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Agent Hill-Off The Grid


Chapter 1
Nothing but wilted shrubs sprouted up from the desert earth around the warehouse. Sarah loaded a magazine into the Colt 1911 and checked her ammo count from behind an old, rusted sewer pipe. The lightweight black Kevlar jacket she wore concealed the two holsters underneath, as well as the grey cloth tank top, as she holstered the 1911. Her ensemble was meant for function, not style, all the way from the hair tie to the modified steel-toed boots on her feet.

A light twinge triggered in her knee, and her palm quickly found the outline of the scar over the light cloth of her pants. She grimaced in annoyance and peeked over the rusted pipe to get a good look at the shambled warehouse in front of her. She’d checked the perimeter and knew that the group of Mercedes and BMWs at the entrance didn’t mesh with the sagging, abandoned structure.

“How’s the knee?” Bryce asked.

The same grimace from her knee twinge spread across her face as she pawed her left ear, where a small black dot was situated on the upper inside of her ear. “What are you, my mother?” Sarah asked. “It’s fine. Now be quiet. I’m trying to get in the zone out here.”

“It’s all right if you’re nervous. It’s your first day back.”

“I’m not nervous,” Sarah reiterated, her firm tone matching the expression on her face. “I’m doing recon.”

“From behind a sewer pipe?”

Sarah thrust her hand into the sky and forced her middle finger up in the most powerful, indignant salute she could muster. “Did you get that?”

“Yeah, I copy.”

The radio went silent, and Sarah took a deep breath. Then she sprinted from the side of the sewer pipe to the dumpster nestled below a window on the side of the warehouse. Her knee popped lightly from the sudden motion. She limped the first few steps, pissed off at the fact her body was whining about the exercise. Without breaking stride, she jumped onto the dumpster’s lid and pushed the already-broken window open, lifting herself inside.

Sarah landed soundlessly on the dusty concrete floor. Faint murmurs of voices from the owners of the foreign cars out front came from the same direction. She kept her feet light, weaving in and out of the massive stacks of crates and goods that lined the warehouse floor.

“Looks like the rehab’s been working,” Bryce said.

“Are you going to be doing this the entire time?”

“What? I’m trying to ease your nerves.”

“Well, I’m going to ease my foot in your ass when I get back to HQ.”

“Just remember Mack said no casualties. You need to leave them alive for the local police to take over.”

“Keep the meth heads above ground. I remember.”

Sarah frowned and crouched behind a stack of pallets twenty feet behind the four assailants gathered around a table that was stacked with lab equipment and enough meth to keep the entire state of New Mexico supplied for the next six months.

“WOO!” one of the drug dealers said, taking a hit from the supplier’s goods. “That’s some Grade-A shit!”

“And it’s all yours for the low, low price of one thousand an ounce,” the supplier said.

“That’s steep, Holmes.” The dealer’s muscles twitched from the rush of narcotics eroding what was left of his brain cells.

“Yeah, but you’ll be able to charge double what you normally do once you give your clients a taste,” the supplier said. “You’ll make your money back within the first two weeks.”

“You know, I’ve been thinking about getting into the business myself.” Sarah stood with her hands on her hips, head cocked to the side, taking in the four men drawing their pistols from the waists of their sagging jeans.

The drug dealer, still rubbing his nose and tweaking his neck in a nervous spasm, looked to the supplier with the confusion of a gorilla who’d just been frightened. “Yo, did you bring your girl here?”

Sarah snorted. “Oh, god, no. No, no, no. I’m nobody’s girl. I mean, no offense, but I could stuff my head in that bag of meth, inhale as deep as I possibly could, and I still wouldn’t do anyone in this room. Except for me, maybe,” she said thoughtfully. “Yeah, I’d do me.”

“Listen, bitch! You need to get the fuck out of here before we waste your ass,” the drug dealer said.

“OH! Right. Drug deal,” Sarah replied.

Before the four men around her could squeeze the triggers on the guns aimed right at her, Sarah drew both pistols from the cover of her jacket and shot one of the drug dealer’s friends in the shins. The man collapsed, firing blindly into the air as his colleagues opened fire, and Sarah ducked behind a giant pillar of crates for cover. Wooden splinters rained down over her head as she closed her eyes and did a quick recap of the guns in their hands.

9mm Ruger with an eleven-count magazine, Glock 37 loaded with .45 caliber bullets in a ten-count magazine, two Beretta 92 Vertec Innox with fifteen-round magazine capacity, and one sweet-ass Colt .44 revolver six-shooter.

“Are you doing a bullet count?” Bryce radioed.

“Shut up, Bryce.”

Fifty-seven shots.

Sarah glanced at her watch. Six seconds to get the count. A little rusty. The bullets stopped, and she heard the distinct thump of magazines and empty shells smack the ground. She pivoted on her left foot and swung around the edge of the crate.

All three assailants were in mid-motion of reloading, and Sarah brought the three steel sights of her 1911 to the shoulder connected to the Ruger. She squeezed the trigger once, and the bullet jettisoned from her barrel. In less time than it took for the brain to blink, the .45 piece of lead penetrated the drug dealer’s flesh, dropping both him and the gun to the floor.

Sarah worked her way left. Another round of bullets splintered the new stack of crates she ducked behind as the two men already bleeding out on the ground moaned between the gunshots cracking like thunder. One more stack of crates stood to her left, and she waited for the deadheads to reload. When the smack of more magazines hit the concrete, she spun, aimed, and fired, and the other dealer’s friend was down with his hand clutching a bloody foot.

The light patter of retreating feet echoed, and Sarah dashed from her cover to the sight of the three druggies rolling on the ground, clutching their wounds, and cursing her name with every combination of words they could think of.

“FUCK!”

“Well, aren’t you creative,” Sarah said, quickly holstering her own gun and picking up the Glock 37 and Colt revolver on the ground. “Make sure you keep pressure on that,” she said, patting the dealer on the top of his head.

“Fuck you, lady!” he answered.

With her back still to the moaning criminals, Sarah aimed the Glock 37 behind her and fired a bullet into the man’s other shin. “Keep pressure on that one, too.”

Sarah wove around the piles of crates with quick, soundless steps, listening for the panicked scurry of the supplier that had fled to the back of the warehouse. She winced as her knee suddenly tightened from her increased speed.

Finally, making it all the way to the end of the warehouse, she slowed her pace. The massive stacks of pallets and crates almost reached the ceiling. She knew he had to be back here; there weren’t any other exits except for the front. “I love a good hide-and-seek game as much as the next person, but I think playtime’s over.” She tilted her head left, then right, listening for any hint of where her target hid. “I’ll tell you what. You come out right now, and I won’t shoot you. I promise.”

“Not if I shoot you first, bitch!”

The echo sent the words reverberating off the walls, throwing the supplier’s voice in all different directions, making it difficult to pinpoint his location. She had to keep him talking. “I don’t think your marksmanship is something you should be boasting about right now. I mean, for Christ’s sake, you emptied two entire clips into wooden crates. I haven’t even needed to reload yet. In fact, I actually have more bullets than what I started with, so rea—”

The quick, successive thump of shoes echoed behind her, and Sarah spun around, dropped to her knee, and brought the supplier’s hand into her sight. The bullet ricocheted off the supplier’s pistol, and it dropped to the floor, accompanied by crimson raindrops from the bleeding wound on his hand.

The supplier collapsed, clutching his bloody right hand with his left. “Wait, wait, wait,” the supplier said, driving his heels into the concrete floor and pushing himself backward. “You said you wouldn’t shoot me.”

“Yeah, if you had come out when I first asked you to. And technically I didn’t shoot you, I shot your gun, and then the ricochet hit you. That bullet was negligent.” She aimed the gun at his shoulder then squeezed the trigger, sending a bullet straight through the flesh between his neck and his collarbone. The man screamed, unsure whether to keep pressure on his hand or his trapezius. “There. Now I actually shot you.”

Sarah grabbed the supplier’s ankle and dragged him back to the front of the warehouse, where the dealers had made a pathetic attempt to crawl to the door. She tied them all up and radioed Bryce. “Call the boys in blue. I’ve got a present for them.” She turned one last time to the drug dealers behind her and flashed their guns at them. “Thanks for the fun, boys. Next time, see if you can get your hands on a Smith and Wesson. The Glock felt a little jerky on the pull.” The wail of sirens echoed in the distance as she jumped in the dune buggy outside and tore off through the desert.

***

The Chicago Central Manufacturing district was riddled with buildings older than Sarah’s grandfather and more worn down. She made her way into Chicago Packing and gave a few high fives to the workers on the belt line. “Hey, Mary, how’s Timmy doing?”

