the saloon doors open with his nose. A few seconds later, he poked his head back through, leaving Mason to conclude that the restaurant was not only safe, it was also void of anything worth eating.
Following Bowie’s lead, Mason and Leila pushed through the doors and stepped into the waitress station. Along the rear wall was a large metal grill, coffeemakers, juice dispensers, and a glass pie case, all of them clean and empty. A long laminate counter with swivel stools separated the waitress area from a row of tables and benches. Coffee cups, plates, and water glasses were piled in neat stacks on the counter, as if the owner were preparing to put on a king’s feast.
There were no bodies, which helped to explain the less than objectionable odors, and about half of the windows were covered with pages from the Ashe Mountain Times. Somewhere along the way, the owner had either realized the futility of his actions or simply run out of pages. 
“Not much in the way of hiding,” she said.
Mason studied the restaurant and then looked back at the swinging doors. Leila was right. The counter wouldn’t stop much, and even if it could, it left them exposed on one end. Without a word, he returned to the back room, walking straight to the cooler door. He gave it a quick tap. The combination of insulation and stainless steel cladding appeared thick enough to stop a bullet. 
Leila and Bowie came up behind him.
“What are you thinking?” she asked.
He grabbed the door handle.
“I’m thinking that you might want to hold your nose.”
Mason gave the handle a tug and stepped back, certain that he wasn’t going to like what was inside.
He was right.
The cooler was filled with tubs of maggot-infested sausage, buckets of moldy pancake batter, and huge cardboard cartons stacked high with spoiled milk. A sour organic stink puffed out like the burp of a binging college student.
Bowie sneezed and shook his head. 
“Whew,” Leila said, waving her hand in front of her nose. “I think I’d rather take my chances with the Ravagers than hide in there.” 
“Agreed. But that wasn’t what I had in mind.” 
Mason swung the door open a little further and examined the hinges. They were typical reversible cam-rise designs in which reinforced nylon pins were sandwiched by die-cast zinc straps. He grabbed the front edge of the door and lifted. Both nylon cams slid up, but he wasn’t quite strong enough to lift them free of the straps.
“Give me a hand, will you?”
Leila hurried forward to help lift the door.
“What in the world are we going to do with this?” she said, grunting.
“You’ll see.” 
Once they got it free, he lowered the door on the floor and pushed it into the waitress station. Realizing that it wasn’t quite wide enough standing upright, he tipped the door sideways so that the hinges rested on the ground. He slid the entire thing over next to the grill, the hinges leaving deep scratches in the tile that no buffer in the world was ever going to take out. When it was in place, he swung the door around, finally kicking it with his boot until it was wedged firmly between the grill and the counter.
“You’re making a barricade.” 
“I hope we don’t need it, but it’s better to be prepared.” 
Mason hopped over the door and crouched behind it, checking for possible bullet trajectories. To the rear was a three-layer wall consisting of laminate, sheetrock, and brick. To the right was a bathroom and, beyond that, another brick wall. The big industrial grill sat to his left, and the cooler door protected the front. Climbing onto the roof and shooting down through the ceiling might be possible, but the enemy would not only be shooting blindly; they would also be giving away their position, a scenario that did not bode well for the shooter. All in all, it wasn’t bad for a makeshift defensive position. 
“Very clever,” Leila said, patting the door with her palm. 
He offered an appreciative nod. 
“Let’s just hope an entire gang of road warriors doesn’t show up for breakfast.” 

The sound of motorcycles whined closer, circled the parking lot, and then split off in several directions. Mason rested a hand on Bowie’s back, partly to reassure him, but mostly to keep him calm so as not to give away their position. Once the motorcycles had quieted, Mason and Leila peeked over the cooler door. Most of the gang had gone off to search other areas, but three of the ravagers remained behind. They watched as the men dismounted from their bikes and cautiously entered through the collapsed wall of the Dollar General. 
“They’re not sure where we went,” she whispered.
“No, but we won’t be hard to find.”
Leila pushed the slide on her Beretta back slightly to double-check that there was a round in the chamber. 
“What’s the plan?” she whispered.
“We need to take them out quietly so as not to alert the others.”
She looked down at the pistol in her hand and then over at his M4.
“Not with these we’re not.”
Mason looked around the restaurant. The place had been picked clean. Short of throwing plates, options were pretty scarce. He turned and looked out through one of the uncovered windows. The Dollar General might contain something useful, but with the Ravagers inside, it posed an even greater risk. His eyes settled on the bright red and white sign hanging above the Jiffy Lube.
“Stay here.”
“Where are you going?”
“Over to that small garage.”
“Why?”
He stood up. “I’ll explain when I get back.”
She reached over and grabbed his hand. 
“Mason…” There was a pleading to her voice, an unspoken worry that couldn’t quite find words.
He leaned down and kissed her softly. 
“Five minutes, tops.”
A smile touched her lips. 
“I’ve heard that before.” 
He kissed her again. “And I came back, didn’t I?”
“Yes, you did.” She squeezed his hand. “Be careful.”
Mason slid across the counter, and when he did, Bowie scrambled to his feet.
“Sorry, boy, I’ve got to do this alone.”
The dog whined.
“If you leave,” Leila said in Bowie’s ear, looping her arm around his neck, “who’s going to protect me?”
The dog licked her cheek but immediately turned his attention back to Mason.
“I’ve got him,” she said. “Go.”
Staying low, Mason edged around the counter and cautiously pushed his way back through the saloon doors. With the freezer door missing, the stench of rotten food now filled the entire area, and it took all he had not to retch. He hurried back out through the service door, using the brick to prop it open for his return. His first stop was the bed of his truck, where he retrieved a roll of black duct tape. Slipping it onto his wrist, he raced to the corner of the building.
The collapsed wall of the Dollar General was completely blocked from view. Good, he thought. If he couldn’t see them, they couldn’t see him. With his rifle in both hands, he bent forward and dashed across the parking lot, circling around to the back of the Jiffy Lube. It was a small building, divided into a service bay and a customer waiting area. The three bay doors were closed up tight, but a small entrance used by employees to take a quick smoke break had been left unlocked. 
He swung it open and stepped inside. The service bay was an absolute mess. A thick pool of brown oil covered the concrete floor, and several racks of air and oil filters had been tipped over, scattering small blue and white boxes to every corner of the room.
Mason would have preferred to avoid stomping through the oil, but he had little choice if he were to retrieve his prize. He took a tentative step and nearly fell, as his boot slipped out from under him.
“Whoa,” he said, retreating to regain his balance.
It was a good twenty feet across the room, and his chances of making it without falling were about as good as walking a tightrope stretched between skyscrapers. He let out a sigh. There was really only one way to cross the oil, and it required getting dirty.
Mason slipped the sling of his M4 over his head and snugged it up. He stepped back a few feet and bolted straight ahead. As he leaped over the slick, he dropped to his knees and slid across the floor like a puck across a hockey rink. Halfway across, he toppled sideways but managed to steady himself using his forearm as a rudder. When he got to within a few feet of the shelves, he shuddered to a stop on a dry patch of floor.
Using one of the racks to steady himself, he carefully pulled up to his feet. Several of the shelves were stacked with oil filters, and he began tearing open their tops until he found one that he thought might work. With the filter in hand, he leaped back over the oil slick, once again using his knees to slide across the room. Not having quite enough momentum, he stopped prematurely and had to knee-walk his way over to the door. Once there, he crept outside and took a moment to wipe off his boots. The knees of his pants were soaked with oil, but that was a problem for another time.
He readied his M4 and held the inlet of the oil filter up to the muzzle. It looked like about the right diameter. He carefully slid the filter down over the flash suppressor and examined the fit. There was an eighth of an inch gap all the way around, acceptable for what he had in mind. He pulled off a long strip of duct tape and secured the filter to the end of the muzzle, sealing up the small gap as well as possible. It was ugly to be sure, but he suspected that it would do the job.
While he had never made a homemade suppressor before, he had seen it done a few times with mixed results. People tried everything from pillows to potatoes, none of which worked particularly well. Oil filters were reputed to work better than most homegrown suppressors, but even so, he didn’t expect it to quiet supersonic ammunition. It should, however, at least help to muffle the sharp crack of gases as they were released from the muzzle. 
Holding the rifle in the low ready position, he hurried back to the rear entrance of the Waffle House. The Dollar General remained out of sight, which left him a bit anxious about where his enemy might be hiding. He slipped back through the door and quietly navigated the stench-filled kitchen. As he was about to pass through the saloon doors, the crash of breaking glass sounded from the next room. 
The enemy had arrived a little ahead of schedule. 
Mason dropped to one knee and gently eased one of the doors open a few inches. The Ravagers had broken out a pane of glass and were now stepping through the open hole. Two of the men were armed with handguns, and the third carried a pump-action shotgun. As soon as they entered the restaurant, they spotted the cooler door propped up between the grill and the counter. One of them motioned for the other two to circle right while he moved in from the left.
With the men now spreading out, dropping all of them before they could get off a shot was going to be tricky. Mason quickly played out the sequence in his mind. From his position, he would be best served by taking the lone man out first, before sweeping across to pick up the other two. While he was a decent marksman with a rifle, he was in no way certain that he could get all three before they returned fire.
As he brought up his M4, Bowie suddenly leaped over the counter, charging directly at the lead Ravager. 
The sudden appearance of an enormous dog startled the men, and Mason used the opportunity to attack. He squeezed the trigger, and a muted crack sounded as the 5.56 mm bullet popped a neat little hole in the end of the oil filter. The slug caught the man a few inches below his heart, punching through his ribcage and piercing a lung before exiting through his shoulder blade. 
As the man fell, Mason inched forward and swept his muzzle to the left. Before he could get off another shot, Bowie tore into the man, biting and tearing as he drove him to the ground. The Ravager screamed, blindly swinging his fists as the animal mauled him.
Mason continued his sweep, settling on the third man an instant before he ducked behind the laminate counter. Unable to see his target, Mason walked a series of five shots across the panel board, each spaced about six inches apart.
Uncertain if he had hit the man, he rushed through the swinging doors and dove headfirst onto the counter. Momentum sent him sliding down the long countertop, crashing into stacks of dishes, napkin holders, ketchup bottles, and salt shakers. When Mason finally came to rest, he saw the man curled into a ball on the floor, cupping his groin with both hands. The shotgun had fallen to the ground and now rested under a stool to his left.
Before he could bring his rifle back on target, the man whipped around with a Glock G27 and blindly squeezed off a shot. While the subcompact weapon was certainly capable of hitting a man-sized target at such a short distance, the shooter’s hands were slippery with blood, and Mason was a narrow horizontal target, not a shape that most people practiced shooting at.
The bullet hit nearly a foot too low, splintering wood as it smashed into the counter’s kickboard.
Mason rolled onto his side and returned fire, three quick presses of the trigger. The right half of the man’s skull burst open, spattering the stool with chunky niblets of brain. He fell back, and a pool of dark red blood slowly spread out from beneath what was left of his head.
Bowie growled, and Mason turned to find him shaking the final Ravager, his powerful bite clamped around the man’s throat. If he wasn’t dead already, he would be soon. 
Sitting up and sliding his legs off the counter, Mason walked toward the first man he had shot. The Ravager lay on his back, arms flat at his side. His eyes were open, and his chest heaved up and down. A CZ75 semiautomatic pistol lay at his side, but he was in no condition to use it. 
By the time Mason reached him, the man’s mouth had fallen open, and his pupils were slowly dilating. He had gone on to join his friends in whatever hereafter awaited violent men.
Leila peeked over the top of the cooler door with her Beretta in hand. 
“Is it over?”
“Yes.”
Bowie released the man and walked over to scrub against Mason’s leg, hesitating when he smelled the oil-soaked fabric. He looked up and studied the bright blue oil filter taped to the end of the M4.
Mason leaned over and patted the dog.
“That, my friend, would be hard to explain even to a dog as smart as you.”
Leila hopped over the countertop and came over to give Mason a hug.
As she pressed her body against his, she said, “You’re late, as usual.”
“Correction. They were early.”
She shook her head. “Men.”
“A single word has never explained our shortcomings so well,” he said with a smile.
With her arms still wrapped around him, she leaned back and studied the restaurant.
“What now?”
“Now we hang around for a while to make sure the others have gone.”
“For how long?”
He shrugged. “An hour should do it. Men like these don’t have much patience.”
“And what do we do for an hour? Cook up some pancakes?”
Between the adrenaline still pumping through his body and the inviting press of Leila’s breasts against his chest, Mason couldn’t help but feel the stir of desire.
“I am hungry,” he said, sliding his hands down to cup her buttocks, “but not for pancakes.” 
“Here?” she breathed. “Now?”
He lifted her into the air and carried her over to the counter. 
“Why not? We wouldn’t be the first people to make love in a Waffle House.”
“Really?”
“Oh sure,” he said with a grin. “It’s practically a national pastime.”

The small town of West Jefferson lay ten miles behind them, and it now seemed unlikely that the band of Ravagers had detected their escape.
“Your silencer trick must have worked,” Leila said, looking back through the sliding rear window of the F150.
Mason nodded. “We got lucky.”
“You most certainly got lucky,” she said with a wink. “I hope you enjoyed your… pancakes.”
“What’s not to enjoy? Sweet. Fluffy. All they needed was a little butter.”
She laughed and punched him lightly.
They took a lazy turn, skirting the New River State Park on their right. The two-thousand-acre national park had an old-fashioned charm with its narrow winding roads, rustic churches, and country stores. The river itself had once served as a tranquil retreat for bird and butterfly watchers, not to mention the weekend fisherman hoping to catch his fill. A large single-story building poked up from between the trees, which Mason guessed was almost certainly a campground center. It wasn’t the building, however, that caused his gut to seize. It was the long string of motorcycles and cars idling out front. 
He had glimpsed the Ravagers for only an instant, and he thought it possible that they might have missed a lone truck passing on the highway. He sped up, holding his breath as he passed a small road that cut deeper into the park. It was only when he heard the blaring horn of Willie’s car that he knew that their luck had run out. 
Mason floored the gas pedal, and the truck lunged forward.
“What is it?” Leila looked first to him and then out through the back window.
Her answer was quick in coming as Willie’s car squealed out onto the road, fishtailing across the lanes as he gave chase. A few seconds later, the caravan of motorcycles, cars, and trucks appeared, all of them in hot pursuit.
“No,” she groaned.
“They’re smarter than I thought,” Mason said, shouting over the roar of the engine.
“What do you mean?”
“They knew that sometimes the best way to find an enemy is to wait for him to come to you.”
A short burst of gunfire sounded from behind them. 
“They’re shooting at us!” she cried.
As if on cue, a ping sounded as a bullet punched a hole through the one of the truck’s quarter panels. Mason didn’t think that the Ravagers had much of a chance of hitting him or Leila, but Bowie could easily fall victim to their scattershot. 
Leila started to lower her window.
“What are you doing?” he said.
“I’m going to return fire.”
He shook his head. “Save your ammunition. You’re not going to hit anything hanging out the window, especially left-handed.”
“We can’t very well let them shoot us to pieces.”
She was right, of course, but their options were decidedly limited. He could give them a hell of a fight from a good defensive position, but sitting behind the wheel was definitely not that position. Soon, the Ravagers would approach alongside the truck, either shooting them through the doors or blowing out the tires or engine. If he didn’t do something fast, the fight would be lost.
Mason stared at the rearview mirror. Bowie was busy barking, his way of trying to ward off their pursuers. Beside him sat a heavy canvas tarp covering the M2HB machine gun.
“Of course,” he mumbled, unbuckling his seat belt.
“Of course what?”
He rolled down the window, and air rushed in like seawater into a sinking vessel. 
“Take the wheel.”
“Are you crazy? I can’t—” She was interrupted by one of the truck’s taillights exploding. “Marshal!”
But Mason was already halfway through the open window. As he pulled himself out, he began feeling his way across the top of the cab. Bullets whizzed by, and he found himself balancing precariously, one foot in the bed and the other on the windowsill. Unable to take the final step, he made a desperate leap, landing on his feet, only to stumble forward to his knees. Bowie immediately pressed up against him, licking his face and neck.
“Yeah, yeah, I’m here,” he said, gently pushing the dog away. “What do you say we give them something to worry about?”
Mason grabbed the edge of the tarp and pulled it off the Browning. The wind caught it, and the tarp tore free of his hands, flying out the back of the truck. It sailed right over Willie’s car and came down over one of the motorcyclists. The Ravager swerved left and then right as he fought against the heavy fabric. It eventually came free, but the canvas tangled around his rear wheel, and the bike spilled over, sending the rider tumbling across the asphalt.
As Mason slid in behind the M2, he reached over and pulled free a large string of .50 BMG ammunition. He carefully inserted it into the feed tray until the pawl engaged the first round. Once engaged, he jerked the retracting slide handle rearward and then let it fly forward. He cycled it a second time to chamber the round and then locked down the bolt-latch release. Ma Deuce was ready to rock and roll.
Gripping the handles with both hands, he rested his thumbs gently on the butterfly triggers and took a moment to size up his targets. There were eleven motorcycles, four cars, and two trucks. Willie’s car looked to be most fortified, but many of the vehicles had the makings of road warrior accouterments, including metal plating, ramming bars, louvered windows, and spiked wheels. The Ravagers, he thought, were still a work in progress, and he intended to set them back a few steps in their evolution.
Two motorcycles pulled away from the pack, one going left and the other right as they raced toward the F150. Mason swung the Browning around and pressed the triggers. The gun bucked back and forth as a thunderous string of 706-grain slugs shot from its forty-five-inch barrel. The first motorcycle exploded as bullets ripped it apart, handlebars, wheels, and frame all scattering across the roadway. He pivoted right, walking the automatic fire across the convoy as he chased the second motorcyclist. The driver slowed, hoping to drop back behind the armored cars, but it was already too late. Bullets tore the motorcycle in half, the engine dropping to the road and the driver flipping over the handlebars. 











A passenger in one of the closest cars leaned out an open window and cut loose with an Uzi submachine gun. Bullets pinged all around the truck bed, and Mason instinctively pulled Bowie against him.
“Lie down,” he said, patting the dog.
Bowie reluctantly flopped down, leaning over to rest his chin on his master’s lap. 
Mason turned back to the task at hand. The other motorcyclists had fallen back and were now weaving across the road in hopes of avoiding the same fate as their fellow two-wheeled comrades. The cars and trucks, however, barreled ahead with guns blazing. 
He turned the M2 on Willie’s car. The steel plating offered some protection, but Mason doubted that it would be enough. He held the triggers down for nearly ten full seconds, letting the machine gun spit a hundred rounds at the car. The slugs punched through the plating, peppering the engine compartment and windshield with dozens of jagged holes. The car swerved to the right, bounced over a gully, and smashed into a large oak tree. An explosion of bright red blood splashed across the inside of the windshield.
Several of the cars began to fall back, forcing the motorcycles to slow even further. But Mason was determined not to make the same mistake twice. He was going to finish the fight once and for all. 
An M2 was capable of hitting targets at more than two thousand yards, and he used the weapon to its full capacity. Round after round of heavy slugs punched through cars, blasted apart motorcycles, and ripped through flesh. By the time he stopped firing, the convoy of Ravagers had been completely decimated. The few that remained had braked, dismounted from their vehicles, and scattered into the forest. 
Mason offered them a quick salute.
“Vaya con Dios.”
Bowie lifted his head and stared up at him. 
Mason reached down and scrubbed the dog’s neck.
“It means go with God.” He turned to look out across the debris-laden highway. “And given what we just did to those poor bastards, I’d say it fits the bill.”





Chapter 7  
 
 
After leaving Hillsville, Tanner and Samantha traveled northeast along small county roads that paralleled I-81. The interstate remained an apocalyptic graveyard for cars, not to mention a hunting ground for all sorts of vermin. It seemed well worth the slower pace of secondary roads to avoid potentially violent encounters.
They skirted around Roanoke and passed through Troutville and Buchanan. By midday, both were shifting about in their seats, desperately in need of a pit stop that would allow them to stretch their legs. The gas gauge, too, was warning that they would either need to refill or swap vehicles, as Tanner had promised earlier.
“What’s that?” Samantha asked, pointing to a sign up ahead. It read The Natural Bridge and showed a colorful painting of a stone arch with water flowing beneath.
“Some kind of bridge, I guess.”
She shook her head, never failing to be amazed by his insightful answers. 
“Do you think it’s worth seeing?”
He shrugged. “Might as well. I gotta pee anyway.”
She turned to look at him. “Not from the bridge. Promise me.”
“We’ll see.”
They followed Highway 11 for another mile until they came upon a sprawling three-story brick building on their left. The top half was built with portico columns and an ornate roofline, and the lower half had intricate brick arches over a long series of windows and doors. The parking lot was full of cars, but there was no one coming or going. Before Samantha could ask what it was, she saw a sign that read, “Natural Bridge Historic Hotel and Conference Center.” 
She turned and studied the other side of the street. It, too, featured a large brick building, but the lot out front was nearly empty. 
“I don’t see the bridge. Do you?”
Tanner pulled the Hummer into the empty parking lot and came to a stop in front of a yellow and brown sign: Bridge Entrance through Gift Shop.
“That answer your question?”
With full brick chimneys, painted white columns, and doors framed with ornate lintel molding, the gift shop was a beautiful structure. There were three doors, a double-door and two smaller ones to each side, as well as two windows on the lower level and five on the upper. There was also an ATM machine built into the corner of the building, a reminder that it was more than a fancy architectural showpiece—it was a place where money was expected to change hands. 
The main door had been broken in, and a bloated corpse lay in an undignified lump across its threshold.
“I don’t know,” she said, eyeing the body. “Maybe we should skip it.” 
Tanner shrugged. “It’s easy to skip things.”
She looked over at him.
“You’re saying that if we skip things, we’ll miss out on experiencing the world. Is that it?” Before he could answer, she pulled on her door handle. “Fine. We’ll go.”
Tanner didn’t bother telling her that she was reading more into his words than he had intended. Warranted or not, fatherly wisdom should be taken whenever the opportunity arose.
“Should we take our packs?” 
“Let’s leave them. We won’t be gone long, and I can bring a little lunch for the two of us.” He grabbed a few snacks from the back seat and began stuffing them into his pockets. 
Samantha turned and studied the gift shop. No one came out carrying sacks of trinkets or sucking on crystalline rock candy. While the world still had beauty to offer, there were apparently few people still interested in witnessing it. 
Once he was ready, Tanner started toward the building. Samantha followed closely behind, clutching her rifle with both hands. When they arrived at the main entrance, they stopped and eyed the puffy body blocking the doorway. The top of the man’s scalp was completely missing, either sliced away by a vicious trophy hunter or, more likely, eaten by a scavenger with a taste for his shampoo. The body hadn’t yet ruptured, but it looked a pinprick away from spraying bile and waste into the air like organic confetti. 
“Let’s find another way in,” she said, cringing.
“Agreed.” He walked over to one of the side doors and gave it a tug. It didn’t budge. He could see through the window that the gift shop was strewn with garbage as well as human remains. Having to navigate through a maze of dried intestines wasn’t going to help either of their appetites. “What do you say we skip the gift shop and head straight for the bridge?”
“Yeah,” she said, looking in, “good idea.”
They turned left and walked along the face of the building. As they passed the ATM, they discovered a man-sized statue of a cowboy riding on a small dinosaur. The cowboy was decked out in boots, blue jeans, a leather vest, a bandana, and a large white hat. A sign next to the exhibit read, “Escape from Dinosaur Kingdom.”
“I don’t get it,” she said. “When did cowboys ride dinosaurs?”
“I think it was during the Stetsonoic era.”
She looked up and studied his face. There wasn’t the slightest hint of a smile. 
She pursed her lips. “Hmph, I honestly didn’t know that.”
They continued on, Tanner biting down on his lip to keep from chuckling. A four-foot brick wall extended past the building to block entry into a large roundabout. Beyond that was a driveway and a paved trail that led down into the trees.
“There,” he said, pointing to the trail. “That’s got to be the way in.”
“How do you know that doesn’t go to an old barn or something?”
He shrugged. “If it does, we’ll have lunch in a barn. Either way, it’s a break from the drudgery of the road.”
Tanner cupped his hands together and gave her a boost over the wall. Once she was on the other side, he threw a leg up and did a quick belly roll over the top. 
The roundabout butted up against the back of a tan-colored sheet-metal building. The adjacent driveway was piled high with arms, legs, and heads, strewn about like napkins at a barbeque. What was missing was the blood. The grass on which they lay remained lush and green.
“Are those people’s limbs?” she asked, straining to see.
“Not sure.” Tanner started toward the back of the building.
She grabbed his arm. “You’re going to see?”
“Of course. I’m curious.”
“But—”
“But what?”
“What if Jack the Ripper lives there?”
“Jack the Ripper?”
“Yeah. We studied him in school. He cut people up with a barber’s razor and left them lying all over the streets of London.”
“Then we’ve got nothing to worry about,” he said, continuing ahead.
She hurried after him. “Why not?”
“We aren’t in London.”
As they drew closer, they saw that the body parts were not human remains. Rather, they were a collection of colorless clay heads, hollow plaster limbs, and life-like mannequins. The heads were particularly interesting because they had implanted hair, hand-painted eyes, and real facial expressions. Some of the statues were naked, but many had been dressed in elaborate costumes.
“They’re wax figures,” he said, nudging one of the mannequins with his boot. It was dressed in a garish white jumpsuit and a gold cape. Sunglasses sat cockeyed on its head, straddling long bushy sideburns. 
Samantha knelt down next to the mannequin and touched its face.
“It does feel kind of like a candle. Who’s this one supposed to be?”
“Are you kidding me? That’s The King.”
She stood back up. “What king?”
“The King.”
She stared at him, her face blank.
“You know…” Tanner strummed his sawed-off shotgun like a guitar. “You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog, cryin’ all the time.”
She shook her head. “Sorry. I don’t know that one.”
Tanner was beside himself. “You’ve never heard of Elvis Presley?”
She wrinkled her brow for a moment, thinking.
“Was he friends with John Wayne?”
“What? I don’t know. What’s that got to do with anything?”
“It’s just that I’ve heard of John Wayne. I thought that since Elvis must have lived a long time ago, they were probably friends. Maybe roommates in college.”
“Roommates in college?”
“Yeah,” she said with a nod, “that’s what I figured.”
She turned and looked back at the trailhead.
“Should we get going?”
Tanner shook his head, hoping to clear the spell of confusion she had cast over him.
“Please, by all means.”
They crossed the roundabout, heading toward the asphalt-covered trail. A ticket booth sat to their right, but not surprisingly, it was unmanned. A sign welcomed them to Cedar Creek Trail, promising that it led to a place once listed as one of the Seven Natural Wonders of the World. The trail was wide and clean, covered only by leaves and a scattering of freshly dropped acorns. The sides were buttressed by a two-foot-high stone wall that wound its way down a gentle slope, finally disappearing into the canopy of trees. A small stream, presumably Cedar Creek, paralleled the trail. The soft rush of water made a comforting white noise that even the worst insomniac would have found soporific.
“You don’t think there’s a zoo around here, do you?” Samantha asked, obviously thinking back to the exotic animals they had encountered when passing through a park in Washington, D.C.
“Nah, it’s a small tourist town. The worst thing we might see is a Queen Snake.”
“Snakes?” she said, her voice rising.
He chuckled. “They’re harmless little fellows that eat crayfish, frogs, and such. Nothing for us to worry about.”
She turned back to study the trail. 
“How far do you think it is to the bridge?”
“Not far. If it were more than a ten-minute walk, they would have installed a moving sidewalk.”
She laughed. “Because Americans are lazy?”
“Lazy and fat.”
Samantha looked down at Tanner’s thick chest and stomach.
Following her gaze, he patted his gut and said, “This isn’t fat, darlin’. It’s muscle.”
She grinned. “Of course it is.”
He growled. “Come on.”
They walked down a short flight of stone stairs. At the bottom, the trail turned sharply to the right, and in the bend were the burned remains of a restaurant. The entire stone structure had been thoroughly gutted by flame, and little remained beyond scorched timbers, stone columns, and mounds of melted shingles. A garden sat on one side of the restaurant, okra, squash, and green beans all growing in long straight rows. Surprisingly, the soil looked recently tilled.
Samantha walked over and examined a few of the plants. They were healthy and green, and a bucket of water sat beside the bed. 
Without looking up, she said, “Someone’s been here recently.”
“Yep.”
“Which means we’re not alone.”
“Nope.”
She stood up and looked around. 
“Do you think they’re dangerous?”
He shrugged. “They’re farmers. How dangerous can they be?”
“Farmers aren’t dangerous?”
“You ever heard of a farmer robbing a bank or blowing up an airplane?”
She thought for a moment. 
“No, not that I remember.”
“There you go.”
Without saying another word, he turned and started around the curve. Samantha took one last look at the garden and followed after him. As soon as they cleared the bend, the Natural Bridge came into full view. 
So awe-inspiring that George Washington had once carved his initials into the limestone wall, the natural gorge towered two hundred feet into the air. Whatever beauty the portal had once held, however, was now lost with its defilement. Four corpses hung from the rim like piñatas waiting to be thwacked with heavy sticks. Ravens and hawks flocked around the bodies, squawking with delight as they picked at the flesh.
Tanner and Samantha approached, staring up at the bodies. While it was hard to be sure, two of them appeared to be men, and the other two women. Rope had been used not only to hang them but also to bind their ankles, legs, wrists, and arms. 











“Why would someone tie them up like that?” she asked, her mouth hanging open.
“Our modern world’s equivalent of gibbeting, I suppose.”
“Gibbeting?”
“Sometimes governments would display the bodies of pirates or other criminals to ward off would-be offenders. It’s been going on for thousands of years.”
She made a pained face.
“That’s awful.”
“I’m sure the folks who were tied up felt so too.”
“Do you think these people were criminals?”
“No,” he said, tightening his grip on his shotgun. “I think they were victims.”
“I don’t know about you, but I definitely don’t want to have a picnic staring up at them.”
He nodded. “Let’s go on a little further.”
They continued along the Cedar Creek Trail. As they passed under the bridge, they stepped over scatterings of plump maggots that had fallen from the bodies overhead. Samantha did her best to keep her eyes on the trail, partly to keep from squishing any of the maggots, but mostly to keep from seeing what had become of the corpses.
Once they had passed the bridge, the trail turned to the right, splitting off from the creek and leading into a thick growth of trees. Further ahead, they saw a thin trail of white smoke rising into the sky.
“Someone’s up there,” she said, pointing.
Tanner nodded. “Stay alert.”
They continued until they arrived at a campsite that consisted of a large dome-shaped hut covered in dried grass, several simple open-air stalls, and a corral constructed from interwoven branches. Wisps of white smoke rose from the top of the dome.
“What kind of place is this?”
He pointed to a black and white marker beside the trail: Monacan Indian Living History Exhibit.
“Indians live here?”
“More likely reenactors.”
“Do you think they’ll mind our being here?”
“Only one way to find out.” Tanner stepped over the small homemade fence and called out, “Hello! Anyone here?”
No one answered, and there were no signs of movement.
He approached the hut and squatted down next to the three-foot-high door. It looked like a mini portcullis, only instead of iron bars, it had been constructed using interleaved branches. Samantha came up behind him and peeked over his shoulder.
Inside the hut were two raised homemade cots topped with pine needles, a fire pit surrounded by a ring of stones, several animal skins hanging from branches, and an assortment of clay pottery. Everything looked like it might have back in 1612 when Captain John Smith first discovered the camp. The only thing out of place was a large green duffle bag leaning against one of the cots.
“No one’s home,” she said.
“Not anymore, no. But by the look of the fire, someone was here a few minutes ago.”
She stood up and looked around.
“Maybe we scared him off.”
“Maybe.” He reached for the gate.
“What are you doing?”
“There’s a military bag in there.”
“So?”
“So, I want to know who we’re dealing with.”
“But you can’t just break into his house.”
“It sounds so illegal when you say it like that.”
“It is illegal.”
Tanner pulled the gate aside and duck walked his way into the hut. Samantha said something under her breath and then hurried in after him. The inside of the dwelling smelled like smoke, but there was also the faint odor of rotting meat. They stood up, careful not to hit their heads on the framing of branches that crisscrossed the structure.
Samantha walked over and pressed her palm down on one of the cots. The needles were pokey, and she couldn’t imagine anyone actually sleeping on them. 
“With all the empty houses in the world, why would anyone want to live like this?”
He shrugged. “It’s no worse than camping.”
“Exactly! There’s not even a toilet.”
“Toilets are overrated.” 
“No,” she countered, “I’m pretty sure they’re not.”
He knelt down and held his hand over the fire pit. The fire had been recently snuffed out, but the embers were still red-hot. 
“Definitely here a few minutes ago.” 
Samantha stepped closer to one of the animal pelts and stroked the thick brown fur. 
“What do you think these are from? Deer?”
He looked over. “Those are dog skins.”
She jerked her hand away.
“Dogs? Are you sure?”
“I’m sure.”
“Yuck.”
“I don’t have a problem with someone ridding this world of a few wild dogs. Do you?”
She hesitated. “I… I guess not.” She leaned around and inspected the fleshy side of the hide. “How do they make the skins so smooth?”
“Come over here, and I’ll show you.” 
She came over and squatted next to a wooden structure that poked up at a forty-five degree angle. A short pot sat beside it, buzzing with flies.
“What’s in that?” she said, pointing to the pot. 
“Scrapings.”
She wrinkled her nose. “I’m guessing that’s as nasty as it sounds.” 
“Once the skin is removed, it’s either stretched out on a frame or slipped over a fleshing beam like this one for cleaning.”
“A fleshing beam? That sounds like something out of a horror movie.”
“Think of it like an ironing board,” he said, resting his hand on the wooden structure. “It holds the skin flat so that the flesh can be scraped off. If you don’t do that, the whole thing will rot from the inside out.”
She drew back. “With maggots?”
“Oh, yes.”
She cringed. “Okay, then what?”
“After the skin is scraped, the blood and dirt are washed off with a little water. My guess is that whoever lives here probably carries the hides down to the river for cleaning.”
“And then they’re hung up to dry?”
“Stretched and dried.” He stood up and walked over to the hides hanging near the fire. “Once they’re dry, the hair can be removed.”
“But why take off the fur? Wouldn’t it help to keep you warm?”
“Sure, if all you’re after is a warm blanket. But if you’re making a jacket or boots, you have to tan both sides to make it more durable.”
“By exposing it to the sun? The same way we tan?”
“Different kind of tanning. This type involves either chemicals or, more traditionally, the oil from the animal’s brain.”
She squinted at him. “You’re kidding me.”
“Nope. Believe it or not, nearly every animal has a brain perfectly sized for tanning its own hide.”
“I can’t believe anyone would think to smear an animal’s brain over its skin.”
“Actually, the brain is boiled and mashed in water until it looks like soup. Then it’s smeared over the hide.”
She raised both hands and made a disgusted face.
“No more. Please.”
“The oil from the brain helps to preserve the hide. Once that soaks for a day or two, a stick or a rope is rubbed across the skin to soften it. After that, the hide is smoked to keep it from soaking up water and growing hard again. It’s all pretty cool, really.”
“If you can get past the fact that you’re mashing up brains, maybe!”
He chuckled. “Yeah, that helps.”
“How did you learn all that stuff, anyway?”
“I spent a summer at a hippie commune up in Oregon. People there were into all kinds of back-to-nature stuff.”
She snickered. “Why would you go to a hippie commune?”
“Free love,” he said, holding up two fingers in a peace sign.
She looked a little confused. 
“Shouldn’t all love be free?”
He pressed his hands together and gave her a little bow. 
“Spoken like a true Beatlemaniac.”
She rolled her eyes and turned to look around the hut. 
“Do you think that whoever lives here is a hippie too?”
“No,” he said, standing up and walking over to the duffle bag. “I think he’s a soldier.”
The canvas duffle was a dirty olive-drab color, with sergeant stripes sewn onto its shoulder straps. He rolled the bag over. On the underside was a small hand-drawn illustration of a triangle with a knife stabbing up through the base. It took him only a moment to recognize the insignia as that of Delta Force.
Tanner carefully set the bag back where he had found it. It wasn’t his way to go digging through another man’s belongings, especially one as dangerous as a Delta Force soldier.
“What are these from?” Samantha asked, picking up a small flap of leather drying on a rock near the fire. “Squirrels?”
He stepped closer and examined it. The skin wasn’t like any he had seen before. It had three large holes, which made it nearly useless for anything larger than a coin purse. He reached over and rubbed his fingers across the skin. It was thinner than animal hide and remained a little tacky on the back side. His gut clenched as it dawned on him what it was she was holding.
“Put it down, Sam.”
“Why?” She flipped it over a couple of times. “What is it?”
He took it from her and tossed it onto the hot embers.
“What did you do that for?”
“Come on,” he said, turning toward the door. “We’re leaving.”
“What? Why?”
Without another word, he squatted down and shuffled out through the small entrance. Samantha quickly followed.
“What’s going on?” she asked. “What was that?”
Before answering, he took a moment to quickly survey the camp. Everything was quiet. No one was lying in wait, at least not that he could see. 
“That skin was from a woman’s face.”
“What!” She stared at her hands and then anxiously wiped them on her pants. “Why would anyone cut off a person’s face?”
“To serve as a trophy.”
“A trophy is something you win at a swim meet, not a woman’s face!”
Tanner was too busy studying the trees to say anything more.
She turned and followed his gaze. 
“Do you think he’s watching us?”
“Could be. The boys in Delta Force definitely know a bit about reconnaissance.”
She looked back at the hut. 
“I told you we shouldn’t have broken into his house.” 
Tanner shrugged it off. “If old Leatherface is as crazy as we think, he’d have come for us anyway.”
She brought a hand to her face. 
“Do you think he wants to… you know… cut off my face?” 
Tanner clenched his fists. “It doesn’t matter what he wants.”
“Why not?”
“All that matters is what we allow him to take.”