“Fine, Sarah. He starts kindergarten next year.”

“Really? Well, tell him to keep working on that right hook. And if anybody gives him any crap, just tell him to call me.”

“I will.”

Canned goods varying in size and label rolled down the multiple conveyer belts. The hum of the machines ached with the weariness of age and time, but they were well maintained, and the workers inside were some of the best people she’d ever come to know.

Past the humming, industrious metal, a large service elevator rested in the back. Sarah lifted the rusty, paint-chipped gate and jumped inside. She hit the red button on the three-button control panel and began her descent into the earth.

A robotic arm with a pearl-colored ball attached to the end extended from the roof in mechanized fashion and scanned Sarah’s left eye with beams of infrared light, casting the entire elevator in a neon red glow. Upon successful completion of the scan, the lights turned green, and the robot arm retracted into the ceiling. “Welcome back, Agent Hill.”

The elevator came to a stop, and the doors opened. Sarah’s entrance was greeted with lighthearted applause as she made her way through the desks of support agents and those field agents not away on assignment. Computer screens were filled with military recon data, criminal profiles, politicians, international legislation, and whatever other assignment the boss threw at them. She gave a few bows accompanied with overexaggerated pageant-like waves. “Thank you, thank you. Yes, it’s good to be back.”

Of all the people in the room, the only one who didn’t even acknowledge she was back was her own partner, Bryce. She jumped on the edge of his desk, shaking the monitors in front of him.

“You know Mack is pissed, right?” Bryce asked.

“Pissed about what?” Sarah asked, picking up the solved Rubik’s cube. She twirled it in her hands and shifted the colors around.

Bryce snatched it from her and flipped the pieces she’d moved back to their previous spots. “You weren’t supposed to have any causalities.”

Sarah threw her hands into the air. “Well, they were alive when I left.”

“You didn’t have to keep shooting them like that.”

“One: the shots were nonfatal. And two: they didn’t have to try and sell meth to the entire state of New Mexico, but alas, ’tis the hand fate dealt them,” Sarah said, bowing in her best Shakespearean performance.

“Do you even know how many times you’ve been written up?”

“I don’t know. Thirty something.”

“Forty-three.” The deep voice seemed omnipotent and caused Bryce to jump in his chair. Sarah scrunched her face in preparation for the lashing to come. The light from the Bluetooth in Mack’s ear blinked a light cyan, and he sipped coffee from a stained mug, which fueled the tired bags under his eyes. “My office. Now.”

“Yes, sir,” Sarah said.

Sarah tiptoed lightly in the wake of Mack’s disappointed tone and looked back at Bryce, who looked like he’d just been touched by the Grim Reaper as she mouthed, “Forty-three?”

The automatic doors to Mack’s office opened then quickly shut after the two entered the glass box centered in the headquarters’ floor. Mack flicked a switch on his desk, and the four glass walls faded grey so those inside could see what was happening outside, but no one could see inside. Mack leaned back in his chair and rested his coffee mug on the same circular stain it had sat on for the past fifteen years.

“You look like you’re upset,” Sarah said.

“Agent Hill, do you think your field antics are amusing?”

“I don’t know. I’m sort of in the moment when it happens. Bryce would probably be better qualified to answer that question. I’ll just run and get him real quick.”

Sarah had her hand on the door handle when Mack stopped her. “Sit. Down.” She turned, gave a half smile, then sank into one of the chairs in front of his desk. As many times as she’d been called to the principal’s office, she would have thought she’d be used to it by now. But this time was different. She knew it, and so did Mack. The first mission back after a surgery wasn’t one that warranted her usual shenanigans.

“It’s been four months since you’ve been in the field,” Mack said.

“Yes, sir, I know.”

“And do you also remember what took you out of the field four months ago?”

“Yes, sir. I remember.”

Mack opened the bottom drawer of his desk and pulled out a stack of papers as thick as the man’s skull, which wasn’t to say Sarah had ever told her boss he had a big head, except for that one time during the Christmas party when she was already on her sixth shot of tequila.

“Our review board was watching you on that mission, per our protocol for an agent returning from medical leave to active duty.” Mack pounded his thick index finger onto the top of the paper stack. “And this is what they had to say about it.” Mack pulled the first piece of paper off and cleared his throat.

“We really don’t have to—”

“Agent Hill displays a narcissistic attitude in the field that could put both her and other operatives in danger.”

“That’s blatant slander. You know I don’t go out into the field with anyone.”

“Agent Hill has a vindictive personality, shown in her capricious attitude toward opposition.”

She puffed up, spreading her arms in exasperation. “Oh, c’mon, they were meth heads! I shot drug dealers, for crying out loud, not nuns!”

“Agent Hill also has a blatant disrespect for authority and following orders.”

“Tha… Okay, that one’s actually pretty accurate.” Sarah sank back into her chair slightly and fiddled with the tips of her fingers.

Mack slammed his palm on the rest of the stack. “That’s just the tip of the iceberg of what they had to say about you. Look at this,” Mack said, thumbing the thick reams. “There are literally hundreds of pages.”

“Sir, you and I both know I’m the best agent you have. I belong out in the field. I stop the bad guys. We stop the bad guys.”

Mack let out a breath that almost sounded painful as he released the thin sheet of paper pinched between his fingers and it floated down. He thumped his elbows on the desk as he rubbed his temples. “You know, I used to have hair before you worked here.”

“But you look so much tougher bald! Like a badass Mr. Clean.”

“While the board’s review is taken into consideration, they do not have the final say on whether or not an agent is field ready. That decision lies with me.”

Sarah perked up in her seat, smiling. “I like where this is going.”

“And while I do agree with many, many of the board’s statements, you are fully reinstated into active duty.”

“Sir, for the record, I think you are in fact the most handsome, intelligent, debonair individual that has ever walked this earth.”

“Get out of my office.”

“Yes, sir.”

The windows flashed back to clear, and the room’s entire population attempted to pretend they weren’t trying to snoop in the boss’s office. Bryce continued to ignore her as she sat right back in the spot she had occupied before Mack came to get her. “Number forty-four and still kicking.”

“Unbelievable,” Bryce mumbled.

Sarah checked her watch and slapped Bryce on the back. “See you bright and early tomorrow, big boy.”

Bryce kept his face glued to his computer while she walked away. “Can’t wait.”

***

Sarah pulled the kickstand down and rested the motorcycle next to the curb outside a modest one-story house with a tire swing in the front yard, where a mixture of footballs, Barbies, and playhouses littered the grass. Without knocking, she burst through the front door and was pelted with the smell of lasagna and the high-pitched squeals of two five-year-olds running through the halls. She bent down and scooped up Ella before she could get away.

“Didn’t your mom tell you not to run in the house?” Sarah asked, hanging Ella upside down, exposing her olive-skinned belly.

“Yeah, but you always said I should run faster,” Ella giggled.

Sarah gasped, then pressed her lips against Ella’s bare stomach and blew a raspberry that echoed a fart noise through the entire house. After a spate of giggling and lightheadedness, Sarah finally let Ella back down as her twin brother, Matt, came tackling into the back of her legs. “Easy there, bulldozer. I don’t need any more knee surgeries.”

The two five-year-olds clasped Sarah’s legs tightly, and she was forced to waddle forward with the two of them clinging for dear life. She entered the kitchen, where her sister-in-law sliced a loaf of bread.

“Becca, could you take a minute to give me an exam? I suddenly had these two growths appear on my legs,” Sarah said.

Becca shook her head in a disappointed cadence. “I don’t know if we can save you. They look like they’re inoperable.”

Both Ella and Matt giggled and squeezed Sarah’s legs tighter as the front door opened and Sarah’s brother, Ben, brushed past her without a hello. The kids immediately let go of Sarah and rushed to their father, wrapping their little bodies around his legs.

“Well, I guess I’m just the flavor of the week, then,” Sarah said.

“I didn’t realize you were coming over tonight,” Ben said, shuffling through the mail.

“Yeah, well, I talked to Becca about it.”

Becca set the knife down, wiping her hands on the apron around her waist. She walked over and whispered in Ben’s ear. Sarah watched the slight motion of her lips along with the movement of her throat. I thought it would be good for the two of you. The only thing about learning how to lip read was once you did it, you couldn’t stop noticing other people’s conversations. She actually used lip reading more in her personal life than in the field. With all the surveillance technology, it was becoming an obsolete skill.

Ben turned around and forced a smile. “Well, I know the kids are happy that you’re over.”

Sarah smacked her lips together a few times and moved her hands awkwardly. “Yyyup!” She clapped her hands together on the “p.”

“So, Sarah, you’re back working at the factory again now that your leg’s healed up?” Becca asked.

“Yeah, today was my first day back. It felt great getting back into the swing of things,” Sarah answered.

Ben shuffled through the mail some more. “I still can’t believe you work there after what happened. It’s too dangerous.”

Sarah gave a half smile. “If you only knew.”

***

The alloy rims attached to a brand new Audi A6 pulled into the cracked and worn parking space of Clinton, Missouri’s New Bridge Community Church. Heath Fuller stepped out of the rental car and closed his eyes while the faint sound of the evangelistic hymns from inside the building permeated the walls. He picked up a briefcase, grimaced, and headed inside.

Heath sat in the very back pew, camouflaged among the other sinners seeking salvation from their nefarious deeds. The briefcase rested in his lap, and he laid both of his gloved hands atop it and stared innocently at the pastor giving his sermon filled with words of hope and redemption.

“And I will tell you this, my brothers and sisters, there is nothing more the devil wants to do than to bring you down to your knees with every temptation he can throw at you. Lust,” the pastor said, extending his index finger, pointing into the crowd as the congregation gave a slight groan. “Power.” The congregation’s holy moan grew louder. “Greed.” Again the room’s fervor grew. “Envy.” Singular shouts started to break through the monotonous tones. “Money!”

The man sitting in front of Heath jumped from the pew, lifted his hands into the air with clenched fists of glory, and screamed, “Hallelujah!” The rest of the congregation leapt from their seats and joined in the holy frenzy around them. Only Heath remained in his seat.

Once the sermon was over, the pastor made his way down to the door, shaking the hands of his flock, thanking them for making time to give to the Lord. The line of churchgoers extended to the last pew, where Heath sat and waited for the building to empty. When Heath heard the slam of the church doors, he knew the two were finally alone.

“What are you doing here?” the pastor asked.

Heath rose from the pew, and the pastor took a step back. Heath stood a good foot taller than the holy man. He adjusted his tie and picked up the briefcase. The pastor eyed the package, and a few scattered beads of sweat broke out on his face.

“I’ve already made my decision,” the pastor said, turning his back to Heath and marching down the aisle. Heath followed him to the pastor’s office, easily catching up, as every one of his strides was two for the chubby cleric.

Before the pastor could shut the door, Heath stopped it with his left arm and forced his way into the study. The pastor rushed to his desk and picked up the phone, but Heath pulled a gun from the inside of his jacket, and the pastor froze.

“Sit. Down,” Heath said.

The dial tone beeped in the receiver, and the pastor set the phone down gently. He fell back in his seat, Adam’s apple bobbing in trepidation. Heath reholstered the pistol inside his jacket and set the briefcase on the desk. He flipped the latches, lifted the lid, pulled out a small stack of papers, and laid them down.

The pastor sat up in his chair, his spine finding a level of rigidity it previously lacked. “I will not let a house of God become a place for you to funnel whatever type of dirty money you have!”

“I know you’ve been talking to someone,” Heath said. “Who is it?”

“There is going to come a day of reckoning, and in that moment, you will be asked to answer for everything you’ve done.”

“We both will, Pastor.”








Chapter 2

Both Sarah’s and Bryce’s desks were paired together, as were those of every other field and support agent team, but none of the field agents hated being stuck at their desk more than Sarah, which was a sore spot for Bryce, because he loved his desk. He loved his computer. He loved the fact that he had terabytes of processing power and that the room temperature was always a crisp seventy-one degrees. And he loved that he had the best piece of technology in the world at his fingertips. The GSF satellite that hovered in the atmosphere high above them had the capacity to see anything, or anyone, anywhere in the world. It was the epicenter for the entire agency, and it was Bryce’s pride and joy. However, not everyone was as appreciative of his accomplishments as he would have liked.

“How long?” Sarah asked, slumped in her chair, her feet twirling her around in a circle, face staring up at the ceiling. 

Bryce glanced at the time on his watch. “Six minutes.”

“What’s the time to beat?”

“Twelve minutes.”

“Ha! Your money’s mine, Johnny!”

One of the other support agents poked his head up from his desk. “Well, if you’re going that slow, then of course you won’t puke. Hell, I could go that speed forever.”

“Bullshit!” Sarah pointed her finger at Johnny then quickly at Bryce, Mitch, Heather, Ken, Miley, Frank, Sean, Suze, and then Johnny again as she continued her spinning. “And besides, you didn’t say how fast I had to spin to beat it.”

“Agent Hill! Agent Milks! My office. Now!” Mack shouted.

Bryce powered down his computer, and Sarah skidded to a stop with her feet. She jumped up from the chair and pointed back to Johnny. “The clock starts right where I left off when I get back.”

“That’s not how it works,” Johnny said.

Sarah flipped him the bird and found herself tilting to the left. She smacked into Heather’s desk, knocking over one of the picture frames as she steadied herself. She pushed herself off and shut the door behind her after entering Mack’s office.

“What the hell’s the matter with you?” Mack asked.

“She was spinning in her chair, sir,” Bryce said.

Sarah collapsed in the seat next to Bryce and held her head between her hands, looking a little green around the gills. “I think I’m going to throw up.”

“For Christ’s sake,” Mack said, shaking his head. “I have an assignment for the two of you.”

Bryce pulled out his phone and opened his email app. “What’s the case number?”

“It’s off the books.”

Sarah snapped her head up from her hands. The fact that there was espionage within espionage returned the color to her cheeks. “Sweet.”

“What are we looking at, sir?” Bryce asked.

Mack flipped the switch on his desk, which tinted the glass walls of his office, and the projector from the wall behind him slid down. He clicked a small remote, activating a picture of a Missouri newspaper with an article headlined “Pastor leaves flock to join his father.” “Pastor Ernest Turnick was found dead in his office yesterday afternoon when his assistant came in to use the church’s printer.”

“The article says he died from natural causes,” Bryce said.

“There’s foul play afoot!” Sarah yelled, pointing her finger to the sky in traditional Sherlock Holmes deduction, which both Bryce and Mack ignored.

“I need the two of you to head to Clinton, Missouri and retrieve any and all data from the pastor’s computer.”

“The two of us?” Sarah and Bryce said at the same time.

“Agent Hill doesn’t have the amount of computer training you have, Bryce.”

“I’ll have you know that I managed to set up my email today.”

“You just set that up today?” Bryce asked. “You’ve worked here for six years.”

“What? You give me the rundown of everything I need before I go out on a mission.”

Bryce shook his head and turned back to Mack. “Can’t I just hack it with the satellite?”

“No, the PC isn’t hooked up to any network.” Mack flopped the manila folder containing their orders on his desk. “Your cover and gear are at checkout.”

***

Sarah adjusted the laminated badge around her neck as Bryce grabbed his gear out of the trunk. Police vehicles, traffic cones, and yellow tape had the parking lot completely sealed off. The large tower of a television van sat parked outside the crime scene, milking the story for everything it was worth. Sarah couldn’t imagine there was much happening in the small town stuck in the middle of nowhere, so the fact that they had a dead pastor on their hands was like Christmas in July.

“You have what you need?” Sarah asked. Bryce’s grip slipped on the handle of the equipment, and it hit the asphalt. “Pending it still works?”

“Yeah,” Bryce said, his breathing quick. His arms, legs, and head twitched sporadically, and the sun reflected against the glossy coat of sweat over his face.

“Hey, you’ll be fine,” Sarah said, gently patting his shoulder. “It’s a cakewalk. We go in, pretend to be the cleanup guys, put on some hazmat suits, you get what you need off the computer, and we get out of there.”

“We don’t actually clean anything?”

“Oh, god, no. We’ll leave that for the professionals.”

Sarah picked up one of the cases of equipment and took the lead as she ducked under the yellow police tape. An officer stopped them at the pastor’s office door, and Sarah flashed the phony badge. “Hazard Solutions. We’re here for cleanup.”

“Cleanup?” the officer asked.

“Yeah, gotta make sure the place smells good for the new guy.” Sarah laughed, slapped the officer’s arm, and stepped inside. Bryce gave a weak smile and set the duffel bag on the floor once inside. Sarah grabbed hold of the door and started closing it. “We’ll just be a minute.”

Bryce unzipped his bag,pulled out the laptop, and hooked it up to the pastor’s computer. With the PC still unplugged, the screen turned on, and Bryce started his hack into the hard drive. “I don’t know how long this is gonna take, so you should probably watch the door.”

“I locked it,” Sarah said, walking around the pastor’s office, examining the different books, pictures, plaques, and degrees that adorned the walls and shelves. “I don’t think I could do it.”

“Do what?” Bryce asked.

“Go celibate, join the church. No sex? No thank you.”

“Not all religions require their ministers to be celibate.”