Chapter 8  
 
 
Once Leila had put a safe distance between them and what was left of the Ravagers, she pulled the F150 to the side of the road. 
“Everyone all right back there?” she asked, climbing out of the truck and hurrying around.
“We gave better than we got,” Mason said as he lowered the tailgate and hopped down. 
Bowie followed his lead, coming around to press against Leila like he hadn’t seen her in a week.
She pushed by the dog and reached out to briefly hold Mason’s hand.
“You live a dangerous life, Marshal Raines.”
“Isn’t that the truth.” 
“How is it that you’ve escaped death for so long?”
“Simple. I stopped running from it.”
“What does that mean?”
“When the Angel of Death comes for me, I’ll be ready. Until then, I’m going to fight the good fight, one battle at a time.”
“Are you saying that you don’t feel fear?”
“Of course, I do. I’m only human. My hands shake, and my heart pounds. But my spirit, if you believe in such a thing, refuses to cower to the inevitable.”
“You have such faith.”
“On the contrary, I have very little faith. I’ve seen women stoned because of the clothes they wore and men forced into pits to be burned alive. There’s no cosmic justice out there, no divine hand of intervention that protects the weak. It’s up to us to press back the tide of evil. We can expect no help in the matters of man. It’s a hard fact, but one that I readily accept.”
A sad smile came over her face. 
“Marshal, to hear such words from your mouth truly breaks my heart. You have spent so much time in darkness that you can no longer see the light. Do you not even believe in God?”
“I suppose I do in my own way. But I have yet to see him smite a single enemy. That task he leaves for me to do.”
“I would disagree with you, Marshal. God doesn’t leave it for you to do. He asks that you do it for Him.”
“I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.” Hoping to change the subject, he stepped closer to the truck and ran his fingers over a pattern of buckshot holes in one of the quarter panels. “Shame that they had to damage such a pretty truck.”
“It was a gift, yes? From that police officer in Boone?”
“That’s right.”
She pressed the tip of her finger into one of the bullet holes, imagining how different things would be had the Ravagers’ aim been a little bit better.
“Let’s just be thankful that only the truck was damaged.”
Mason couldn’t deny that they had been lucky. Maybe Leila’s faith wasn’t so misplaced after all. In all his gunfights, he had never suffered anything more than a graze, and that, he thought, might qualify as a genuine heavenly miracle.
He walked slowly around the truck, counting thirty-four holes in the body, one shattered side mirror, and two broken taillights. Other than riling the ghosts of every state trooper to have ever worn the uniform, the damage was pretty superficial. Unfortunately, the rear passenger tire was leaking air. It wasn’t quite flat yet, but it would be in another ten minutes. He squatted down and studied the tire. The hole was very small, probably from a shotgun pellet.
“Can you change it?” she asked, looking over his shoulder.
He peered under the bed of the truck and saw a full-sized spare secured beneath.
“It’ll take a little time, but yes, I can change it.” 
She started rolling up the sleeves on her jacket. 
“What can I do to help?”
“See if you can find a jack behind the driver’s seat.”
As Leila searched the truck, Bowie wandered toward a small dirt trail, looking for a place to relieve himself.
“Bowie,” hollered Mason.
The dog looked back.
“Don’t stay gone long.”
When he realized that he had been given the okay, Bowie continued ahead with his exploration. 
Leila came back, carrying a scissor jack and three black metal rods, each roughly two feet in length.
“I hope you know what to do with these,” she said, holding out the parts.
Mason connected two of the rods together and stepped around to the rear of the truck. Thankfully, it was similar enough to his previous truck that he knew exactly how to remove the spare. He started by raising the tailgate to access a small plastic plug next to the license plate. 
“What’s that?” she asked.
He popped it open to reveal a key slot.
“It’s a security device designed to prevent thieves from stealing the spare.” He held out a hand. “Let me see the keys.”
She set them in his hand, and he quickly disabled the security lock. Once unlocked, the mechanism pulled free, leaving a small hole. He inserted the narrow end of the two-piece rod and fiddled it around until it lined up. Once in place, he used the third rod as a T handle and began turning it counterclockwise. Every few turns, he bent down to inspect the spare.
“Is it working?” she asked.
“Slowly but surely. Once I get the tire down low enough to slide it free, we’ll jack the truck up and swap them out.”
Leila felt a shiver, the kind she sometimes experienced when someone was sneaking up on her. She turned and studied the desolate stretch of road. There was no one coming from either direction, but still, something felt off.
She slid her Beretta out from the back of her waistband.
Mason glanced around. “What is it? Did you see something?”
“No.”
“But?”
“But I have a feeling that we’re not alone.” 

It took Mason nearly twenty minutes to change the tire, and by the time he had finished, his arms and back ached. He stood up and looked around.
“Where’s Bowie?”
She looked off toward the trail. 
“He hasn’t come back yet.”
Mason retrieved a rag from the truck bed to wipe his hands. 
“That’s not like him.” He walked over to the head of the small trail and hollered, “Bowie! Come on, boy. Time to go.”
There was no rustling of bushes, no enthusiastic barking. Nothing at all.
Leila came up next to him. 
“Could he be off playing?”
“Bowie’s only afraid of two things: the dark and getting left behind.”
“Which means either he doesn’t hear you or something’s happened to him.”
Mason glanced back at the truck. They couldn’t afford to lose their transportation.
“I’ll watch it,” she offered. “You go find your dog.”
“If you see anything you don’t like, fire a shot into the air.”
“Likewise.”
“The M4’s in the truck.”
She nodded. They both knew that with her bandaged hand, it would be far easier than the Beretta for her to use. 
Mason started down the narrow dirt trail, calling Bowie’s name. He hadn’t heard gunshots, so he thought it doubtful that someone had gotten the better of the dog. More likely, he had tangled himself in a thick patch of briars or found something too interesting to walk away from. Despite there being several good reasons for the dog not having returned, Mason couldn’t shake the feeling that Bowie was in some sort of trouble.
He tried to quicken his pace, but the farther in he went, the more overgrown the trail became. Trees and bushes encroached from both sides, and before long, he was fighting his way through brambles and tripping over a tangle of roots. The only sign of anything having traveled the trail was the occasional pile of deer droppings. 
Mason forged ahead, finally coming upon a small clearing a few hundred yards in. At the center was an old cemetery encircled by a rusty wrought iron fence. A sign hung from the closed gate, but it had long since faded. To his surprise, he discovered Bowie lodged between two of the fence posts, head poking out like a prisoner trying to escape.
Bowie began to whine almost immediately.
“What did you go and do?” Mason said, gently pushing the dog’s head back through.
As soon as he had Bowie free, he went around and opened the gate. The dog charged out, scrubbing against his legs and whining so loudly that he sounded like a child crying.
“Yeah, yeah, you’re okay now,” he said, hugging the dog.
Bowie finally calmed, and Mason took a moment to look around the cemetery. It was very small, maybe thirty feet across, and filled with an assortment of tiny markers and headstones. He squatted down and wiped dirt from one of the markers. 
Callie – Proof that they don’t always land on their feet.

Mason rubbed his chin, thinking that it was the strangest epitaph he had ever read. He examined another one. Mr. Midnight – A gentler soul never walked the earth. 
A third marker read, Jett – Done in by our vet. On that marker, there was an imprint of a dog’s paw.
He looked over at Bowie and grinned. 
“Of all the places to get yourself trapped, you went and picked a pet cemetery?”
Bowie said nothing, turning his head every few seconds to ensure that the gate hadn’t magically closed, trapping them forever.
“All right,” he said, standing back up. “We’ll leave. But one day you’re going to have to explain to me how you got in here in the first place.”
As they were leaving the cemetery, Mason noticed a set of footprints in the dirt. He probably wouldn’t have paid them much attention had it not been for their size. The prints were very small, probably a child’s. What was even more interesting was the fact that there were actually two sets of footprints directly on top of one another. It was a technique used by American Indians to mask their numbers, but he couldn’t imagine why children had attempted such trickery.
He followed the footprints a short distance until they disappeared into the forest. Leila had been right. They weren’t alone.
As Mason returned to the trail, his suspicion that Bowie’s entrapment had not been an accident continued to grow. The question was why? If the kids had wanted to kill Bowie for food, he would have been easy enough to stone while trapped inside the pen. But they hadn’t harmed him at all. So why bother closing the gate? 
He tensed as the answer came to him. 
Trapping Bowie had accomplished only one thing. It had lured Mason away from the truck. 
Mason began fighting his way back through the brush, his pace growing steadily quicker as the idea transitioned from being a nervous hunch to an irrefutable fact. Bowie raced alongside, darting and weaving through the tangle of plants like he was trying out for the Westminster Agility Championship. When they finally arrived back at the truck, Mason’s fears were realized.
The tarp used to cover his supplies had been pulled back and draped over the tailgate. A handful of unopened packages of food lay scattered in the dirt, as if someone had quickly rifled through them looking for the tastiest treats. Both doors sat open, but Leila was nowhere to be seen. 
He rushed to the truck and gave it a quick onceover. The ammunition hadn’t been disturbed, nor had the water or medical supplies. The food, however, had clearly been rummaged through, and even accounting for what was on the ground, a good third of it was missing.
Mason checked the cab. Not surprisingly, his M4 was also missing. There were, however, no signs of foul play. Leila was not a woman who would go quietly, and he couldn’t imagine how anyone could have captured her without a fight.
Turning slowly in place, he cupped his mouth and shouted her name. A few seconds later, he heard a faint response, followed by the distant cracking of branches. 
Bowie barked and looked up at him.
“Someone’s coming all right. The question is who.” 
Mason drew his Supergrade and moved to stand behind the engine compartment. Hope for the best; plan for the worst. It was an adage often repeated but rarely followed.
Bowie hesitated, looking back and forth between him and the trees. He finally split the difference, walking to the front of the truck before stopping to face the forest.
They waited, listening. Whoever was coming was making one hell of a racket.
Mason spotted Leila only an instant before she stumbled out from the underbrush, batting away branches with the M4 like a hiker swatting mosquitoes. Her face was flushed, and her brow glistened with sweat.
As soon as she saw him, she rushed over.
“Thank God you’re okay.”
“What happened?”
She looked back toward the trees. 
“I was tricked, that’s what.” 
Mason waited for her to explain.
“A boy came out of the woods, claiming that you and Bowie had fallen into an old mine shaft.”
“A mine shaft?”
“That’s what he said, and he was very convincing.”
“How old was this kid?”
“Perhaps nine or ten. He was a dirty little fellow, like he hadn’t bathed in a month.”
Mason nodded. The kid’s age jived with the footprints at the cemetery.
“He ran ahead, promising that he would take me to you. Once we got a few hundred yards in, he vanished. It took me a while to realize that I hadn’t accidentally lost him. He had intentionally lost me!” Her face grew redder with every word. “That left me wondering not only what had happened to you, but also which direction the truck was parked. It wasn’t until I heard you call out that I finally had a bearing by which to return.”
Mason rubbed his chin, thinking. 
“It all makes sense now.”
“What makes sense?”
“I think we were both duped.”
“Duped?” Even as she said the word, she noticed the food lying on the ground. “They stole our supplies?”
“Just a little food.”
She reached down and picked up several of the packages. 
“For thieves, they weren’t very thorough.”
“Kids can only carry so much.”
“Kids? As in more than one?”
“At least two, probably more. I think we’ve been outsmarted by a gang of young Robin Hoods.”
“Children? Are you sure?”
He nodded. “They trapped Bowie to lure us away.”
Her eyes narrowed. “And when I stayed behind, they made up the story about you falling into a mine.”
“Apparently, they’re as clever as they are hungry.”
“This is crazy. If they had wanted food, all they had to do was ask. We would have gladly shared a meal or two.”
“Perhaps, but they didn’t know that.” 
She stared out at the forest. It looked as impenetrable as that of the fabled world of Pandora.
“What do we do now?”
He folded the tarp over what remained of their supplies.
“We load up and go.”
“What! We’re going to let them steal our food?”
“They’ve already stolen as much as they could carry. If we go after them now, there’s a good chance they’ll circle back and take more.”
“Then one of us will hide and catch them red-handed!”
“No,” he said softly, “we can’t afford the delay. And even if we could, are you really prepared to torture kids to find out where they’ve hidden a few boxes of food?”
“Of course not. But…” She shook her head and growled. “I am not accustomed to allowing others to take advantage of me. In Israel, we are taught never to allow any transgression to go unpunished. It is a sign of weakness that leads to more violations.”
“That may be true, but this time we’re going to let it go.” He whistled, and Bowie hopped up into the bed.
Leila waited until Mason had climbed into the cab and closed his door before finally joining him.
As he started the engine, she said, “Are you sure about this?”
“I’m sure. We need to stay focused on what matters.” 
“And this injustice doesn’t matter to you? To us?”
He leaned over and touched her cheek. 
“Leila,” he said in a calm voice, “we’re on our way save the President of the United States from a band of ruthless killers. Having a few cans of food stolen by some clever, hungry kids is a loss I will gladly suffer.”
She closed her eyes and kissed his palm. 
“Forgive me. My pride is getting in the way of my judgment.”
He chuckled. “It’s all right. Just remind me never to cross you.” 
“Consider yourself warned,” she said with a playful smile.
Mason put the truck into drive and pulled back out onto the highway. Even as they drove away, he noticed Leila staring intently into her side mirror, watching for movement in the trees behind them. The fierce look in her eyes convinced him of one thing. 
Leila Mizrahi was not a woman accustomed to forgiving much of anything.





Chapter 9  
 
 
The hike back to the gift shop was surprisingly uneventful, and by the time they arrived at the Hummer, Tanner was kicking himself for getting all worked up over nothing.
Samantha opened her door and climbed in. 
“I guess he wasn’t too upset about our breaking into his hut.”
Tanner slid in next to her.
“That, or he was out hunting and never even knew we were there.”
“If he’s really a super-soldier, he was probably hiding in a tree, watching us.”
“No doubt with a knife clenched between his teeth,” Tanner said with a chuckle.
She turned to him with a puzzled look. 
“Why would he have a knife in his mouth?”
“I don’t know. Maybe he lost the sheath.” 
“How would he lose the sheath?”
“It could have fallen to the ground when he was running.” Even as he made his case, Tanner felt the inevitable knot-tying begin.
“But wouldn’t he pick it back up?”
“I guess.”
“Even if he did lose it, wouldn’t he just make another one?”
“Well, yes, I suppose so.”
“Because of all the people we’ve ever met, a man who skins animals should never be without a sheath.”
“Got it,” he said. “No knife in the mouth.”
Tanner stuck the key in the ignition and gave it a turn. Nothing happened. He turned it off and tried again. The engine didn’t turn over. Even the electronics stayed dark.
“What is it?” she asked.
“Don’t know. Dead battery, maybe.”
He pulled the hood release lever and climbed back out of the Hummer. As soon as he lifted the hood, he saw the problem. A small plastic fuse box lay open, leaving little doubt as to why the car wouldn’t start.
Tanner stepped around to Samantha’s open window.
“What’s wrong?”
“He disabled the engine.”
“Disabled? How?”
“Pulled a few of the fuses.”
“It’s that easy to disable a car?”
He nodded. 
“What do you think he wants?”
“Besides our faces?”
“Yeah, besides those.”
“Nothing good.”
She turned and looked out through the windshield at the dozen or so cars spread across the large parking lot. Having sat for nearly two months, all of them were covered in pollen and dirt.
“Do you think any of them still run?”
“With a little jump they should. See if there are any cables in the back.”
Samantha climbed into the backseat and dug through the cargo area of the Hummer. When she turned back around, she was straining to hold a tool bag with both hands.
“No cables, but I did find this.”
He took the heavy bag from her.
“If we have to, we’ll pull our battery and use it to jump another car. First, let’s see if one of them will start on its own.” Tanner retrieved his pack from the backseat and slipped it on.
“Do you think he’s the one who hung those people from the bridge?” she said, sliding on her own backpack.
“Probably.”
“Yeah,” she muttered, “it seems like something an evil soldier might do.”
“Met many evil soldiers, have you?” 
“Only this one. What about you?”
“A few.” 
“Any that you didn’t kill?” 
“Nope.”
He started toward a handful of cars parked in the handicap area directly in front of the gift shop. When they were halfway across the lot, Samantha reached over and grabbed his arm.
“Tanner.” 
When he looked up, there was a man standing in the Gift Shop’s doorway. Leatherface wasn’t particularly tall, but he had thick forearms and square shoulders. Taking advantage of his natural cover, he was standing behind the bloated corpse they had discovered earlier. His uniform consisted of military ACU trousers, a faded tan t-shirt, and a black bandana tied around his head like a skullcap. His only weapons appeared to be a multi-purpose ASEK knife hanging at his side and a compound bow clutched in both hands. A quiver of arrows poked up over his shoulder, but one was already nocked between his fingers.
“He looks upset,” she whispered.
It wasn’t the man’s looks that bothered Tanner; it was his bow. A good compound bow could shoot an arrow at over three hundred feet per second, plenty fast enough to drill a man before he knew what was what. And standing at only sixty yards, they were well within the range of a skilled archer.
“Move behind me,” he said.
“Why? You’re not arrow-proof either.”
“No, but if I go down, you can use my body as a shield.”
“Right, like cowboys did with their horses.” She patted him on the back as if assessing his ability to stop a broad-head arrow.
Without taking his eyes off the man, Tanner placed the tool bag on the ground and slid his backpack around to hang across his chest.
“Will that stop an arrow?” she asked.
“I hope I don’t have to find out.” He began to take slow deliberate steps backward. “Let’s see if he’ll let us get out of range.”
Leatherface answered the question by drawing the bow back.
“Go! Go! Go!” Tanner yelled, backpedaling toward the Hummer. 
The arrow sliced through the air, striking the center of his backpack. The impact felt like a fastball from Nolan Ryan, and he stumbled back, tripping over Samantha and taking both of them to the ground.
“Are you okay?” she said, staring at the arrow poking into the air.
“I’m fine,” he growled. 
Propping up on one elbow, he raised his shotgun and fired. Windows broke and wood splintered as pellets smashed against the store. At nearly seventy yards, it was a bit like flinging a bowl of chili at the wall. There was little chance that it would hit the desired target, but it could sure as hell make a mess of things. 
Leatherface squatted behind the corpse and carefully pulled another arrow from his quiver.
“We’ve got to get out of range,” Tanner said, crab-walking backward while doing his best to cover Samantha. As soon as the arrow took flight, he flopped backward, squishing her against the hot asphalt. She mumbled something about the importance of managing one’s weight but made no effort to free herself. 
The second arrow whistled by, missing the top of his head by mere inches. 
Determined to be more than target practice, Tanner scrambled to his feet.
“All right, you sonofabitch,” he grunted. “You want me, you’ve got me.”
Before Samantha could stop him, he took off at a dead run toward the gift store. He held the shotgun in front of him, firing it one-handed as he ran. There was a time when Tanner could have run eighty yards in eight seconds. Even with the backpack, the shotgun, and a few extra pounds around the middle, he could still do it in ten. He figured that gave Leatherface three shots before a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound convict ran his ass over. The first shot would be essentially free. But as he drew closer, the other two would have considerable risk as buckshot tore up everything in the man’s vicinity.
To his surprise, Leatherface opted to take none of those shots. Instead, he immediately disappeared into the darkness of the store. The man’s retreat, however, didn’t cause Tanner to slow or change his course. Once a charge had begun, it was best to see it through. Regardless of what the enemy did or didn’t do, the goal remained the same—to close the gap as quickly as possible.
When Tanner arrived at the door, he hurdled over the bloated body and skidded to a stop, his boots sliding across a layer of coins and broken glass. He swept the shotgun left and right, ready to let loose on anything that moved. 
Nothing did.
The gift shop was a huge multi-room store. In addition to the glass and coins, the floor was littered with stuffed animals, polished rocks, broken pottery, Indian artifacts, and hundreds upon hundreds of postcards.
He leaned forward and let his backpack fall to the floor. The man’s compound bow could still prove deadly in the crowded store, but pitting arrows against buckshot was not a winning strategy. Dropping to one knee, he carefully fed fresh shells into the belly of the shotgun. Letting him reload was Leatherface’s second mistake. His first had been picking a fight with the wrong man.
“Sergeant,” he called, trying to catch his breath, “if you’re thinking of running, now would be a good time. You’ve got my word, I won’t shoot.” He tightened his grip on the shotgun, ready to blow the man to hell and back.
No one answered. 
Tanner stood up and scanned the room. There were dozens of places to hide, and avoiding a knife in the ribs was going to require a slow steady search. He stepped around an overturned table that had been stacked with t-shirts and hats. To his left was a series of small alcoves filled with knickknacks, picture frames, and CDs recorded by local artists. None struck him as a suitable place for a grown man to hide.
The opposite wall was lined with windows, most of them already broken out by vandals. He instinctively glanced back over his shoulder, fearing for a moment that Leatherface might have already gone out one of the windows in order to sneak up behind him. 
He hadn’t, and probably wouldn’t, for two very good reasons. First, the glass on the floor would give away his advance as well as it did Tanner’s. And second, Samantha would shoot the bum in the back if he stepped foot out of the building. 
Tanner advanced into the next room, ready for any kind of ambush the soldier might set. Every step was as uneventful as the one before it—no tripwires, no carefully set snares, no bear traps waiting to snap his foot off. Instead, he found only a collection of moccasins, plastic hatchets, toy dinosaurs, and all manner of stuffed animals. Along the back wall was a partially open door with a sign hanging above it: Bathrooms.
He stepped forward and bumped the door open with his foot. On the other side was an empty hallway with a men’s bathroom on one side and a women’s on the other. Both doors were closed. He inched forward and tried the knob on the men’s door. It turned easily enough, and the door swung inward with a slight creak. 
Other than a urinal, an open toilet stall, and a sink, the room was empty. 
He crossed the hall and tried the women’s door. 
Locked.
As Tanner debated on the best way to clear the room, a loud crash sounded from inside the room. He stepped back and leveled the shotgun. Apparently, even Delta Force weenies could be clumsy. 
Buckshot might not penetrate the door particularly well, but it would most definitely blow the lock. An instant before he pulled the trigger, he detected a large shape dropping down from the ceiling behind him. There was nothing Tanner could do to stop the shotgun from firing, and by the time he brought it around, Leatherface was already on him. 
The man came in, slashing the ASEK knife back and forth. Tanner instinctively pushed the shotgun sideways, parrying the blade with the stock of the weapon. Leatherface whipped it back, narrowly missing Tanner’s gut before he once again batted it away. Realizing that he couldn’t possibly block every strike, Tanner debated on whether to put a little distance between them or fight for the knife. Leatherface made the decision for him by lunging forward, the blade driving straight for his heart. 
There simply wasn’t time to move his large frame out of the way, so Tanner did the only thing he could. He dropped the shotgun, parried the back of the knife hand with his left palm, and struck inside the man’s wrist with his right fist. Together, the two opposing strikes broke the man’s grip and sent the knife clattering down the short bathroom hallway. The technique couldn’t have been more perfectly timed, and Leatherface stood completely dumbfounded. One second the knife was there; the next it wasn’t.
Tanner’s mouth curled. “Learned that trick from an old aikido master.”
Leatherface snarled, popping a short jab, followed by a vicious hook. The jab caught Tanner in the nose, but he managed to duck the hook. As he straightened up, he sliced in with a short uppercut, but before it could land, Leatherface lunged forward with a headbutt. The blow was right out of Tanner’s playbook, and it sent him stumbling back. 
Having taken two solid shots to the face, his nose was leaking blood like a cheap garden hose. Worse yet, it was starting to swell, something that he knew would eventually interfere with his vision. Hoping to turn the tables, he drove a knee up toward the man’s gut. Leatherface managed to step inside of it, taking most of the impact on the back of his thigh, painful but not debilitating. He swung a ridge hand up into Tanner’s groin, followed immediately by an elbow to the side of his head. Both made contact, and both hurt like hell. 
Doing his best to ignore the pain, Tanner reached around and pulled the man’s head toward him. He had squeezed the life out of someone before, and he wasn’t above doing it again. But Leatherface would not be taken so easily. Before he could be drawn in, he drove his knuckles deep into Tanner’s throat while using his other hand to push away. It was the perfect defense against a hip throw, but that wasn’t what Tanner hand in mind. Instead, he stepped forward, hooked his foot around the inside of the man’s lead leg, and scooped it off the floor. 
Balancing on only one foot, Leatherface started to tip. He instinctively grabbed for his opponent, but that only made things worse. Tanner lurched backward, driving both men down to the floor. The Judo throw, known as Kawazu-gake, was so dangerous that it had been explicitly banned from competitions, and for good reason. Two hundred and fifty pounds of angry violent offender dropped onto the smaller man, driving him into the concrete. Leatherface groaned, and there was an audible snap in his right elbow. 
The smaller man began to flail around in a desperate attempt to untangle himself. He scratched at Tanner’s forearm with jagged fingernails, leaving behind bloody grooves. Still gripping the man’s neck, Tanner fired a series of short jabs with his left hand. Though limited in their range of motion, the succession of blows broke Leatherface’s nose and ruptured his eyeball. With every strike, Tanner felt the man’s strength slowly fade. Unfortunately, his also started to wane.
With his face being pounded into a mash of blood, snot, and swollen flesh, Leatherface finally squirmed free of the headlock and scrambled away. Tanner high crawled after him, catching the soldier as he climbed over a mound of children’s toys. Leatherface spun onto his back, kicking upward. Tanner grabbed the man’s boot and dragged him back a few feet before once again dropping down on top of him. 
Leatherface sat up and snapped his teeth together, hoping to latch onto anything that might bleed. Spittle sprayed Tanner’s arms and face as he leaned away, using one hand to hold the man back while blindly reaching behind him for some kind of weapon. His hand closed around a toy rubber snake, and he whipped it around, slapping it against the man’s face over and over. It didn’t do much damage, but it did cause Leatherface to roll back to his stomach.
Tanner lunged forward, this time slipping the snake around the man’s neck. Leatherface tried to escape, but Tanner crisscrossed his hands, firmly setting the choke. With his airway now completely cut off, the man frantically tried to work his fingers between the rubber and his throat. But each time he did, Tanner leaned in and smacked his attacker’s head against the floor. By the third strike, Leatherface was out cold. 
Straddling him, Tanner snugged the snake even tighter, pulling the man’s head completely off the floor. He didn’t relax his grip until Leatherface’s bladder finally let loose, spilling a pool of warm urine under his belly. When he was sure that the fight was over, Tanner retrieved his shotgun and shot the man in the back of the head.
It wasn’t necessary, of course. But if he’d said it once, he’d said it a dozen times: when in doubt, pull the trigger.

When Tanner stepped from the gift shop, the first thing he saw was Samantha lying prone under the wheel well of the Hummer. She was looking down the sights of her rifle, but as soon as she saw him, she rolled free and raced toward him.
“Did you get him?”
“Yeah.”
“What happened to your face?”
Tanner touched his swollen nose. By the size of it, he figured he must look a bit like Karl Malden. 
“What are you talking about? I always look like this.”
She stepped closer and wrapped her arms around him.
“You worried about me?” he said, patting her on the back.
“No,” she said simply.
He leaned away. “No? Why not?”
“I don’t think any one person could beat you.”
“Not even a super-soldier who carves off people’s faces?”
“Not even him.”
“Still, it was good to have you covering my back.”
She squeezed him. “I’ve always got your back. You know that.”
He nodded, feeling his throat tighten.
She let him go and stepped back.
“We didn’t even get to eat lunch.”
He smiled. “We’ll eat in the car.” He turned and studied the cars scattered around the parking lot. “Let’s go see what we have to work with.” 
They discovered that two of the cars had dried human remains spread across their seats. The others had been abandoned, but none of those had keys in the ignition. 
“Well?” he said. “Do we take the easy way or the hard way?”
“Does the easy way involve cleaning out dead bodies?”
“It does.”
She made a face. “Then I vote for the hard way.”
“All right. Go and get the tool bag we found earlier. I’ll find us a car.” 
She hustled over and retrieved the bag. When she caught back up to him, he was standing next to a faded blue Honda Accord with a cracked windshield and tires that were nearly bald. 
“Really?” she said, looking at the dusty old car. “This was your first choice?”
“What? It doesn’t have any rotting bodies inside.”
“No,” she said, stepping forward and looking in through the window. “But’s it’s kind of old, don’t you think?”
“We want old.”
“We do?”
“Sure. Anything newer will have all kinds of systems to prevent hotwiring.”
“Oh.” She studied the car. “Is this where you show me how to steal a car?”
He smiled. “I believe it is.”
“Because one day my life might depend on my hotwiring a car?”
“Correct again.”
“All right,” she said, swinging open the door, “walk me through it.”
Tanner gently pushed her out of the way and rested the back of his head on the driver’s seat.
“Hand me a flat-head screwdriver,” he said, holding out his hand.
She dug around in the tool bag for a moment and then passed him a screwdriver.
“First thing is to get access to the wires inside the steering column. To do that, you’ve got to remove the plastic cover from under here.” He stuck the screwdriver in a small hole on the bottom of the steering column and torqued it sideways. Several concealed clips broke free, and the panel swung down.
“Did you break it?”
“Does it matter? It’s not like we’re planning on selling it.”
“Still, there’s no reason to break things.”
“You know, you may not be cut out to be a car thief.”
“Thank you,” she said with a proud smile.
Tanner grabbed a tangle of wires and pulled them free. 
“There are generally three sets of wires. One set goes to stuff on the left side of the column.”
“Like the lights.”
“That’s right. Another set goes to the right side to power things like the wipers and seat controls. The third set is what we’re after.” He yanked a bundle of red, blue, and yellow wires free from the others. “It goes to the battery, starter, and ignition.”
She bent down and looked at the mass of wires.
“But how do you know which is which?”
“Easy. The battery wire is almost always red. The starter wire is usually yellow or brown, and that leaves blue as our ignition wire.” He pulled the wires apart so that she could see them clearly.
“Battery, starter, and ignition,” she said, leaning in to point to the red, yellow, and blue wires.
“You got it.”
“Where do they go in the dash?”
“The battery wire goes up to the input side of the ignition switch. The ignition wire goes to the output side of that same switch. That way, when the switch is turned, current flows to the radio, lights, and that sort of stuff. Make sense?”
“I think so. Power goes from the battery to the key switch.” She touched the ignition switch. “When you turn the key, the power goes out to the lights and stuff.”
“Exactly. All we need to do is bypass the switch.”
“Okay, but how?”
“We tie the battery and ignition wires together.” Tanner held out his hand. “Cutters.”
She poked around in the tool bag and came up with a small pair of dikes. He used them to cut and strip the ends of the red and blue wires, twisting the bare ends together. When he did, the lights on the console came on. 
“Hey,” she exclaimed, “you did it!”
“You’re surprised?”
“Not really. You’re one of the best criminals I know.”
“And how many criminals do you know?”
“Just you,” she said with her usual deadpan delivery. 
Tanner rolled his eyes and turned his attention back to the wires. 
“Next, we cut the starter wire.” He snipped the yellow wire and quickly stripped one end. “If there were two starter wires, we’d just touch them together. But since there’s only one, we need to briefly touch it to the battery wire.”
“And that’ll start the car?”
“It should, but you have to be careful when sparking them. If your fingers are touching the exposed metal, it could burn or shock you.”
“Which is it?”
“Huh?”
“You said it could burn or shock me. Which is it?”
He hesitated. “I don’t really know.”
“Then how do you know it will do either one?”
Tanner held the yellow wire by the insulation and briefly touched it to the red wire. Bright white sparks flashed as the engine turned over. 
Samantha jumped back. “Got it,” she said, her eyes wide. “Keep your fingers away from the wire tips.”
He grinned. “Is there any tape in the tool bag?”
She pulled out a small roll of black electrical tape and handed it to him. He bit off several small pieces and carefully wrapped each of the exposed wires. Once they were safely covered, he tucked the bundles back up into the steering column.
Samantha was already tossing her pack into the back seat. 
“Can I ask you something?” she said, climbing into the passenger side.
“I suppose.”
“Were you afraid of that Army guy?”
He put the car into drive and started out of the parking lot. 
“Why would I be afraid?”
“Because of the bad things he did. Cutting off people’s faces and all. Weren’t you worried that he might do the same thing to you?”
“No one would hurt a beautiful mug like mine.”
“Says the guy with a nose the size of a fishing buoy.”
“It hurts, in case you were wondering,” he said, gently touching it with his fingertips.
“Sorry,” she said in a softer tone. “Seriously though, doesn’t someone so horrible scare you? Even just a little bit?”
“Sam, you should know by now that I’m the guy they call in to deal with horrible people.”
“Right,” she said, eyeing the bloody scratches on his arm. “Because you’re just as terrible as they are.”
“No, darlin’. Because I’m worse.”





Chapter 10  
 
 
The audience was limited to high-ranking military officers, representatives from the Congressional Body, cabinet members, and other government officials. Vice President Stinson and members of the Cabinet sat onstage, flanking the podium on both sides. There were, however, three empty chairs, highlighting the absence of the Secretary of Defense, the Secretary of Homeland Security, and the Secretary of Energy. Microphones had been positioned in the center of the conference room, both to record the speech as well as to broadcast it using the nation’s Emergency Alert System.
As a round of muted applause finally died down, President Pike stepped to the podium and carefully adjusted the closest microphone. As he did so, Yumi Tanaka, sauntered over to one of the vacant chairs, smoothed her skirt, and sat down, crossing one elegant leg over the other. She seemed to be enjoying the spotlight, even if no one other than Pike could actually see her.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, his voice calm but serious, “it is with great concern that I come to you today. Unspeakable allegations were recently broadcast by someone claiming to be the late President Rosalyn Glass. To put an end to rampant speculation and rumor, I felt it important to address those allegations.
“Let me begin by making it absolutely clear that the speaker was not Rosalyn Glass. As those of you who heard the broadcast can attest, the voice was intentionally distorted by computer technology to hide the speaker’s true identity. To explain this distortion, the speaker claimed that a digitized voice was necessary because the president’s true voice was no longer recognizable.” Pike shook his head lightly. “I can only hope that rational minds will recognize this to be a convenient coincidence behind which the perpetrators attempted to hide.
“There’s no one in this room who loved Rosalyn more than I did.” Pike cleared his throat and took a moment to visibly collect himself. “But we must all accept that she is no longer with us.” He reached down and retrieved a green folder. “These are the official notes and findings of her personal physician, Dr. Tran, the same physician who worked tirelessly to save her life. While it is a violation of her privacy, I think Rosalyn would approve of my making this folder available for public review if it helps to put this matter to rest.”
Several people in the audience leaned over and murmured to the person next to them, indicating their interest in seeing the documents.
“This faceless speaker went on to assert that I was behind her brutal murder. While the details of the attack must understandably remain classified, it is public knowledge that the attack was carried out by her Chief of Staff, Yumi Tanaka.”
Yumi raised a hand and shouted, “Guilty as charged, Your Honor.”
Pike continued. “The Secret Service will confirm that every shred of evidence points to Ms. Tanaka having acted alone. After speaking with various experts, I have come to believe that she was not in fact a terrorist, but rather, a poor soul suffering from a mental disorder.”
“You’ll pay for that later, lover,” Yumi growled in delight, clawing her hands in the air. Despite her threatening words, she was beaming with pride. Pike was not only regaining his footing, he was facing the enemy head on.
“Finally,” he said, “the Speaker made what was perhaps the most bizarre and unsubstantiated claim of them all. He claimed that I, along with a decorated general, acted as co-conspirators behind a heinous attack on the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center in Glynco, Georgia. Given that the attack was kept confidential for national security reasons, I can only conclude that the perpetrators of that crime are, in fact, the same people responsible for that specious broadcast. I should not have to say these words, but I will anyway.” 
He paused to ensure that he had everyone’s undivided attention. When he spoke, his next words were slow and deliberate. 
“I had no involvement in the attack on the Glynco law enforcement center. I cannot imagine that anyone would believe an accusation that is so contrary to my character without so much as a shred of evidence.”
Several people in the audience nodded and mouthed their support.
“I believe that this broadcast and the attack on the center were designed to undermine our government, to cause consternation and confusion when we are struggling to survive. It is not yet clear whether this was the work of a foreign enemy or some homegrown terrorist, but I can assure you that we will get to the bottom of it.”
The audience offered a quick round of applause.
“The speaker also promised that Rosalyn Glass would reappear from the Greenbrier bunker in two days’ time. I am confident that the bunker is in fact empty, and that this claim is yet another part of their destructive ruse. However, I will be asking a key member of my administration, Dr. Sara Green, to form a team of independent investigators. They will, among other things, be present at the time of the bunker’s purported opening. When this farce is finally exposed, I hope that every citizen can once again begin to have faith in this nation’s lawfully elected government.”
President Pike continued. “We face countless challenges ahead, including the frigid bite of winter without benefit of electricity or natural gas. My administration is working tirelessly to establish the New Colonies to provide refuge to our citizens, and I am proud to announce that all three colonies will be fully operational before the first winter frost.” 
Another round of applause broke out, and Pike used the opportunity to nod to Vice President Stinson. 
“Thanks to the outstanding work of my vice president, the colonies will also be the first to adopt our new national currency, the gold-backed credit. By embracing the internationally recognized legal tender, the United States will guarantee its place in the new world.” 
The applause grew louder, and Pike took a moment to look around the audience, assessing the impact of his speech. Eyes that had once held doubt now seemed reassured. Perhaps there were a few embers of uncertainty still burning, but without proof, they too would cool.
As the applause died down, Pike offered a few parting words.
“My fellow Americans, as you kneel down and offer prayer this evening, I want each of you to recognize that there is no guarantee that our nation will survive. This is a struggle unlike any we have ever experienced. We are fighting not only for our lives, but for the future of all mankind. During this time of great suffering, it is more important than ever that we do not allow enemies to come between us. I say unto you, let us not be divided, but instead, let us come together as a nation, and as a family.”
Sensing that the speech had concluded, several of Pike’s staunchest supporters stood and offered a rousing ovation. Others joined in, and before long, the entire audience was on its feet. While not quite the Gettysburg Address, the speech had successfully hit on two important points: it had assured the audience of Pike’s innocence, and it had emphasized the importance of solidarity as they embarked on the long, hard road of rebuilding the republic.