Sarah picked up a plaque that read “Clifton Table Tennis Champion 2010.” “Still, I don’t think this guy was getting much anyway.” She flashed the plaque at Bryce then set it back down. She continued her meandering around the room until she came to a framed picture of the pastor and a few other men next to the desk.

The picture caused a double take, and she ripped it from the wall, leaving a gash in the paint. Just to the left of the pastor, sporting a full head of hair and a cigar in his mouth, was their boss, Mack Farr. “Holy shit.”

“More table tennis?” Bryce asked.

“Mack knew this guy,” Sarah said, handing Bryce the picture.

The cop pounded at the door, and Sarah set the picture back on the nail on the wall, which now hung crooked. The download finished, and Bryce unplugged the laptop and quickly stowed the gear back in his bag. Sarah swung the door open with the officer in mid-swing for another round of knocking. “So, this is embarrassing, but we forgot some of our gear back at the office. We’ll be right back.” Before the officer had time to object, Sarah and Bryce hurried out of the church and drove off.

***

Once they made it back to HQ, Bryce rushed over to his desk and wrapped it in a loving embrace. “Oh, it’s so good to see you.”

Sarah walked up behind him and smacked the back of his head with the files they’d gathered. “At least buy it dinner first.” The windows to Mack’s office were tinted. “Hey, Johnny, Mack in?”

“I don’t think so. He stepped out an hour ago. I haven’t seen him come back.”

It was never a good thing when your boss told you to go investigate a death out in the middle of nowhere off the books, then failed to tell you he and the victim knew each other. In the spy world, that was called a “real big fuck-up.”

“What are we gonna do about Mack?” Bryce whispered.

Sarah shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out whenever he gets back.”

“You two,” Mack said, sneaking up behind both of them and causing Bryce to hit a pitch reserved for professional opera singers. “My office. Now. Bring what you found.”

Once the three of them were firmly squared away in the office, Sarah crossed her arms over her chest and made a few sweeping steps around Mack’s desk in the manner of a principal addressing a student sent to her office. “Is there… anything you want to tell us?”

“Sit down, Agent Hill.”

“Yes, sir.” Sarah took a seat next to Bryce, who had his lips sucked into his mouth and his legs crossed so tight it looked like he was trying to prevent himself from crapping his pants.

“I didn’t tell you about my relationship with Pastor Turnick because I wanted to make sure you were focused on collecting the facts before you let your imaginations get the better of you and delved into whatever wild conspiracy theories popped into your brain.”

“Sooooo, you’re not tied to an Illuminati assassination of the pope?” Sarah asked.

“Pastor Turnick and I served in the Gulf War together. When the tour was over, he chose not to reenlist and decided he wanted to help heal people spiritually, and I decided to make sure the bad guys didn’t bother us at home,” Mack said. “We’ve kept in touch over the years, and last month he started sending me emails telling me he was getting unusual pressure from the company that handles their taxes. They wanted the church to sign off on a deal that would put a large chunk of land under the church’s name for future growth at no cost to the church in exchange for a large sum of money.”

“Where was the land?” Bryce asked.

“Spain.”

“I hear it’s nice this time of year,” Sarah said.

“Turnick didn’t feel comfortable signing off on a piece of land that his church would be responsible for without any knowledge of or control over what it was to be used for. When that happened, he started receiving threats, and that’s when he called me.”

“When did he first get in contact with you?” Sarah asked.

“Three days ago. I was planning on going down there myself today, but in the current climate, I didn’t think it best for me to be answering any type of questions from reporters or police.”

“What are you thinking, boss?” Sarah asked.

“I want you two to find out who did this, and why.”








Chapter 3

Rick Demps leaned back in his recliner and glanced out the window into the busy downtown that was Manhattan. From atop his tower, he couldn’t hear the roaring streets or the hordes of bodies walking about, trying to go about whatever meek life they had to live. No, Rick Demps was above them all, and he would never stop rising. His dark eyes, almost black, like they were void of any color, took in the skyline around him. His black hair stood slicked and stuck together in straightened spikes, glued together with a thick gel.

His secretary entered with the day’s itinerary. “You have a meeting with the board in three minutes. They’ll be phoning in via satellite.” She disappeared, and the white, blank wall across from his desk suddenly revealed twelve different screens on its digital surface. One by one, the screens filled with the manicured, bulging faces that comprised the Tuck Investments executive board, except for one.

The face in the middle of the screen was blurred out. While the rest of the board didn’t mind the openness of the meeting, this particular investor enjoyed his anonymity, which Rick didn’t mind. The man’s money was still valid regardless of what his face looked like. “I was told we have a setback with Global Power, Rick. I hope that isn’t true.” The man’s voice was distorted when he spoke, using a scrambler to conceal his words.

“Nothing but a slight bump in the road, gentlemen. In fact, I was informed this morning that we are go for our test tomorrow, which will give us plenty of time before the markets open on Friday,” Rick replied.

“We have our contracts ready for the buyout once the stock plummets,” another face added, the fat under his chin wiggling with excitement.

Rick’s secretary returned with a bucket of ice and champagne. She poured Rick a glass and handed it to him. He raised it to the air, and the faces on the screen reciprocated. “Gentlemen, it’s a wonderful new world. Our world.”

***

A rusted, sagging chain-link fence surrounded Tirreno Power just outside of the city of Rome. The power station provided electricity to over 2.5 million people. The night lights flickered in the backdrop. The bustling city had just started its evening of food and wine. A black van pulled up to the fence’s perimeter, and out poured six men dressed in matching black gear complemented with masks and assault rifles.

The tip of a blowtorch ignited, and the light-blue flame cut a six-foot-tall, three-foot-wide hole through the thin pieces of metal like a hot knife through butter. The six men piled through, stomping over the rusty mesh and onto Tirreno Power’s property.

The massive smokestacks billowed pollutants into the air as the factory pumped out its 1,980 megawatts of power to Italian citizens. The old concrete buildings, platforms, and piping looked as if it was in the same sagging condition as the fence they’d just breached.

Due to the hour, the only staff present was the night shift, which rotated out on a skeleton crew to keep the plant operational. A guard tower was stationed near the front entrance, where two guards yapped back and forth over the soccer game on the small television in their sheet-metal box. Two of the masked men broke off from the main group, making their way over to the unsuspecting guards.

Before either sentry had a chance to reach for the alarm on their dashboard, both their necks were snapped, and their lifeless bodies dropped to the floor. The two masked men rejoined the main group as they infiltrated the station inside.

Once they made it into the building, they maneuvered through the halls in organized patterns, like fire ants collectively swarming against an enemy far greater in size. One by one, the masked men choked, snapped, and slit any neck or throat they came across. A trickle of blood flowed to the edge of the platform where one of the workers was slain, and it dripped off the edge in slow, tiny globules to the floor below.

The door to the control room, a massive piece of welded steel at least five inches thick, required a key to enter. The men gathered outside the door, three on either side, and one of them pounded the door with his fists, which sent deep, bellowing echoes through the hall. “Aprire!” one of the men yelled.

“Chi e la?” a faint Italian voice relayed back.

The man flipped over the badge in his hand to see a picture of a skinny man next to the name Alessio Bugemio. “E Alessio.”

“Alessio? Che cosa hai fatto con il tuo distintivo?” the man asked, and the behemoth door squeaked open. Alessio’s colleague was greeted with the muzzle of an AK-47 shoved in his face, upon which his hands immediately flew into the air. “Per favore! Per favore!” the man begged, dropping to his knees.

“Shut. Up,” the masked man said. The rest of his unit hastily dismantled the cover of the computer’s dashboard. Wires were stripped and then rebound and hooked up to a laptop. One of the men gave a thumbs-up. The lead man pulled off his mask, revealing a scarred and boil-covered face. He reached for the satellite phone and dialed a number. “We’re live.”

Both the Italian man on the floor and his unexpected visitors were frozen and silent, one stricken by fear, the other in anticipation. When the scarred man received the all clear, he looked to his unit and gave a firm nod. A few quick keystrokes later, the lights in the control room started to fluctuate. The gauges on what was left of the dashboard began to vacillate sporadically, tipping back and forth between safe and dangerous levels.

The hum of the plant’s generators grew to a roar, and the lights in the control room exploded, sending bits of glass raining down amid a resplendent shower of sparks, before the entire room and plant were cast into darkness.

The intruders flicked on the lights attached to their rifles, and the white beams illuminated the room. The scarred man brought his light to the quivering Italian man, his palms still frozen to the floor. He squinted in the intrusive light, breathing heavily and sweating profusely.

“Per favore! Per favore! Non uccidermi!”