Dr. Sara Green, the Director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, felt her heart pound against her chest as she stepped forward and lightly tapped on the door to President Pike’s office. He had requested the meeting an hour earlier without any indication of its purpose.
“Enter.”
She stepped inside, unconsciously double-checking to see whether anyone was hiding behind the door, ready to garrote her.
Lincoln Pike sat behind his desk, studying a handful of papers. As soon as she entered, he stood and approached her with a warm friendly smile.
“Dr. Green,” he said, reaching out and shaking her hand, “thank you so much for coming.”
“Of course, Mr. President.” 
“I’m guessing you were suitably surprised by your name being mentioned in the speech.”
She chuckled a little. “Yes, sir, you could say that.”
“With all this mess going on, I simply didn’t have time to discuss the matter with you beforehand. I hope you don’t mind.”
“Of course not, sir. I understand.”
“Before I go into the details, may I ask what you thought of the speech?” 
There was something in the way that Pike asked the question that made it feel like he was asking for more than a friendly critique. He was probing to uncover her views on the allegations against him.
“I thought you did a wonderful job, sir.”
He waited for her to say more, and when she didn’t, he turned back toward his desk.
“It’s all such a waste of time and energy.” He glanced back over his shoulder. “Don’t you think?”
“Very much so, sir.”
He offered one of his award-winning smiles.
“What’s the word out there? Are people sharpening their pitchforks?” He chuckled lightly.
She glanced back at the door.
“I-uh-I think everything’s fine. I certainly haven’t heard anything to be concerned over.”
“Good, good,” he said, taking his seat behind the desk. “That’s what I figured. Still, I thought it best to address this nonsense as quickly as possible.”
She nodded. “Yes, sir.”
“As you know, whoever broadcasted these baseless allegations claimed they were hiding in the bunker under The Greenbrier resort.”
“Yes, sir. That’s my understanding as well.”
“They also promised to come out in another couple of days, and I want you to be there when those doors open, assuming they do.”
“All right.”
“You’ll need to put together a team, and I want it to include folks who might normally disagree with me. It’s the best way for this investigation to appear above board.”
“I understand. How many people would you like to have on the team?”
“I don’t have a specific number in mind—perhaps ten or twelve. Enough that it represents several factions in our government.”
She hated to bring up Jack Fry’s name, but knew that if she didn’t, it might look suspicious.
“Sir, Jack Fry would be a great participant. He and Rosalyn Glass have been the closest of friends for more than a decade. Any idea where he might be at the moment? I didn’t see him at the speech.”
A flicker of concern crossed Pike’s face. When he spoke, he lifted his gaze, breaking eye contact.
“I agree. No doubt Jack would be a perfect person to have on this. Unfortunately, he’s away on a special assignment, and I don’t believe he’ll be back in time to participate.”
“I see,” she said, smiling to conceal her discomfort as she felt her stomach tighten. “I’m sure we’ll manage without him. What about the military? Should I include a few officers?”
“Absolutely,” he said, relaxing and meeting her eyes again with a smile. “With the allegations levied against General Hood, it’s important that they have representation in this.”
She debated asking a question, finally deciding to go ahead.
“Sir, in your speech, you described this as an investigatory team. Does that mean you’d like us to fully investigate these allegations? If so, I would think we would need the resources of what remains of our intelligence and law enforcement agencies.”
He waved it away. “Perhaps later. Right now, I want your attention squarely on the bunker. Let’s get through the next few days before we decide if anything more is needed. I don’t want to expend too many resources on something’s that’s obviously not going anywhere.”
“I understand.” She paused. “I wonder if it might be wise for the team to go to the bunker as soon as possible.”
Pike shook his head. “Not a good idea. If we send a team out early, someone’s going to cry foul and suggest that the team did something other than observe. Hell, they might even accuse you of being involved in a cover-up.”
“Yes, sir, I see your point.”
“Besides, the bunker’s blast doors are almost certainly locked, so there’d be nothing to do there but camp out and wait.”
“I see.”
He stood up and came around to stand close to her once again. 
“Sara, you have a reputation for being a uniter, someone who brings folks together. I need that right now.”
She felt her gut twist. If he knew that she had agreed to act as General Carr’s spy, he would not be so generous with his praise.
“Yes, sir. I’ll do my best.”
“I know you will. And in a couple of days, we’ll have this whole matter put behind us.”
She nodded a quick goodbye and retreated to the hallway. As she pulled the door quietly closed, Dr. Green stood motionless for a moment, trying to collect her thoughts. Several things had become clear. Obviously, President Pike didn’t know of her clandestine meeting with General Carr. If he had, he most certainly would not have asked her to lead the investigation. For that matter, if Carr were to be believed, any such discovery would likely have led to her death. 
Seeing Pike’s warm smile and trusting eyes, it was hard to imagine him as a killer. But she had also seen something else in his eyes—deceit. When she had asked about Jack Fry, he had lied. He surely understood that the lie would eventually be exposed if Jack were later discovered at The Greenbrier. That could only mean that Pike had already put into motion events that would ensure that Jack, and the rest of the agitators, would never be heard from again. 
Her question about going to the bunker early was perhaps even more telling. If Pike was truly the murderer that Carr professed him to be, he would need to ensure that the observers be kept away until Glass and her supporters could be cleaned out. When the investigatory team arrived, they would undoubtedly find the doors open and the bunker empty. And that, she thought, would be that. The allegations would be labeled a hoax, and Pike and Hood would continue their ruthless consolidation of power.
She pressed her lips together. President Pike had asked her to be an unwitting accomplice to his plans. What he didn’t know was that by doing so, he had also given her the opportunity to disrupt them.

Tossing his duffle ahead of him, General Hood scrambled out of the UH-60. He hustled across the lawn, the wind from the helicopter’s blades buffeting his hair and uniform. Another man, dressed in black fatigues and nearly twice his size, raced forward to meet him. 
“General!” he shouted, offering a quick salute.
Hood returned the salute, and together they hurried across the landing zone toward a gray hangar.
“Is everyone inside?” 
“Yes, sir.”
Hood had known Morant for more than ten years. He had watched him come up through the ranks, transitioning from mad-dog killer to the leader of one of the finest special operations units in existence. And while Hood had full confidence in Morant’s abilities, he in no way trusted the man. This was not to suggest that Morant had ever done anything that warranted such suspicion. Rather, Hood knew enough to adopt a healthy level of caution anytime he was dealing with professional killers.
When they entered the hangar, Hood found the rest of the Black Dogs sitting behind long wooden tables. At the front of the room was a chalkboard, a projector screen, and a wooden podium. Overhead fluorescent lights lit the room, and the rumble of a generator could be heard coming from the back of the building.
As soon as Hood and Morant entered, the soldiers jumped to their feet, heels snapping together.
“As you were,” Hood said, moving to the front of the briefing room.
Everyone took their seats, except Morant, who remained standing at the back of the room.
Hood dropped his duffle to the floor and turned to address the Black Dogs. 
“Good to see you, men.”
The soldiers let out a collective “hooyah.”
“Before we get started, I think it’s appropriate to say a few words about those who died in Lexington.”
Several of the soldiers stiffened at the mention of their lost brothers.
“It’s important to mourn their loss. I would, however, remind you that when brave men die, their courage lives on to stoke a thousand fires in the hearts of the living.”
Another loud “hooyah” rang out.
Hood nodded to Morant, and the big man stepped forward to turn on the projector. The floor plan for the Greenbrier bunker slowly materialized onscreen. 
General Hood studied it for a moment. He had familiarized himself with the layout during the flight over, but switching from paper to an overhead projection required a quick reorientation. He was confident that every man in the room had also taken time to study the map prior to his arrival. These men were the best of the best. His job was simply to give them the specifics of the mission and get the hell out of their way.
“The entire unit will be participating in a mission dubbed Operation Clean Sweep. We leave tomorrow at 1500 hours, traveling via a CH-47F Chinook protected by two X-49 SpeedHawks. We expect to be on site by 1800 hours, at which time, we will enter and clear the Greenbrier bunker of all occupants. We have until 0500 the following morning to be back in the air with all remains and personal belongings. Any questions on the mission objectives?”
Morant said, “Are all inhabitants to be considered hostiles?” It was a tactful way of asking whether they were to kill everyone or only those who put up a fight.
“That’s correct. We don’t have an exact count on the number but believe it to be less than ten.”
“Any professional soldiers?” asked a man in the front row.
“Only one. General Kent Carr.”
Several of the men looked to one another, but no one voiced an objection.
“Other known occupants include the Director of FEMA, the Secretary of Energy, the Secretary of Homeland Security, and the nation’s previous president, Rosalyn Glass. We also believe that her personal physician, Dr. Tran, may be in the bunker.” He looked around the room to see if there was even a whisper of concern regarding the targets. 
There wasn’t. 
“Do they know we’re coming?” asked Morant.
“We should assume that they do.” Hood stepped over to the chalkboard and picked up a long wooden dowel. He used it to point to the right and left edges of the overhead map. “There are three main entrances into the bunker, all of which are protected by heavy blast doors. The East and West Entrances are both vehicular entrances. The third entrance is through the Exhibit Hall Foyer, accessible from the resort above.”
The soldier from the front row said, “Are the doors able to be breached?”
Hood shook his head. “Not in the time that we have, no.”
“Do we at least have intel that they’ll be opening the doors?”
“We do not.”
Several soldiers mumbled to one another.
“Sir,” the man continued. “If we can’t cut or blow our way in, and if they’re not going to open the doors, how are we planning to get inside?”
General Hood pointed to a small square situated in the upper left corner of the map.
“There’s a fourth point of entry that routes directly into the facility’s power plant.”
“A shaft?” asked Morant.
Hood nodded. “It’s part of the air intake system.”
“And it’s not blast protected?”
“On the contrary,” said Hood. “It has a blast door as sturdy as the others. But in this case, large circulation fans have been built into the wall above the door.”
“Big enough for a man to fit through?”
“Blueprints indicate that the fans are twenty-one inches across.”
“I’m sure as hell not going to fit through that,” said Morant. “But we have at least one man who might.”
Nearly everyone turned to face a soldier sitting near the far side of the room. He had the build of a professional jockey, lean and short, but was by no means slight.
“Buckey,” said Morant, “twenty-one inches is plenty, right?”
“That’s what she said.” Several of the men began to laugh, but before it could get out of hand, Buckey added, “Yes, sir. Twenty-one inches shouldn’t be a problem.”
Morant nodded, a smile unconsciously tickling his lips. Buckey was one of his best, a man who could tell a joke one minute and carve a man’s eyes out the next. He bordered on being psychotic, but given the business they were in, that trait rose to the top of every man’s resume.
Hood turned to face the screen, tapping the entrance with his dowel.
“We’ll lower Buckey in with a cutting torch. He’ll remove one of the fans and enter the facility here, in the power plant. Once inside, he’ll navigate the plant, traverse along the West Tunnel, and open the West Entrance.”
“Where the rest of us will be waiting,” added Morant.
“Correct.”
“No disrespect, sir,” said the man in the front row, “but that still leaves a hundred and twelve thousand square feet to search and clear. Even with forty of us, that’s going to take a full day to do right.”
“Which is why we’re going to gas them.”
“Sir?”
“We will deploy the payload from an Mk-116 Weteye.”
“Sarin? That’s some bad shit, sir.”
Murmurs broke out as soldiers discussed the risks of a chemical attack. 
“I’m assuming you want us to place it in the intake system,” said Morant.
“That’s right.”
“So, why take the risk of breaching the fans? Can’t we simply deploy the gas in the shaft and let it be sucked in? Once it has time to do its thing, we can go in and clean the place out. Simple and efficient.”
General Hood nodded, “We could if it weren’t for one complication.”
“Which is?”
“The facility’s air handling system is configured with NBC filters.”
Morant nodded. “The filters would absorb the sarin.”
“Correct.”
“Where are they located?”
General Hood turned back to the screen. 
“There are six filters in total,” he said, using the dowel to point each of them out. “Three are on the upper level. The first is in the power plant ducting, which is the easiest of the six to take care of. The second is above the cafeteria, and the third is in the medical facility. The other three are located on the lower level. To get to those requires entering the Senate Leadership Room, one of the many records room, and a large dormitory area here.” He tapped the screen.
Morant thought for a moment, playing it all out.
“We’ll need six teams in play, plus a seventh to keep the exit clear.”
Hood nodded. “Forty men, minus the helicopter crews, leaves us with seven teams of five inside the bunker, each working to accomplish an integral part of the mission.”
“That’s a hell of a lot of moving pieces, and communications are going to be shit inside the bunker.”
“Which is why I got these.” Hood bent over and unzipped his duffel. When he straightened, he was holding a small handheld radio. “Not only do they broadcast at much higher peak power levels, they also incorporate the latest in ultra wideband technology. Their spread spectrum operation will have much better penetration than conventional radios.”
“You’re telling us that those little spook radios are going to reach through a mountain of steel and concrete?” Morant looked skeptical.
“Perhaps not from end to end, but they should at least allow adjacent teams to communicate. That in turn will enable us to pass information along like links in a chain. Not ideal, perhaps, but it should work.”
“As long as the chain doesn’t get broken.”
“I don’t think a handful of politicians possess the skills necessary to disrupt a team of forty of the finest soldiers in the world. Do you?”
Morant pressed his lips together but said nothing.
Hood continued. “Once the filters are removed, we’ll evacuate, all except for a few soldiers who will stay behind to deploy the sarin.”
“They’ll need full NBC gear.”
He nodded. “Of course. After the gas has had time to dissipate, the rest of the team will re-enter to remove the bodies and all related personal effects.”
“What’s the disposal plan?” asked the man in the front row.
“We’ll transport the bodies via helicopter to a staging ground outside of the small town of Eagle Rock. There, they will be burned and buried.”
General Hood took a moment to study the soldiers while they weighed his plan. Clearly, they had reservations about working with sarin, which was understandable—they’d be fools not to. Also, as Morant had pointed out, the operation required lots of moving pieces. Even so, in Hood’s assessment, the risk of failure remained low.
In thirty-six hours, the burned remains of Rosalyn Glass and her supporters would be safely interned in shallow pits. It was dangerous to underestimate the difficulty of any mission, but looking out at the weathered faces of forty of the hardest men in the world, he couldn’t imagine a scenario in which they would fail.





Chapter 11  
 
 
With the gang of Ravagers now scattered to the four winds, Mason and Leila were free to put a few miles behind them. They crossed into Virginia, passing through the small towns of Mouth of Wilson, Independence, and Wytheville, none of which introduced any new delays or dangers. 
As they entered the town of Dublin, Virginia, Mason saw a sign for the Radford Army Ammunition Plant, some ten miles off to the east.
“What do you think?” he said, glancing over at Leila. “Is it worth a quick detour?”
“Do we need additional ammunition?”
“We do for the Browning. Besides, there’s a good chance that we might find some grenades or C-4.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Are you planning on starting a war?”
“No. I’m planning on ending one.”
She nodded thoughtfully. “Then I suppose we should go and see what weaponry we can find.”
Mason turned right onto Lee Highway, quickly passing through the town of Fairlawn. The main drag consisted of a Family Dollar, Advance Auto Parts, and Grime Fighters Car Wash, all of which looked abandoned. Almost as soon as they exited the town, the entrance to the Radford Army Ammunition Plant came into view. It was marked with a brick sign and a replica of a military rocket that towered fifteen feet into the air.
As they approached the entrance, the road split. A small service road trailed off to the left, blocked by a line of blue barrels. A guard booth sat along its shoulder, but not surprisingly, it was empty. The road to the right was larger, passing in front of a visitor’s center. That building, too, looked dark and vacant.
Not seeing a good reason to drag heavy barrels out of the road, Mason turned right, passing the visitor’s center without incident. After a couple of hundred yards, they came to another guard station, this one centered between the incoming and outgoing lanes. A faded green Army pickup truck sat parked behind the booth.
As they approached, a young man stepped from the guard station, wearing a uniform that consisted of a white service cap, long-sleeved blue jacket, white pants, and a matching white belt that crisscrossed his chest. To their surprise, the teen’s only weapon appeared to be a decorative saber hanging at his waist.
Mason stopped the truck about thirty yards away and considered his options.
“My goodness,” said Leila. “He’s just a boy.”
“And getting ready to go to a military formal by the looks of it. Definitely not regular army.”
“I don’t see any weapons on him, other than the sword.”
“Which probably isn’t even sharp.” Mason opened the door. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
“Be careful. It could be a trap.”
He smiled. “If it is, you and Bowie can come rescue me.”
Hearing his name, Bowie leaned around from the bed and whined loudly.
“Unh-unh. You got into enough trouble last time.”
Bowie danced around but didn’t hop down.
As Mason approached the guard station, he parted his jacket so that his badge and pistol were both visible. 
When he was ten yards out, the boy held up a hand and called out. 
“Hold!”
He stopped.
“Please state your business.” Despite his direct tone, the young man couldn’t hide the nervous rattle in his voice.
“I’m a deputy marshal looking for ammunition to be used for official government business.” Mason inched forward a few more steps as he spoke. It was as much to test the boy’s training as anything else. And by allowing the advance, that training was clearly lacking.
“Sir, you’ll have to turn back. The plant is closed.”
By the time Mason stopped, he was barely ten feet away. He studied the boy’s uniform, spotting a name tag that read “Potter.”
“What unit are you with, Potter? You’re certainly not regular army.”
“Sir, I’m Cadet Private First Class Potter, with the Virginia Tech Corps of Cadets.”
“University cadets?”
“Yes, sir.”
That, thought Mason, explained a lot.
“What’s a cadet doing guarding an Army depot?”
“Sir, I can’t really say. I would ask that you please return to your vehicle and leave the premises immediately.”
Mason noticed that PFC Potter was starting to sweat. He could ask nicely only so many times, and he was undoubtedly considering how other options might unfold.
“Who’s your commanding officer?”
“Commandant Franks, sir.”
“And where’s he at?”
Potter swallowed hard. “Missing.”
Mason tipped his head sideways.
“Missing how?”
“Sir, I can’t really say.”
“Well, someone’s in charge.”
“Yes, sir. Cadet Captain Artz is currently the ranking officer.”
“All right then. I need for you to take us to Captain Artz.”
“But sir—”
“No buts. Either you take us to see your captain, or we’re going in to find him ourselves. As you undoubtedly know, a deputy marshal has the authority to proceed unannounced onto any military installation.” The assertion was completely bogus, of course, but Mason suspected that an Army cadet wouldn’t know enough to question it.
The boy chewed his lower lip, staring down at Mason’s badge.
“Yes, sir,” he said with a reluctant nod. “Follow me, and I’ll escort you in.”

Mason followed PFC Potter’s truck along Constitution Road. They passed through a vehicle checkpoint station, now unmanned, and slowed as they approached a huge cinder block building. The lot out front had perhaps thirty or forty vehicles, all of them carefully parked next to the main entrance. A few dozen cadets, men and women, mingled around a cafeteria truck idling at the curb. Most held bags of chips and bottles of water. When they saw the trucks approaching, nearly everyone turned to look. 
Potter parked at the curb, hopped out of his truck, and hurried past two sentries standing guard. One of the men carried a bolt-action Remington 700 hunting rifle, and the other a Heckler & Koch MP5K submachine gun. As soon as Mason shut off the F150, they started toward him. Never one wanting to be caught in a vehicle with armed men approaching, Mason slid out, followed almost immediately by Leila and Bowie.
He parted his jacket, this time resting his hand on the grip of the Supergrade.
“I’ll trust you men to keep those weapons pointed in a safe direction.”
The guards seemed surprised by his directness, but both cadets tipped their muzzles toward the ground. One man’s nametag read “Cobb” and the other “Rodriguez.”
“Sir, we’ll have to ask you to surrender your weapons,” Cobb said, eyeing his pistol.
“Not gonna happen.”
“It’s not a request,” said Rodriguez, his hand closing tighter over the HK. “It’s an order.”
“I don’t take orders from cadets. And I don’t give up my weapons to anyone.”
The MP5k slowly started to swing up.
“Please,” said Leila, stepping between them. “This isn’t necessary. We aren’t your enemy.”
Rodriguez studied her. “Maybe not, but your friend here needs to learn some manners.”
She smiled. “Perhaps, but it’s not worth anyone getting shot over.”
Before anything more could be said, another cadet, this one with three silver disks adorning his shoulder bars, hurried out of the building. PFC Potter followed on his heels. As the officer approached, both guards saluted, and he quickly returned the gesture.
“Sir, the visitors refuse to surrender their weapons,” Rodriguez explained, cutting his eyes toward Mason.
“Thank you, Corporal Rodriguez. I’ll handle it from here. You and Cobb can return to your post.”
Rodriguez hesitated.
“Was I unclear about something?” the officer said, raising his voice.
“No, sir.” Rodriguez and Cobb turned and walked back to the front of the building, grumbling quietly to one another. 
The officer turned to PFC Potter. 
“You can go too, Potter.”
“Yes, sir.” He turned and hurried back to his truck.
After he had driven away, the young officer stepped closer and extended his hand, first to Mason and then to Leila.
“I’m Trenton Artz, Captain in the Virginia Tech Corps of Cadets. Potter told me you’re a deputy marshal.”
“That’s right,” said Mason. “We’re on our way to The Greenbrier.”
“The resort?”
He nodded.
“On official business?”
“Yes.”
Artz paused to see if Mason might offer more.
He didn’t.
“All right. How can the Corps of Cadets be of service?”
“We’re in need of ammunition. Preferably strings of fifty-caliber BMG for use in an M2 heavy-barrel machine gun.”
Captain Artz slowly shook his head.
“I can see why you might expect to find something like that here, but I’m afraid we don’t have access to any spare ammunition. The little that we have is barely enough to keep a few rifles in play.”
Mason looked around at the couple of dozen cadets who had gathered to watch their interaction. While there were a few firearms spread among them, most of the cadets were either unarmed, carrying knives, or displaying the same type of decorative saber that PFC Potter wore.
“Mind if I ask what you’re doing at an ammunition depot?”
“When the virus hit, we were attending Virginia Tech, over in Blacksburg. At first, we stepped in to help the university, shuttling around medical supplies and even providing a little campus security.” He shook his head. “In the end, it didn’t really make much difference. People began to die. Friends. Teachers. Administrators. It was horrible.” He took a moment to collect himself. “Commandant Franks was the last of the staff, and he realized that if we stayed at the university, we’d all die. He brought what remained of the Corps together, and we fled here.”
“But why here?” asked Leila. “It’s terribly isolated.”
“That was the point. We figured that this place was safe from criminals as well as infected survivors. It’s still close enough to make occasional runs into nearby towns for food and water.” He pointed toward the cafeteria truck. “A few of my men brought that back yesterday. We’ve already been here for several weeks and we’ll probably stay until we run out of supplies.”
“How many of you are there?” she asked.
“Only forty three of us remain.”
“And Franks?” asked Mason. “What happened to him?”
Captain Artz’s face turned pale.
“How do you know—”
“Potter told me.”
Artz nodded. “The commandant and four others were lost.”
“Lost? As in killed?”
He shook his head. “We don’t know that.” The words sounded like the kind of denial that people latch onto when they don’t want to admit something.
“What happened?”
“Two days ago, he led a small team into the igloos, looking for weapons and ammunition.”
“Igloos?” said Leila. “Like in the snow?”
He smiled. “No, ma’am. Igloos are what we call the white concrete structures scattered all over this depot. The commandant said that records show that rifles, ammunition, and explosives are all stored there. He was hoping to find enough to arm the Corps.”
“How many of these igloos are there?” asked Mason.
“More than two hundred.”
“So, Franks and a few others went out searching for munitions?”
“That’s right.” 
“But they didn’t come back.”
He shook his head. “When they hadn’t returned by nightfall, we knew something had gone wrong. Now that a second day has passed, we’re more certain than ever that they’re in serious trouble.”
“Did you hear gunfire?”
“No. Whatever happened must have taken them by surprise.”
Mason rubbed his chin, playing out possible scenarios. 
“Any ideas about what they might have run into?”
“We assume it was the infected.”
He cocked an eye. “There are infected living here in the depot?”
“Oh, yes, hundreds of them. They come out every night to search the buildings for supplies.”
“And they don’t attack you?”
“Not so far they haven’t.” He glanced back at the building. “Keep in mind that it’s a huge compound with more than a thousand buildings spread across four thousand acres. We chose this particular structure as our headquarters because it’s large enough to house everyone while still being relatively defensible.”
Mason took a moment to study the building. While it was made from cinder block and concrete, there were at least a dozen easily accessible windows and two sets of double doors.
“Not with a handful of rifles it isn’t.”
Artz seemed ready to argue the point.
“Are you speaking as a soldier?”
“Army Ranger.”
“Then I defer to your judgment.” He stepped a little closer. “I would, however, ask that you not voice your doubt around the other cadets. We’re doing the best we can, given the circumstances.”
“Understood. But as the officer in charge, you should realize that it’s a disservice to everyone to pretend that you’re safe. It’s always better to face the reality of your situation.”
Captain Artz pressed his lips together and nodded.
Leila reached out and touched Mason’s shoulder. 
“What should we do? It seems that ammunition is not readily available.”
The smart move would have been to load back into the truck and drive away. They had pressing business with General Hood, and any delay equated to additional risk.
Mason turned to Captain Artz.
“What kind of intel do you have on where munitions might be stored?”
“Commandant Franks had a few maps and inventory pages. It’s what led him to go into the igloos in the first place.”
“I’d like to see those.”
“Why?”
“Because, as I said before, I need ammunition.”
Artz considered the request for a long moment.
“I’ll make everything available to you on one condition.”
Mason smiled, surprised by the young man’s chutzpah. 
“Which is?”
“I want your word that you’ll try to find Commandant Franks and the missing cadets.”
Mason shook his head. “Son, that’s your responsibility, not mine.”
“We’re cadets, not Special Forces. No one here knows how to mount a rescue. And even if we did, we have only a handful of rifles. Marshal, I’m asking for your help, one soldier to another.”
Mason looked over at Leila. 
She squinted and shook her head lightly. Her message was simple. We don’t have time for this.
He turned back to Captain Artz. The young man’s eyes burned with courage and determination, but he too had a message. You’re our last hope.

Mason offered an almost imperceptible nod. 
“Arm three of your best cadets.”
“Why?”
“Because they’re coming with me.”





Chapter 12  
 
 
For the next two hours, Tanner and Samantha drove northeast on Highway 11, passing through Fairfield, Staunton, and Harrisonburg. They eventually turned east on Highway 211, a small county road that wound its way through a narrow mountain range before finally coming out near the town of Luray, Virginia. 
A roadside billboard for Luray Caverns promised that the underground tourist attraction was nothing short of a “Subterranean World of Wonder.”
Tanner nodded toward the sign. 
“What do you say? Another pit stop?”
Samantha was about to lay into him when she saw the grin coming up on his face. 
“No more tourist stops,” she insisted. “Ever.”
He laughed. “It’s not like there’s a psycho soldier lying in wait at every national landmark.” 
“Still, no reason to chance it.”
“For once, darlin’, I agree with you.”
“Hey, look!” she said, pointing to a small hand-painted sign at the end of a dirt driveway. Jenkins’ Homemade Honey and Honey Butter.
“Sorry to tell you, but the Jenkins are probably pushing up daisies.”
“Even so, I bet there’s honey in the cupboards. And you could use some on those claw marks.”
Tanner touched the bloody scratches on his arm. They stung like someone had sprinkled them with pretzel salt.
“How’s honey going to help these?”
“Don’t you remember? That’s what the crazy old doctor lady used when she sewed your head together.”
“Ah, yes,” he said, remembering their brief visit with the self-proclaimed anarchists outside of Atlanta. “Good ole Granny McSunshine.”
Samantha laughed. “That would be a great name for a sandwich from McDonald’s!”
“Oh, how I miss those french fries.”
“I’m sure they miss you too,” she said, eyeing his stomach.
He growled. “You do remember that Granny was a large animal vet?”
“True, but think about it. Are you really so different than a cow? You’re both big and hairy.” She covered her mouth to hide a snicker.
“Don’t forget that we both like to eat all day.”
“That’s true, too. Plus, you can both be pretty stinky. People used to say that cows caused global warming. Now, I know better.”
“Oh, that one hurt.” They were coming up on the drive. “So, do we stop or not?”
“We stop. Besides, you did say that you love honey.”
“When did I say that?”
“When we caught that woman stealing our packs, remember?”
“That’s right.” What he didn’t point out was that when he had made the statement, he was actually referring to the sexual favors the woman had provided in exchange for a speedy release. 
Tanner slowed and turned the car into the dirt drive. Like many country houses, the residents had built their home a short distance from the main road to have a little privacy, as well as shield them from the noise of passing traffic. After a few hundred feet, the house finally came into view. It was a quaint two-story farmhouse painted a light yellow with white trim along the eaves. A porch wrapped around three sides of the house, and a young woman sat rocking in a chair beside the front door. As soon as they came into view, she stood up and rushed into the house, the screen door banging shut behind her.
“So much for it being empty,” said Samantha.
“Let’s just hope she’s not inside loading her shotgun.”
He shut the car off, and they climbed out, careful not to make any sudden moves.
“Guns?” she said, looking down at her rifle.
Tanner picked up his sawed-off shotgun.
“Until we know what we’re dealing with.”
Samantha grabbed her rifle and followed him toward the house.
As they approached the porch, a man, easily Tanner’s size, albeit a bit softer in the middle, stepped from the house with a double-barreled shotgun that had more rust on it than metal. The hammers for both barrels were cocked back, but, thankfully, his finger was not resting on either of the triggers.
“Can I help you folks?” he said with a slight drawl.
Tanner looked up at the shotgun. 
“Lowering that old gal would be a good start.”
“I’m afraid it’s that kind of world now, friend.”
“Isn’t that the truth.”
The woman came back out and stood beside her husband. She was petite and skinny with shoulders that slumped slightly forward. She had long dishwater-blonde hair and a face that was as tan as it was smooth. In another twenty years, the drudgery of hard work would take its toll, but for now, she enjoyed the simple beauty that young women never fully appreciate until it’s gone.
Samantha stepped around Tanner and offered a little curtsy.
“Excuse us for bothering you. We saw your sign and were wondering if you might have any honey you’d be willing to trade.”
The man looked over to his wife.
“Is that sign still up at the road?”
She nodded. “I never thought to take it down.”
He turned back to face them. 
“What we really need is some help fixing a well.”
Samantha reached back and grabbed Tanner’s hand.
“He can fix anything. Can’t you, Tanner?”
Before he could answer, the man added, “I’ve got a pump with a bound motor. Think you could help me get it running?”
Tanner shrugged. “I can take a look.”
The man pointed the shotgun at the ground and carefully lowered the hammers before passing it off to his wife. She immediately set it inside the door, obviously relieved to have the thing put away.
“I’m Barret Jenkins,” the man said, stepping down off the porch and offering his hand. “And that’s my wife Haley.”
“Tanner Raines, and that’s Samantha.”
“Where you folks headed?”
Samantha started to say something and then stopped herself.
Tanner smiled. She was learning not to share her business with strangers.
“We’re headed north to take care of a family matter,” he said.
Barret nodded. “We’ll try not to hold you up too long.” He turned to his wife. “Could you bring us out a little sweet tea when you get a few?”
“Of course.” She held out a hand to Samantha. “Come on, dear, let’s leave the men to their work while we fix something to drink.”

Tanner studied the inner workings of the old one-line jet pump. The good news was that, unlike a submersible, the jet pump was above ground, making it easier to service. The bad news was that its motor windings had corroded and shorted out. The blackened wire now resembled a mound of spaghetti that had caught fire.
“Not good,” he said.
“You can’t fix it?”
“No one can. You’re going to need a new pump.”
Barret sat down on top of a small Honda generator and sighed.
“That’s kinda what I figured.”
“How deep is the well?”
“Maybe thirty feet. Why?”
“We could remove the pump and extract the water by hand.”
“If you’ve got a hand pump and pipe fittings in your car, we’ll be friends forever,” joked Barret.
Tanner grinned. “Sorry, no, but there might be another way.”
“Anything. We’re down to our last ten gallons of clean water.”
“Let’s scoop it out, like they did in the old days.”
“Okay, but how? We can’t very well fit a bucket down a five-inch shaft, and even if I could find a bucket that was small enough, we’d never get it to fill.”
“Do you have a short section of pipe that would fit down inside the shaft?”
Barret glanced over at his barn. 
“I’ve got some PVC that would probably work. But I don’t see how that helps us.”
“How about a hand drill and a few nuts and bolts?”
“Of course.”
“A one-way valve?”
He shook his head. “That I don’t have.”
“It’s all right. I’m sure we can rig something up.”
Barret extended a hand and helped him to his feet. 
“I don’t know what you have in mind, friend, but you’ve got my attention.”
Tanner looked back at the well. 
“Barret, today you’re going to learn how to build a bailer bucket.”

Samantha leaned her rifle next to the double-barreled shotgun and pulled a chair up to the kitchen table.
“I’m sorry that we don’t have anything cold,” Haley said, setting a glass of golden brown tea in front of her.
“Oh, that’s okay. I’ve gotten used to warm drinks. Should we take some out to your husband and Tanner?”
“What do you say we let them work up a thirst first? It makes them appreciate us more.”
She shrugged. “Fine by me.”
“Have you and your dad been on the road a long time?”
“Off and on. We tend to stay on the move.”
“I see.” Haley poured herself a small glass of tea and sat down across from Samantha. “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”
“Nope. It’s just us.”
“If you don’t mind my asking, what happened to your mom?”
“She was killed.”
Haley nodded. “By the virus?”
“No, someone stabbed her.” Samantha said it all very matter of fact, like she was talking about a news story that had run the night before.
The woman made a pained face.
“That’s awful. I’m so sorry.”
Samantha took a drink of the tea. It tasted like they had stirred in an entire bag of sugar and then added a jar of honey for good measure.
“Yum,” she said. “This is delicious.”
“Really? It’s not too sweet?”
“Unh-unh,” she said, taking another drink, “but I’m not sure if Tanner’s going to like it. Other than honey, he doesn’t really like sweet things.”
“Why do you call your dad by his first name?”
She shrugged. “We didn’t see a lot of each other when I was little, so it feels weird calling him anything other than his name.”
“Ah, I see.”
Samantha offered nothing more. It was a truth wrapped around a lie, and if she went any further, the lie might shine through.
“What’s he like?”
“Who? Tanner?”
Haley nodded.
Samantha thought for a moment.
“He’s hard to describe. My mom would say that he’s rude to a fault, whatever that means. He also thinks that the best way to settle any disagreement is with a boot to the head. Worst of all, he likes to steal anything that isn’t nailed down. And don’t even get me started on how much he sweats.”
“Wow,” she said, sitting back. “No offense, but your dad sounds absolutely awful.”
Samantha’s eyes opened wide. “Awful? Are you kidding?”
“But you said—”
“I said that he’s a bit rough, that’s all. Tanner’s one of the best fathers any girl could ever ask for.”
“I’m sorry. I guess I don’t understand.”
Samantha studied her, wondering how a grown woman could possibly be so confused.
“The world just ended, and everyone died. You know that, right?” She said it as if explaining why two plus two equals four.
Haley smiled. “Yes, dear, I know that. But what does that have to do your father?”
“Simple. A girl doesn’t need a father who’s willing to take her to ballet practice or fix a broken doll.”
“She doesn’t?”
“Of course not. She needs a father who will never leave her to bad men riding motorcycles, a father who won’t let her be sacrificed to devil worshippers or be eaten by an army of infected monsters. A girl needs a father who’ll take an arrow to the chest just to claw his way to the maniac who fired it.” Samantha took a long drink of the tea, closing her eyes to get the full sugary experience.
“And your father would do things like that?”
“He has done those things. Tanner Raines is the bravest, most loving, meanest, and most awful person you could ever meet.”
The woman laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard someone describe their dad like that. You must love him very much.”
“He’s all I have in this whole world. And more than likely, one day we’ll die right next to each other. So, yeah, I guess I love him.”
Haley Jenkins sat back in her chair, crossed her arms, and studied young Samantha. She asked no more questions, instead keeping her lips pressed tightly together as if she had reached some unspoken decision.

Barret Jenkins held up the contraption, studying it from various angles. It consisted of a three-foot section of PVC pipe, an end cap equipped with a rubber stopper from the Jenkins’ bath tub, and a small metal bracket that allowed the stopper to move up and down without ever coming completely out.
“You’re telling me that this thing is going to pull water from the well?”
Tanner nodded. “All we need now is a long bolt, a few nuts, and a rope.”
Barret set the pipe down and dug through an old workbench in his garage until he found a six-inch bolt and several nuts that would fit it.
“Will these do?”
“Perfect. Now, drill a hole a couple of inches from the top of the pipe to act as the anchor point.”
Barret dug out an electric drill that still had charge remaining and began to bore a hole through the pipe. 
As he worked, Haley and Samantha came in carrying glasses of tea.
“Here you go,” Samantha said, handing Tanner a glass. She watched him intently as he prepared to take a drink.
He cut his eyes at her. 
“You poison it or something?”
“Of course not,” she said, smiling.
He took a sip, and his face wrinkled up.
Both Haley and Samantha burst out laughing.
“It’s good,” he assured them, taking another small sip, followed by another unwanted facial expression.
Haley reached out and gently took the glass of tea from him. 
“Once you get the water going, I’ll make you a nice cup of coffee. How would that be?”
“As long as it’s black,” he said with a grin.
She smiled. “Black it is.”
Barret drank half of his tea with one tip of the glass and the rest with the second.
“All right,” he said, wiping his mouth. “The hole’s drilled. What’s next?”
“Slip the bolt through one wall and screw on two of the nuts to keep the rope centered.”
He did as instructed.
“Now, feed the bolt through the other side and secure it with the final nut.”
He pushed the bolt through, added a washer, and tightened a nut around the end. Haley and Samantha looked on as he worked, and on two occasions, Tanner caught Haley studying him. Each time, he offered a friendly smile, and each time, she did the same. It was the kind of flirty attention that had they been at a singles dance, he would have felt compelled to go over and ask her to dance.
Once Barret had the bolt secured, Tanner showed him how to attach a rope to it using an Alpine Butterfly knot. As he had done with Samantha many times before, he untied the knot and allowed Barret to retie one of his own—teach a man to fish and all that jazz.
With the bailer bucket fully assembled, they carried it out to the well.
“Let me see if I have this right,” Barret said as he carefully fed the pipe down into the neck of the well. “The stopper is going to act like a one-way valve, allowing water to fill the pipe but not drain back out?”
“That’s right,” said Tanner. “You’ll want to lower the bucket down until it hits the water table, and then let it slowly sink. Once it’s submerged or nearly so, pull it back up.”
“And the weight of the water will push the stopper down,” he said, putting it all together.
“You got it.”
“How much water will we get with each dip of the bucket?”
“With that length of pipe, a gallon or two. You can make a longer bucket, but it’ll get heavy, plus it might go beyond the well casing, and that could make it a pain to pull back up.”
“All right, here goes,” he said, lowering the rope. 
The bucket disappeared into the well, and a few seconds later, they heard a soft splash as rope went slack.
“Let it fill for a moment,” instructed Tanner.
After a short time, Barret hauled it back up. When he hoisted the bailer bucket out, it was full of water. 
“It works!” cheered Haley.
Barret carefully poured the water into a large plastic jug that she had brought out. As soon as he had it poured, he turned to Tanner and offered his hand. 
“You, sir, have just saved our lives.”
Shaking his hand, Tanner said, “Nah, you’d have figured something out. Country folks always do.”
“I’m not so sure. Truth is, I was getting ready to go out hunting for water from other houses, and that might have gotten me killed. This keeps me here with my family where I belong.” There was something about the way that he said family that sounded a little pained.
Tanner nodded. “Glad I could help.”
Barret set the bailer bucket beside the well and guided everyone back up toward the house. He and Haley went inside, promising to return with some honey. When they came back out, instead of honey, Barret was carrying two white bee suits and a metal smoker can.
“We’re happy to give you as much honey as you can carry, but I was talking with the missus, and she thought that your daughter might be interested in seeing how we harvest it from the hives.” He glanced over at Samantha. “What do you say? Would you like to learn about bees?”
“Does it involve getting stung?” she asked, her eyes narrowing.
He chuckled. “Not at all. These suits and gloves will protect us.” He turned back to Tanner. “Would you mind if I show her how it’s done? It might come in handy one day.”
“Sounds like a great idea.” Tanner could teach her many things, but harvesting honey was not one of them.
“If you wouldn’t mind, Mr. Raines,” said Haley, “perhaps you could help me with something inside the house? That’s okay, isn’t it, Barret?”
He looked at his wife for longer than the question required, but then offered a heartfelt nod.
“Yeah,” he said. “I think he’d be the perfect one to help.”

Haley’s hands were shaking as she clung to the screen door, watching her husband cross their thirty-acre farm.
“If you’re uncomfortable with my being in the house,” said Tanner, “I’m happy to wait outside.”
“What? Why would you say that?”
“You seem awfully nervous.”
She forced a smile, but it didn’t begin to hide the fact that something was bothering her.
He sighed. “I really hope that you and your husband aren’t up to something, because I can promise you that it won’t end well, for either of you.”
Tears came to her eyes.
“I’m sorry.”
“For what?”
“For making you worry about something like that. We’re good people, honest.”
He nodded. “All right. Then, what’s bothering you?”
“I, uh—I have a favor to ask you, and I’m nervous. That’s all.”
“What’s there to be nervous about? You said you needed my help with something. So, I’ll help.”
She turned to face him.
“It’s not that easy.”
“I have been known to do difficult things from time to time. Let’s hear it.”
She smiled, and this time it was more genuine.
“Yes, your daughter told me about some of the difficulties you’ve faced. She thinks you hung the moon.”
“That doesn’t sound like my Samantha.”
“She also said that you’re big and sweaty and have the morals of an absolute degenerate.”
“Now that sounds like her.”
“Even so, you’ve got one special bond with that kid.”
“We do all right.”
“You know… you and Barret are about the same size.”
Tanner sucked in his gut. 
“More or less.”
“My husband’s a wonderful man.”
“Why do I sense there’s a ‘but’ coming? Is he beating on you or something?”
“Oh, God, no! Barret wouldn’t raise a hand to me if his life depended on it.”
“What is it then?”
She paused. “Do you think I’m pretty?”
Tanner felt his face flush. 
“What kind of question is that?”
“A simple one.”
He shrugged. “You’re all right.”
She smiled. “You’re not much of a flatterer, are you?”
“What’s this about, Haley?”
“Would you…” She swallowed. “Would you be willing to take me to my bedroom?”
Tanner began to push past her.
“Sorry, darlin’, you got the wrong guy.”
“Please,” she said, grabbing his arm. “Hear me out.”
“You’re not the only lonely woman in the world, but believe me, a fling with a stranger isn’t going to scratch that itch. Not for long anyway.”
“It’s not like that.”
He stood in the doorway, waiting for her to explain.
“We, my husband and I, we want a child.”
Tanner suddenly felt like someone had punched him in the gut.
“We’ve tried for years. Something’s wrong with his… you know, his seed. We planned to see a specialist, but then the pox hit. Now…” she looked down at her hands. “Now, there’s nothing for us. No family, ever.”
“Look, lady, I’m not going to impregnate you, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Why not? Are you… fixed?”
“Bite your tongue, woman.”
“I thought all men liked sex. Am I too ugly for you?”
“Yes, men like sex, and no, you’re not too ugly. Truth is, my standards have always been pretty flexible. Even if they weren’t, you’re no ugly duckling.” He couldn’t help but let his eyes wander over her tight figure.
“So, what’s the problem?”
“This isn’t about sex. Not really, it isn’t. Plus, I’m not the kind of man to…” He hunted for the right words. “…to take liberties with another man’s wife.”
“But, it wouldn’t be—”
“Besides, even if I said yes, you’d have to live with that guilt. It would eventually come out, and your husband would never forgive you.”
“You don’t understand. My husband and I both want this.”
“Excuse me?”
“He and I discussed every possible option, and this is the only way we’ll ever have a child. He’s a good man, a proud man, but he wants a family more than anything in this world.” 
Tanner took a step back into the kitchen. 
“You’re telling me your husband is okay with you having sex with another man?”
“Not just any man. But with you, yes.”
“He told you this?”
“He did.”
“I don’t believe you.” Even as he said the words, he knew that she wasn’t lying.
“Go out and ask him. It’ll embarrass him, but he’ll tell you the same.”
“I’m not going out to ask your husband if he’s okay with my sleeping with you.”
She placed both hands against Tanner’s chest. 
“This isn’t easy for me either. I swore an oath to be faithful to my husband. But I’ve accepted our situation, as has my husband.”
Tanner hunted for words, and not finding them, stood speechless.
“Look, Mr. Raines, the favor that I’m asking is the single most important thing you could ever do for us. More important than the water. More important than anything.”
“Talk about causing performance anxiety,” he mumbled.
She smiled and pressed up against him. 
“I’m sure you’d do fine.”
Tanner started looking for a way out.
“You don’t even know that it would work.”
“Not a hundred percent, I don’t. But the timing is perfect. My cycle—”
He raised a hand. “I live by a strict policy of not talking about women’s cycles.”
She laughed and shook her head. 
“Sissies, every last one of you.” She reached down and took one of his hands in hers. “Please, I won’t bite.”
“I’ve heard that before.” 
She smiled, and this time it was more relaxed, filled with hope of a happiness that might yet come to be.
He let out a sigh. “This is nuts. You know that.”
“Yes, but will you do it anyway? Will you help us to have a family?”
After a fencing match between morality and lust that lasted much shorter than it probably should have, he yielded. 
“I’ve always been a man who knows when to say yes.”
She brought his fingers to her mouth and kissed them.
“I promise I’ll try not to make it too terribly unpleasant.”
He grinned. “That, darlin’, was never my concern.”

The Jenkins had quite the beekeeping setup. At the far end of their farm stood three tall wooden hives, each made up of several smaller boxes stacked on top of one another. A flat metal cover capped each hive to keep the rain out.
“The first thing we need to do is get the smoker going,” Barret said, dropping the suits to the ground and inspecting the metal can.
“Does the smoke hurt the bees?” Samantha didn’t like the idea of gassing anything to steal their food.
“Not at all. It just calms them down a bit.” He packed some dry hay into the smoker and lit it. As soon as white smoke started puffing out, he said, “We had better put on the suits now. The smoke helps, but bees can still be rather unpredictable.”
She picked up the smaller of the suits and carefully slipped it on. The hood came all the way up over her head, allowing her to see through a thin fabric mesh. When they were both ready, Barret led her closer to the hives. 
He tipped up the cover on the first hive and gently blew smoke down into the box. Samantha saw a thick matting of bees inside.
“My goodness!” she exclaimed. “How many bees are in there?”
“A hive of this size has about fifty thousand bees.”
“Wow, that’s a lot of bees. How much honey do they make?”
“It depends on how busy they’ve been. We usually pull about a hundred pounds of honey from each hive.”
“A hundred pounds! That’s more than I weigh.”
Barret smiled. “Bees are very hard workers.” 
“I would say so.”
He puffed a little more of the smoke into the hive, and she leaned around to get a better look.
“Where do they put it all?”
“The honey is in the smaller supers up top. The brood combs are down below. That’s where the queen lays her eggs.”
“We’re not going to bother the queen, are we?”
“Oh, no. If we did that, we’d be asking for trouble.” He lifted off the topmost lid, revealing a row of wooden trays filled with honeycombs. “Each of these is called a frame.”
“Is that where the honey is?” she said, pointing to the honeycombs.
“That’s right.”
“But if we take their honey, won’t they starve?”
“Not if we leave them some.” He grabbed one of the frames and lifted it out. A small cluster of bees still clung to it, but he gently brushed them back into the hive. “Here,” he said, holding the frame out to her. “We’ll use that empty super over there to carry a few of these frames back to the house.”
When Samantha took the frame from him, she nearly dropped it.
“It’s so heavy!” she exclaimed, grabbing it with both hands.
“It should be,” he laughed. “It’s full of honey.”
She studied the front of the frame. The top of the honeycomb was covered with a white substance that looked like soap.
“What’s the white stuff?”
“That’s beeswax. The bees use it to cap off the honey.”
She rubbed it with her finger. 
“How do you get it off?”
“We cut it off with a knife and then use an extractor to spin the honey out. If you don’t have an extractor, you can scoop it out and use a strainer to filter the wax. That way is slower, but it still works.”
“And that’s it? You don’t have to boil it or anything?”
“Nope. Honey is one of the most natural foods you can eat. The stuff you’d get from stores was heated and filtered to make it all look and taste the same. But real honey, like this…” he said, holding up a second frame, “this stuff is full of flavor and nutrition.”
Samantha looked down at the frame of honey, thinking that it was too bad that Tanner wasn’t there to enjoy the lesson. The poor guy was really missing out.

As Tanner slipped his jeans back on, he felt a bit like a thief in the night—only he had taken something far more valuable than the family’s silverware. Haley Jenkins lay on the bed, her legs propped against the headboard with the hopes that gravity might help with getting pregnant. While the sex had been enjoyable enough, Tanner found the whole thing to be a bit too much like a visit to the local sperm bank.
She looked back at him with her head hung upside down. There was a happy glow to her eyes and cheeks.
“You okay?” she asked.
“I’m fine. Just feeling like I need to ride out of here before your husband arrives and catches me with my hand in the cookie jar.”
She smiled. “You’re not in the cookie jar. At least, not anymore. Besides, I told you, Barret’s okay with this.”
“You say that now, but no man wants to come home to find a smile on his wife’s face and a man sneaking out the back door.”
She swung her legs down and sat up.
“You know, you’re right.” She started to slip on her clothes. “We should make ourselves presentable.”
Tanner tucked in his shirt and sat on the edge of the bed to put on his boots.
Haley slid up next to him and gently kissed him on the cheek.
“Thank you.”
“I would say anytime, but I’m afraid that wouldn’t sound right.”
“No,” she said, giggling, “it most certainly would not.”
As soon as they were dressed, they hurried back downstairs. By the time Barret and Samantha returned with the honey, they were sitting on the porch, sipping hot coffee. Two mason jars of honey sat on a table beside Tanner.
Samantha hurried toward him, smiling from ear to ear. 
“You really missed out. Bees are so cool! There are thousands upon thousands of them out in those boxes. We blew smoke on them and then stole a few of their honeycombs. You’d have loved it.”
“Why? Because it involved stealing?”
“Exactly!”
He stood up and tousled her hair. 
“Glad you learned something. But I’m afraid it’s time we hit the road.”
Samantha looked back at the wooden super packed with honey-filled frames.
“But Mr. Jenkins was going to show me how to get the honey out.”
“Another time.”
She had learned to read the difference between when Tanner was suggesting something and when he was carving it in stone. This was more of the latter.
“All right.” She turned to Barret and offered a little wave. “Thanks for showing me the beehives.”
“My dear, you are most welcome.” He set down the super and stepped onto the porch. For a moment, Tanner thought there might be trouble, but Barret only extended his hand. “And thank you for helping us… with everything.”
Tanner met the man’s stare and found that there was no malice in it, only relief. 
“My pleasure” didn’t seem appropriate, so he said only, “It was an honor.”
“One other thing,” Barret said, leaning in close.
“Yeah?”
“Kindly do me a favor and let us be from here on out.”
Tanner nodded. If Haley were to become pregnant, the last thing either of them needed was for the biological father to stop in for a glass of sugary iced tea.
“Believe me,” he whispered, “you’ll never see us again.” 





Chapter 13  
 
 
Mason unfolded the map and placed it on the tailgate of his F150 as Captain Artz, Corporal Rodriguez, Private Cobb, and Cadet Second Lieutenant Priscilla Bell gathered around. Leila had gone inside the makeshift headquarters with another officer to search for additional information on the depot. Several of the other cadets were keeping Bowie busy by throwing a collectible softball they had found inside one of the offices. The ball had been signed by a handful of famous players, including bombshell Jennie Finch, but the blue ink was now smudged with dog slobber and grass stains.
Captain Artz leaned down and circled a collection of white rectangular buildings. Each was surrounded by a concrete blast wall and spaced several hundred feet from its nearest neighbor—typical Army precautions in case something should go boom.
“We know that these three igloos are where Commandant Franks and his team first began their search. What happened after that is anyone’s guess.”
Mason studied the map. The Radford Army Ammunition Plant was split roughly in half by the Little River, a meandering waterway that traveled between Bluestone Lake in West Virginia and Claytor Lake in Virginia. The river looped around a portion of the depot, carving off a thick fingerlike extension. The buildings that Captain Artz had circled were on that finger, and to get to them would require crossing an eight-hundred-foot bridge. The bridge was one of only two ways across the river, with the other crossing located nearly all the way back at the town of Fairlawn.
“The bridge is an obvious choke point,” he said, tapping the map with his finger. “If we get cut off there, we’ll never make it back.”
“I only have four other cadets with working firearms,” admitted Artz. “But if you think it’ll help, I can position them on the bridge to prevent your escape from being blocked.”
Mason recalled the massacre he had witnessed at Richmond Hill. Expert soldiers equipped with state-of-the-art weapons had been chewed up like hamburger meat. A few cadets with plinking rifles weren’t likely to make much of a difference against a horde of the infected. Still, a few rifles pointing at the enemy were always better than none.
“Position all four on this side of the bridge. If the enemy tries to come across or block our retreat, it’ll be up to those cadets to stop them.”
Captain Artz nodded. “I’ll go with them to ensure that it’s done right.”
Mason straightened up and turned to the other three cadets. They all looked so damn young. What he was asking them to do was what countries had recruited young men and women to do for centuries. The idea, however true or false, was that lack of experience could be made up for with energy and blind courage.
“Rodriguez, Cobb, Bell,” he said, meeting each cadet’s stare, “Captain Artz has put you under my command for this mission. That means that you do what I tell you to do. Anyone have a problem with that?”
No one said anything, but Rodriguez cracked a smile that left little doubt that he was going to be trouble.
“We have two objectives,” continued Mason. “The first is to discover what happened to Commandant Franks and the four cadets.”
“By ‘discover,’ we assume you mean rescue,” said Lieutenant Bell.
“If they’re still alive, yes.”
She nodded. “Just making sure we’re on the same page.”
“The second objective is to locate munitions, specifically .50 caliber BMG ammunition, as well as rifles and ammunition for the Corps.”
Everyone nodded. That objective needed no clarification. Without more firepower, it was only a matter of time before something came along and wiped them out.
Mason turned back to Artz. 
“We’ll need a truck. Something big.”
“Will that do?” He pointed across the parking lot to a faded green M35 two-and-a-half-ton truck. 
“That’ll do fine.” The triple-axle, ten-wheel cargo truck was tried and true, and with a hauling capacity of ten thousand pounds on flat roads, it should have no trouble carrying a load of munitions and injured cadets.
He took a moment to examine the three cadets’ weapons. Rodriguez carried a Heckler & Koch MP5K, Cobb, a Remington 700 bolt-action hunting rifle, and Bell, a Ruger 10/22. The weapons looked reasonably well maintained, but of the three, only the MP5K was suited to the task at hand. 
“Any of you have flashlights?”
They all looked to Captain Artz.
“Sorry,” he said with a quick shake of his head. “We’re down to a handful that still work.”
“Understood.”
Mason checked his watch. It was nearly two in the afternoon. That left roughly six hours until sunset, plenty of time to search a few buildings. That assumed, of course, that nothing went wrong. If the mission started to drag on, they would have no choice but to abandon the search. He sure as hell didn’t want to get caught in an infected base camp after dark.
“Captain, get the truck ready. We’re leaving in ten minutes.”
Artz nodded and hurried off toward the deuce-and-a-half.
“The rest of you take a few minutes to say your goodbyes.”
“You act like we’re not coming back,” Cobb said with a nervous smile.
“No,” he said, “I’m giving you the courtesy that every soldier deserves before going into combat. My suggestion is to use the time wisely.”
Both Cobb and Rodriguez wandered away to talk with fellow cadets. Lieutenant Bell stayed behind.
“Sir, do you really think we’ll see combat?”
Mason stared into her bright blue eyes and saw as much determination as fear. He’d heard the argument a thousand times about why women shouldn’t be allowed in combat arms. The assertion was that they were weaker and lacked the intestinal fortitude. More often than not, though, he had seen women step up and prove the skeptics wrong. While it was true that they were not as physically strong as their male counterparts, women could more easily dispense with the machismo that often got soldiers killed. He had also found them to be better students when it came to marksmanship training. Like every soldier in his command, he expected them to demonstrate the same valor and grit. As such, he had always afforded them the same respect.
“We’re going into a known hot zone where five people have already gone missing. What do you think, Lieutenant?”
She nodded. “Yes, sir.”
He put his hand on her shoulder and offered a reassuring smile. 
“You’ll do fine. You’re already taking the most important step.”
“What’s that, sir?”
“You’re getting your head on straight.”

The deuce-and-a-half’s oversized steering wheel vibrated like an out of balance washing machine as Mason steered the truck down the faded blacktop road. Bowie sat beside him, and eight cadets rode in the back. Both cab windows were down to help with situational awareness, but Mason didn’t really expect to encounter the infected in broad daylight, certainly not on the cadets’ side of the bridge. At his insistence, Leila stayed behind. She had fussed a bit, but given the injuries to her hand and leg, her protests lacked their usual conviction.
Captain Artz had been right about the expansive size of the compound. They had already driven past a hundred sheet metal buildings. Signs hanging out front indicated that a host of private tenants had set up shop, including New River Energetics, Alliant Ordnance, and Appalachian Railcar Service. He also spotted a few of the blast-protected igloos. According to Commandant Franks’ assessment, the buildings on their side of the river contained only ammunition for heavy weaponry. While an M107 high explosive artillery shell could be rigged to do some serious damage, handling the fifteen-pound charge was not something Mason was willing to risk. 
As they approached the bridge, he gently eased the truck to a stop, the brakes making a long high-pitched squeak. The bridge was a heavy concrete structure with high side rails and two narrow lanes that stretched nearly a quarter-mile across a channel of muddy green water. There were no vehicles or debris on the bridge, which would make it easier for the cadets to monitor and defend. 
He looked through the rear window at the young men and women. All of them looked scared. Good, he thought. Better that than cocky and careless. He tapped on the window, and everyone turned to look. 
He gave them a quick nod. Time to go.
Captain Artz and the four cadets assigned to man the bridge quickly dismounted. The captain hustled around to Mason’s door.
“How long do you think you’ll be?”
“All I can say for sure is that we intend to be back by dark.”
“And if you’re not?”
“Then you can assume that we’re either dead or will be shortly.”
He nodded. “We’ll do our best to keep the bridge clear.”
“You do that, Captain.”
Artz gave him a quick salute, and Mason returned it. The gesture felt strange, yet oddly familiar, like shaking the hand of an old friend. The captain quickly turned and began identifying places for his men to take up their defensive positions.
Bowie shifted closer to Mason and strained to look out the window.
“They’ll do all right,” he said, scrubbing the dog’s neck. “I’m more worried about those three.” He glanced back at the cadets. Rodriguez and Cobb sat on one side of the truck bed, and Bell sat on the other. All three looked down at their feet, perhaps feeling like soldiers being asked to rush across the blood-soaked beaches of Normandy.
Determined to do what he could to keep those in his charge alive, Mason dropped the transmission into first and started across the bridge. The concrete was patched together in twelve-foot slabs, and every couple of seconds the truck’s tires bumped over the uneven joints. He kept their pace slow and steady, watching the other side of the bridge for any sign of the enemy. 
Everything remained quiet and calm, and they arrived on the far side after having seen nothing more exciting than a flock of glossy ibises patrolling the riverbank in search of frogs. As they exited the bridge, the road forked to the left. Mason glanced down at the map, confirming what he already knew. Their path lay directly ahead.
He pressed on, eventually coming to a long rectangular parking lot, empty except for a collection of shipping containers painted the same dull white color as the buildings. On the opposite side of the lot sat the first igloo into which Commandant Franks had purportedly taken his team.
The building was all but hidden behind a ten-foot-high blast wall constructed from reinforced concrete. Smokestacks poked up from behind the wall, and an archway at one end opened up to a loading dock. Mason steered around a small roundabout before stopping with the truck facing away from the building. A deuce-and-a-half was about as maneuverable as a dinosaur, and as such, it was always best to keep it pointed in the direction it might need to run.
Rodriguez, Cobb, and Bell hopped down from the bed of the truck, rifles in hand. Mason grabbed his M4 and flashlight off the seat and climbed down from the cab to meet them. Bowie was quick to follow, his tail wagging with excitement. He had been on enough adventures to know that things were about to get interesting.
As soon as Mason was clear of the truck, he turned in a slow circle, taking in the entire scene. There was an unnatural stillness to everything, disturbed only by one of the shipping container doors that swayed and moaned with every strong gust of wind. 
Cobb and Bell gathered up, but Rodriguez began to wander toward the blast wall.
“Wait,” said Mason. “First we clear the containers behind us.”
“Nobody’s gonna live in a shipping container,” argued Rodriguez. “It’s too damn hot.”
“Probably not. But since you’re so confident, you get to be the one to open the doors.”
“What? That’s bullsh—” At the look in Mason’s eyes, he cut himself short. “Whatever.” He turned around and headed toward the first of the containers. With every step he took, however, Rodriguez seemed less and less certain about his earlier assessment.
“We’ll clear the containers one at a time,” explained Mason. “Each one just like the one before it. No shortcuts. No sloppiness.” He steered them to the container at the far right end. Pointing to Cobb, he said, “When Rodriguez pulls the door open, you fill the void.”
Cobb gripped his rifle a little tighter and nodded.
“What should I do?” asked Lieutenant Bell.
“You watch our six.”
“Yes, sir.” She turned and began sweeping her rifle from the building to the road and then back again.
“And what exactly are you
going to be doing?” asked Rodriguez, making no attempt to hide his contempt.
“My job is one of overwatch. If something eats you, I’m going to make sure that it doesn’t get Cobb too.”
Rodriguez rolled his eyes. “And your dog? What’s his job?" he said, looking down at Bowie.
Mason reached down and patted the wolfhound.
“If things get really ugly, Bowie’s going to save us all.” He nodded to the first container. “Now let’s move, soldier.”
Rodriguez reluctantly stepped forward and studied the shipping container handles. There were four in total, two facing right and two facing left. 
He looked back at Mason.
“Any idea how to open it?”
“Pull both handles on the right door at the same time, and then swing it open as fast as you can.”
Rodriguez turned around and tugged on the two right handles, freeing their locking mechanisms with a loud clank. When they were both clear, he grabbed the heavy door and backpedaled to swing it open. Cobb immediately rushed forward, rifle glued to his shoulder.
The container was empty except for a small pile of packing blankets.
Cobb let out a nervous laugh, and the group shifted to the next container.
They repeated the process four more times, and each time, the results were the same. When they came to the sixth container, they discovered that it was secured with a heavy padlock. 
Cobb raised his rifle. “Should I shoot it off?”
Mason shook his head. Not only would the bullet likely be ineffective against the lock, there was a good chance that it might ricochet and kill someone. Rather than chastise Cobb, he decided to use it as a teaching moment for all the cadets.
“Cobb, what are the rules of gun safety?”
“Marshal?”
“Recite them for me.”
He looked up for a moment, thinking.
“Assume that every gun is loaded.”
“What else?”
“Keep your finger off the trigger until you’re ready to fire, and don’t point the muzzle at anything you don’t want to shoot.”
Mason waited for him to continue.
Cobb shrugged. “I think that’s it.”
“You’re forgetting the fourth rule. Know your target and what’s behind it.”
“Okay, so?”
“So, do you know what’s inside that container?”
“Of course not. How could I know that?”
“You couldn’t, and that’s why you don’t know that it’s safe to put a bullet through the door. Think about where we’re at, son.”
Cobb looked around at the ammunition bunkers, and his eyes grew wide. 
“Right,” he said, grimacing. “Sorry.”
Rodriguez smacked him lightly on the back of the head.
“Fool, you’re trying to blow us to hell and gone.”
They continued their search. The adjacent container was empty, as was the one after it. When they came to the next one, they heard a loud bumping coming from inside.
Cobb looked back at Mason and raised his hands as if to ask, “Now what?”
Mason brought his rifle up and motioned for both Cobb and Rodriguez to get into position. Once they were ready, he nodded, and Rodriguez jerked the door open. 
An enormous shape bolted from the container, its heavy feet clunking against the metal flooring. The door smashed all the way open, knocking Rodriguez to the ground. Cobb managed to jump out of the way, instinctively firing his rifle as he stumbled back. The 30-06 round punched a hole in the back of the container but missed the creature charging past him. 
The animal was an eighteen-hundred-pound Simmental bull, covered with rusty brown and white fur and curly tufts of hair topping the crown of its head. Bowie gave chase, barking and otherwise adding to the excitement. When the bull got to the end of the row of shipping containers, it stopped and looked down at the dog, daring it to come closer. Bowie wisely backed off and returned to the group.











Rodriguez got to his feet as everyone moved closer to inspect the container. The inside of the metal car looked as if a small herd of cows had grazed on dynamite. Bones, guts, fur, and chunks of bloody meat were scattered across the walls and floor. The only things alive were the thousands of blowflies buzzing about the carnage.
Cobb gagged from the stench and took a few steps back, covering his nose and mouth. Rodriguez laughed, but stopped when the stink reached his nostrils.
“Jesus, that’s ripe!”
Bell glanced over her shoulder at the bloody container but managed to stay upwind as she continued to watch the area.
Holding his breath, Mason stepped closer and studied the scene. The bloodbath was definitely the result of cows being slaughtered, and in a most brutal way. Several sets of human footprints were imprinted in the blood and guts, as if the occupants had enjoyed squishing rotting carnage between their toes.
He stepped back and swung the door shut.
“What the hell, Marshal?” Cobb said in a nasally voice as he pinched his nose.
Mason shrugged. “Even the infected have to eat. They must have herded a few animals into the container for slaughter.”
Cobb looked back at the bull as it slowly wandered off toward a grassy patch between the buildings.
“Do you think they could really kill something that big with their bare hands?”
“Hell no,” declared Rodriguez. “They used a blade to chop them up the way they do at a meat market.”
Given what he knew of the infected, Mason wasn’t so sure. What the virus had taken from their intellect, it had generously given back in strength and brutality. 
He motioned for them to move on.
“Let’s get this done.”
They continued the process of checking the remaining few containers and were relieved to discover that the rest were empty except for a little garbage. Confident now that nothing was going to sneak up behind them, the group turned its attention to the reinforced building.
“From here on out, Bowie and I will take point,” said Mason. “We’ll move single file until we enter the building. Once we get inside, Rodriguez, you go right, and Cobb, you go left. Bell, you continue to watch the rear. Clear?”
Everyone nodded.
Mason started toward the opening in the blast wall, and one by one, the cadets fell in line. 
To minimize explosive pressures, the rebar-infused concrete wall had been built very close to the building, leaving a gap of only a few feet all the way around. The only break in the wall was an arch that opened up to a loading ramp. At the top of the ramp were a high-bay sliding door and a service entrance. The sliding door was constructed from steel slats that were so heavy they could only be lifted using an electric motor. The service door opened outward, and it too looked to be clad with heavy-gauge steel.
Bending slightly at the waist, Mason shuffled up the ramp and positioned himself to the left of the service door. Bowie stayed close by his side. The knob had been broken off, and the only thing keeping the door shut was a little grit in the hinges. 
Bowie leaned forward and stuck his nose into the hole, hoping to get a whiff of what was inside. Not liking what he found, the dog pulled back and sneezed. 
Mason gently pushed him aside and peeked in through the small hole. The inside of the building was dark, but there were no obvious signs of movement. He motioned for Rodriguez to move to the other side. Once the cadet was in position, Mason nodded for him to pull the door exactly as he had done with the shipping containers. 
As soon as the door swung open, Mason shuffled in, immediately sliding along the back wall. Bowie was less careful, charging in and quickly disappearing into the darkness. A swath of sunlight spilled in from the open door, outlining heavy wooden carts positioned along the right side of the room. Each cart was about the size of a bathtub and featured a single large caster centered along the bottom of each of its four sides. The other half of the room lay cloaked in thick shadows, but Mason discerned the outline of several tall shelves. 
He took a quick whiff of the air. It was cool and smelled of gunpowder and machine oil. The only sound was that of Bowie’s nails clicking on the concrete floor as he wandered around the room. The fact that Bowie hadn’t yet encountered anything worth sounding off about was a good sign that the building was empty.
Mason moved away from the wall, sliding forward a few steps to take cover behind one of the carts. Seconds later, Rodriguez and Cobb shuffled into the room, taking up positions to his left and right. Lieutenant Bell also entered the room, stopping a few feet inside the doorway to watch the gap in the blast wall behind them. 
Holding his flashlight against the handguard of the M4, Mason clicked it on and quickly swept the area. The single-room building was rectangular, measuring perhaps sixty feet on one side and forty on the other. Eight inspection stations were spaced around the room, each designed around a large semi-circular stand-up desk. Next to every station were various colored barrels and an exhaust vent that fed up through the ceiling. 
The shine of brass reflected from the contents of the closest wooden cart, and Mason lifted out a 25 mm high-explosive round. At roughly twice the diameter of a .50 caliber round, the ammunition was best suited for use in a C-130 gunship, M2 Bradley, or ship-based autocannon.
He gently placed the cartridge back into the bin and began to work his way through the maze of carts. Each contained loose ammunition, ranging in size from 5.56 mm all the way up to 30 mm. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a single .50 BMG cartridge, and even if there had been, it would have been of little use without the appropriate linking to feed it into the Browning.
As Mason finished inspecting the carts, Bowie ambled over.
“You didn’t find anything either, huh?”
Thinking that Mason was talking to him, Cobb said, “No weapons, but there’s plenty of ammo.” He lifted up a handful of 5.56 mm M855A1 ammunition and let it trickle through his fingers. “We should take some of it with us.”
Mason shook his head. “Before we expend the energy carrying pallets of ammunition out to the truck, let’s finish searching the igloos. If we have time, we’ll come back.”
Cobb shrugged. “Whatever you say, Marshal.”
“You do what you want,” Rodriguez said, stuffing his pockets with 9 mm rounds. “I’m loading up while I have the chance.”
Mason didn’t really blame him. Piles of ammunition often gave soldiers a sense of security, sometimes warranted, sometimes not. 
“Finish up and be out front in two minutes.” He turned and headed back outside.
When the team regrouped at the deuce-and-a-half, Rodriguez’s pants were nearly falling down from the weight of the extra ammunition. Mason said nothing. It was a lesson he would have to learn on his own.
Bell looked down the road toward the next igloo. It was about a football field away.
“Sir, would it be better to walk or drive?”
“Until we see a need to move quietly, let’s keep the truck close by. Besides,” he said with a grin, “I’d hate for Rodriguez to collapse under his own weight.”