The scarred man cocked his head to the side. “And why wouldn’t I want to kill you?” Quicker than the Italian man could blink, the flash of the AK-47’s muzzle sent four bullets into his chest, killing him instantly. The scarred man pulled his radio out and pressed the side bar. “You’re clear.”

***
One by one, the lights of Rome shut down in massive blocks. The cafés filled with patrons emptied onto the sidewalks, and the streets clogged with traffic came to a halt. People held up cell phones to light the spaces around them, a foreboding sense of panic overtaking them.

Those that got out of their cars on the six bridges over the Fiume Tevere River that cut through the middle of the city were suddenly flooded with men wielding rifles and shooting into the crowds at random.

In a choreographed stampede of fear and panic, people trampled and crashed into one another as they blindly jumped back behind the wheels of their cars or ran screaming from the bridge, abandoning whatever possessions they had to keep the blood pumping swiftly through their veins.

The men on the bridges wore the same black outfits as their comrades at the power plant. Bloodied Italians, some dead, some still clutching their wounds, trying to crawl to safety, surrounded the boots of the men marching over the bridge like a swarm of death. 

Once the rest of the bridge was cleared, one of the black-clad men reached into his pocket and pulled out a small device with a red switch. With one flick of the man’s hand, the entire bridge erupted in a series of detonations that sent chunks of concrete flying into the air, crumpling cars and splashing into the river below in meteoric fashion.

***
Rome had already been dark for ten hours when Sarah’s boots hit the ground. Portions of the grid were coming back up, but it was slow going, and patches of light were few and far between. She maneuvered through the crowd, dressed in casual street clothes that revealed nothing that would portray anything other than a concerned tourist. The only piece of equipment that suggested anything else was the small black dot embedded on the inside of her ear that connected her with Bryce more than four thousand miles away.

“You’re still on track,” Bryce said. “You’ll want to take a left at the next cross street. And you should know that an organization called Red Brigade just took credit for the attack.”

“They haven’t done anything in over a decade. Where did they get the resources for something like this?” Sarah asked, running across the street before one of the police guards had a chance to stop her as they attempted to keep some form of ordered traffic running at the downed stoplights.

“I don’t know, but we just received the plant security feed. One of the guys took off his mask. Aurelio Macai. Sending the data to your phone.”

A notification pinged, and Sarah slid the device out of her pocket. The man’s face was incredibly scarred and disfigured. “How come these guys never smile in their pictures?” Sarah asked.

“I don’t think a happy demeanor would portray the level of truculent behavior that goes with their line of work.”

Relief tents, sobs, screams, and confusion were the norm as Sarah walked the next fifteen blocks to the outskirts of Rome, where Aurelio was said to be sitting in a safe house. The building was run down, slummed to the point that it no longer looked inhabitable, but with the rest of the city still dark, it was hard to tell the difference between the slums and the cafés.

“How many inside?” Sarah asked.

“Seven. Four downstairs and three upstairs judging by the heat signatures.”

“Let’s go say hello.”

“I’m sure they’re excited to see you.”

“Who wouldn’t be?”

The narrow streets of Rome didn’t allow for a lot of wiggle room as she squeezed her way down the pavement beside the building. She saw that no fire escapes rested on the side of the building as she stared at a small window on the second floor. She pulled a pair of gloves out of her pocket and slid them on. She squeezed both hands into fists and held for three seconds, activating the adhesive.

Sarah spread her gloved palm on the wall above her head. She pulled herself up and set her other palm slightly higher and made sure both had a good grip. She placed both feet on the wall, took a few short breaths, then lifted the middle finger of her left hand to deactivate the adhesive and start the climb. Her shoulders and arms burned from the pressure of pulling her frame up the side of the wall. The higher she climbed, the louder the whispers from the window grew. She stopped just below the windowsill and stretched her body upward just enough to peek inside.

Three men sat around a table with the glow of a candle flickering across their faces. And on one of the faces Sarah could see the disfiguring scars and disgruntled features of Aurelio Macai. Each of the men carried a pistol at his side, 9mm from the looks of them, and a stack of AK-47s sat in the corner. Other than the men, the table, the guns, and the candle, the place was empty.

Sarah slowly lowered herself just below the edge of the window. A thick sheen of sweat coated her body as her muscles continued their labored effort of keeping her attached to the wall, avoiding the ten-foot fall below. The window was large enough for her to sneak inside, but she couldn’t get Aurelio out with his henchmen around without the risk of shooting him, and she needed him alive.

A stray dog found its way down the side street and looked up at Sarah, panting heavily and wagging its tail. The first bark caused her to look down, and she almost lost her hold as she waved it away, which only triggered louder, more frequent barks from the mutt.

Aurelio and the men inside yelled in Italian, most likely to quiet the dog. The dog’s incessant yelping only continued until one of the men came to the window, looked down and, stopped mid-sentence as Sarah gave a grin at the shocked terrorist above her. “So, funny story.”

“Intruso!” the man yelled then disappeared from the window.

“Ah, shit.” Sarah two-timed it up the rest of the wall toward the roof, with the dog’s barking reaching a crescendo from the increased excitement. Sarah gripped the edge of the roof with her fingertips as the same man from before poked his head back out of the window, wielding one of the AK-47s. With one tiring lift, she flung herself onto the roof as a mixture of gunfire and screams erupted from beneath her. “Bryce, I need you to keep eyes on the package.”

“There’s a lot of movement happening inside. It looks like they’re heading out the back.”

Sarah’s ankles pivoted awkwardly against the thick pieces of clay shelling that lined the roof on her sprint toward the rear of the house, with the echoes of gunfire and barking behind her. She skidded to a stop just on the edge of the roof and watched Aurelio jump into a car and speed down the street.

Keeping to the roof, Sarah followed the line of the road and kept her eye on the car fading in the distance. The narrow streets between the buildings made for easy jumps as she trotted along the rooftops, keeping on the lookout for any mode of transportation below. “I could use a ride, Bryce, if you see anything.”

“A civilian on a motorbike just parked in the yard two houses north of you. Keys in hand.”

Two more leaps across the rooftops, and Sarah jumped from the roof and buckled her knees upon impact, rolling forward to absorb the momentum. She stood up to the view of a slack-jawed Italian teenager with the keys to his motorbike in one hand and his helmet in the other. Sarah snatched both and jumped on the bike. “Grazie.”

Smoke flew into the air as the tires spun out, with Sarah’s hand cranking the throttle back as far as it would go. They were far enough away from the inner city for the roads to be cleared of most congestion, but the power outage had caused a lot of the city’s inhabitants to crowd the streets in small block parties, drinking lots of wine. “The Italians sure know how to keep it light when shit hits the fan.”

“Aurelio is three blocks ahead of you. It looks like they’re staying on their path heading north.”

“They won’t try and go west; it’ll just lead them to the river. The only options are the coast or the mountains. That’s where they think they’ll lose me.”

Sarah shifted gears, and the bike’s engine whined from the sudden burst of speed. She leaned left and right, blaring her horn and dodging the street vendors and pedestrians spilling onto the cobbled roadways. The shambled condition of the roads made for a rough ride. The vibrations from the bike radiated through her entire body. The taillights of Aurelio’s car glowed in the distance as the bulky vehicle had a harder time maneuvering through the streets.

Sarah pulled her pistol and lined up the sights on her target. She squeezed off a few rounds, cracking the rear window and providing a warning shot to whoever still remained in the street, sending citizens running for the cover of their homes and shops before the real gunfight started.

On cue, two of the terrorists in the backseat swung out the windows and emptied their clips back at Sarah, who swerved down a side street and came out on the road parallel to the one Aurelio was on. “Bryce, what’s the next major crossing?”

“Half a mile. It’s a village named Monte dell-ara-valle Santa. There’s crossroads all over the place there.”

The speedometer on her bike ticked to 100 kph, and her attention was spread between the road in front of her and glancing down the side streets to keep a visible line of sight on Aurelio. With the bike almost topped out, she redlined it for an adrenaline shot to the engine and sped past the terrorists. “Keep an eye on them for me, will you?”

“What are you doing?” Bryce said.

“What did the review board call it? Oh, something narcissistic that would put myself or another member of my team in danger.”

“But you never have a team.”

“That’s what I said!”

The bike’s engine started smoking, and she could feel the seat grow hot against her pants. She looked to her right again through narrow side streets between the buildings, and Aurelio’s car was nowhere to be seen. “Tell me when to turn.”

“Christ, Sarah, it didn’t work last time.”

“There’s a first time for everything!”

The needle of the speedometer bent as far as it would go. Smoke and heat exuding from the engine had doubled, sending plumes of the carbon effluvia into her lungs.

“Wait for it,” Bryce said.

Sarah used the pegs to push herself off the seat and stood up. The tires bounced along the cobblestones more violently from the increased speed.

“Wait for it,” Bryce repeated.

“Any day now would be great.”

“Now!”

The back wheel of the bike slid forward as Sarah turned the handlebars sharply, using her foot as a way to pivot her trajectory down the narrow alleyway, where the bike struggled to regain momentum.

“You need to pick up the pace, Sarah,” Bryce said.

“This isn’t exactly a Ducati!”

The exhaust sputtered, and Sarah shifted gears as fast as she could while the engine struggled to keep up. The road in front of her was running out as she sped closer and closer to the end of the alleyway. Just before the bike penetrated the threshold, she jumped backward, sending the bike crashing into the car full of terrorists, which careened into the side of a building, crumpling the front half of the hood and rendering it impotent.

Sarah landed hard on her back and was slow getting up. She propped herself up on her elbows and took in the smoking wreckage in front of her. She laughed. “It worked!”

“You’re welcome,” Bryce said.

“For what? I did the hard part.” Sarah pushed herself off the ground, her arms tinged red from the scrapes against the concrete. She aimed her pistol at the car while two of the terrorists stumbled out and collapsed to the ground. She zip-tied the wrists of the ones that weren’t dead, then picked up Aurelio by the collar and dragged him down an alley.

***
The safe house was far from the epicenter of Rome, and the fact that Sarah had to drag an injured, two-hundred-pound pile of sweating, bleeding piece of meat without drawing attention to herself in a city that was still struggling to turn the power back on hadn’t put her in the best of moods.

“Hey,” Sarah said, smacking Aurelio’s cheek lightly, “wake up.” But the man simply moaned and rolled his head from side to side, his eyelids blinking rapidly. The next smack between Sarah’s palm and the side of Aurelio’s cheek echoed like a crack of thunder and brought Aurelio’s senses back to life, along with a red imprint of Sarah’s hand. “There we go. Thought I lost you.”

Aurelio looked down at the chair he was tied to. His ankles were bound together, his hands were tied behind his back, and another restraint ran across his stomach and the back of the chair. He pulled and shook violently against the chains. “Lo ti uccidero e tutta la tua famiglia, se non mi lasci andare. Mi hai capito, cagna? Vi uccidero cazzo!”

“Bryce, did you get all that?” Sarah asked.

“Yes, but I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

“God, he’s even uglier up close.”

Sarah bent over, placing her hands on her quads, and looked Aurelio in the eye, moving her mouth very slowly. “Do. You. Speak. English?” Aurelio erupted in another fit of thrashing, tugging at his restraints and spitting a slur of Italian. Sarah straightened herself and placed her hands on her hips. “Wow, he’s talking really fast.”

“Yeah, it’s starting to get a little harder to keep up,” Bryce said. “I think he said something about you and a goat with a stick?”

“Enough of this shit,” Sarah said and pulled out a knife, which she hovered just above Aurelio’s crotch.

The Italian stopped, and his whole body went rigid. “I speak English!” he said.

“There. Now we’re getting somewhere,” Sarah said. “Who hired you for the attack?”

“The Red Brigades bow down to no government that pr—”

“You don’t like that people are happy and having fun, yeah, yeah. I don’t care about your ‘my daddy and mommy didn’t hug me enough when I was a baby’ crap. I want to know who hired you to take out the grid,” Sarah said. “You guys haven’t been seriously relevant since the seventies, and even then you weren’t big time. Where’d you get the money for all your new toys?”

Aurelio kept quiet, and Sarah gently nudged the tip of her blade an inch closer to his crotch. “I don’t know!” he snapped with the blade grazing his left testicle.

“What bank account did the money get wired to?” Sarah asked.

“Swiss National. Zero five nine seven three five six eight four one two nine.”

“Got it,” Bryce said. “I should be able to follow the paper trail. I don’t think this guy has anything else to offer. I’ll put a call in to the local police, and they can take him from here.”

Sarah kept the knife close to Aurelio’s goods. “My friend thinks I should let you go to the authorities. You’ll rot in a jail cell for what you did, but I’m not sure that’s enough.” The tip of the blade pierced the fabric of his pants.

“Please!” Aurelio said. “I’ve told you everything. We received instructions of what to do along with the wire transfer. I never met anyone. I don’t know who sent us the money!”

Sarah retracted the knife, and Aurelio let out a sigh of relief. “Make the call. I’ll make sure Aurelio here is nice and comfortable when the authorities show up.” She smiled, and Aurelio cowered back into his chair.

With the remaining duct tape and rope, she strung up Aurelio to the front of a bank, where he was positioned spread eagle in the nude, although Sarah wasn’t sure if that punishment would be worse for him or for the police officers who found him. Either way, she had a good chuckle on her way back to Chicago. “God, I wish I could post this shit on Instagram.”








Chapter 4
The clouds overhead shifted in and out of the sun’s view of the proceedings below. Dozens of attendees, all dressed in black with their heads bowed, hands folded, and eyes watering, watched as the casket was lowered into the ground. Mack stood in the back, slightly removed from the rest of the guests in mourning, and whispered a soft prayer for the good man who hadn’t deserved the end he’d received.

Pastor Turnick hadn’t married and had had no children (except for those that attended his sermons). The only next of kin was his older sister, Susan. Mack hadn’t spoken to her in more than a decade. He wasn’t even sure if she would remember him. He waited until everyone had paid their respects and followed her to the car so he could speak with her in private.

“Susan?” Mack asked, gently tapping her on the shoulder.

“Yes? Can I help you?” The skin under her eyes sagged, and the whites in her eyes were bloodshot from the sleepless nights and the loss of her brother.

“My name is Mack Farr.”

“Mack,” she said, enfolding him in a hug. “I’m so glad you could make it. How are you? It’s been a while.”

“It has. I’m doing well. How are you holding up?”

“I’ve tried to keep busy.”

“I was hoping I could talk to you about Ernest if you had a moment. We’d stayed in contact over the years, and last week I was supposed to grab a few things from his place. Do you think you could take me over there? Whenever you feel up for it, of course.”

Susan reached into her pocket and pulled out her key ring. “I don’t know when I’ll be able to go back there.” She glided one of the keys off the ring and handed it to Mack. “Just let me know when you’re done taking a look around.”

Mack smiled and rested his hand on her shoulder. “I will. Is there anything there that you would want me to grab for you?”

She waved her arms. “No, no. I’m fine. Do you still have Ernie’s phone number?”

“Yes.”

“They gave his phone to me when I had to identify the body. Just give it a call when you’re done, and I’ll come and meet you to grab the key.”

Ernest had lived in the same house for the past twenty years, and when Mack pulled into his driveway, the property was in the same well-kept state Mack remembered from when he had helped Ernest move in.

Mack pushed the door open and flooded the house with light. He stepped inside, the wooden boards creaking under his feet. The light disappeared as he shut the door behind him. He stood there for a moment, absorbing the silence of the house that used to be filled with his friend’s boisterous laugh.

The house was neat, tidy, simple. It was void of any superfluous goods or entertainments. Mack entered Ernest’s study, which was lined with books across every square inch of space the walls had to offer. He pulled a pair of gloves out of his pocket and searched Ernest’s desk. He scoured through pieces of mail, receipts, tax forms, and appointments, anything that could give him some clue about what had happened to his friend.

With the study turned inside out, Mack made his way down into the basement. He pulled the string to the overhead light, which cast a white glow onto the cobwebs and dust over boxes and rusted antiques. He opened a few of the boxes, and their contents ranged from empty mason jars to old photo albums.

“You always were sentimental,” Mack said, flipping through one of the albums that contained pictures of both him and Ernest on their tour in the Gulf. He set the album down and sighed. It was nothing but personal effects. He was turning to leave when the lightbulb caught the edge of a small filing cabinet buried behind a pile of old lamps.

Dust flew from the drawers of the filing cabinet as Mack fingered through the yellowed pieces of paper inside. Most of them were old administration forms from the church, but the middle drawer was filled with financial documents that contained info on the church’s activity over the past twenty years. If there would be anything that gave him more insight into what Ernest had been worried about, this was it.

***

Hundreds of lines of code scrolled down Bryce’s computer screen in time with the quick blur of his fingers running across the keyboard. Both his eyes were bloodshot, and his hair was greased with sweat and fatigue that the contents of the empty Styrofoam cups that circled his desk had failed to banish.

“Hey,” Sarah said, bringing him another piping-hot cup of coffee. “How are we looking?”

“With Rome or with Mack’s thing?”

“Both.”

“Not good. Whoever did the drop in Aurelio’s account definitely knew what they were doing. It’s like the algorithm knows I’m trying to crack it. It’s actually trying to outsmart me.” The typing ceased for a moment, and Bryce took a sip of the coffee. He squealed as the liquid burned his tongue.