Chapter 14  
 
 
The drive from Luray to Washington, D.C., went about as expected. Traffic grew thicker and thicker, and as they reached the outskirts of Arlington, even the side roads were becoming impassible by car. They eventually abandoned Highway 29 in favor of the less congested County Road 236. As the road approached Alexandria, they turned back north onto Washington Street, hoping to find a way through the logjam. Despite their maneuvering, it wasn’t long before they found themselves completely out of open roadway. 
Straddling the sidewalk, with one tire spinning in the grass and another trying to climb a small brick wall, Tanner finally gave up and shut the car off. 
“Looks like we’re on foot from here.”
Samantha opened her door and donned her pack and rifle. 
“Are we going to cross over one of the bridges?”
“Have to,” he said, slipping on his own pack. 
She stared ahead but saw only block after block of restaurants and boutique stores. 
“How far do you think it is?”
“Can’t be more than two or three miles.”
She tipped her face to the sky and felt the comforting warmth of the sun.
“At least it’s a nice day for a walk.”
“That’s the spirit.”
They strode through the quaint Old Town neighborhood for nearly a mile, taking notice of a youth center, now covered in graffiti, and a small mom-and-pop bakery that still smelled of fresh bread. 
“Smell that?” she asked, sniffing the air.
“Sure do.”
“I don’t suppose there’s any chance of finding a loaf of warm bread.”
“We might have to eat around the mold, but I’m game if you are.”
“I’ll think I’ll pass,” she said, continuing on.
A little further up they discovered a fire engine sitting sideways in the center of the road. It looked as if the driver had foolishly attempted a U-turn, only to get the huge truck hopelessly stuck in traffic. The windshield had been smashed in, but the rest of the rig looked to be in good shape. 
Samantha climbed onto the front bumper and peered in through the broken windshield. Inside she could see a bright red steering wheel, a joystick, and a panel covered in yellow buttons. 
“Do you think the siren still works?”
He shook his head. “Battery’s probably dead by now.”
She stepped down and walked around to the driver’s side, giving the door a tug. It didn’t budge.
“Locked.”
“We can break in if you want.”
“Nah, it’s not important.” She hopped back down. “Did you ever want to be a fireman?”
“Risking my life to rescue cats? No thanks.”
“So, what did you want to be? A football player? Maybe a lumberjack? No, no… I’ve got it. A professional wrestler!” She held her hand to her mouth like she was holding a microphone. “In this corner, we have Tanner the Tormenter, weighing in at a cool…” She paused. “… four thousand pounds.”
“Funny.”
She giggled. “All right, if not a professional wrestler, what then?”
“When I was little, I always wanted to be a policeman.”
Her giggle turned into a laugh.
“What’s so funny?”
She patted his arm affectionately.
“You’re kidding, right?”
“I’m most certainly not.”
“But you’re a criminal!”
“I went to prison because I punished people for committing a crime.”
“By killing them.”
“They had it coming,” he mumbled.
“Still, policemen aren’t supposed to do that kind of thing.”
“No? What are they supposed to do then?”
“Help people, of course.”
“I help people.”
She pursed her lips. “Really? Like when?”
“What about when I rescued those kids from the Amish farm?”
“Good point. That was really nice of you.”
“And what about that time I let those thieves go free after they stole our backpacks?”
“That one doesn’t count because you beat them up.”
“Hardly a beating.”
“Still, I’m not sure that being a policeman is the right fit for you.” She thought for a moment. “I’ve got it. How about a bounty hunter? You know, like that Dog fellow on TV.”
“A bounty hunter…” he said, rubbing his chin. “Do they get to beat people up?”
“I’m sure they do.”
“Do they have to wear a uniform?”
“Maybe just some chains and a leather jacket.”
“I could live with that.”
She nodded. “It’s perfect. You get to catch the bad guys but don’t actually have to be a good guy yourself.”
He smiled, certain that she had no idea that even her compliments were laced with insults. 
“What about you? What did you want to be when you grew up?”
“If I tell you, you’ll laugh.”
“After what you just did to my dreams, you bet I will.”
She squinted, trying to decide whether or not to tell him. 
“Come on. Out with it.”
“Fine,” she said with a sigh. “When my mom was president, she used to take me all over the world with her.”
“And?”
“And one time we went to meet the Queen of England.”
“Whoa, that must have been interesting.”
“Oh, it was,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “There were all kinds of fancy dresses, and castles, and guards who wore big funny hats.”
“Sounds nice.”
“Anyway, after we left, I thought that it might be nice to be a…” She hesitated. “You know, a princess.”
Contrary to his promise, Tanner didn’t laugh. Instead he said, “Princess Samantha does have a nice ring to it.”
She smiled. “If I’m the princess, what does that make you?”
He thought for a moment. 
“I guess I’d be the Captain of the Guard.”
“Ooh, I like that,” she said, her eyes taking on a faraway look. “Princess Samantha and her Captain of the Guard, Tanner the Tormenter.”
He shook his head. “You’re hilarious.”
She giggled again. “I think you meant, ‘You’re hilarious, your Highness.’”
“Uh-huh, I’m sure that’s what I meant.”

The hike north on Washington Street started off quite picturesque, with bridal shops, boutiques, and artsy collectible stores lining the street. Unfortunately, the small-town feel quickly gave way to a business district, and after that, a lifeless industrial section. By the time the road had changed to the George Washington Memorial Parkway, the only buildings within sight were storage rentals, electrical substations, and graffiti-painted warehouses.
Despite the warm temperatures, Samantha offered no complaints, even after they had been walking for a full hour. As they pushed further north, a two-lane bike trail began to parallel the right side of the road. A sign identified it as the Mount Vernon Trail.
Tanner said, “What do you say we take the scenic route?” 
She stopped and took a moment to weigh the dangers of the street versus the trail. 
“Ah, come on,” he said, cutting across an open stretch of grass. “It nearly hugs the road, and we won’t have to worry about anyone hiding behind cars.”
“Maybe not,” she said, hurrying to catch up, “but people aren’t the only things out to kill us.”
Neither of them said any more about it. The world was dangerous. It was a simple truth that both had come to accept. There was no point in belaboring the fact.
True to Tanner’s promise, the trail did indeed parallel the parkway. Shaded with tall evergreens and surrounded by thick green grass, it was a welcome change from the hot, lifeless asphalt. After a short distance, they came to an inlet of water that opened up into the Potomac River. Hundreds of colorful sailboats sat moored in a sprawling marina. A few of them hadn’t been properly secured and either lay toppled over in the water or drifting aimlessly between the docks.
Samantha stared out at the boats. 
“Why don’t we get one of those and cross the river like we did last time?”
“They’re sailboats.”
“So?”
“So, I don’t know how to sail. Do you?”
“I’m sure we could figure it out.”
“More likely we’d end up beached on a sandbar halfway across the river, with sharks circling the boat.”
“Sharks? In a river?”
“It could happen,” he said, not at all sure that he was right.
“Alligators, maybe.”
“Either way, a bridge is safer.”
She shrugged. “I guess.”
They walked along the water’s edge for another quarter-mile, eventually crossing a smaller waterway known as Four Mile Run. On the far side of the bridge, the road and trail both opened up into an enormous parking lot. Beyond it, lay a long metal hangar and the hub of an airport terminal, with several commercial aircraft parked out front.
Before either of them could decide one way or the other about the airport, a long string of gunfire sounded from the road ahead. The gunshots weren’t close enough to really worry about, but they were directly in their present path. 
Samantha nodded toward the gunfire. 
“What do you think that’s about?”
“Same as always—people trying to kill one another.”
“Yeah? And?”
“And I see no reason to get in the middle of anyone else’s disagreement.”
She looked around, letting her eyes slowly drift toward the airport. Tanner was already staring at the long stretch of asphalt crowded with jumbo jets and service vehicles. The airport had an apocalyptic air about it, a vivid reminder that even the most important infrastructures had been abandoned.
“We could cut across,” he offered, clearly testing the water.
“You don’t think anyone would mind?”
“I don’t see why they would.”
“Right. It’s not like we’re going to steal an airplane.” She looked at him with suspicion. “We’re not, right?”
“Darlin’, I wouldn’t have the foggiest idea how to fly an airplane.”
“Good.”
“Good that I don’t know how to fly an airplane?”
“No, good that you’re not going to try.”
They crossed a small service road, traversed the parking lot, and arrived at an eight-foot-high chain-link fence topped with razor wire. 
“How do you want to go about this?” Samantha said, looking up at the fence like a climber might El Capitan.
“Easy. We go around.”
They turned left and followed the fence line until it ended at a guard station. Two lanes passed onto the airport’s tarmac, and the only things blocking entry were a couple of hefty-looking lift barriers and collapsible tire spikes. Guard booths stood at either side of the road, but both were locked up tight.
Tanner stepped over the tire spikes and walked onto the airport’s tarmac like he owned the place. Samantha was a little more apprehensive, taking a good look around to make sure that a TSA sniper wasn’t standing ready to shoot her for trespassing.
“Which airport is this?” she asked.
“Reagan National.”
“Named after the baseball team?”
He grinned. “Yeah, I think so.”
She nodded and started out across the vast stretch of blacktop that acted as both a helipad and an area for taxiing aircraft to turn around. To their immediate left, a hangar stretched on for more than a thousand feet. According to the signs, it hosted a flight school, equipment storage, fuel and emergency vehicles, and several large aircraft repair facilities. Two orange rescue helicopters sat in front of the hangar, their rotors sleeved and tied down to the skids.
The main tarmac consisted of a two-lane road running along its left edge, and several taxi lanes for incoming and outgoing airplanes. A large circular hub-and-spoke terminal lay about a quarter-mile directly ahead. Even at a distance, they could see three commercial aircraft docked at the gates, as well as fuel trucks and baggage carts parked around the planes. One of the smaller planes had overshot its jetway and plowed headfirst into the terminal. The adjacent gate area now lay in ruins, covered in broken glass and sticky, pink fire retardant.
“This place is even creepier than the city.” 
Tanner didn’t disagree, but he said nothing for fear of really getting her started.
“It’s like everyone just vanished,” she said, slowly turning in a circle.
He shrugged. “At least it’s quiet.”
“That’s true.”
“Plus, it’s wide open. Nothing’s going to sneak up on us.”
She thought about that and nodded, apparently satisfied.
They continued ahead, passing by an Airbus A319 with the image of a bobcat on its tail. The airline name, Frontier, was painted in metallic gray letters across the fuselage. At a hundred feet in length, it wasn’t a huge plane by any means. Even so, peering up at it from ground level made it seem as big as a B-52 bomber. The aircraft door was closed, and the associated jet bridge had a heavy curtain pulled across it. 
“Should we go inside?” she asked, eyeing a narrow set of stairs used for transporting carryon luggage up to waiting customers.
He turned and looked up at the terminal. There were splashes of what looked like bodily waste on the windows overlooking the tarmac.
“Let’s just stick to the runway. We can skirt the airport and come out on the north end. I know for sure that there are a couple of bridges near there.”
“And then what?”
“What do you mean?”
“You never explained how we’re getting into the tunnels.”
“You’re just now asking?”
She shrugged. “I figured you’d tell me when you had it all worked out.”
“That’s pretty trusting.”
“Someone once told me that you deserved my trust.”
He smiled, recalling Libby, a deaf woman they had traveled with for a short time.
“Well, she was right because I have a plan.”
“I hope it doesn’t require us going back to the White House. That place was a mess.”
“It doesn’t. Not if we can help it, anyway.”
“I know we’re not going in through the Naval Observatory. You made sure of that when you burned it to the ground.”
“One of my finer moments,” he said with a note of pride.
“Okay, so how do we get in?”
“You remember those soldiers we met down in the tunnels?”
“The ones you let get eaten?”
“Yeah, those two.”
“What about them?”
“Do you recall what they said about the tunnels?”
“I remember them saying that the tunnels led all the way to Mount Weather.”
“They said something else too. They said there were entrances scattered throughout the city, places like the Blair House and the State Department.”
“Even so, we’d never find the secret passages.”
“Probably not. But they also said there was an entrance in Union Station.”
“The big train station?”
“That’s right. It also serves the Metro, and if there’s an entrance, it has to be down at that level.”
“I guess that makes sense, but I still don’t see how we’re going to find it.”
“That’s the thing. It should be easy to find. The station already has secure areas, so there’d be no need to hide it like they did in the observatory.”
“You’re assuming that we can even get into those areas.”
He tilted his head as if to say, “Really?”
She smiled. “Sorry, what was I thinking?”
He paused, choosing his words carefully. 
“There is one part of my plan that I need to talk to you about but not until the time is right.” 
She squinted, studying him with suspicion. 
“From your tone, I can tell that I’m not going to like it. Am I?”
“No,” he said quietly, “you are most certainly not.”





Chapter 15  
 
 
From the outside, the second igloo looked very much like the first. The only difference was the heavy steel gate that had been added to the rear blast wall, presumably to facilitate easier transport of materials between adjacent buildings. 
Mason and the cadets approached in the same manner they had previously, splitting up and circling around from each side. When they finally got inside, they found the structure filled with wooden pallets, most of them stacked high with boxes and crates. It would have taken the rest of the day to conduct a careful search, so they decided to split up and give everything a quick onceover.
Based on their labels, most of the boxes appeared to contain spare parts for the military, although it was impossible to say exactly what they serviced. The most interesting find was a stack of crates stamped Alexander Arms. Mason dragged one free and motioned for Cobb to fetch a screwdriver from a nearby pegboard.
 Working his way around the lip, he carefully pried the lid free, the wood cracking as it broke away in thick, dry splinters. Rodriguez and Cobb both peeked over his shoulder as he tossed the lid aside and pulled back a layer of oil-impregnated paper. Beneath the paper lay six semi-automatic rifles neatly framed in the bottom of the box. Each rifle had a 26-round magazine seated in its magazine well and another taped across the back of the buttstock.
Cobb’s eyes grew wide. “Oh my goodness.”
Bowie stepped closer and sniffed the paper that had fallen to the floor. Apparently, it wasn’t particularly interesting, because he abandoned it and wandered away.
Mason lifted out a rifle and released the magazine. It was empty. He checked the chamber. It too was clear. At first glance, the rifles might be mistaken for standard AR-15s, but he knew better. These rifles were chambered in 6.5 mm Grendel, a cartridge designed to be highly accurate out to 800 yards with only half the recoil of a 7.62 mm round. They were heavier than a comparable AR-15, but they also had significantly more stopping power.
“Either of you see any 6.5 mm Grendel ammunition?” 
“Did you say Grendel?” asked Rodriguez.
Mason nodded. “Did you see some?”
“I sure did.” Rodriguez hurried across the room, scanning labels. “Here!” he shouted, trying to deadlift a small wooden crate. It tipped slightly, but he couldn’t quite get it off the floor. “Cobb, give me a hand.”
Cobb hurried over, and together they duck-walked the case over to Mason.
He took a moment to study the label and then used the screwdriver to pry off the lid. Inside, they discovered two hundred 20-round boxes of 123-grain 6.5 mm Grendel ammunition. 
“Will it fit?” Rodriguez asked, nearly holding his breath.
Mason opened one of the boxes and inspected the cartridges. 
“Yes.”
Rodriguez grinned and gave Cobb a high five. 
“We just found the mother of all jackpots!”
Despite Rodriguez’s usual enthusiastic flair, Mason thought the assessment was pretty much spot on. A set of hard-hitting assault rifles was a huge step forward for the team.
“Which of you has ever shot an AR-15 or its equivalent?”
“Sir, we all had to qualify with M16s as part of our cadet training,” Bell said, stepping away from the door to better see the rifles.
Mason handed her the first rifle and then passed another one over to Cobb.
“You two should definitely trade up. Rodriguez, it’s your call as to whether you keep the MP5.”
“Are you kidding?” he blurted, already dumping handfuls of 9 mm rounds from his pockets into one of the bins. “I’m not gonna be the only one without a shiny new rifle.”
Mason pulled a third rifle from the crate and handed it to him. While he might have reminded Rodriguez that being familiar with one’s weapon was more important than the actual model, it would have felt less than genuine. The Grendels were beautiful weapons, and with a boatload of ammunition and magazines available, he couldn’t think of a good reason not to swap out.
Each cadet carefully loaded two 26-round magazines. While similar in appearance to standard 5.56 mm rounds, the 6.5 mm Grendel was shorter and fatter. When they had the weapons loaded, everyone turned to look at Mason. Holding the new rifles, they looked less like ragtag cadets and more like real soldiers.
Mason did a quick count of the crates and cases. Eight crates with six rifles each, along with six cases of ammunition, each containing four thousand rounds. All in all, it could mean the difference between the cadets being overrun by a horde of the infected or successfully repelling them.
He nodded to Cobb and Rodriguez. 
“You two get the rest of these rifles and ammunition into the truck. Bell will cover you.”
“You planning to watch?” joked Rodriguez.
“Tempting, but I’m going to see if there’s anything else worth taking.” Mason whistled for Bowie to follow him as he took a second pass through the warehouse.
As the cadets grunted and groaned, hauling out the rifles and ammunition, Mason used his flashlight to scan some of the other crates and boxes. The only other interesting find was an olive-drab box stenciled with yellow lettering: M18A1, Qty 12.
Bowie stepped forward and sniffed the box. 
“They’re Claymore mines,” he explained.
The dog tipped his head and stared up at him.
“Trust me. Where we’re going, these things could be useful.” 
He grabbed the box with both hands and dragged it over to the door. When Rodriguez and Cobb had finished loading the rifles and ammunition, he had them haul the box of Claymores out to the truck. Something for them; something for him. It seemed only fair.
“Sir.”
Mason turned and saw Bell pointing toward a building in the distance. The structure was about twice the size of the other igloos, but it was encircled by the same thick blast wall. A thin trail of smoke rose from a metal chimney on the roof.
“Could it be the Commandant?” she asked.
“According to Captain Artz, that building wasn’t part of their search.”
“Maybe not, but someone’s in there.”
Cobb and Rodriguez returned, sweaty and breathing heavily. Bell quickly pointed out her find.
“We gotta go check that out,” Rodriguez said, gripping his new rifle. “It could be them.”
Cobb eyed the building but said nothing.
Mason carefully considered their next course of action. It wasn’t as obvious as it first seemed. While they hadn’t yet found Commandant Franks or ammunition for the Browning, they had uncovered enough weaponry to arm the entire Corps of Cadets. Pushing ahead introduced the risk of losing the Grendels. He could, of course, opt to send one cadet back with the truck, but that in turn would compromise the rest of the team’s ability to do a speedy retreat. 
Like all tough decisions, it came down to a judgment call.
“All right,” he said, “listen up. I’ll position the truck so that it’s facing back toward the bridge. Then we go ahead on foot as quietly as possible. If things turn ugly, we race for the truck and get the hell back across the bridge. We can’t afford to lose those rifles. Clear?”
Everyone nodded.
Mason climbed in and wheeled the deuce-and-a-half around, positioning it in the road so that it had a clear path back toward the bridge. Loaded, the truck would be slow and heavy, but even so, he felt confident that it could outrun a person on foot. And if it couldn’t, he wasn’t averse to running over anyone who got in the way. He left the keys in the ignition, a calculated risk that no one would abscond with their newfound treasure before they could return.
Once he had everything ready, he nodded to Bowie.
“You’re out in front, boy.”
Bowie stared up at him, confused.
Mason smiled and pointed toward the igloo.
“That way, Cochise.”
The dog let out a short woof and started off toward the igloo. The group moved in a staggered column formation, slowly and steadily across the sprawling grassy field. There were no windows along the rear of the building, so Mason figured they had a reasonably good chance of crossing the field undetected. As they approached the blast wall, Bell and Cobb circled in one direction while he and Rodriguez went around the other. 
To his surprise, when he peeked around the front corner of the building, Mason saw two men standing guard. Both were wearing wrinkled military fatigues, standing in the shade cast by an awning that extended above the sliding door. Each man carried an M14 rifle equipped with an M9 bayonet. 
Mason knew that the M14 had replaced the M1 Garand as the standard issue infantry rifle back in the 1960s. By the 1970s, however, it too had been replaced, this time by the M16 as the military sought to use lighter weapons and ammunition. Even so, the M14 was still manufactured for limited service applications, including competition and sniping. He could only assume that the two men had stumbled across a cache of weapons, much like he and the cadets had. As for the M9 bayonet, it had been around since the 1980s, its seven-inch blade serving as a last resort for matters that became up close and personal.
Bell and Cobb both peeked around the opposite corner, and Mason quickly held up a fist, indicating that they should hold fast. Cobb flashed him a quick salute as both he and Bell squatted down.
“What is it?” Rodriguez whispered, sliding closer and looking past Mason.
“Guards.”
Rodriguez raised his rifle. “I could shoot both of them before they could get off the porch.”
“And if they’re not hostile? How are you planning to explain that to their wives and children?”
He lowered the Grendel. “I said that I could, not that I would.”
Mason studied the men for a moment longer. They were turned toward one another, so he couldn’t quite make out their faces. He did notice one thing strange about the M14s.
“Take a look at their rifles.”
Rodriguez studied them. “They’re not as fancy as ours, if that’s what you’re getting at.”
“Look closer. What do you see about the ammunition?”
He took another long look.
“What the hell? There aren’t any magazines in their rifles.”
“Correct.”
“That means they’re basically holding spears.”
“It looks like it.”
“Why would they do that? This whole place is filled with ammunition.”
It didn’t make sense to Mason either. After having only searched two buildings, they had already found both rifles and ammunition. Surely these two would have had no trouble finding 7.62 mm ammunition for their M14s.
“Might as well go and say hello,” Rodriguez said, standing up and pushing his way past.
Mason reached for him, but it was already too late. The cadet marched across the front lawn like he was General Patton confronting soldiers who had deserted their posts.
As soon as the guards saw him, they charged, shuffling down the long concrete ramp with bayonets extended. From the stiff way they moved, Mason had no doubt that they were infected. 
He swung his rifle up and took aim. 
Rodriguez saw it too and immediately began firing. His first shot hit the lead man in the hip. The guard stumbled but didn’t fall. Rodriguez’s second bullet punched a hole through his shoulder. Still, he refused to go down. The second guard was only a few feet from skewering Rodriguez when the side of his head exploded like a bloody cantaloupe. The momentum whirled him around into the first man, taking both of them to the ground. Rodriguez rushed forward and fired shot after shot until both men lay still.
Cobb and Bell rushed around the corner, slowing as they approached Rodriguez. They looked as if they didn’t know whether they should pat him on the back or say a few words over the fallen men.
Mason waved his arms to get their attention. When they turned in his direction, he motioned for them to take cover along the face of the building. All three hurried up to the wall and formed a single line next to the service door. Once they were in place, he approached from the other side of the door. 
Bowie followed at his heels but quickly detoured to inspect the two dead men.
When Mason arrived at the service door, Rodriguez said, “Good shot, Marshal. You nearly blew his head off!”
Mason spoke in a calm but firm voice. 
“Rodriguez, I need for you to understand something.”
“Yeah? What’s that?”
“If you ever break ranks again, I’ll shoot you in the back.”
Rodriguez cracked a smile, but when he saw the look in Mason’s eyes, it quickly faded.
“Tell me that you understand what I just said.”
“Whatever.”
“No, not whatever. Tell me you understand.”
He shrugged. “All right. I understand. No reason to get all pissy on me, Marshal.”
Mason said nothing more. It was the only warning he would give. 
They waited for a long moment to see if anyone would come bursting out of the building. 
No one did. 
He twisted the knob and pulled the service door open. The room was dark, but there was the faint sound of sobbing coming from the back. He motioned for Rodriguez and Cobb to enter first. As soon as they did, one man went right and the other left. Mason shuffled straight up the middle, finally finding cover behind a large metal drum.
Bowie came in behind him, circling the barrel before heading off in the direction of the noise. A few seconds later, he began to growl. It was a sound Mason knew too well. Bowie had found something that he didn’t like.
Looking down the sights of his rifle, Mason stood and navigated through a maze of barrels, sprayers, and paint rollers. At the back of the room, he found Bowie wrestling with an infected man. Another of the M14s lay on the floor at the man’s feet, but there was little chance of him bending down to retrieve it. Bowie had already latched onto one of his forearms and was now using his considerable body weight to sling him from side to side. 
As soon as Mason saw an opening, he fired twice, hitting the infected man in the chest with both bullets. The guard fell to his knees, and Bowie immediately lunged forward and ripped out his throat. As blood leaked out onto the floor, Bowie released his bite and turned to stare at the small office door that the man had been guarding.
The crying was definitely coming from inside.
Cobb, Rodriguez, and Bell approached from behind Mason, their eyes scanning the room for movement.
Mason pointed to the door, and Cobb and Rodriguez hurried into position at either side. When they were ready, he nodded. Rodriguez pushed the door open, and Cobb quickly rushed in, sweeping the room. After a moment, he lowered his rifle.
“What is it?” asked Mason.
Cobb looked back over his shoulder with a big smile on his face. 
“We found them.”

Four young cadets sat on a dusty concrete floor, huddled around a small wood-burning heater. In one corner of the room was a five-gallon bucket, and in the other, a flap of cardboard soaked with what looked to be day-old chili. The men were disheveled, their eyes sunken in from exhaustion. Cuts and bruises covered their faces, clearly the result of a fight that had been lost. One of the teens sat away from the others, curled into a ball, weeping uncontrollably. The other three squinted at the shine of Mason’s flashlight, hands shielding their eyes. 
“Rodriguez, is that you?” one of the cadets said, hope creeping into his voice.
“It’s me, brother.”
Bowie pushed his way in and began rubbing against the young men. All of them struggled to make sense of why a giant dog was suddenly slathering their faces with slobber. 
Cobb, Rodriguez, and Bell hurried forward and helped the cadets to their feet. The young man who had been crying began to babble incoherently about an army of the undead. Mason stepped closer and placed a heavy hand on his shoulder, hoping that it might help to keep him from hyperventilating.
“Listen to me, son,” he said in a firm voice. 
The cadet slowly quieted, but the terror never left his eyes. 
“You’re alive. Do you hear what I’m saying? You’re alive.”
He swallowed and offered a short nod.
“Take a moment to breathe. Don’t think about anything. Just breathe.”
The young man closed his eyes and tried to calm his breathing while the other cadets were led from the room.
“What’s your name?”
“Private Cantor, sir,” he choked.
“All right, Private Cantor, can you tell me what happened? How did you get in here?”
“They captured us the night before last.”
“Who captured you? The infected?”
“Yes, sir. There must have been a hundred of them.” His voice broke. “There was no way we could have stopped them from taking him.”
“Taking who?”
“The Commandant.”
“The infected took the Commandant?”
He nodded. “They dragged him away last night. If it hadn’t been for their leader—”
“They have a leader?”
“An army officer, I think.”
“Was he like them?” Mason said, looking back at the dead guard. “Disfigured and crazy?”
“He was disfigured. But he spoke real calm and clear, like he still had his wits about him.”
Mason wasn’t surprised. While it was true that many of the infected had become consumed with an irrational rage, others had managed to keep their sanity. It made sense that those who retained their intellect would rise to positions of leadership. Such was the case with Erik, the infected man who had helped him to save the town of Boone from a gang of convicts.
“We’ve got to get out of here before they come back,” Cantor said, trying to pull away.
“Don’t worry, we will. Go join the others, and tell them I’ll be out in a minute.” 
The cadet nodded and hurried out. 
Mason took a moment to study the room. Other than the stove, potty bucket, and food scraps, there wasn’t much to see. Bowie had discovered something in the corner and came over with it in his mouth. 
“What did you find, boy?”
Bowie dropped a crumpled military jacket that one of the soldiers had been using as a pillow. 
Mason picked it up. Based on the rank and awards, it had to be the Commandant’s. There were a few small bloodstains, but none that suggested he had suffered a mortal wound while wearing it. He placed the uniform jacket back on the floor and stepped out of the office.  
Cobb immediately said, “Those creatures took the Commandant.” 
Mason nodded. “I heard.”
“So, what now?” said Rodriguez. “Do we go looking for him?”
Once again, the question was not as easy as it seemed. The addition of four cadets would ordinarily have made the team stronger, but these four were in no condition to fight. If anything, they would likely prove to be a liability. 
“You, Cobb, and Bell are going to get these men back across the bridge.”
“I’m not leaving the Commandant.” Rodriguez nudged the dead man with his boot. “Not to these monsters, I’m not.”
“You’re going to do exactly as I say.” Before Rodriguez could argue, Mason added, “Besides, we’re not abandoning the Commandant. I’m going after him.”
“Alone?” Rodriguez said with a cynical smile. “You think you’re some kind of superhero?”
Mason whistled, and Bowie hurried over to him.
“No, not alone,” he said, patting Bowie.
Bell suddenly shouted from the front door.
“Marshal, we’ve got company!”
Mason and the cadets hurried to the door and peered out. At least two dozen infected men and women shuffled across the open field, moving in their direction. All of them were in uniform, and all carried bayoneted rifles. Cantor’s description of an army of the undead suddenly made a lot more sense.
Bell looked to Mason. “Orders, sir?”
Mason spun and did a quick assessment of the room. Shelves filled the left side of the building, most of them stacked with five-gallon buckets of paint. The back of the room had several industrial paint shakers, as well as racks stacked with paint rollers, trays, extension rods, and other painting equipment. There were four small windows along each side wall as well as the service and rolling bay doors. The walls themselves were standard sheet metal, capable of being taken down with little more than a can opener. Of all the igloos in which to get cornered, a paint shed had to be one of the worst.
“Listen up!” he shouted. “Enemy inbound. I need everyone outside.” 
For a moment, no one moved.
“Now!” He shoved one of the cadets through the doorway, and the others quickly followed.
Mason estimated that they had maybe sixty seconds before being completely overrun. Even if they could maintain that same lead as they ran back to the truck, it would be a tossup as to whether or not they would have time to load up and drive away. He had been forced to drive a truck through a mob of the infected once before, and he had no desire for a repeat performance. If the cadets were to have any chance of escape, he would have to give them a little more time.
He called Rodriguez, Cobb, and Bell closer to him.
“You three get everyone to the truck. And I mean everyone. No one gets left behind. I’ll give you as much time as I can.”
“What about you?” said Cobb.
“I already told you. I’m going after the Commandant. Now go!”
“Marshal…” Bell’s voice was thick with worry.
“It’ll be fine. Bowie and I will give them something else to chase. If it works the way I hope, you should have plenty of time to load up and get back across the bridge before they know any better.”
“And if it doesn’t?” 
“Then you’ll have a race on your hands.”
“Come on, Bell!” Rodriguez cried, tugging her by the arm. “We got our own shit to deal with!”
Mason stared at Rodriguez for a moment, reminded of a hundred other soldiers just like him. Each and every one had been a prick to be sure, but they were also the ones who typically came out of a firefight in one piece.
He nodded to Bell. “He’s right. Go!”
The cadets turned and ran across the field as one big group, Cobb leading the way, and Rodriguez and Bell taking up the rear.
“Bell!” Mason called out.
She slowed and looked back over her shoulder.
“You’re in command.” 
She hesitated. “Sir?”
“That means you have permission to shoot Rodriguez if he gets out of line.” 
A brief smile tickled her lips. 
“Yes, sir.” She wheeled around and raced after the other cadets. 
Mason flipped the M4’s selector switch to semi-automatic and brought the weapon to his shoulder. He took aim and squeezed off a quick three-round burst. One of the infected fell, but it hardly made a difference. He stood his ground for another ten long seconds, swinging his rifle from left to right, dropping those leading the pack. Bowie stood beside him, growling, his back hunched and paws scratching at the dirt.
When Mason had given the cadets as much of a head start as he dared, he lowered his rifle and bolted toward a thick outcrop of trees. Bowie seemed surprised by the sudden retreat, but it took him only a moment to catch up to his master.
“Don’t worry,” breathed Mason. “Our fight is still coming.”





Chapter 16  
 
 
Having passed the South Hangars and skirted around Terminal A, the unique Cesar Pelli arches of Terminals B and C came into full view. Three mile-long runways crisscrossed the field to form a triangle that lined up almost perfectly with the air traffic control tower. Dozens of commercial airplanes remained docked at the terminals, flights that had been canceled when people realized that the virus could not be escaped. Luggage carts lay toppled over between planes, leaving suitcases of every size and color spread in front of the terminal viewing window.
Several of the larger airplanes had dumped sewage onto the tarmac, the blue sanitizer mixing with human waste to form sickly green puddles that buzzed with flies. 
“Do you hear that?” Samantha asked, stopping and turning her head to one side.
“The flies?”
“No. Listen.”
Tanner stopped and listened.
“I don’t hear anything.”
She studied the sky. “It sounds like an airplane.”
“You’re hearing things. There’s no way—” He cut himself short as he heard the unmistakable rumble of an engine in the distance.
“You were saying?”
He scanned the horizon. “Do you see it?”
She squinted and stared off to the south. 
“There!” she said, pointing.
Tanner could hardly believe his eyes. A small private airplane was approaching above the tree line.
“Crap.” He turned and looked for a place for them to hide. Short of crouching down behind an airplane tire or luggage cart, there wasn’t much cover on the tarmac. His eyes settled on a set of stairs leading up into one of the jet bridges.
“Tanner,” she said, catching his gaze, “you said we shouldn’t go in there.”
“No choice. Come on!” He grabbed Samantha’s arm and ushered her up the winding staircase. At the top was a plain white door with a small observation window. He tugged on the handle and breathed a sigh of relief when the door swung open. 
Pushing Samantha in ahead of him, Tanner took one last look at the incoming airplane. It was a small craft, probably only a handful of people onboard. By the markings, it didn’t appear to be military. Government officials, perhaps? Whoever they were, it was better that he and Samantha go undetected. 
He stepped in, closing and locking the door behind them. The jet bridge was fairly well lit thanks to two long rectangular windows along its side. To their right was a small extendable platform that butted up against the open hatch of a Boeing 747. To their left, the jet bridge led up to the gate and, beyond that, the larger terminal. 
Samantha leaned forward and peered up the ramp. 
“Whew!” she said, pulling her scarf up over her nose and mouth. “Whatever’s up there smells worse than your socks.”
“What are you doing smelling my socks?”
“Believe me, it’s not by choice.” 
He grinned as he looked around, quickly weighing their options. Their best bet was probably to stay put until the incoming airplane passed. 
“Let’s go watch them through the airplane windows,” he said, turning toward the open hatch.
“You think it’s safe in there?”
“The bulkhead isn’t bulletproof, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“I meant… do you think there are any zombies?” She opened her eyes real wide and made a scary face.
“Sam, I’ve told you a hundred times—”
“Yeah, yeah, you say tomato, I say potato.”
He tilted his head. “Huh?”
“Tomato… potato…” She leaned forward expectantly, waiting for him to get the joke.
He shrugged. 
“They sound alike, but they’re different,” she explained.
“Yeah, but that’s not—”
Samantha turned and walked into the airplane’s forward service galley.
Tanner let out a sigh and followed after her.
At the center of the galley sat a spiral staircase, sealed off by wraparound curtains. To either side were metal cubicles stocked with rolling food carts, spare storage bins, and coffee decanters. The remains of a stewardess lay on the floor of the galley, the intercom phone cord wrapped tightly around her neck. Based on the stains of dried fluids surrounding her, she’d been dead for several weeks.
Neither of them gave the body a second glance. Instead, Samantha began rifling through the storage bins. After a quick search, she lifted out a small case of bottled water. Without saying a word, she tossed a bottle at Tanner, and it wasn’t a gentle lob either. The bottle bounced off his burly chest, popping off the cap and landing with a big splash on the service galley floor.
“Why in the world did you do that?” he said, reaching down and snatching up the bottle before too much water spilled out.
“You’re always telling me to be ready for anything. I was testing to see if you were.”
“And?”
She shrugged. “You’re obviously not ready for flying water bottles.”
He shook his head. “You, dear, are what’s known as a troubled teen.”
“Correction. I’m only twelve.”
“Your troubles are obviously starting early.”
She turned to look up and down the long aisles. The first-class cabin was to her left, complete with seats that folded down into individual sleeping compartments. The economy class to her right was far less luxurious, with passengers forced to sit eight across in stiff upright seats.
Tanner pushed past her and looked out through one of the cabin windows. Before he could tell her to check the other side, he saw the small plane touch down in the distance. It took only a few moments for it to slow and begin taxing in from the runway.
“They’re coming this way,” he said.
Samantha took up a position a few rows down, sipping the water as she watched the small plane approach the terminal.
“Who do you think they are?”
“Can’t say.” 
As the aircraft got closer, they saw that it was a silver and black Piper Meridian equipped with a nose-mounted turboprop engine, a cool two million dollars, easy.
“It sure is pretty.”
“It is that.” Tanner read the tail numbers and compared them to several other planes. “I think they’re flying in from another country.”
“What makes you say that?”
“Their tail number is XB-VGA.”
“So?”
“So, the tail numbers on all the other planes start with N. That must be the prefix for US planes.”
She leaned around to see a few of the numbers.
“Where do you think XB is from?”
“Not a clue.”
The small plane taxied past the Boeing 747, finally coming to rest near the overturned luggage cart. The propeller slowly spun to a stop, and the hatch opened up, folding outward into a set of stairs. Five men unloaded. The first four were obviously hired muscle, thick chests and square jaws. The fifth man was much slighter, standing barely five feet tall and weighing no more than a hundred and forty pounds. Clearly, he was the man in charge. 
All the men had deep tans, thick black hair, and sharp Hispanic features. The guards wore matching tactical vests and baseball caps, and each carried a Spectre short-barreled machine pistol. Their boss wore a pink Polo shirt and white trousers, better suited to spending a day on the golf course.
The four bodyguards spread out to set up a small perimeter at the base of the stairs. The man in the pink shirt stood at the top, taking a long moment to study the airport. He tipped his nose up, sniffing the air like a hunting dog searching out his prize.
“They look like Mexicans,” whispered Samantha.
Tanner nodded. “My guess, too.”
“Do you think they’re going to be trouble?”
“Not if we stay out of sight.”
“That may be hard to do.” She pointed out the window. “Look.”
The man in the pink shirt had descended the stairs, and the entire group was now walking toward the 747 in quick confident strides.
“Forty-four gates, and they had to pick ours,” growled Tanner. 
Samantha glanced back at the airplane door.
“Should we go out and hide in the airport?”
He didn’t like the idea of getting trapped in a metal tube any more than she did, but the odds were that the men were heading into the airport rather than onto the plane. Once they passed, he and Samantha could slip back out onto the tarmac and be on their way. No fuss, no muss.
He looked toward the cockpit and then back toward economy class. There were plenty of places to duck out of view, but none that would avoid detection if someone really went looking.
“What’s in here?” Samantha said, wandering down a small hallway. As she rounded the corner, she discovered a foldout mattress with a pillow belted down in the middle. A phone and a small door were on the wall above it.
Tanner came around and looked over her shoulder.
“It must be where the stewardesses sleep,” he explained.
She pointed to the door.
“Where do you think that goes?”
“Cargo hold, maybe.”
She pulled on the aluminum handle, and the door swung out over the bunk. A narrow stairway led down into darkness. Tanner dug out his flashlight and shined it down into the hole. Below was a web of yellow cargo straps securing large metal containers to the fuselage.
“You were right,” she said. “It’s a storage area.”
They heard the Mexicans thumping something heavy against the jet bridge door. 
“It won’t take them long to break the lock.” He nodded toward the stairs. “Let’s get out of sight.” 
She stepped out of his way. 
“This is one of those times when you should go first.”
“Chicken,” he said, slipping off his pack and tossing it down into the hold. The pack tumbled down a few stairs before coming to rest. Tanner sucked in his gut and squeezed down the narrow staircase, using the flashlight to light the way. When he got to the bottom, he waved her down. “Come on. It’s empty.”
Samantha took one last look at the stewardess quarters before reluctantly stepping in and pulling the door closed behind her. 