“Well, it’s hot, dumbass,” Sarah said, smacking Bryce in the back of the head. “And you’re really going to tell me that you, the god of all things tech and nerdy, are being outsmarted by a math problem?”

“It’s a very highly advanced math problem, but yes.”

Sarah checked her watch and patted Bryce on the shoulder. “Well, I believe you’re smarter than the math problem.” She put on her jacket and started making her way toward the door.

“Where are you going?”

“I have another dinner with my brother.”

“I didn’t know the two of you were talking again.”

“I wouldn’t really say we’re talking; more like sitting in silence while the rest of the family talks to each other. It’s nice seeing the kids again, though.”

“Good luck.”

“You too.”

The elevator doors opened and closed, and Bryce was left alone in the office. He cracked his knuckles and snapped his head to the left and right in sharp, jerking motions. His muscles popped in his neck, relieving the tension in his shoulders. He delved back into the code, trying to find a way past the algorithm’s defenses. The clank of the elevators sounded again, and a few seconds later, a giant stack of folders thudded against his desk. “What the hell do y—” Mack’s stare cut him off, and he quickly composed himself. “I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t realize it was you.”

“These are financial statements of Ernest Turnick’s church. I want you to cross-reference the names on the letterheads and locate the companies involved. Cross-reference employees with our criminal databases. See if you can get any hits. I want a report on my desk first thing in the morning.”

“Tomorrow morning? But it’s almost eight. This could take me all night, and with the Rome intel, I don’t know if I’ll have enough time.”

“Make time.”

Bryce watched Mack disappear into his office over the stack of folders on his desk. He rubbed his eyes and reluctantly grabbed the folders, sifting through the rough, dry, crinkled paper. “Go into a support role,” he said mockingly to himself. “It’ll be easy. You won’t have to work weekends. Nine to five, forty hours. How bad could it be?”

***
The only acknowledgement Sarah received at the dinner table from her brother was when he asked for the butter, which was directed more to the table in general, but she ended up being the one who handed it to him. She took it as a small victory.

Sarah helped her nephew, Matt, with drying the dishes and did her best to make sure he—and she—didn’t break anything in the process. Once that was done, he rushed into the living room, where he flopped on the carpet in front of the TV where his sister was watching the news. “Catching up on current events, are we?” Sarah asked, taking a seat next to Ella.

“It’s a project for school. I have to do a report on the news. I have to find three things to talk about in class tomorrow.”

“What do you have so far?”

“Something called the G7 summit, how to get the most from the gas pump, and that funny commercials are better than other types of commercials.”

“Wise beyond your years.” Sarah’s pocket buzzed, and she gave Ella a kiss on the head. “Did you see the commercial with the cat and the car? I love that one.” 

On Sarah’s phone was a text from Bryce. Call me now! “I’ll be right back, kiddo.” Both her brother and sister-in-law were still in the kitchen, so she slipped out onto the back porch. When Bryce finally picked up the phone, he sounded like he was hyperventilating.

“T-they’re connect-ted!” Bryce said.

“How much coffee did you have after I left?”

“Listen to me! The pastor’s death and the attack on Rome. They’re connected. I finally broke through the account’s algorithm, and it led me to some dummy corporation, which led me to New Frontier Real Estate, which was the same company that owned the land Turnick’s church sat on.”

“What the hell does a pastor in the middle of bum-fuck-Egypt, Missouri, have to do with an attack on the power grid in Rome?”

“I-I don’t know! I-It’s crazy though, right?”

“Check to see if there were any out-of-the-ordinary insurance filings after the grid attack on Rome. I’d start with real estate companies and spread your search from there. Dinner’s pretty much wrapped up here. I’ll come back to the office to help you look.”

“O-okay.”

“And stop drinking coffee. You sound like you’re developing a permanent stutter, and I don’t think I could handle that in my ear during a mission.”

“R-right.”

Sarah pocketed her phone and headed back inside. She gave Matt a high five and commended him on his kick-ass dish-drying skills, made a pinky-promise with Ella that she would look up the cat commercial before she went to sleep, and gave Becca a hug, who then forced Ben to walk her out front.

“Thanks for letting me come over again,” Sarah said.

“Yeah, well, the kids like it,” Ben replied.

Sarah lightly kicked the tire of her bike and fumbled with the helmet resting on the seat. She could still feel the cold radiating from her brother like an open freezer. “I went and saw them yesterday.”

“That’s good,” Ben said. “Look, I’ve got to get back inside. I told Ella I’d help her with her homework.”

“Right. Yeah. Well, I’ll talk to you… next time, I guess.” Sarah straddled the bike, pulled on her helmet, and drove off, mentally kicking herself for not having the stones to say what she wanted to. She wasn’t sure if he’d ever forgive her. 

***
The clock flashed three a.m. as Sarah and Bryce sluggishly searched the files for everything they could find about New Frontier Real Estate. So far all they had learned was that the company owned a lot of properties and had subdivisions and shell corporations and dummy corporations and offshore accounts and made lots and lots of money.

“Anything on the police reports in Rome?” Sarah asked.

Bryce didn’t answer at first. His eyes were wide open, the glow of his computer screen revealing the redness in them. She stared at him for three minutes, and he didn’t blink. Not once. “Bryce!”

“Huh?” he asked, looking over with his jaw slack and his eyes blinking very rapidly.

“Rome. Police reports. What did you find?” Sarah asked.

Bryce returned to the computer and scrolled down, wiping the drip of saliva that had rolled down his chin. “Nothing yet.”

Mack walked out of his office. His shirt was untucked, his tie hung loose around his neck, and his eyes seemed to have drooped halfway down his face. He dropped a pile of faded yellow papers on Bryce’s desk. “Ernest’s church was levied as a tax shelter for New Frontier.”

“Money laundering?” Bryce asked.

“It’d be easy to pull off. Especially if the money was super dirty,” Sarah said. “Like stripper money. Or pimp money. Or, what’s that thing called when the girl—”

“We get it,” Bryce interrupted. “Other than New Frontier, we don’t have anything tying both cases together. New Frontier could be guilty of a hundred different things, or nothing. It’s perfectly legal for a church to take tax exemptions in the amount that they claimed.”

The computer beeped, and Bryce clicked on the incoming link. Bryce perked up, and Sarah felt a sudden burst of adrenaline rush through her. “What? Did something happen? I feel like something happened.”

“A company by the name of Adelina Real Estate just turned in an insurance form for damages to its main headquarters in Rome, in addition to other properties in the area,” Bryce said.

All three of them circled the computer screen. Bryce pulled up files on Adelina, searching financials, assets, personnel—anything and everything he could hack his way into. “Listen to this: Adelina Real Estate is set to sell after the devastating losses to property after rioting and looting during the power outage in Rome. And guess who’s looking to buy them.”

“New Frontier,” Sarah said, putting her arms around both men and shaking them senseless. “Good work, Bryce.” But Bryce remained quiet, his hand running through his wild hair and his eyes searching the empty space of the room. It was as if he had just made another connection, or he was having aneurysm. Sarah couldn’t be sure.

Bryce swiveled around in his chair to face both Sarah and Mack. “I didn’t say anything before because I wasn’t sure, but after the account link from the terrorist group and the fact that same company is looking to buy out a competitor that just got wiped out, I think that—”

“New Frontier is financing terrorists,” Sarah and Mack said at the same time.

“Yes,” Bryce said, his shoulders sagging and looking slightly deflated.

“It’s pretty obvious, son,” Mack said.

“Yeah, I got there like two minutes ago,” Sarah replied. “Is there a way for us to track any other recent deposits made to see where the money is going?”

Bryce accessed the accounts and brought up recent transactions. “It looks like there was another deposit made to an account in the Caymans. It’ll take a minute to see if I can trace it to a name.” Sarah was always amazed at how fast Bryce could type. Sure, she could take apart and reassemble her Glock 37 in less than twenty seconds, but she’d never gotten the hang of typing. She still used both index fingers.

“Here, it looks like the money was accessed out of a Volzbank in the Czech Republic,” Bryce said.

“I do love Eastern Europe this time of year,” Sarah said.








Chapter 5
The roads and buildings were old, almost medieval. Puddles of collected rainwater gathered in the cracked and potholed pavement from the afternoon’s rain. The sun was sinking below the horizon behind her, but only a few of the streetlights managed to flicker on, the rest shattered or burnt out. Piles of trash lined the alleyways between buildings and sent up waves of stink every time Sarah passed one.