The air in the forward cargo hold smelled like rubber and felt a good ten degrees hotter than the cabin above. The hold was roughly fifteen feet long by eight feet wide, with the far end tapering down into the nose of the aircraft. Stacks of nondescript metal storage containers filled most of the space, leaving only a small walkway between.
Before either of them had a chance to look around, footsteps sounded on the floor above.
Samantha whispered, “They’re inside the plane.”
“Probably just making sure that it’s clear before going up into the airport.” Even as he said the words, Tanner clicked off the flashlight and leveled his shotgun at the stairs. 
They stood in darkness for nearly a minute, listening as the men moved around the airplane. Eventually, the footsteps retreated until they could no longer be heard.
“Told you,” he said, turning on the flashlight.
“How long should we wait?”
“Let’s give them a few minutes to get gone.”
She set her pack on the floor and hopped up onto one of the metal containers. 
“How in the world do they get these things in here anyway? They’re too big to go through that little door.”
Tanner gestured toward the front of the airplane.
“I think the nose opens up.”
“Really?”
He shrugged. “How else?”
She hopped down and walked over to inspect a seam that ran all the way around the nose.
“Think we could get it open?”
“I doubt it. Besides, it’s not like our Mexican friends wouldn’t notice a huge airplane nose folding up. Better that we sneak back out the way we came.”
She returned to sit on top of the container. 
“What do you think they’re doing at the airport?”
“Refueling would be my guess.”
“On their way to where?”
“Don’t know. Could be almost anywhere. A little plane like that can probably go a thousand miles without stopping.”
“Do you think they’re dangerous?”
“Everyone’s dangerous.”
“Yeah,” she said softly. Samantha sat quietly for a moment, tapping her fingernails against the metal container. “I wonder what’s in these boxes.”
“Cargo that someone needed transported from point A to B.”
“Is this point B?”
“I don’t know. I guess.”
“Because it could be point A.”
“I suppose.”
She went back to tapping her nails on the container.
He smiled. It was the first time he had ever seen her bored.
“You about ready?” he asked.
“Only if you are.”
Tanner moved to the bottom of the stairs and listened. It was quiet. He stepped onto the metal staircase, and it moaned under his weight.
“Shh,” she said, holding a finger to her mouth.
“Your shushing me isn’t going to make this any quieter.”
“Maybe I should go up first and take a look around.”
He stepped back off the stairs.
“Go for it, Twinkle Toes.”
She grinned, patting him on the stomach as she passed. Once she climbed to the top of the stairs, Samantha cracked open the door, and poked her rifle out. The small sleep chamber was empty.
“How’s it look?” he whispered.
She gave him a quick thumbs up.
“So far, so good. Let me take a look around the corner.”
Samantha climbed out, crawled over the small bunk, and inched her way to the edge of the wall. With a quick bob of her head, she caught a glimpse of the service galley. It too was empty. She continued ahead, figuring that it was better to check the main cabin before Tanner came clomping up the stairs like a yak in search of fresh tubers.
As she rounded the corner to the service galley, she spotted one of the guards standing out on the jet bridge. He was facing up toward the gate, but his machine pistol hung ready at his side. The Mexican was clean-cut, maybe twenty-five years old with shoulder-length black hair and a small, carefully trimmed goatee. 
She considered using her rifle to perhaps threaten or wound him, but neither seemed likely to succeed—a quick swivel of his shoulders and she’d be Swiss cheese. But she had to do something, and fast. If she delayed too long, Tanner would come lumbering up the stairs, and that was not something anyone could miss.
On the other hand, maybe a distraction was exactly what she needed. If she could focus the man’s attention on a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound giant stomping up a small staircase, perhaps she could sneak up behind him and gain the advantage. Once he was cornered, the guard would surrender, and they could tie him up or something. The “or something” probably included Tanner whacking him on the back of the head, but at least there wouldn’t be any killing. All in all, she decided it was an excellent plan.
Samantha glanced toward the First Class cabin. The cubbyholes were plenty big enough for her to duck into. She took a small step to the right, but as she did, her foot landed in the puddle of water that had spilled earlier. The sole of her sneaker slid sideways, and she fell across one of the seats.
The Mexican spun, tightening his grip on the Spectre submachine gun. 
“What the hell?” he hissed, with a thick Hispanic accent.
“It’s just me,” she said softly. Samantha left her rifle lying across the seat as she slowly stood back up.
“How did you get on this plane?”
She feigned a yawn. “I was sleeping.” She gestured toward the cockpit. “Up there.”
His brow furrowed. “Try again, chica. I checked the plane.”
“I was hiding,” she said with an innocent smile. “I’m so little, you probably just missed me.”
“Step out where I can see you better.”
She glanced down at her rifle. There was no way to get it in hand in time.
“Okay, sure,” she said, raising her hands and sidestepping away from the seat. “I’m only a kid. No reason to hurt me.”
“What’s your name?”
“I’m Samantha. What’s yours?”
He paused. “I’m Mateo.”
“That’s a nice name. It reminds me of a bull.”
The man smiled and offered a polite nod.
“You saw us come off the plane, didn’t you?” 
Samantha saw no reason to lie.
“Yes, and it’s very pretty.”
“That means that you saw Mr. Vega.”
“I don’t know who Mr. Vega is,” she said, eying the cabin for a way to run. “Was he the one wearing the pink shirt? If so, it wasn’t a great color on him, not that I’m any kind of fashion expert.”
“Come on,” he said, waving the machine gun. “Out you go. I don’t want to have to shoot you.”
Samantha slowly stepped off the plane, careful not to make any sudden moves. 
“You’re gonna shoot a kid for not liking a pink shirt? That’s a little extreme, don’t you think?”
Mateo looked up the ramp and then back out toward the tarmac, weighing his options. 
“I won’t be any trouble, if that’s what you’re wondering,” she added.
“Believe me, that’s what everyone says when I have a gun pointed at them.”
“Really? Do you capture many people?”
“A few here and there.”
“Your job must be very interesting.”
“At times.”
She paused. “I don’t suppose you’d consider letting me go.”
He shook his head slightly. “If I let you go, Mr. Vega would have my hide, literally. I’m afraid we’re going to have to go and see him.”
She nodded. “Sure. I understand.”
“If Mr. Vega says it’s okay to let you go, then I’ll let you go.”
“And if he doesn’t?”
Mateo motioned for her to go through the door that led out to the tarmac.
“Better that we don’t talk about that.”

Tanner waited a full sixty seconds before creeping to the top of the stairs. Samantha had left the door open, and he carefully squeezed out, stepping over the small bunk. He inched forward and peeked around the corner. The forward service galley was empty, but Samantha’s rifle lay across one of the seats. He tiptoed up to the bulkhead and leaned around to look up the jet bridge. 
It too was empty.
He stepped over to the service door and peered out through the small window. Samantha and one of the Mexicans were on the tarmac, heading toward the underbelly of the airplane. The guard held a Spectre submachine gun in both hands, but he was being careful to keep the muzzle pointed away from her. 
Tanner hurried back onto the plane and bee-lined it for a window on the opposite side of the service galley. To his surprise, the entire gang was now standing on the starboard side of the aircraft. One of the cargo doors had been lowered, and they stared up at the open hole, clearly frustrated by what they were seeing.
The guard and Samantha came into view, and she was immediately taken to the man in the pink shirt. He smiled and talked to her for a short time before pointing up at the cargo hold. She shrugged and walked over to stand beneath the door with her arms outstretched. The guard who had marched her out stepped closer and carefully lifted her into the air until she was able to scramble up into the hold.
Tanner stepped away from the window and took a moment to consider the situation. Going head to head against four armed men wasn’t likely to end well. To successfully rescue Samantha, he would need to improve the odds a bit first. And the best way to do that was to whittle them down one at a time. 
But how? 
He couldn’t very well wait for one of them to take a pee break. Nor could he readily sneak up on them. From their vantage point, they had a decent view of nearly every direction. The first step, he decided, was to try to draw one of them into the terminal.
Tanner turned and hustled up the jet bridge and into the gate area. Sunlight flooded in through the large plate-glass windows, but it was far from the usual efficient airport hub. Carry-on bags, purses, computer cases, food wrappers, and drink cups were scattered everywhere. Piles of bones and dried skin lay clumped on the seats and along the walls, no doubt people who had found themselves stranded. Splashes of blood and vomit stained many of the once bright yellow arches that framed the long terminal. The stench, which had already been bad, now brought tears to his eyes.
Despite being surrounded by all manner of filth and gore, the occasional distant crash confirmed what Tanner already suspected. The place wasn’t completely empty. For now, he thought that the sunlight beaming in through the windows was likely bright enough to keep away the infected. Even so, it didn’t mean other dangers weren’t lurking around every corner. 
He walked to the nearest terminal window and stared out at the airfield. The man in the pink shirt and all but one of his guards were looking up at the open cargo hatch. The missing guard was the same one who had captured Samantha, and Tanner could only assume that he had gone in with her. Why they had sent a twelve-year-old girl into the hold remained a mystery. For the moment, though, he thought it might actually work to her advantage by keeping her out of the fight. 
The men hadn’t yet seen Tanner, but if his plan was to work, he needed to get their attention. He centered himself in front of the terminal window and jumped up and down, waving his arms like he was calling in a rescue plane. 
No luck. The men refused to look up. Perhaps the glass was reflective on the outside, or maybe they were accustomed to seeing a fully grown man flap his arms. Whatever the case, they weren’t paying him any attention.
All right, he thought. Time to step it up a little.
Tanner did a quick assessment of the gate area. The only things heavy enough to suit his needs were the long rows of chairs and an automatic garbage compactor. He went over and nudged the compactor with his boot. It felt as weighty as a gun safe, definitely too heavy to lift.
That left the chairs. He lifted one end of a long row onto his shoulder, dumping several dried cadavers onto the floor in the process. When he had it steady, he turned to face the window and charged. The metal frame hit good and solid, and he fully expected the window to shatter into a million pieces. 
It didn’t. Instead of shattering, the center of the window cracked outward like a giant spider web. 
Despite failing to send a waterfall of glass sprinkling out onto the tarmac, he now had the Mexicans’ full attention. The guards immediately swung their guns up, ready to pepper the window and finish what Tanner had started. At fifty yards, the machine pistols weren’t the best weapons for the job, but given enough rounds, they could most certainly get the job done.
Tanner ducked out of sight an instant before the window exploded as dozens of rounds tore through it.
He crouched down and peered out from beneath the chairs. One of the guards had broken away from the group and was ducking under the belly of the plane. It looked like he was headed for the service door, which could only mean that he was coming for Tanner. Ambushing the guard would have been easy enough to do—simply crouch behind the check-in counter and blast him with the shotgun as he came up off the jet bridge. But the sound of gunfire would put the other men into full alert mode. It might even cause them to flee, leaving Samantha in a very dangerous predicament.
No, he thought, it was better to leave a little uncertainty to things. If the guard didn’t come back within a few minutes, and there were no sounds of trouble, the rest of the team might believe that he had simply found something worth investigating. Hell, it was an airport. Maybe he had stopped for a Nathan’s hot dog or one of those cinnamon buns that could lure chubbies from an adjacent county.
Taking anyone out quietly was a challenge, but it was even more so when they carried a submachine gun. Not only would he have to surprise the man; he would have to do so while within striking range.
Tanner looked for someplace to hide. There was plenty of clutter, everything from chairs to garbage cans to a service cart that had crashed into one of the supporting pillars. None, however, looked suitable for an ambush. Another option was to simply curl up and play dead. For that to work, however, the man would have to walk past him, and given the expanse of the gate area, that was difficult to guarantee.
He decided to hide behind the metal door that led down to the jet bridge. It was such a large doorway that when the door was folded back, he thought there was a good chance that the man might walk right through it without even noticing that it had a door at all. Samantha would surely have pointed out that he was way too big to hide behind a door, but he had learned a long time ago that hiding was less about disappearing and more about getting people to look in the wrong direction.
And that required a little misdirection.
He scooped up a couple of dried remains and carried them over to the middle of the terminal walkway. Then he clicked on his flashlight and stuffed it down into the mass of bones, hair, and clothes. The bodies were so decomposed that they were nearly unrecognizable, just a clump of “something.” The glowing light was designed to make the mass that much more mysterious. It wouldn’t hold a person’s attention for long, but a few seconds were all he needed.
Tanner placed his shotgun on the counter and moved behind the door. If the fight went poorly, he could have it back in hand quickly enough. He lowered his pack to the floor and shoved it out of the way. 
As he heard the man stomping up the metal service stairs, he felt his adrenaline begin to kick in. His hands trembled slightly, and his breathing became shallow and rapid. His body was getting geared up for a fight. Within seconds, the service door at the end of the jet bridge clanged open. There was a short pause, followed by heavy footsteps coming up the ramp. 
As the guard approached the terminal door, he slowed and became more cautious, giving Tanner a chance to size him up through the small gap near the hinges. Besides having forearms the size of railroad ties, his most noticeable feature was a thick black mustache that made him look like a buff version of Geraldo Rivera.
The man stopped when he was halfway through the doorway. 
Tanner held his breath, waiting.
Geraldo was no fool, and he took his time studying the situation. The long row of chairs still leaned heavily against the broken window, but there was no obvious threat in sight. His eyes were drawn to the mysterious clump in the walkway. 
“You think you’re funny, el cavron?” He pulled the Spectre close to his body and leveled it toward the mass as he slowly advanced. “Maybe I show you you’re not so funny after all.”
As soon as Geraldo passed the threshold, Tanner drove the heavy door forward. The edge caught him squarely in the chest, pinning him against the frame. Tanner grabbed the muzzle of the machine pistol, jerking it free and flinging it out into the terminal. 
Geraldo roared and kicked off the wall as he pushed against the door. Rather than meeting force with force, Tanner sidestepped, letting it slam open. The man stumbled forward, his hands instinctively reaching out to keep from falling. Tanner fired a short left hook as he passed, rupturing blood vessels and splitting the flesh along his cheek. 
The man stumbled sideways, blindly firing punches. But Tanner had already sidestepped, and the blows swished harmlessly through the air. Grabbing a handful of Geraldo’s thick black hair, he jerked him forward, pulling him into a low roundhouse kick. The sharp edge of Tanner’s shin cracked against his knee, dislodging the man’s patella and buckling his leg.
Geraldo began to collapse.
Tanner shuffled closer and hooked a forearm under his neck. The guillotine choke was a nasty hold, one that could lead to unconsciousness and even suffocation. But Tanner had no intention of choking him to death. Instead, he leaned back and jerked up as hard as he could, crushing the man’s throat. It was akin to breaking a chicken’s neck, albeit in this case, one with a very thick mustache. 
Geraldo’s arms and legs twitched and then went limp, as his body dangled lifelessly from the headlock. Tanner leaned back and jerked a second time, this time feeling the man’s spine pull away from his skull. 
One down, four to go.











Chapter 17  
 
 
Dr. Green stood near the end of a long white building that had been converted into a repair hangar. Helicopters were spread as far as the eye could see, easily a hundred, perhaps many more. Most were UH-60 Blackhawks, but there were also AH-64 Apaches and CH-47 Chinooks. She watched as General Richard “Chappie” Reed approached, his executive officer walking beside him. 
Reed was a man whose reputation preceded him in nearly every circle. Wearing his eccentric bush hat, jungle boots, and Ka-Bar knife, he was a true outcast from the mainstream officer corps. By all accounts, he was also a real pain in the ass. More than once, West Point officers had tried to subjugate him to the sidelines, and more than once, they had found themselves riding a desk for their efforts. Reed was a man who knew how to wage war, and that was a skill still valued by those at the very top.
The question Dr. Green had yet to answer was whether or not he too was involved in the conspiracy. Reed had ties to both General Hood and General Carr, and she had no idea on which side of the fence he came down. 
Despite being thirty minutes late for their meeting, the general continued right past her, offering nothing more than a quick nod.
“Ma’am.”
She stood for a moment, slightly dumbfounded.
“General,” she called, hurrying after him, “I’m Sara Green. We had a meeting.”
Without slowing, he looked back and said, “I know who you are, Dr. Green.”
“Sir, I don’t think you—”
“Chappie.”
“Excuse me?”
“Everyone calls me Chappie.”
“You’re a general in the United States Army. I would feel more comfortable addressing you as—”
“If you want my attention, you’ll call me Chappie,” he said, ducking into the hangar. “As for my being a general, the only reason that’s true is because the rest of em’s dead.”
She felt herself growing frustrated.
“General!”
He kept walking.
“Chappie!”
He stopped and glanced back at her. “You coming?”
“Excuse me?”
He nodded toward a small office in the corner of the metal hanger.
“To the meeting. We’re late.”
“I know we’re late,” she said, hurrying up to him. “I’ve been waiting for half an hour.”
“Well, I’m here now.” 
He walked over to the office door and pushed it open. The only furnishings were a plain gray desk, an old swivel chair, a coat rack, which he immediately tossed his hat onto, a garbage can, and a large brass spittoon that looked like it belonged in a bull-riding saloon.
“Sir, I was hoping—”
“Chappie.”
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
“Chappie, I was hoping we could discuss an important matter.”
“You know what you get if you hope in one hand, piss in the other, and then rub the two together?”
Dr. Green crossed her arms. “I surely do not.”
“Wet hands.” He gave the desk a quick ba-dum-bump with his palms. “What is it that brought you out to my airfield?”
“Your airfield?”
“I command the entire Army Special Operations aviation regiment. Every rotor, cockpit, and wheel on that airfield belongs to me.”
Dr. Green was at a loss for words. Never in her life had she met a man so difficult to have a simple conversation with.
“You had something you came here to say. Kindly get on with it.”
She raised her eyebrows.
His only reaction was to wink.
She sighed, feeling completely off balance.
“General,” she snapped, “I don’t have time for games. Are you interested in hearing me out or not?”
“Of course, I am,” he said, sitting back as if surprised by her tone. “If I weren’t, why would I have agreed to meet with you?”
“I was asking myself the same question.”
General Reed opened his desk drawer and pulled out a pouch of chewing tobacco. He offered it to her, and when she made a disgusted face, he pinched out a wad and stuffed it between his lip and gum.
“I suppose I don’t have to tell you that that stuff will kill you.”
“No, ma’am, you do not.” He folded the pouch and tucked it away. “Now, how might I help you?”
She took a moment to collect herself.
“You may have heard that I’ve been asked to head the investigation into the allegations against President Pike and General Hood.”
 “I did, and you have my heartfelt congratulations.” He spat a few shreds of tobacco into the spittoon. “I’m sure you’ll do a fine job.” 
“I came to see whether you might want to be part of that team.”
“I’m a soldier, ma’am, not an investigator. Hell, I wouldn’t know how to spell investigator.”
“I believe that. I truly do.”
He grinned, and she couldn’t help but do the same.
“Ma’am, that’s something you’ll learn about me. You can believe everything that comes out of my mouth.” He offered a big toothy smile. “That’s one reason I’m so popular with the ladies.”
“General—”
“Chappie.”
She growled, but it was more playful this time. 
“The team is going to be made up of people from every part of the administration, and that includes the military. Admiral Roger Bivy is—”
“A complete pussy.”
Her eyes widened. “What did you just say?”
“I once saw that old fart turn tail when a few of his rowboats caught fire. I’ve always said that Navy officers have marshmallows in their sacks.”
She took a step away from his desk. 
“I can see that I’ve made a terrible mistake.”
“Thinking your brake oil is root beer would be a terrible mistake. This,” he motioned between them, “this is what we call a miscalculation.”
“Either way, I can see that you’re not interested.”
“I never said any such thing.”
“But you—”
Chappie spat into the spittoon. 
“I only said I wasn’t an investigator.”
“Are you saying that you want to be on the team?”
“That depends.”
“On what?”
“On whether or not we get to fly out to Greenbrier to see who’s lying.”
She studied him. It was perhaps the most interesting thing he could have said.
“We do.”
He nodded. “All right, then. I’m in.”
She tipped her nose up. “To be honest, General, I haven’t yet made up my mind as to whether or not you’d be a good fit.”
He smiled. “Course I’m a good fit.”
“Oh? And why would you think that?”
He leaned forward and stared into her eyes.
“Because, Dr. Green, I’m the only one on your team who could give a shit, one way or the other.”

Shortly after Dr. Green left, Chappie called in his executive officer, Major Brent Waller. Waller was a career army officer, slick, well polished, and the opposite of everything Chappie exemplified. Despite their overt differences, the two men had developed an immediate friendship, and now, nearly twenty years later, each counted the other as a brother.
The two men stood at the door to the hangar, watching Dr. Green as she traversed the long airfield.
“Have the boys keep an eye on her,” said Chappie. 
“Anything in particular?”
“I need to know who she’s talking to and what kind of questions she’s asking.”
“You’re worried that she’s working for Pike?”
“No, I’m worried that she’s going to uncover something that she shouldn’t.”
“And if she does?”
“If she does, we may have to read her in.”
“Is that your brain or your balls talking?”
Chappie pulled the wad of tobacco from his mouth and flicked it away.
“A little of both, I guess.”
Waller nodded. “We’ll watch her. Anything else?”
“How long until the Shadow goes up?”
“The RQ-7 team is moving into place now. They should have the unmanned aerial vehicle in the air by nightfall.”
“Good,” he said, catching one final glimpse of Dr. Green before she disappeared around the corner. “I want eyes on that bunker.”

President Pike was facing a dilemma, one brought to light by his ghostly lover, Yumi Tanaka. Despite her corporeal limitations, Yumi was still able to offer valuable insights, and he trusted her counsel above all others. She was, after all, an extension of himself and therefore, beyond reproach or second-guessing. 
At Yumi’s insistence, he had called a meeting with his vice president. Stinson was to be the fall guy. The dupe. The chump. The patsy who proudly wore the banner of shame when things went south. And things would almost certainly go south. Not in more than two hundred years had anyone engaged in the kind of fundamental nation building that they were undertaking with the construction of the New Colonies. It promised to be a painful process that brought about as much suffering as it did security.
Despite the challenges, Pike was certain that the effort would eventually succeed. And when it did, he would be exalted as the current generation’s George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, all rolled into one. Stinson, on the other hand, would be the Dan Quayle, a man remembered for his lack of experience, not to mention his inability to spell the word “potato.” 
But there was also another reason for meeting with Stinson. Pike needed to get him out of the way for a while. The situation with General Hood’s cleanup was still very tenuous, and having a successor ready in the wings was not conducive to garnering unfettered support. If Hood succeeded, Pike would be exonerated, and Stinson could reappear as little more than the annoyance he was today. 
Even if General Hood failed, there was still a chance to salvage the presidency. All that really needed to happen was for Rosalyn Glass and her co-conspirators to be properly dispatched. If their bodies were to be discovered or a witness were to step forward, the entire sordid affair would be pinned on Hood. The killing of the marshals at Glynco, the bombing of Lexington, and now the attack on Greenbrier would all be tied to a rogue general. Pike’s fingerprints were faint at best, and key military officers had already indicated their willingness to look the other way, should it come to that. They recognized, and rightly so in Pike’s opinion, that the nation’s survival was more important than a little political infighting.
Hood would need to be killed, of course. But that was going to take place regardless of his success or failure. He was the only person left alive who knew where the skeletons were buried, and thus by necessity, had to join them. It was fitting that his demise would be at the hands of his own men. That fortuitous arrangement had been brokered when Pike learned of the displeasure the Black Dogs felt over their recent loss of ten men, a loss they blamed on poor intelligence provided by General Hood. Once the mission was complete, it was agreed that the general would be burned and buried alongside any bodies recovered from the bunker. With Hood and Glass both removed, Pike could finally get on with fulfilling his true legacy. Not only would he be celebrated as the greatest president to have ever lived, he would ultimately ascend to a level reserved for gods and despots.
A knock on the door jarred him from his thoughts. He glanced over at Yumi, and she offered an all-knowing smile. Pike felt no shame around her. His dreams were her dreams, and wherever he went, she would follow. 
“Come in.”
Vice President Stinson entered and settled into the chair across from Pike’s desk. He pulled a notepad and pen from his soft-sided leather briefcase, like a psychiatrist preparing to administer an inkblot test. Yumi sat cross-legged in a chair that Pike had pulled close to his own. Her presence helped him to feel stronger and more confident, and he was finding it harder to have her outside of arms’ reach.
“Andrew, I trust that you were paying attention to my speech earlier.”
“Of course, sir. Marvelously done.”
Yumi pursed her lips and made a small puckering sound.
“Then you heard how much importance I’m placing on getting the three colonies up and running.”
“Yes, sir. I’m doing everything I can to work the issues. I should tell you, however, that numerous challenges remain, including establishing basic utilities, implementing a civilian government, and introducing the new gold-backed currency.”
Pike nodded. “Yes, yes, I understand. And it is the establishment of local governments that concerns me the most. If we fail to provide a credible governor, the colonies will quickly elect feudalistic leaders who believe they don’t have to answer to anyone. That kind of decentralization would prove to be the downfall of our national government. Perhaps even our very identity as a sovereign unified nation would be threatened. We’re watching it happen all over the world…” He started counting on his fingers. “China, Russia, Japan.”
“It’s understandable, sir. All three of their governments have proven unable to maintain security or provide basic infrastructures. Out of necessity, survivors are turning to local leaders to meet those needs.”
“Precisely. And we are at risk of the same thing happening here. If we falter this first year, the United States will be no more. We will be a landmass governed by local councils, tribal warlords, and violent cartels. There will be no national government, no centralized control over anyone or anything. Our military will divide and be absorbed by those who can pay the most, and once that happens, we will have nothing.”
Stinson swallowed. “Tell me what you’d like me to do, sir.”
“Oh, please, let me answer that,” snickered Yumi. 
Pike cleared his throat. “I need for you to go to each of the New Colonies. Pick local leaders who are both trustworthy and capable, and name them as interim governors operating under our authority.”
“You want me to appoint them directly, without elections?”
“For now, yes. Let’s stand these colonies up and get through the first year before we worry about proper representation.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Work closely with the governors to ensure that all of the necessary infrastructures will be in place before winter arrives. That includes food, water, basic housing, security, medical services, and everything else people are going to need to survive.”
“I can try, but each of those has its own challenges. Food distribution, for example—”
Pike held up a hand. “I know, and frankly, I don’t care.” When he saw Stinson’s face start to turn red, he quickly added, “What I should have said is that I can’t care. I have to delegate some of this to you, and you in turn have to delegate it to others. There are too many moving pieces for the two of us to handle alone. We have to be the leaders that this nation needs.”
Stinson’s confidence seemed to return.
“Yes, sir.”
“Use the next few weeks to travel to the three colonies, appointing local governors and helping them to pull together readiness plans. Then come back and report to me.”
“Yes, sir. When would you like me to leave?”
“Tomorrow morning.”
Stinson looked startled. “So soon?”
“Unless you have something more pressing underway.”
Stinson had been around long enough to recognize that there was really only one right answer.
“No, sir.”
“Good. Once you get back, we’ll figure out what resources must be brought in to help. Each and every one of the colonies has to succeed.” He paused for a moment. “Andrew, I shouldn’t have to tell you that this is a huge responsibility, one that might well define your legacy as vice president.”
The word legacy seemed to catch Stinson by surprise, and he instinctively straightened up in his chair.
“Uh-oh,” Yumi said with a giggle. “I think you gave him a woody.”
“I’ll do my best,” Stinson said in the deepest voice he could muster.
Pike smiled and reached across to shake his hand. 
“I know you will, and I look forward to your report.”
Once Stinson had left the room, Yumi quietly came over and settled onto Pike’s lap.
“You do know that that man is an absolute fool.”
“Perhaps, but a fool is what we need right now.”
She wrapped her arms around his neck.
“Got any assignments for me, lover?”
He felt the heat of her ghostly body, something that he knew to be physically impossible but had learned not to question. 
“I’m sure I can think of something,” he said, letting his hands run along her silky thighs.
She leaned down and nibbled on his ear.
“Your wish is my command, Mr. President.”





Chapter 18  
 
 
Mason was breathing hard. He and Bowie had been playing a game of cat and mouse with the infected for the better part of an hour, hiding in thickets of trees, darting around buildings, and now racing along the river’s edge. Unlike the infected he had encountered previously, those residing in the depot seemed more willing to suffer the bright sunlight in order to hunt their prey.
To make matters worse, it had started to rain. Not a blinding, pelting affair, but enough to seep through his clothes. The rain was also making it more difficult to move about undetected, as everywhere they went, muddy boot and paw prints followed. 
The plan was simple enough. He would have Bowie track the Commandant using the jacket they had found in the storeroom. But that meant returning to the igloo to pick up his scent, something that wasn’t going to happen until the hunt quieted down a bit. Whether or not the rain would throw Bowie off the scent remained to be seen. 
Mason bent over, hands on his knees as he struggled to catch his breath. Bowie stood a few feet away, studying him.
“What are you?” he breathed. “Some kind of marathon dog?”
Bowie edged a little closer, perhaps hoping that a good lick of his master’s face would help to rejuvenate him.
Mason straightened and looked out across the river. The flow of water was steady, and he had no desire to cross it with the weight of his rifle and gear. He also didn’t know whether Bowie could make it across. Like other animals, dogs could instinctively swim from a very young age, but that didn’t mean that they could forge a river that was two football fields across.
Bowie offered a quick reassuring bark.
“Yeah, you say that now, but I’m the one who would have to give you mouth-to-mouth.”
The dog licked the fur around his mouth.
“I think our only choice is to find a place to hole up until this rain stops. Hopefully, by then, our pursuers will have given up the chase, and we can return to get the Commandant’s jacket.”
Mason scrambled up the muddy ravine lining the riverbank, dropping to all fours as he neared the top. There were two buildings within view, set about a hundred yards apart. Both looked identical to the blast igloos that he and the cadets had explored. There was movement near the building to the right, but the one to the left looked clear. 
He rose to a crouch and shuffled toward the empty building. Between the muddy ground and rye grass that had grown to nearly eighteen inches, it felt as if he were slogging through a rice paddy in the South Pacific. Bowie, however, didn’t seem to mind splashing through the slop. If anything, the rain and mud only improved his spirits, as he stopped to occasionally roll in the tall wet grass. By the time they arrived at the building, both were soaked from head to tail.
Like the other igloos, it was surrounded by a white reinforced concrete blast wall. In this case, however, the wall had been omitted at the rear of the building, instead relying on an adjacent hill to contain any explosion. A large water tower had been built on top of the hill, and its tank hovered a hundred feet in the air, offering a brief reprieve from the rain. While the tower would have been a solid defensive position, Mason decided that getting Bowie up the narrow ladder was a job best left to professionals.
He dropped to his butt and slid down the hill, keeping his rifle ready as best he could. Bowie chased after him, nearly tumbling head over heels on a slick patch of mud. By the time they reached the bottom, both looked like they had lost a bout against Kushti mud wrestlers.
The rear of the building had a single window, covered with a heavy metal mesh. There was also a louvered vent at ground level, but it was obscure enough that Mason thought it would likely go undetected by anyone looking for a way in. He circled around to the right, sliding between the sheet metal and the surrounding blast wall. The side of the building had several small windows, all about eight feet off the ground and all covered with the same metal grating. So far, so good. 
When he reached the far end, Mason stopped and carefully peeked around the corner. As with the others, the front was equipped with a service door, a ramp, and a loading dock. The bottom of the high-bay door was crumpled from where someone had attempted to pry it open. While failing to get it all the way up, they had managed to create a two-foot gap between the dock and the bottom of the door.
Valuing speed over caution, Mason hurried up the ramp, dropped to his belly, and rolled under the door. Bowie gave a little bark and followed after him. Thanks to sunshine filtering in through the small windows, he could make out the basic details of the room. There were hundreds of crates stacked along the walls, as well as several inspection stations identical to the ones he had discovered earlier. A long row of carts lined the right side of the room, the sunlight reflecting off their brass payloads.
Mason didn’t see anyone or anything moving, but that didn’t mean the infected weren’t having a slumber party in some dark corner of the room.
He turned to Bowie and whispered, “Check it out for me, boy.” 
Bowie meandered off. When he returned a couple of minutes later, he yawned loudly, as if it was past time for his midday nap.
“I’ll take that as an all clear.”
Mason stood up and walked around the carts, examining their contents. Having expended much of his 5.56 mm ammunition helping the cadets to escape meant that the M4 would run dry soon enough. Unfortunately, most of the carts were filled with 7.62 mm, a perfectly fine caliber, but one that did him no good at the moment.
It wasn’t until he discovered a cart covered with a greasy tarp that he had reason to smile. Underneath was a waist-high stack of .45 ACP ammunition, easily a hundred thousand rounds. Despite having served as both a US Marshal and an Army Ranger, it was the most .45 ammunition he had ever seen at one time. He picked up one of the cartridges and rolled it across his palm like a nugget of freshly panned gold. With a velocity of only 830 feet per second, it certainly wasn’t the fastest or hardest hitting .45 round available. Nevertheless, the standard issue 230-grain full metal jacket round had proven its lethality time and time again. 
Bowie came over and sniffed the mound of cartridges, sounding off with a soft woof.
“Amen,” he said, tossing the round back into the cart. “Unfortunately, without more magazines, we’ll end up having to throw it at the enemy.”
Quickly losing interest in the smell of gun oil and black powder, Bowie wandered over to the sliding door and flopped down. 
“Good idea,” he said. “You keep a look out while I search for magazines.”
Bowie’s only response was to let his eyes droop lower and lower until they finally closed.
Mason spent the next twenty minutes carefully searching the single-room building. Many of the crates contained Sig Sauer M11 handguns, a compact 9 mm version of the venerable P226. Other crates were packed with Beretta M9s. Both were quality weapons, reliable and easy to maintain. But without ammunition, they were about as useful as a boat anchor. 
He did, however, come across something interesting: three crates labeled M45A1 CQBP. 
Mason grabbed a claw hammer from one of the inspection stations and pried off the top of the first crate. Inside was a thick layer of brown packing material with the consistency of dried Easter grass. He pulled out a large handful of the desiccant and found six Colt M45A1 semiautomatic pistols beneath. They were identical to his Supergrade both in fit and function, the main differences being their desert tan finish, dual recoil spring system, and Picatinny accessory rail. 
He knew that the M45A1 had been designed for use by the Marine Corps Special Operations Command and Marine Expedition Unit forces. In the age of polymer pistols, it was one of the few military sidearms still built with a steel frame, match grade barrel, and manual safeties.
He picked up one of the pistols, ejected the seven-round magazine, and cycled the slide. Not having gone through a break-in period, the action felt tight and slightly gritty. There was also a layer of grease covering the metal surfaces that would eventually need to be cleaned off. He placed the weapon back into the crate and retrieved the magazine. It looked and felt identical to the Wilson magazines he had been using for years. 
Leaving nothing to chance, he cleared the Supergrade and inserted the empty magazine. No surprise, it fit perfectly. Mason smiled. The world had just gotten a whole lot brighter. 
He took the next few minutes carefully searching all three crates, coming away with a total of thirty-six magazines. It took him two trips to carry them all over to one of the inspection stations. After dumping them onto the tabletop, he rolled the heavy cart of .45 ammunition closer. Before loading the magazines, he inspected each and every one for burrs or bent feeds. Only two of the thirty-six were ultimately discarded. He loaded the remaining thirty-four with ammunition from the cart and laid the magazines out in front of him.
“This is about as good as it gets,” he said, glancing over at Bowie. 
The dog yawned and placed his head back down on his paws. While he looked like he might fall asleep at any minute, Mason suspected that Bowie was as hard to sneak up on as Argus, the all-seeing Greek guardian with a hundred eyes.
“Thirty-four magazines with seven rounds each gives us…” He worked the numbers in his head.  “… an extra two hundred and thirty-eight chances to ruin someone’s day.”
Bowie whined softly.
“I know it’s not enough. But it’s a lot more than we had a few minutes ago.”
Bowie said nothing more as he took deep sniffs of the air blowing in from outside.
Hoping that there might be another prize worth finding, Mason returned to searching the building. The label on a crate near the back of the room concerned him as much as it surprised him. 
 
30 Grenade, Hand
Frag Delay, M67
M213 Fuse, 4 sec
Composition B
 
He retrieved the claw hammer, this time using it to snap four metal bands that held the crate’s lid in place. Inside were two layers of fifteen grenades, each separated into individual compartments. The spherical steel grenades were stuffed with six and a half ounces of Composition B explosive, a castable mix of RDX and TNT. Equipped with M213 fuses, they had a time delay of between four and five seconds from the moment the safety lever was released to the time they detonated.
Mason gently lifted one out. Even though the grenade weighed no more than a can of corn, there was a heaviness to it that went beyond mere grams or ounces. The M67 had a fatality radius of sixteen feet and an injury radius of three times that. Under the right conditions, those zones of death and destruction could stretch even further. A fragmentation grenade was the last thing he needed. If a grenade were to go off inside the building, not only would it kill him and Bowie, it would also very likely collapse the entire structure.
Still, he thought, it was better to have a weapon and not need it than the other way around. 
Determined to set up a solid defensive position, he dragged the inspection station, ammunition, and grenades to within fifteen feet of the high-bay door. Once everything was situated, he stuffed ten of the freshly loaded magazines into his pockets and spread the remaining twenty-four across the inspection table. Sidestepping along the back edge of the table, he practiced reloading the Supergrade. During competition, he could drop and replace a spent magazine in under a second. With the magazines spread across the table the way they were, Mason thought that time was now closer to a second and a half. Still, for all intents and purposes, he could fire almost continuously, with only the briefest pause between magazines. Of course, that assumed that he didn’t fumble a magazine or encounter a jam or misfire. Experience had taught him that nothing ever went according to plan, and that rule certainly extended to firefights. 
With his firing position established, Mason rolled several of the ammunition carts in front of the service door. The door pulled outward, so the carts wouldn’t completely block entry. They were, however, heavy enough to at least slow any potential breach. He tried to shut the sliding door but found that the gearing mechanism had been completely destroyed when it was forced open. If there was any consolation to be had, it was that the enemy would have to belly-crawl in. 
It occurred to Mason that if he engaged in a firefight from inside the building, it was going to get awfully loud. Makeshift earplugs were definitely in order. He walked over and picked up a small handful of the packing grass that he had pulled from the crates. Using his fingers, he rolled out two tight plugs, each about the size and shape of a cigarette butt. He stuffed them into his ears and snapped his fingers several times to each side of his head. The plugs weren’t perfect, but they should be enough to prevent any permanent hearing loss.
Having nothing left to do, he carried a tall stool over behind the inspection station and sat. It was either going to be a long quiet night or one filled with noise, fire, and the smell of burnt gunpowder. Looking down at the pile of loaded magazines, he had the nagging feeling the universe was about to test him.

They came for him just before midnight. The first warning Mason received was a low growl rumbling in the dog’s mighty chest. Bowie lay beside the sliding door, staring out as steam rose from the grassy field. 
“I hear you, boy,” he said, standing up from the stool.
Bowie got to his feet too, and the rumble became a snarl as lips curled back to show his fearsome teeth.
Mason drew his Supergrade and brought it to the low ready, the pistol fully extended with the muzzle pointed down at forty-five degrees. He heard the soft clopping of footsteps as someone made his way up the ramp.
Bowie inched forward, growling.
“Wait for them,” he cautioned.
The dog stepped back from the sliding door and lowered his head, ready to bite anything that dared to crawl under. 
A single pair of legs appeared at the bottom of the sliding door, and a moment later, swollen hands reached under to pull it up.
Bowie lunged forward, clamping his jaws around the man’s shin. The intruder shrieked and kicked wildly, bracing himself against the door to keep from being pulled inside. The screaming echoed into the night, and Mason accepted that their chances of going undiscovered had now gone to zero.
Bowie shook his head from side to side. Even with his powerful bite, however, he was unable to pull the man into the room. It became a violent tug of war, with the man’s leg serving as the rope. 
Mason brought his pistol up but hesitated to fire with Bowie so close to the target. As he inched his finger onto the trigger, the infected man’s leg suddenly tore free at the knee. Blood spurted onto the concrete floor, and Bowie stumbled back into the room, the leg still in his mouth. He turned to Mason as if to ask: What do I do now?

“That one’s done. Better get ready for the rest.”
Bowie dropped the severed leg and turned back to face the door.
Less than a minute later, more footsteps sounded on the ramp, this time hurried and heavy. Two infected men dropped to their hands and knees as they tried to slither under the door, pushing bayoneted rifles ahead of them. Mason shot both, a quick tap-tap sending bullets punching through their skulls. 
Bowie stepped closer and sniffed the two fallen men. Their faces were disfigured and scarred, artifacts of their battle with the Superpox-99 virus. 
Without warning, the bodies were suddenly dragged backwards, and four more of the infected began to scramble under the door. 
Bowie caught one by the face, mauling him as he lay half in and half out of the room. 
Mason turned his pistol toward the others, and five shots later, they all lay still. As the last man hit the ground, the service door bumped open. An enormous infected woman squeezed through, pushing against the heavy carts. Mason swung left and shot her in the throat. She struggled for a moment before collapsing headfirst into the cart, her bright red blood pulsing out over the shiny brass. 
The Supergrade’s slide locked to the rear, and Mason did his first reload. He didn’t bother trying to count rounds. During a fierce firefight, it became nearly impossible to do so. Instead, he allowed muscle memory to send his dominant hand to the magazine release button while the other reached for a fresh magazine.
Bowie had just finished killing the man he’d dragged into the room when two more came sliding in, feet first, like they were going for home plate. They had barely managed to get to their knees before Mason shot them both. 
Bowie let out several loud barks, a warning to others outside. His message was clear. Enter if you dare.
Screams and shouts grew louder as more of the infected gathered in front of the building. Why they hadn’t attacked as one giant mob remained a mystery. There was no doubt in Mason’s mind that if they chose to do so, he and Bowie would be quickly overrun. The rule of numbers rarely failed.
A man charged through the service door, scrambling over the fat woman only to slip on her blood and fall to the concrete with a heavy thud. Bowie whirled around and latched onto his shoulder, shaking and dragging him across the floor. Lying on his back, the man tried to fight back, flailing about like he was on fire. Bowie seemed unfazed by the blows, biting his way ever closer to the man’s throat.
Four sets of hands grabbed the bottom of the sliding door and heaved it upward in unison. The metal crumpled even further, collapsing some of the joints and raising the door another six inches. Mason took aim and walked four shots across the door. All but one of the men fell, screaming as they clutched their guts. The one who hadn’t been hit dropped to his knees and scrambled under the door. 
Mason shot him in the face, the Supergrade’s slide once again locking to the rear. Before he could reload, another man dove in through the service door, nearly landing on top of Bowie. Mason dropped the magazine and slapped in a fresh one. By the time he brought the weapon back on target, the man was on his feet charging the inspection table. Two quick pops to the chest put him down, but he had managed to get closer than any of the others. 
Another man rushed in, this one immediately turning to attack Bowie. The dog now had two men on him, one with a huge gash in his shoulder, and a second who was pulling at Bowie from behind.
Mason brought the Supergrade up and fired. The man pulling at Bowie collapsed, his spinal cord severed at the base of his skull. He swung left and fired again, this time hitting the man on the ground in the forehead.
Bowie seemed confused for a moment but reluctantly released the dead man and turned back toward the sliding door. More hands were reaching underneath, pulling at the bottom. A portion of the metal gave way, and the door once again inched upward. 
Mason rapid-fired four more shots into the door, and several of the hands dropped away. He reloaded and fired another entire magazine, clearing the final stragglers who had refused to let go.
As he pressed in a fresh magazine, two men darted through the service door and shoved past the crates. Before he or Bowie could stop them, they raced into the room, their grotesque faces contorted with rage. Bowie leaped forward and pulled one down as Mason winged the other in the shoulder. The bullet slowed him, but he dove ahead, crashing into the inspection table and knocking several of the magazines to the floor. Mason stayed focused on his target, firing at point-blank range. The bullet punched through the bridge of his nose, blasting off the crown of his head as it exited. A huge spray of warm blood misted across Mason’s face. 
It was then that he accepted that they weren’t going to win the fight. Just like the battle on the Richmond Hill overpass, numbers and brutality would eventually win out. 
He took a deep breath and swung his pistol up, ready to fight to the very end. Surprisingly, no one was at either door. He could still hear movement outside, but it appeared that none were willing to put themselves in his line of fire. 
Before he could make sense of the situation, a garbled voice called from outside.
“Who’s in there? Identify yourself.” 
Mason lowered his pistol slightly. 
“Deputy Marshal Mason Raines. Who am I speaking with?”
“Colonel Thaddeus Dixon, Retired, US Army. Pleased to make your acquaintance, Marshal.”
“Are these your men I’m killing?”
“They are.”
“Mind if I ask why you’re so damn set on violence?”
“Believe it or not, my orders were for them to take you alive.”
“Like you did with the Commandant?”
There was a slight pause.
“He was the one who brought violence to our side of the river. Up until then, we’d left them alone.”
“And now?”
“Now we’re doing what we should have done in the very beginning. There can be no peace between us and them.”
Mason squatted down and retrieved the magazines that had fallen to the floor.
“Did you kill the Commandant?”
There was another pause. 
“That wasn’t something I could stop. These poor devils feel a hatred hotter than any flame.”
Mason made a mental note that he was no longer on a rescue mission. The goal now was to get the hell out. Of all the missions a soldier could have, it was the one that made the most sense.
“From your voice, I can tell that you were infected too. I’m curious. How’d you manage to keep your mind?”
“I have the constitution of a war horse. That’s how.”
“Is that why they accepted you as their leader?”
He laughed. “You have to understand. They’re like angry little children. Deep down, they want someone to step in and establish order and discipline.”
“So, you’re their father now?”
“No, Marshal, I’m their god.”
Mason shook his head. Men who stepped up and took charge in times of crisis were to be saluted, but not when they allowed that power to corrupt their very souls.
“What is it that you want from me, Colonel?”
“Only to know who it was that fought with such spirit.”
“And now what?”
He sighed. “Now they will come for you. There’s really no other way this can end. Make peace with your god, Marshal. You and your beast will be dead in a few seconds.” 
Mason brought his pistol up as he tried to key in on where the man might be standing. He wasn’t above scattering a few shots across the front of the building if it offered a chance to cut the head off the snake. As he watched Bowie pace back and forth near the door, he changed his mind. Even if he killed Colonel Dixon, the infected would still come for them. And he wasn’t ready to die just yet, let alone see Bowie torn to pieces. 
He looked down at the box of M67 grenades. They were a potential game changer. The problem was that if one detonated inside the igloo, both he and Bowie would be killed for sure. Even if they fled to the rear of the building, the concussive blast would rupture their eardrums and likely bring the whole structure down on top of them. 
Still, he thought, there might be a way to use them as a means of escape.
Unsure of how many rounds remained, Mason dropped the current magazine, slapped in a fresh one, and holstered the weapon. 
“Bowie!” he shouted. 
The dog’s head whipped around.
“To me!” 
As Bowie bolted for Mason, the horde began pushing their way into the building. A dozen hands ripped at the sliding door, collapsing the corrugated steel as it slowly pulled upward. Others crowded through the service door, shoving bodies and carts from their path. Unlike their earlier advances, nothing would stop the vile creatures from having their prize. 
Mason picked up three of the M67s, stuffing two into his shirt and popping the safety clip off the third. As soon as Bowie slid up next to him, he tore out the pull ring and rolled the grenade along the concrete floor. It was a high stakes game of bowling. Thankfully, the grenade rolled between one of the men’s legs, went under the sliding door, and tumbled down the ramp before finally detonating. 
The explosion shook the air like two runaway locomotives colliding. The resulting shockwave reflected off the blast wall, ripping apart Colonel Dixon and a dozen of his bloodthirsty followers. Splinters of bone shot in every direction, acting as deadly shrapnel to maim many more.
The igloo’s front wall buckled, and Mason stumbled back, disoriented. As the world slowly came back into focus, he steadied himself on the cart of ammunition. Bowie stood next to him, barking, but it was barely discernible above the shrieks.
“Let’s go!” he shouted, his voice sounding strange to his ears.
As the front wall teetered inward, Mason and Bowie raced to the back of the building. The vent was still intact, and thankfully he saw no one outside waiting to eat them. Mason spun around and kicked the panel with his heel. One corner of the vent tore free. He kicked it again, and this time the vent fell flat onto the dirt outside. He shoved Bowie through before dropping to his knees and crawling out after him. 
The rear of the building was buttressed by the large hill, and for the moment, they were completely alone. He raced to the top with Bowie chasing at his heels, barking like they were on their way to throw a Frisbee. Only a dog, thought Mason, could shift so quickly from fighting a horde of the infected to playing a good game of chase.
From the top of the hill, the harsh reality of their situation became clear. Dozens of the infected were overrunning the building, clawing their way in through the collapsed wall. Several were already squirming out through the back vent and many more were racing around the sides of the building. The enemy was coming.
Mason turned and looked out across the dark field. He could just make out the outline of trees in the distance. While he considered himself reasonably fleet of foot, there was little chance of outrunning an army of maniacs set for blood. 
His eyes drifted up to the water tower. The bottom of the huge spherical tank was a hundred feet in the air and supported by six steel poles. Centered between the legs was a twelve-inch diameter pipe that connected to an underground water distribution network. What was most interesting was the narrow walkway skirting the middle of the tank. If they could get up there, numbers would no longer matter, not until he ran out of ammunition, anyway. As King Leonidas and his brave three hundred Spartans had demonstrated, a narrow passage could be held against even the largest of armies. 
Mason took a deep breath and looked over at Bowie. 
“I’m afraid this isn’t going to be fun for either of us.”
Bowie inched closer, both of them listening to the sounds of the infected gathering at the bottom of the hill.
Mason pulled the M4 off his shoulder and dropped it to the ground. What he had in mind was going to be hard enough without trying to lug a rifle along. He stepped close to Bowie and dropped down to one knee. Before Bowie knew what was happening, Mason bent his head under the dog’s midsection and hoisted him onto his shoulders. At one hundred and forty pounds, it felt he was like carrying a soldier off the battlefield.
Bowie wriggled and tried to get down. 
“It’s all right, boy,” he said, reaching up to pat him. “Trust me.”
The dog quieted and reluctantly settled against him.
Mason stumbled over to the ladder and looked up. It was a hell of a long way to the top. He took a deep breath. 
“Here we go.” 
He grabbed the cold circular rungs, still wet from the recent rain, and started climbing. Each rung was exactly twelve inches from the next one, and progress was painfully slow. Before he was even halfway up, he felt the unmistakable vibrations of others mounting the ladder below. He didn’t trust himself to let go with his strong hand, so he leaned in and looped his right arm around the rung. Then he reached across and drew his Supergrade with his left hand.
Bracing himself against the ladder, he pointed the muzzle down and fired three quick shots, all three striking the lead man and sending him tumbling down to take out the other climbers. While Mason couldn’t possibly hope to stand and fight while hanging one-armed with a massive dog over his shoulders, he wanted to deliver a message: Following me up the ladder is not without consequences. 











Bowie shifted a little, and Mason frantically grabbed the rung with both hands, nearly dropping his Supergrade in the process. He took a deep breath to steady himself before carefully holstering the pistol. 
“I know you’re scared,” he said in a soft voice. “But I need you to hold still. It’s a long way down, and I don’t want to drop you.”
Bowie swung his huge head up and nuzzled Mason’s face. After a moment, he calmed and settled back across his shoulders.
One rung at a time, Mason pulled them up the ladder. Twice he had to rest, but neither time did he dare to draw his weapon. He would deal with the enemy once he got to a better fighting position. 
When Mason finally reached the top, he was out of breath and so fatigued that he could do little more than fall sideways onto the narrow walkway. Bowie wriggled free and began testing his footing on the metal grating. When he was confident that he wasn’t going to fall through, he turned back and began licking his master’s face.
“I’m coming,” Mason wheezed, dragging himself onto the platform.
Still on his knees, he drew his Supergrade and leaned back over the ladder. A long line of the infected were clawing their way higher. He sighted on the first man and squeezed off a round. The man jerked but refused to let go of the rung. Mason fired again, this time sending the man swan-diving away from the ladder.
Bowie inched closer and lay down beside him. Thankfully, the dog seemed to have no fear of heights. Mason hugged him with his free arm, keeping the other aimed down the ladder. He fired twice more, knocking another of the infected off the ladder. 
As his magazine emptied, Mason did a slow and careful reload. This was no longer a game of speed but one of accuracy. Every bullet had to hit its mark. As he pressed in the fresh magazine, Bowie whined softly.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “I still have ten magazines, not to mention these babies.” He patted the two grenades stuffed into his shirt. “Believe me, they’ll pay a hell of a price.”
Even with seventy rounds and two grenades, Mason understood that he and Bowie had no chance of actually winning the fight. There were simply too many of them. All he could hope to do was kill enough of them that they would eventually give up—if such a thing were even possible. 
For the next five minutes, he shot one after another as they tried to ascend the water tower. Nearly every shot found its mark, and most sent yet another body to the ground. Some died; others got back to their feet, eager to take another turn on the ladder. As Mason slapped in his last magazine, he came to accept that his enemy was incapable of being routed by mere gunfire. If they felt any fear at all, it was little more than a whisper when compared to the roar of their rage. 
He climbed to his feet and gave Bowie a quick pat, hoping to reassure him.
“We’re not done yet,” he said, holstering his pistol and retrieving the two grenades from his shirt. “It’s time for the nuclear option.”
With a grenade in each hand, he flipped off the safety clips and used his mouth to extract the two pull rings. As he spat them out, he let the safety levers fly free and tossed one grenade directly in line with the ladder and the second one out and away. The idea was simple enough—kill as many of the infected as possible while simultaneously destroying the ladder. They couldn’t climb what wasn’t there.
As the grenades tumbled through the air, Mason wrestled Bowie to the walkway, doing his best to cover both of their ears. When the grenades finally went off, the air boomed and shook like they were standing in the middle of a thunderhead. Bowie yelped in fear but made no effort to stand up.
Nearly two dozen of the infected were obliterated, bones and blood flying in every direction. The ladder, too, was blasted into a twisted mangle of steel. Unfortunately, the explosions also severed one of the poles that supported the water tank. Almost immediately, the tower started to tip. It was slow at first, a moaning creak, followed by a slight lurch to one side. But it didn’t stop there. The infected clambered up the legs, jerking and pulling as they tried to finish what the grenades had started. The structure began to collapse, its legs crumpling and folding in on themselves. Gravity would not be denied. 
Mason clung to the railing with one arm while desperately gripping Bowie with the other. The tower teetered on the verge of collapse, its remaining legs slowly buckling under the incredible weight of the water. Mason prepared himself for the inevitable. They were going down into the fray, and it sure as hell wasn’t going to be a soft landing.
A series of bright orange flashes suddenly lit the field behind them. Several of the infected hanging from the tower fell to the ground, screaming in pain. More flashes were followed by more of the infected dropping. Mason had no time to make sense of what was happening. Two of the tower’s legs gave way, and the huge tank tipped toward the ground. 
“Get ready!” he shouted.
An instant before the tank crashed to the ground, Mason and Bowie jumped. To be fair, it was more of a frantic leap than a proper “get to your feet and spring to safety” kind of thing. They tumbled across the wet grass as the water tank ruptured behind them. A million gallons of water spilled in every direction, sending a tremendous six-foot wave of water smashing against them. Tumbling head over heels, Mason finally came to rest in a giant puddle of mud nearly thirty yards from the tower. Bowie lay nearby, dazed and soaked to the bone.
Mason shook his head and struggled to get to his feet, his Supergrade sliding free of its holster. He looked left and then right. Pandemonium had engulfed the battlefield. The infected had divided into two groups, some racing toward the faceless enemy that advanced across the field, others scouring the water tank for signs of their prey. 
One of the infected caught sight of him and screamed, gnashing his teeth as he charged forward. Mason aimed, fired, and watched as the man’s head exploded in a spray of blood. More of the infected turned toward him. He planted his feet and worked front to back, one bullet for each of the infected, figuring that even if it didn’t kill them, it would weaken them enough for what was destined to become hand-to-hand combat. Within seconds, the Supergrade’s slide locked to the rear one final time.
Still stunned by the tidal wave of water, Bowie struggled to get to his feet. A short, stocky man tackled him, flailing the dog with his powerful hands. Bowie snapped and snarled, but there was little behind either.
Mason holstered the Supergrade and drew his hunting knife. By God, no one got away with hurting Bowie. He lunged forward, stabbing the blade out in front of him. As the tip pierced the man’s neck, he stumbled back, desperately trying to escape the sting of the razor-sharp steel. But some sins were simply unforgivable. Mason grabbed his hair and ripped the blade out through the front of his throat. 
As the infected man toppled sideways, Mason spun around, flicking an arc of blood out into the air as he prepared for the next attacker. To his surprise, the infected near the ruptured water tank were now retreating back toward the igloo. 
More flashes lit the field, and bullets pinged off the water tank. Mason flopped down next to Bowie and lay prone. A stray bullet, even if unintentional, would be a most unfortunate ending. The dog wriggled around for a moment but finally settled up against him.
Mason watched as the fight raged across the field, barely fifty yards away. Gunfire, screams, and battle cries rang out. A fight for survival was underway, and there would be only one victor. He made no effort to join the fight. Like Bowie, there wasn’t enough left in him to make much of a difference. He would have to trust that his rescuers had what it took to get the job done. 
They did.
Numb and cold, he watched as cadets slowly emerged from the night like ghostly soldiers of the Confederacy. Their eyes were wide with fear, but there was pride in their steps as they pressed victoriously onto the battlefield. Several had been injured, blood staining their faces and uniforms.
“Sir!” one man shouted. “They’re over here!”
Within seconds, a dozen cadets had set up a perimeter around Mason and Bowie. One of them was Corporal Rodriguez.
“Marshal,” he said, extending a hand.
Mason smiled and pulled himself to his feet. 
“I never thought I’d be glad to see you.”
“The captain thought you might need a hand.” He looked around at the bloody carnage now washed a hundred yards in every direction. “Me, I’m not so sure.”
Mason reached down and stroked Bowie. The dog was still a little shell-shocked. 
“We gave them a hell of a fight. Even so,” he said, straightening up and patting Rodriguez on the shoulder, “we appreciate the rescue.”
Leila pushed her way into the small circle.
“Thank God,” she cried, rushing up and hugging him. “I thought we’d lost you.”
He held her, content to take a moment to simply bask in his good fortune.
“I’m all right,” he said, wiping blood from a small wound on his temple.
She cupped his face with both hands and kissed him. When she finally pulled away, her cheek was streaked with blood. 
“I’m all right,” he repeated, softer this time.
Captain Artz stepped closer. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but we need to get out of here. It’s a half-mile hike back to the bridge, and it wouldn’t surprise me if those monsters came back with reinforcements.”
“You walked in?”
“We thought it was the only way to get in undetected.”
“And you didn’t run into trouble?”
He looked around at the other cadets.
“Nothing that the Virginia Tech Corps of Cadets couldn’t handle.” Captain Artz slapped his palm against the stock of the Grendel. “The rifles didn’t hurt either.”
Bowie clambered unsteadily to his feet and pressed himself between Mason and Leila. She reached down and stroked his wet fur.
“It’s good to see you too, boy.”
As everyone gathered up, Mason broke away and wandered over to the base of the tower. It took only a moment to find his M4. Other than being slick with blood and human entrails, it appeared to be in good shape. He gave the sling a cursory rinse in a nearby puddle and slung it over his shoulder before trudging back toward the cadets. 
All in all, he thought, it hadn’t been a bad night. He and Bowie had managed to come out of the fight relatively unscathed, the enemy had been soundly defeated, and a group of brave young men and women had experienced what might well prove to be their finest hour.





Chapter 19  
 
 
Samantha felt herself being lifted into the air by Mateo’s calloused hands. 
“Can you climb in?”
“I think so,” she said, gripping the sides of the doorway and pulling herself into the cargo hold.
The aft hold was much larger than the one that she and Tanner had hidden in earlier, and her first thought was that it looked like a kindergartner’s block-building project on the first day of school. Hundreds of pallets, most of them shrink-wrapped in clear plastic, had been stuffed into the hold with little consideration as to their size or shape. A crisscross of tracks along the bulkhead allowed the huge pallets to be slid in and out of the aircraft, but certainly not by hand, and certainly not by a twelve-year-old girl. 
Mateo grabbed the bottom of the metal doorway and pulled himself in after her. The hold was so tightly packed that there was barely room for them to stand side by side.
“Now you see why Mr. Vega needs your help.”
“Because I’m small enough to squeeze between this stuff.”
“Exactly. You’re like his little mouse, digging for cheese.”
“Even if I can wiggle in there, there’s no way I can drag one of these things out,” she said, tugging on one of the pallets.
“You won’t have to.” Mateo pulled a folding knife and a small flashlight from his pocket and handed them to her. “Use the knife to cut off the plastic and any support straps. Then carry the cargo out to me one package at a time.”
She looked at the knife and then back up at him. 
He smiled. “What’re you going to do, little girl, stab me?”
She returned a nervous smile before turning to study the hold. 
“What exactly am I looking for?”
“A pallet stacked with bags of coffee. It will be labeled Negro Perla.”
“You guys came all this way for coffee?”
“What can I say? It’s very good coffee.”
“I guess it must be.” She shined the flashlight into the hold. It was going to take a while to find anything. “What’s Negro Perla mean?”
“Black Pearl.”
She cut her eyes at him. 
“As in the Black Pearl?”
“What’s the Black Pearl?”
“You know…” She pretended to tip her hat. “Captain Jack Sparrow at your service.”
He made a face that said he had no idea what she was talking about. 
“I hope you’re not wasting my time in there,” Vega called up from below.
“No, sir.” Mateo turned to Samantha and whispered, “You’d better get busy. Mr. Vega’s not a patient man.”
“Right.” She stuffed the knife into her front pocket and began squirming between the pallets.
As Mateo disappeared from view, it occurred to her that she might indeed have to stab him with his own knife. No doubt Tanner was already working on a plan to rescue her, and like all of his plans, it would involve people getting hurt. 

Having dispatched Geraldo, Tanner considered his next course of action. At most, he had a few minutes before the men became concerned about their missing comrade. Once that happened, all bets would be off. They might flee, taking Samantha as a hostage. Or they might come looking for him as a well-armed group. Neither of those scenarios bode particularly well for him or Samantha.
He retrieved his shotgun and flashlight before heading further into the terminal. The doors to the next two gates were both locked, and he saw no easy way to get through them. The door to the third gate, however, had been propped open with a suitcase.
Tanner swung it the rest of the way open and hurried down the jet bridge. It was identical to the previous one, except that there wasn’t a plane at the end of the ramp. Instead, the movable platform opened out onto the tarmac. The service door was on the side facing the men, and Tanner doubted that he could sneak down the stairs without someone noticing. 
He stepped over to the open platform and looked down at the tarmac. It was too far to jump, but not so far that he couldn’t lower and drop. He sat down and turned around, hanging onto the metal framing. Then he lowered as far as his arms would allow and dropped. As soon as he hit the ground, he ducked behind the steerable wheels that were used to propel the jet bridge.
Peeking around a large power box, he saw two guards and the man in pink standing beneath the 747’s cargo hold. Their attention was firmly fixed on what was happening inside. Samantha and the man who had captured her were talking. He handed her something, and then she disappeared behind a large pallet. 
The Mexicans must be using her to retrieve something from the plane, most likely drugs. While it could have been some other valuable, perhaps gold or gems, those items no longer held the same intrinsic value that they once had. Drugs, on the other hand, might be even more valuable. Not only were they very hard to come by, they were also incredibly addictive.
The men on the ground were so focused on the recovery operation that Tanner suspected that if he could get close enough, he could probably drop all three with a few quick blasts from the shotgun. The problem with that plan was the man in the hold. No matter how quickly Tanner dropped the others, he would remain a threat to Samantha.
This was one of those rare times when Tanner thought that it might actually be better to negotiate. And that meant getting his hands on something valuable. His eyes settled on the Piper. Presumably, it was to be their ride out of D.C., and he doubted they would give it up without good reason. If he could gain control of the airplane, there was a good chance they would be willing to trade it for Samantha. 
An abandoned fuel truck sat on the tarmac, centered about halfway to the Piper. It couldn’t have been more than fifty yards from where Tanner knelt, and it felt like a reasonable gamble to make a run for it. But a gamble is what it was. A quick turn of the head by any one of the men, and the game would be up. 
Willing himself to appear smaller than he truly was, Tanner darted toward the truck, never once taking his eyes, or his shotgun, off the men. He was too far away to win a gunfight, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t send them ducking for cover.
Thankfully, it didn’t come to that.
Tanner let out a sigh of relief as he darted in behind the refueling truck. The unmistakable odor of jet fuel permeated the air like a bottle of Caron Piovre perfume. Hiding behind something loaded with thousands of gallons of combustible fuel probably wasn’t the smartest thing he had ever done, but it did at least shield him from view.
He rose up and peered between the hose and the tank. The Mexicans were still focused on retrieving their cargo. None of them had even glanced in his direction. 
He turned and looked at the open stretch that lay between him and the Piper. Halfway there; halfway to go.

Surprisingly, it took Samantha only a few minutes to find the pallet piled high with bags of Negro Perla coffee. 
“Found it,” she called back over her shoulder.
“Good,” said Mateo. “Now use the knife to cut away the plastic.”
Samantha opened the knife and gingerly tested the edge. It was well used, but sharp. She sliced through the plastic and pulled it aside, careful not to nick the burlap sacks beneath. When she had enough of the plastic removed, she grabbed the corners of one of the sacks and pulled. It was about the size of a small pillow but much heavier.
“They’re too heavy!” she shouted.
“You can do it,” he said, sounding more like a coach than a captor.
She slid her arms around the bag and lifted. To her surprise, it pulled free of the pallet. She would never have been able to lift it a few months earlier, but things had changed since she’d first met Tanner. He was constantly pushing her to be stronger. Tougher. Meaner. More like him, only cuter. Even the thought of Tanner made her load seem lighter. It was as if he were standing right next to her saying, “Come on, darlin’, put your back into it.”
The gap between pallets was so narrow that several times she had to set the sack down, climb through the crevice, and then drag it through after her. When she finally made it back to Mateo, her arms were aching.
“Good girl,” he said, taking the sack and turning around to lower it to the man standing below the cargo door.
It was in that moment that Samantha knew how to defeat Mateo. She wouldn’t have to stab him at all. She would simply give him a good shove, and out he’d go. The fall probably wouldn’t kill him, but it should at least put him out of commission for a while.
As soon as the man below caught the sack, he set it on the tarmac and used his knife to cut it open. Mr. Vega stepped closer to have a look. The guard shoved both hands into the dark coffee beans and fished out a brick-sized package sealed in plastic. It looked like a block of Play-Doh after someone had mixed all of the colors together.
“This wasn’t about coffee at all,” muttered Samantha.
Mateo looked back at her but said nothing.
The guard showed the package to Mr. Vega. 
“Take it to the plane and make sure it’s still good,” he directed.
“Yes, sir.”
The guard turned and hurried off toward the Piper.
“Go on,” Mateo said, motioning to Samantha. “Get the next one.”
“But there are like fifty of those sacks. I can’t carry them all.”
Mateo’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t say things like that. You don’t want to make Mr. Vega angry. Now, go get the bags. When you get too tired, I’ll let you have a short rest.”
Staring into Mateo’s eyes, she realized that the situation was as beyond his control as it was hers. He was a man used to doing what he was told, no matter how awful the task.
“All right,” she said, nodding. “I’ll try.”

Tanner’s plan changed the moment he saw one of the guards running toward the Piper. The man’s face was pocked with acne scars, and he reminded him of Danny Trejo’s incarnation of Machete. He carried a small package in both hands, which Tanner assumed was some kind of illicit drug. 
Even during his time of slumming it with the hippies, Tanner had managed to avoid the seductive call of drugs. He held no malice for the people who used drugs, as he considered them a crutch for those too weak to face a reality that could at times be pretty shitty. But this empathy in no way extended to the brutal pushers and drug lords who caused mothers all over the world to bury their children.
Machete’s path would take him directly in front of the fuel truck, affording Tanner an opportunity to intercept him. Taking the man out shouldn’t be too difficult, but doing so quietly was going to require a bit of luck.
Once again, Tanner laid his shotgun aside. If he didn’t use it soon, the damn thing was going to rust. He quickly surveyed the fuel truck to see if there was anything on board that might be used as a weapon. The only thing he found was a three-foot metal rod with two prongs on the end—obviously some sort of tool to open panels or turn valves. The prongs were dull, certainly not suited to poking someone, but the rod was heavy enough to be used as a cudgel.
He hefted the metal tool and squatted down at the corner of the truck. He could hear the steady pat of feet coming toward him. As they grew louder, he readied himself, playing out the swing like a batter awaiting a fastball. As soon as the man’s dark clothes came into view, Tanner stepped out and swung the rod with both hands.
The blow caught Machete in the mouth, shattering teeth and tearing deep wounds along both cheeks. As he stumbled back, Tanner grabbed his shirt and pulled him behind the truck. Machete’s hands came up defensively, but Tanner kept the rod pressed tightly against the back of his throat. Pinned against the driver-side door, the man gagged and flailed, dropping the block of drugs at their feet.
Tanner drove a knee up into his groin. Machete grunted, but the rod kept him from doubling over. A second knee sent his eyes rolling back into his head. He tried to collapse, but Tanner held him firmly in place, driving the knee up again. There was very little reaction to the third blow, a sure sign that the man was unconscious.
He lowered him to the ground, never once removing the rod from Machete’s mouth. The metal had ripped the sides of his cheeks all the way back to his molars, and blood now dribbled down his face and neck. Bloody bubbles pulsed from Machete’s nose, confirming what Tanner already suspected. 
He wasn’t dead. 
Not yet, anyway. While every life had value, he didn’t see it as an acceptable risk to leave an enemy still breathing.
“Better luck next time around,” he said, delivering a sharp karate chop to the man’s trachea. Machete jerked once, and that was it. No fanfare. No singing of angels. Just a slight gasp and then… nothing. 
Tanner donned the guard’s vest and hat. The vest was a little tight and the hat a little loose, a fact that he was confident Samantha would not have let pass without some clever barb. He also picked up the Spectre submachine gun and the fallen package of black tar heroin. While he had no use for the drugs, it too was a part of the costume. 
Once he was presentable, Tanner stepped out from behind the truck and raced for the Piper, mimicking Machete’s run and pace as best he could. He figured that the man had been out of sight for twenty seconds, long enough for someone to notice, but only if they were really paying attention.
To his relief, no one shouted or sprayed him with machine gun fire. The hard part was over. All he had to do now was figure out how to trade an airplane for a little girl.

As Samantha hauled the second bag up to the open cargo door, her shirt was damp with sweat. 
“This would be a lot easier if I cut the bags open and brought you those little packages. It’s not like they’re a secret anymore.”
“What do you think, Mr. Vega?” he said, lowering the sack down to the remaining guard. “Should we have the girl cut out the packages? It might go a little quicker.” 
He nodded. “Fine. But tell her if she doesn’t hurry up, I’m going to cut off her pretty little ears.”
“Yes, sir.” Mateo turned to Samantha. “You need to hurry.”  
“Yeah, yeah, I get it,” she said, turning around. “Mr. Vega doesn’t like to wait.”
Mateo grabbed her arm. “Are you stupid or something? Don’t you see how much danger you’re in?”
Samantha’s hand tightened on the knife in her pocket. She paused, looking out across the tarmac as a figure emerged from behind a fuel truck and ran toward the Piper. There was no mistaking his size or gait. Tanner Raines had entered the picture.
Mateo saw her staring out the door and turned to look.
“What is it?”
“Nothing,” she said, tugging her arm free. “And, yes, I understand the danger I’m in.” She squatted down and hurried back into the hold. When she was out of earshot, she whispered, “The question is, do you?”

When Tanner arrived at the Piper, he hurried up the steps and entered the cabin. Inside were three rows of leather bucket seats. The front row was for the pilot and co-pilot, and the other two rows faced one another in the fuselage. At the rear of the plane was a small cargo area, empty except for a box of food and a case of Bohemia Obscura beer. A tray had been pulled out between the passenger rows, and several glass ampules and wooden stir sticks sat upright in an acrylic stand. 
Tanner picked up one of the ampules. The lower portion was filled with a clear liquid, and the top had a white plastic cap. He assumed that a small amount of heroin was stirred into the liquid, and then the ampule in the cap was broken to cause a chemical reaction. If it was the good stuff, it probably turned one color, and if not, it turned another. Drug lords were notoriously careful about ensuring the quality of their product.
He set the ampule and block of heroin on the tray and squeezed his way up into the cockpit. Despite his size, the seats were reasonably accommodating. He examined the controls, looking for an ignition key. There wasn’t one. There were plenty of buttons, gauges, and fancy computer screens, but nothing that looked like it could be easily removed. 
Disabling the plane permanently would have been easy enough—a few bullets to the windshield or controls would do the trick. But if he did that, he’d have nothing to bargain with. His plan had hit its first snag.
Tanner stood up and made his way back to the passenger area, looking for anything that might prove vital to the Mexicans. The heroin was an obvious choice, but he doubted that a single block would be much of a bargaining chip. He looked out through one of the small windows and saw that the man in the pink shirt and his one remaining guard were now staring in his direction. Clearly, they were wondering what was taking so long. 
It gave him an idea. Maybe good old-fashioned violence wasn’t off the table after all.
He stepped out onto the stairs and waved for the men to come to him. Before they could get a good look at him, he ducked back inside, settling into one of the plush leather seats to watch them. It took two full minutes for the man in the pink shirt to finally become frustrated enough that he sent his one remaining guard to check on what was causing the delay.
Tanner watched the man run toward the Piper, wondering what would be the best way to fight him. He had never fought inside an airplane but figured it lent itself to choking, biting, and maybe a little eye gouging thrown in for good measure. 
He grinned. This would be his kind of fight.
As the guard approached, Tanner hopped up onto the seat and squatted, ready to explode into action as soon as he entered. 
“Que demonios estas haciendo?” the guard said as he stomped his way up the stairs. 
Tanner wasn’t sure of the exact translation but figured the gist of it was “What the hell is going on?” 
His answer was quick in coming. As soon as the man cleared the doorway, he dove at him, sending both men bouncing off the seats and tumbling awkwardly to the floor. Unfortunately, Tanner landed on his back with the big Mexican on top of him—hardly the preferred position for any fight.
The guard was as merciless as the famous Lucha libre wrestler Gory Guerrero, raining down an endless barrage of fists. Many of them struck the floor and bulkhead, but a few landed solidly enough, leaving him with a swollen lip and fresh bruising to one eye.
He reached up and grabbed the guard around the neck, hoping to quell the onslaught. It helped, but only until Gory head-butted him. Skulls clacked, leaving both men dazed. Tanner swung a leg up and hooked it around Gory’s head, tipping him back and then crossing his other leg behind the first to set a triangle choke.
The big man continued to punch, and when that failed to break the lock, he used both hands to try to pry off the choke. Rather than fight back, Tanner tucked his chin and braced the choke, cranking the man’s ankle back to lock the other leg in place.
Gory’s face turned a hot shade of red as the choke cut off the flow of blood to his brain. He opened his mouth, twisted his head slightly, and bit Tanner’s thigh. It felt like part of his flesh was being pinched off, but Tanner clenched his teeth and refused to release the hold. Blood trickled down the inside of his leg as teeth broke flesh, but with every passing second, Gory’s bite grew less powerful.
It took a long agonizing minute before the man grew limp, his mouth dangling open with bloody saliva drooling out. Tanner relaxed his grip and jabbed a thumb into the man’s eye. 
He didn’t move. 
Confident that Gory wasn’t faking it, Tanner pushed him off and crawled onto the nearest seat, nursing his leg. While the bite wasn’t nearly as deep as the dog bites he had suffered weeks earlier, it seemed to hurt worse. 
He leaned around and grabbed a bottle of Bohemia Obscura beer from the back of the plane. It was warm, but he touched it to his forehead for a moment anyway—a post-fight therapeutic gesture that had stood the test of time. He popped the cap and took a long swig. The dark brown liquid was sweet and smelled like malt, perfect for washing down a couple of enchiladas.
He poured some of the beer over the bite on his leg, hoping that it might kill the germs. It stung, and Tanner couldn’t help but bounce his leg up and down a few times.
“Ay, caramba,” he muttered, giving it his best Mexican accent.
He poured a little more over the wound, and this time, the burning sensation was muted.
Gory moaned and rolled onto his side.
Tanner took one last swig of beer and then used the heavy bottle to crush the big man’s skull. 

Samantha examined the block of drugs she had pulled from the coffee. It was nearly black in color and had the consistency of dry modeling clay. 
“Negro Perla,” she mumbled. Even the words felt evil.
“Hurry up!” called Mateo.
She turned and quickly squirmed her way back through the maze of pallets. 
“Come on. Come on,” he said, snatching the drugs from her and tossing them down to Mr. Vega. “At the pace you’re going, we’re both going to be eaten.”
“You mean beaten, right?” 
Mateo’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing. 
Samantha looked past him through the open doorway and saw that the other guards were all missing. It was just her, Mr. Vega, and Mateo.
“Where is everyone?”
“They went to the plane. There must be some kind of problem with the product.” He stopped talking when he saw a large man in a guard’s uniform step from the Piper and slowly descend the stairs. 
Mateo turned away from Samantha and squinted, tightening his grip on his machine gun. 
“Who the hell is that?”
Samantha knew exactly who it was. 
“That,” she whispered, “is trouble.” 
Before he could say another word, she lunged forward, pushing against his back. He stumbled forward, catching the doorframe with one hand as he teetered half in and half out of the plane. Samantha moved to shove him again, but as she came forward, he wheeled around and slapped her with his palm. The blow knocked her back onto her butt, and she tasted blood.
With one foot and hand still dangling outside the plane, Mateo struggled to pull himself back into the hold. Samantha set her hands behind her and began kicking like a boat propeller, striking at the hand holding the doorframe. The man’s grip gave way, and he tumbled out of the plane, falling onto the asphalt below. 
Afraid of what she might find, Samantha crawled forward and peeked out. 
Mateo lay in a crumpled mass, completely still as a small pool of blood slowly formed beside his head.
Grimacing, she mouthed, “I’m sorry.”
Mr. Vega began to shout all manner of threats, but Samantha’s attention was on the man walking toward them from the Piper. As his bruised and battered face came into view, she couldn’t help but smile. Tanner was coming for her.
She waved, and he raised a single hand above his head.
Mr. Vega wheeled around. At first, he keyed in on the hat and tactical vest, certain that it was one of his men approaching. It was only when he studied the face of the stranger did Mr. Vega finally understand that he had not only lost his drugs; he had lost his men. 

Tanner gripped the Spectre submachine gun and walked toward the man in the pink shirt. Shooting a machine pistol was a bit of a spray and pray operation, but he was confident that he could put a few rounds in the Mexican without killing Samantha in the process. 
The man yelled something, but Tanner kept the same steady pace. Running with any loaded firearm was dangerous. Doing so with a machine gun he barely knew how to operate was just plain stupid. Besides, the drug lord needed a lesson in patience—one of many, he suspected.
As Tanner came closer, he watched as the expression on the man’s face shifted from anger to concern. Finally understanding his situation, the Mexican glanced over at the submachine gun poking out from beneath Mateo’s limp form.
Tanner shook his head. “Don’t try it. They’d never get the blood out of that pink shirt.”
Vega turned back to face him with an indignant stare.
“Who are you?”
“Tanner Raines.”
“Well, I am Antonio Vega.” He waited for Tanner to offer a hint of recognition. When there wasn’t one, he said, “Clearly you don’t understand the mistake you are making here.”
“I pretty much move through life from one mistake to another.”
“That’s true,” Samantha said, leaning out the open door. When Tanner looked up, she nodded. “I figured you’d be along.”
“What happened to your face?”
She touched her swollen eye and cheek.
“I’m okay.”
He nodded. “I can see that.”
Vega finally put the pieces together.
“She’s your daughter?”
“She is.”
“So, all of this,” he said, waving his arms, “was about getting her back?”
“That, and I don’t really like drug dealers.”
“Me neither,” said Samantha. 
Vega glanced over at Mateo, perhaps hoping that he would magically spring to his feet and save the day. Based on the ever-growing pool of blood, that scenario did not appear likely.
“I think he broke something in the fall,” said Tanner. “He might live, but he probably won’t be of much use to you for a while.”
Vega glanced toward the terminal.
“That one’s definitely not going to be of any help.” 
“And the other two?” Vega said, shifting his gaze to the Piper.
Tanner shook his head.
A smile crept over Vega’s face.
“Maybe you should be the one in my employ.”
“Sorry, I don’t protect scumbags.”
The smile disappeared. “Okay, so you win. Now what?”
Tanner considered the question. Other than Samantha’s swollen eye and a nasty bite mark on his leg, they weren’t really any the worse for wear. On the contrary, it was Vega’s men who had taken the brunt of the punishment. All in all, they had given out a hell of a lot worse than they had gotten.
He stepped closer and helped Samantha down from the hold.
“Now? We go our way, and you go yours.”
Vega seemed amused. “Just like that?”
Tanner rolled Mateo over, took his gun, and handed it to Samantha. 
“Just like that.”
“Mr. Raines, do you know what they call me in Chihuahua?”
“Buttercup? Puddin’ Head? Tell me when I’m getting close.”
Vega smiled. “They call me El Chorizo.”
“Let me guess—the sausage maker?”
“Close enough. I got that nickname because my favorite way of making an example out those who cross me is to have them ground up and packed into their own intestines.” He pretended to use a fingernail to pick something from his teeth. “Believe me, you would not be my first American hot dog.”
Tanner turned to Samantha. “Go get your rifle and backpack from the plane. I’ll be along in a minute.”
She eyed Vega. “Be careful with him.”
“I’m always careful.”
She laughed. “That’s a good one.” 
Samantha darted under the plane and hurried up the winding stairs. Once she was out of sight, Tanner turned back to Vega.
“I get it. You’re a bad man, and given the opportunity, I’m sure you’d do all kinds of nasty things to me and mine. The thing is we live in a world where everyone’s more afraid of their desperate neighbor than they are some prissy Mexican drug lord a thousand miles away.” He motioned to the open runway. “Your best bet is to take off running and hope to God I don’t shoot you in the back.”
Instead of turning to run, Vega stepped closer. 
Tanner raised the machine pistol to eye level.
“You have a choice to make, Mr. Raines,” Vega said in a cool voice. “You can either have your daughter finish what she started, or you can kill me and spend your short miserable life being hunted like the dog that you are. Because if you embarrass me like this, I promise I will have you both put through the grinder.”
Tanner said nothing, weighing the man’s words.
“Good,” said Vega. “You understand the situation. So, which is it going to be?”
Tanner tightened his grip on the machine gun.
“Sorry, bub. I think I’ll take door number 2.”





Chapter 20  
 
Jack Fry, Bill Baker, Tom Pinker, President Glass, and Dr. Tran were seated around a long stainless steel table. General Carr stood at the end of the table with a black Pelican container resting at his feet.
“I’m happy to report that the engineers have left the bunker. We are now secure.”
Rosalyn Glass pressed the electrolarynx to her mandible. 
“Thank you, General. That’s one less thing to worry about.”
“Even though we’re sealed up,” said Carr, “I do think it’s prudent for us to set up an around-the-clock foot patrol.”
“With just the five of us—” started Bill.
“Six,” corrected Glass.
“Ma’am,” he said with a warm smile. “With all due respect, you’re not quite ready to report to guard duty just yet.” 
“He’s right,” seconded Carr. “You need to stay in your cabin behind locked doors.”
Rosalyn Glass wanted to argue the point, to assure them that she was capable of carrying her fair share of the load, but the gesture would have been empty. She was lucky to remain standing for more than ten minutes at a time, and each and every one of them knew that.
“The rest of us will swap out on the hour,” offered Carr.
Bill leaned back and scratched his belly.
“One on and four off. That doesn’t sound so bad.”
“I’ll remind you of that when I wake you at three in the morning,” said Carr.
“Can I get access the whole facility in this?” Jack asked, patting his wheelchair. “I don’t want to be the weak link.”
“You shouldn’t have any trouble.”
“But what do we do if we see something?” asked Glass. “It’s not like there’s an alarm to sound. And even if there were, what good would it do? If they get inside, we’re all in trouble, whether we shout from the rooftops or not.”
“Which is why I brought these.” General Carr opened the Pelican case and removed a full-sized, semi-automatic handgun. As he held up the firearm, the walls of the meeting room seemed to close in.
“What’s that?” she whispered.
“It’s a .22 caliber Sig Sauer Mosquito. Easy to shoot, lightweight, and reasonably accurate.” He handed the weapon to Jack before fishing out five more. 
“What am I supposed to do with this?” Jack said, dangling the Mosquito in front of him.
Carr ignored the question as he finished doling out the pistols. Once they were distributed, he lifted the final handgun from the case and held it up for everyone to see. The slide was locked to the rear, revealing an empty chamber. 
“I want each of you to pick up your weapon so that we can walk through its operation.”
Bill was the first to pick up his firearm. 
“These babies don’t have a lot of punch,” he said, bringing the gun to his nose and sniffing the chamber.
Pinker worked the slide on his pistol a couple of times.
“Maybe not, but assassins have been killing with .22s for a very long time. They do a nice job of riddling around in the head. Plus, they don’t make much noise.”
“What are we now,” mumbled Jack, “professional hitmen?” 
“You don’t have to be a hitman,” said Carr. “But you do need to know how to defend yourself. As for Bill’s comment, he’s right. A .22 slug won’t punch through body armor, but neither would my .45.” He patted the Colt 1911 pistol hanging at his waist. “I thought it was better that we stick with something that even a beginner could shoot. If any of you feel that this firearm is inadequate, we can search the bunker for something more powerful.”
Jack remained unconvinced. “I’ve never fired a gun, and I don’t know that I want to start now.”
“Understood. I can only give you the means by which to defend yourself. You get to decide whether or not you want to live.”
Jack cut his eyes at the general.
“Jack,” coaxed President Glass, “perhaps you could at least keep it in your wheelchair. You know… just in case.”
He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
Carr handed each person three ten-round magazines and a small box of ammunition. Once everyone was ready, he carefully walked them through loading and unloading the weapons. 
Holding up the three loaded magazines, he said, “This gives you thirty rounds ready to fire. That’s not a lot, so choose your shots carefully.”
“I’m assuming that you have spare ammunition,” said Pinker.
Carr reached down and lifted out a brick of ammunition.
“We have eight of these, each containing five hundred rounds. Take as much as you want.” 
Despite having many thousands of spare rounds, Carr doubted that any of them would ever have a chance to reload spent magazines. In his experience, by the time the enemy was within pistol range, the fight didn’t last long, one way or the other.
“Besides loading and unloading, there are also several safety mechanisms that you must be familiar with. First, there’s the decocker that will drop the hammer safely.” Carr cocked the pistol and used the decocker to manually drop the hammer. “There’s also a thumb safety.” He clicked it on and off a few times. “Remember, if you can see red, it’s ready to fire. Finally, there’s an empty magazine safety. That means that without a magazine in the gun, it won’t fire. Any questions?”
Pinker activated the safety lever and stuffed the Mosquito into the back of his waistband. From the way he handled the weapon, there was little doubt that he had carried a handgun before.
“General,” he said, “while I appreciate the pistol, a handful of us aren’t going to have much of a chance against trained soldiers.”
“That’s true. But in my experience, you fight with what you’ve got. If you have a better idea, I’m all ears.”
Pinker shook his head, belaboring the point no further.
Jack set his pistol back on the table, and it made a heavy metal clang.
“I don’t see why we need something like this in the first place. The bunker’s completely sealed. You said so yourself. There’s no way anyone can get in.”
“We all hope you’re right,” said Glass. “This is more of a just-in-case kind of thing, right General?”
“These pistols are definitely a last resort, if that’s what you’re asking.”
Dr. Tran sighed, and when everyone turned to him, they saw that he had yet to even pick up his weapon. He offered an understanding smile.
“I’m sorry, but I do not use firearms. Not after what I’ve seen them do.” He picked up the Mosquito and handed it back to Carr. “Thank you anyway, General.”
President Glass studied the pistol in front of her, trying to decide which camp to sign up with. Would she be a ruthless assassin or a pacifist who abhorred gun violence? After only a brief deliberation, she activated the safety and placed the gun under the blanket that lay folded across her lap.
Carr glanced at his watch.
“We have roughly thirty-six hours until we open the bunker. That gives us each seven shifts. I suggest you use your downtime to get some shuteye.”
As the others slowly wandered back to their quarters, Rosalyn Glass stayed behind. She moved closer to General Carr and reached out to take his hand.
“Thank you, Kent.”
“Yes, ma’am. I’m just trying to keep us alive. I hope everyone appreciates that there are no guarantees here.”
She squeezed his hand and smiled. 
“They do. That’s why I wondered…” She hesitated. 
“Ma’am?”
“Nothing,” she said with a quick shake of her head.
“Ma’am, there’s a very real chance that none of us are ever going to see daylight again. If you’ve got something to ask me, this would be the time.”
She took a deep breath and slowly let it out.
“General, I was wondering if you might spend the night with me. I would feel safer with you at my side.” She paused. “In my bed.”
The general’s eyes widened and his breath caught in his throat.
President Glass smiled, and it quickly turned into a giggle.
“Who would have thought that I could scare the bravest man in the world with a womanly proposition?”
His lips turned up into a devilish smile.
“There’s no going back from that sort of thing. What’s done is done.”
She patted his hand. “General, I think we’re way past second-guessing ourselves. Don’t you?”
He leaned in and kissed her softly.
“Yes, ma’am, I most certainly do.”





Chapter 21  
 
 
By the time the cadets arrived back at their makeshift headquarters, Mason and Bowie were both reasonably dry, albeit a bit disheveled. Captain Artz had left behind a sizable team to guard the bridge in case some of the infected might try to follow. With their new weapons and cache of ammunition, the cadets had been transformed from nerdy kids who’d had sand kicked in their faces to muscle-bound athletes showing off their biceps and freshly waxed surfboards. Their brief foray into combat to rescue Mason hadn’t hurt their confidence either.
Artz stood next to Mason and Leila. Rodriguez, Bell, and Cobb had gathered in a small circle nearby. The rest of the cadets were breaking up to share war stories with their comrades.
Mason looked across the parking lot at the deuce-and-a-half.
“Are the Claymores still in the M35?”
“I had the cadets move them to your truck,” said Artz.
“Claymores?” said Leila. “Those are land mines? Yes?”
“Directional anti-personnel mines.”
“Do you really think we’ll need something like that?”
“We’re going to need everything we can get.”
“Not to butt into your business,” interrupted Artz, “but can I ask exactly what it is you’re planning to do?”
Rodriguez, Bell, and Cobb all quieted to listen in. 
Mason took a moment to consider his answer. In the end, he decided that the more people who knew about the injustice, the better. 
“Did you hear the recent broadcast by President Glass?”
Artz shook his head. “I thought she was dead.”
“Everyone did until a couple of days ago. That’s when a nationwide broadcast claimed that she was hiding out in the Greenbrier bunker.”
“That’s barely a hundred miles from here,” Rodriguez said, stepping closer. 
Bell and Cobb edged over to hear the conversation as well. Bowie pressed up against the lieutenant, and she reciprocated by patting him softly on the head.
“President Glass, if it’s really her, believes that Lincoln Pike tried to have her killed,” explained Leila.
“Her own vice president?” said Cobb. “Man, talk about cutthroat politics.” He cracked up a little. “Get it?” he said, running his fingers over his throat. “Cutthroat politics.”
Rodriguez gave him a high five.
Artz shook his head. “This country is falling apart.”
Mason pressed his lips together. “We’re well past that, Captain. The only question now is whether or not it descends into lawless anarchy.”
“My money’s on things becoming a total shitstorm,” said Rodriguez.
“Worse than a shitstorm,” said Cobb. “A shit-nado.” He high-fived Rodriguez again.
“Anyway,” continued Mason. “Now that President Glass has come out publicly, we believe that Pike and his men will have another go at her.”
“Sir, no disrespect,” said Bell, “but how are the three of you going to defend an entire bunker? That sounds like something an army should do.”
Leila looked over at Mason, clearly sharing Bell’s concern.
“We’ll manage,” he said.
Bell bit her lip and turned to Captain Artz.
“Sir, I wonder if a few of us might go along to lend a hand.”
“Sounds like a suicide mission to me,” said Rodriguez. “Pike will probably roll in with tanks. Heavy armor like that will blow the hell out of anything that gets in their way.”
Mason shook his head. “He’s sending an elite special ops team.”
“You know that for sure?”
“I intercepted a communiqué.”
Rodriguez smiled and snapped his fingers. 
“Jesus, Marshal, you’re like a secret agent, badass soldier, and lawman all rolled into one!”
“Corporal,” Artz said, cutting his eyes at him.
“It was a compliment, Captain. Really.”
Captain Artz turned back to Mason.
“What do you say, Marshal? Can we be of any help?”
Mason looked around the compound as cadets mingled with one another before bedding down for the night. While the extra firepower might be helpful, most would surely die if they went up against the Black Dogs. That wasn’t a burden Mason was willing to carry.
“I appreciate the offer, Captain, but this isn’t your fight.”
Artz nodded. 
Bell, however, seemed unwilling to give up so easily.
“Sir,” she said, “Ut Prossim.”
Artz pressed his lips together but said nothing.
“What does that mean?” asked Leila.
“It’s the motto of our school,” explained Bell. “It means That I may serve.”
“A noble sentiment,” admitted Mason, “but I still won’t be responsible for the deaths of so many young people.”
Artz thought for a moment. 
“What if a handful of volunteers accompanied you? Their choice, not yours.”
Mason still didn’t like the idea. 
“I’ll go,” offered Bell. 
“Me, too,” said Rodriguez.
“You?”
“Hell, yeah. You said they won’t bring tanks, right?”
“That’s true, but—”
“Then I’m in. It’s way too quiet around here for my taste.”
“Your recklessness will likely get us all killed.” 
“If I get outta hand, you can shoot me in the back.” He flashed a toothy grin. 
“That I can.”
“Cobb, you’re coming too, right?” said Rodriguez.
“No way. I ain’t going off to get killed.”
Rodriguez shoved him lightly. “I never figured you for a pussy.”
Cobb pushed him back. “I ain’t no pussy.”
“Then man up. This is a chance to save the frickin’ president.”
“What’s she ever done for me?”
Rodriguez shook his head. “You don’t get it. It’s not what she’s done that matters. It’s what she’s going to do. Hell, I’ll probably be made a general. Isn’t that right, Marshal?” He looked over at Mason and winked.
“Oh, I’m sure of it,” he said with a grin.
That seemed to give Cobb pause.
“I’m sure as shit not going to stay a private while they make you a general.”
“So, you’re in?” said Rodriguez.
Cobb shrugged. “I guess.”
Artz chewed his lip, obviously wanting to volunteer.
Mason reached over and put a hand on his shoulder.
“Your place is here with your men.”
The captain let out a sigh.
“I know that, but it still doesn’t feel right.”
“In war, we each do our part.” He looked over at Bell, Rodriguez, and Cobb. “If you’re coming with us, you’d better hit the sack. We leave at first light.”
As the cadets hurried off toward the building, Mason couldn’t help but wonder what their future might hold. One was driven by duty, another by a reckless desire for adventure, and a third was just hoping to reap the spoils of war. Despite his warnings, they had chosen to pit their skills and determination against those of professional soldiers. Whether or not any of them would survive was impossible to say. 
All Mason knew for sure was that he and his brave band of misfits were about to make one hell of a last stand.





Chapter 22  
 
 
After their encounter with the Vega cartel, Tanner and Samantha decided to retreat from the airport and return to the Mount Vernon Trail. They could hear the gentle roar of the Potomac to their right, only occasionally spotting it through gaps in the thick trees. The trail finally ended as it intersected with the George Washington Memorial Parkway. The familiar concrete arches of the six-lane Key Bridge lay directly ahead. 
“Is that how we’re getting back to Tannersville?” she asked.
He grinned. They had recently joked that cities could now be renamed at will, as if they were settlers laying claim to vast swaths of empty wilderness. Tannersville was obviously the side of the river with more violence and mayhem, whereas Samanthaburg offered a quiet, more thoughtful existence.
“It’s as good as any other,” he said, veering up a long grassy hill that led to the bridge’s entrance.
Like virtually every roadway in the city, the bridge was jammed with abandoned cars and trucks. A few drivers had attempted to navigate over concrete barricades skirting the bridge, only to find themselves irrevocably stuck with one wheel hovering over the adjacent sidewalk. Several of the rustic green lampposts had also been plowed over, leaving shards of thick glass scattered across the pavement.
Samantha looked back toward the west.
“It’s going to be dark soon.”
Tanner extended an open hand toward the horizon.
“We’ve still got another hour.”
She wrinkled her brow. “Your hand told you that?”
“It’s an old survival trick.” He turned and faced the sun with his hand raised again. “Every finger between the sun and the horizon corresponds to about fifteen minutes. Four fingers mean it’s an hour until sunset.”
She held out her hand with the index finger lined up with the bottom of the sun. Her pinky was not quite to the horizon.
“Pretty cool.” After a moment, she said, “I suppose I should be thankful that I found you, of all people.”
“Careful. If I didn’t know better, I might think that was a compliment.”
“Of course, it is,” she said, turning back and checking her hand against the sky again. “You know lots of useful tricks.” 
“In other words, you’re saying I’m smart?”
“Smart? Uh, let me put it this way. My mom would say that when they were giving out brains, you were at the back of the line, eating cheese puffs.”
He chuckled. “I do like cheese puffs.”
A sad smile touched her lips. 
“I miss her.”
“I know.”
They walked for a while without saying anything more.
“She used to say the funniest things.”
He nodded. “I wondered where you got that.”
“What do you mean? I don’t say funny things.”
“Of course you don’t.”
She peered off toward Washington, D.C. 
“Where are we staying for the night, anyway?”
“You’ll see.”
Samantha looked at him with suspicion but decided not to press the point. Tanner was as stubborn as a mule and nearly as big as one too.
They crossed the Key Bridge and turned north, passing in front of a concrete building with black and white polka dots painted on the side. The sign out front read “Dixie Liquor.” 
When he slowed, she said, “We don’t have time for that.”
He took another long look at the sky. She was right. They really didn’t have time. Still, a couple of bottles of beer might help to make a questionable decision go down a little more smoothly. He teetered with indecision for a moment, finally letting reason—and Samantha—win the day.
They continued along Canal Road. On one side of the street was the Foundry Branch Valley Park, and on the other, a narrow waterway. After their recent run-in with zoo animals, neither of them entertained the idea of going into the park. Instead, they stuck to the two-lane road, meandering their way north along the river. By the time they neared their destination, the road was cloaked in shadows.
Samantha had been whistling a soft little tune when she stopped abruptly.
“What?”
She pointed an accusatory finger ahead. “Look!”
An old two-story stone house lay directly in their path. It was the first residence they had seen in nearly a mile, and it was a house they both knew well.
Tanner cleared his throat. “Do you remember when I said that you weren’t going to like part of my plan?” He nodded toward the Abner Cloud House. “This is where that part begins.”
“We’re going back to him? But why?”
By “him,” she was referring to Dr. Victor Jarvis, the very man responsible for the outbreak of the Superpox-99 virus and the death of billions of people, including her own father.
“You were the one who said we needed him.”
“I was being nice.”
“Sam, think about what we’re about to do.”
“We’re going down into the tunnels to sneak into Mount Weather. So?”
“So, what’s down in those tunnels?”
“An army of zombies, which is why I said it was crazy to go down there in the first place.”
“Right. But what did the good doctor tell us about his blood?”
“His blood?”
He nodded, giving her time to recall their conversation.
“Something about it being the key to everyone getting along.”
“That’s right. Jarvis said that anyone with his blood in their veins wouldn’t be hated by the infected.”
“That doesn’t even make sense. How could the infected know what type of blood someone has?”
“Maybe they can smell it.”
“Smell blood?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know how it works. We’ll ask Jarvis.”
“Even if that’s true, which I’m not saying it is, how does that help us?” What he was proposing suddenly hit her, and Samantha’s face twisted like she was trying to swallow a spoonful of castor oil. “You want us to drink his blood?” 
“Of course not. We’ll put it in with a transfusion.”
“Do you even know how to do that?”
“I’m sure Dr. Jarvis will know. Besides, how hard can it be? You poke a needle in each person’s arm and run a little hose between them.”
“Somehow that doesn’t sound right.”
He smiled. “We’ll figure it out.”
“What makes you think he’ll even give us his blood?”
“Who says he’ll have a choice?”
“We’re going to steal his blood? Like vampires?”
“After what that man did, a little blood is the least he could offer.”
“Still, it doesn’t mean that he will.”
“I’ve never had trouble getting blood out of people. You know that.” He started toward the Abner Cloud House. “Now, quit stalling and come on. The good doctor is waiting.”
She paused in the middle of Canal Road, watching as he carefully climbed over the stone wall that buffered the historic building from the street.
Tanner looked back. “You coming?”
For a moment, Samantha was reminded of when they had first met. He had asked her the very same question as the rumble of motorcycles slowly approached in the distance. At the time, he was a total stranger, a giant wearing a prison jumpsuit who in all likelihood had been planning to trade her for a can of beans. She had reluctantly followed him, blindly choosing to believe that he was the lesser of two evils.
The situation had changed, but the question remained the same. Tanner wasn’t asking if she was going to cross the street. That much had been decided when she chose to leave the cabin. What he was really asking was if she trusted him enough to travel all the way to the end of a very hard road. 
That too, she thought, had already been determined. She couldn’t say exactly when the decision had been made. Perhaps it was when he had first rescued her from the burning building. Maybe it was when he had saved her from Agent Sparks, or battled the enormous creature in the East River Mountain Tunnel. 
No, she thought. It wasn’t any of those times. 
Their unbreakable bond wasn’t forged out of his willingness to protect her. If she were forced to pick a single moment when she knew for certain that their fates were forever joined, it was when he had first introduced her as his daughter. He would claim that it had been done solely out of convenience, a way to avoid awkward questions by people who might cause trouble, but she knew better. By identifying her as his daughter, Tanner had made a conscious decision to take her in, to make her his own. And that, she thought, was when they both knew that wherever one went, the other would follow. 
Tanner stared at her, clearly wondering what was going on in that mixed-up brain of hers. 
“Yeah,” she said, pressing her lips together. “I’m coming.”





The Survivalist adventure continues with Last Stand…
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Do you have a Plan?

Ninety-nine percent of the
time the world spins like a top,
the skies are clear, and your
refrigerator is full of milk and
cheese. But know with certainty
that the world is a dangerous
place. Storms rage, fires burn,
and diseases spread. No one
is ever completely safe. We all
live as part of a very complex
ecosystem thatis unpredictable
and willing to kill us without
remorse or pause.

This handbook will help you to establish a practical disaster
preparedness plan for your entire family. The 3rd Edition has
been expanded to cover every important topic, including food
storage, water purification, electricity generation, backup heating,
firearms, communication systems, disaster preparedness networks,
evacuations, life-saving first aid, and much more. Working through
the steps identified in this book will prepare your family for nearly
any disaster, whether it be natural disasters making the news daily
(e.g., earthquakes, tornadoes, hurricanes, floods, and tsunamis), or
high-impact global events, such as electromagnetic pulse attacks,
radiological emergencies, solar storms, or our country’s impending
financial collapse. The new larger 8" x 10" format includes easy-to-
«copy worksheets to help organize your family's preparedness plans.

Available at Disasterpreparer.com and online retailers
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Are you Prepared
for the Worst?

What would happen if terrorists
detonated a nuclear device high above
the United States? What about if the Sun
emitted a large coronal mass ejection
thatresultedinadamaging geomagnetic
storm? In either case, electrical power
could be lost for months. Shortages
would quickly ensue—food, water,
and fuel would disappear within days.
Widespread panic and suffering would
be unavoidable. Are you prepared for
these large-scale disasters?

This book will help you to prepare for two end-of-the-world-as-
we-know-it (TEOTWAWKI) events: the EMP attack and the solar
storm. Each threat s carefully studied with analyses of its likelihood
and potential impacts on our nation’s critical infrastructures.
Practical preparations are outlined, including steps to meet the
fourteen basic needs in the absence of modemn utilities, and the
use of Faraday cages and uninterruptible power supplies to protect
personal electronics.

Several techniques for constructing ad-hoc Faraday cages are
presented. The shielding effectiveness of homemade Faraday cages
is measured and compared, including metal garbage cans, foil-
wrapped boxes, fire safes, static bags, ammo cans, and microwave
ovens. Finally, a low-cost method of constructing a room-sized
Faraday cage is presented.

Find at Disasterpreparer.com and online retailers
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For information on my books and practical disaster preparedness, see:

http://disasterpreparer.com

CONTACT ME

If you enjoyed this book and are looking forward to the sequel, send
me a short note (arthur@disasterpreparer.com). Like most authors, | en-
joy hearing from my readers. Also, if you have time, perhaps you would
be kind enough to post a positive review on Amazon.com.

| frequently travel the world giving disaster preparedness seminars.
If you are a member of a church, business, or civic organization and

would like to sponsor a disaster preparedness event, please keep me
in mind.

Best wishes to you and your family!

EE NEWSLETTER

To sign up for the Practical Prepper Newsletter, send an email to:

newsletter@disasterpreparer.com
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Learn to Become a

If your community were hit with a major
disaster, such as an earthquake, flood,
hurricane, or radiological release, how
would you handle it? Would you be forced
tofallinto line with hundreds of thousands
of others who are so woefully unprepared?
Or do you possess the knowledge and
supplies to adapt and survive? Do you
have a carefully stocked pantry, a method
to retrieve and purify water, a source for
generating electricity, and the means
to protect your family from desperate
criminals? In short, are you a prepper?

This book comprises fifty of the most important steps that any
individual or family can take to prepare for a wide range of disasters.
Every step is complete, clearly described, and actionable. They cover
every aspect of disaster preparedness, including assessing the threats,
making a plan, storing food, shoring up your home, administering
first aid, creating a safe room, gathering important papers, learning to
shoot, generating electricity, burying the dead, tying knots, keeping
warm, and much more.

Recent events have reminded us that our world is a dangerous
place, whether it is a deadly tsunami, a nuclear meltdown, or a stock
market collapse. Our lifestyle, and even our very existence, is forever
uncertain. Join the quickly growing community of individuals and
families determined to stand ready.
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