The back roads of Ostrava weren’t the best place for a Western woman to be walking alone, but she wasn’t an abductor’s average target. The local sex trade had a better chance of pulling Bryce out of his chair in their secure facility back in Chicago than they did of nabbing her in the back streets of the city.

Of course, it didn’t help that she was also looking for the leader of one of the largest criminal organizations in the country. Imrich Evzen’s group controlled more than ninety percent of the sex-trafficking trade that came in and out of the Czech Republic’s borders, and because of that, he’d made quite a bit of money, which allowed him to acquire quite a large following of brutes and thugs that he could pay to do whatever he wanted to. But first, she had to find out where he was staying, and Bryce’s intelligence stated that his right-hand man, Havel Bohdan, liked to frequent the brothel at the end of the road.

The girls standing outside wore nothing more than thin pieces of cloth to cover the small patches of flesh that would later be revealed once money changed hands. Sarah noticed the pockmarks along the veins of their arms. Most of the girls here were drugged and then, after forced into addiction, controlled with the very substance that was killing them. 

“Bryce, do I have any casualty restrictions on this mission?”

“Only civilians, per the norm.”

“Good.”

The brothel was on the corner of a block of V-shaped land that sat between two roads that joined together in front of the building. It looked like an old, abandoned hotel that was now fashioned into a place where the fantasies of pleasure were stolen from the bodies and minds of women who didn’t want to be there in the first place. She looked down both sides of the building and saw only one exit that came out from a basement on the left side. Other than that, there were no fire escapes or other entrances or exits that her target could escape through. Thank you, lazy safety inspector.

The two guards at the door gave her a smile as they looked her up and down. They were the stereotypical Eastern European thugs: big, dumb, and convinced they were much more handsome than what they were. Sarah reached for the door handle, and the brute on the left blocked her, then said something to his partner, and the two men chuckled.

“Did you get that?” Sarah asked.

“Yup,” Bryce answered.

A pause followed. “What’d he say, Bryce?” Another pause. “Bryce,” Sarah said, her tone threatening as the two men looked at her as if she was crazy, talking to herself.

“He said the whores go around back.”

“That’s what I thought.”

Sarah snatched the left thug’s hand and twisted the wrist with a hard snap that triggered an equally large pop that brought the man to his knees and the gleam of a tear to his eye. The second guard grabbed hold of Sarah’s hair, attempting to pull her off his partner. She grabbed his arm, straightened it so that his bicep was pointed toward the sky, and then shoved the palm of her hand into the back of his elbow, which triggered another loud pop and broke the man’s grip. With both men on their knees, she brought her heel across the side of the left thug’s face, sending his skull cracking into the edge of the stone staircase, and shoved the other man tumbling down the stairs, giving her enough momentum to run after him and shove the sole of her boot into his face, knocking him backward and unconscious against the puddled road.

The girls outside screamed and immediately sprinted in whatever direction took them away from Sarah. She pulled both pistols from underneath her jacket and opened the door. The man at the front desk immediately pulled a shotgun from under the counter, and before the barrel of the gun revealed itself, she sent two .45 bullets into his heart, killing him instantly. Everyone in the lounge area froze or tried ducking behind whatever cover they could find. 

“If this place isn’t cleared out in the next ten seconds, I’m going to shoot anyone with a penis,” Sarah said. “Yeah, I’m looking at you, Frodo,” she added, gesturing to a shorter, portly man with hair sticking out from his shirt collar. The crowd was either paralyzed or couldn’t understand Sarah’s English, but either way, no one moved. She pointed the pistol into the ceiling and fired, sending a rain of dust and plaster over her and propelling the room into a frenzy, with everyone running out the front door.

With the swarm of bodies scrambling to put their clothes back on, she made her way up the stairs, guns first, in search of Havel. A few fat, shirtless men clutching their pants in their arms rushed out of the rooms and hurried past her, their jelly-like bodies jiggling in fear.

Sarah scrunched her nose at the mixed smells of sweat, semen, and booze. “God, it’s worse in here than the alleyways.” She passed a few open doors, through which she saw a mixture of girls. Some were huddled up in balls in the corner with no clothes and others were passed out on a mattress with nothing more than a sheet covering them, but all of them were slaves. And with each room she passed, searching for Havel, the hot, iron pit of anger boiled over in her stomach.

Unless Havel was in the basement, which she knew wasn’t the case, he was still perched in one of the rooms on the top floor. The rest of the building had been cleared out as she made her way up the stairs, one level at a time. She stepped lightly; the cornered animal hiding in one of the rooms most likely had a gun on him—and a hostage, if the girl hadn’t made a dash for it once the shooting started.

Doors lined both sides of the hall, so she moved to her left, checking the room across from her before she cleared the one next to her. She made her way methodically down the hall, and the light squeak of springs grew louder the farther she went. Finally she came across the unpleasant view of a walrus of a man thrusting into the drugged-up girl underneath him. Sarah aimed for the man’s left butt cheek and pulled the trigger.

The wail that followed the bullet piercing the flabby white flesh that was his posterior equaled the thunderous smack as he fell from the bed and onto the floor. The woman immediately pulled up the sheet to cover herself, and Sarah motioned with the tip of her smoking pistol to the door. The woman hurried past her and disappeared down the hallway.

“So, Havel, how’s your day going?” Sarah asked.

Havel kept his hand glued to the bullet wound as he wallowed in his own blood on the floor. “You fucking shot me in the ass!”

“Yes, I literally tore you a new one. Now unless you want me to give you a matching hole for the other cheek, I suggest you tell me exactly what I want to hear. Where is Emrich?”

“I don’t know where he is!”

Sarah aimed for the other cheek and fired. Havel jerked, screamed, and howled, now using both hands to staunch the bleeding on his ass. “I DON’T KNOW WHERE HE IS!”

“You’re either telling the truth, or you just really like getting shot in the ass. Emrich just got hired for a job. What is it?”

“I-it’s something to do in Germany. We sent a big group of our guys that handle our top-level enforcement and security for Emrich. They’re all ex-Russian military.”

“Where in Germany?”

“I don’t know.”

Sarah raised her pistol again, and Havel flopped on the floor, screaming. “It had something to do with the G7 Summit! That’s all I know! I swear!”

Sarah stepped around Havel’s bloody ass prints and squatted next to him. His fat trembled and quivered the closer Sarah brought the barrel of her pistol to the side of his head. “I could kill you, and no one would care. No one would find out it was me. I’d get away scot-free then go home and sleep like a baby.” She placed her finger on the trigger, and Havel closed his eyes and started crying. “But then all your prison buddies wouldn’t be able to enjoy the new holes I just made for them.” She patted the side of his face and walked out. Just before she left the doorframe, she turned back around and pointed at him. “Don’t drop the soap. No. Damn. Too late. I didn’t think of it till now when I was telling you the prison bit. Dammit. Oh, well.” She disappeared from the room then popped her head back in one last time. “But, really, don’t drop the soap. Your ass will be like a rape buffet in its current condition.”

***
Up for nearly thirty-six hours, Bryce was running on nothing but sheer adrenaline. He’d passed the fatigued states of exhausted and tired and was onto his fourth or fifth wind. It had gotten to the point now that he couldn’t stop moving. If he did, he’d collapse into a pile of dreamless sleep wherever he stopped.

Schematics of the Schloss Elmau were pulled up on his computer screen. The massive, five-story estate was a retreat resort reserved for the wealthy looking for a time to relax in the countryside. The place would no doubt be locked down tight with the gathering of the world leaders, and with the two-day summit kicking off tomorrow, Sarah didn’t have time to come back for another refuel and briefing, so everything was being done on the road.

“You should see this thing, Bryce. It’s like I’m driving around in a toy car. There is absolutely nothing digital. It’s insane!”

“You’re supposed to blend in.”

“Do you know how many Mercedes I’ve seen on the road? I could have gone with the cover of a dashing baroness on her way to meet suitors for my large estate, but no. You gave me the car that screams ‘I just escaped from the brothel.’”

“To be fair, you did just escape from a brothel.”

“I think you’re missing the point that you gave me a shit car.”

Bryce compressed the file and sent it to Sarah’s phone. “You should have the schematics and security layouts on your mobile now.”

“Any updates on New Frontier?”

“I ran the known employees of the company against our criminal databases, but there weren’t any matches. It just doesn’t make any sense.”

“Whatever it is, they mean to start some conflict. I think they know that Emrich’s men will get caught, and the fact that they’re Russian will cause some stir in the international community. Especially with Russia being suspended from the summit.”

“So they’re trying to start World War Three? I don’t think that would be good for business.”

“Well, if you come up with anything, let me know. I’ve got a long night of tramping through the woods ahead of me. Get some rest.”

“Will do.”

The connection link went down, and Bryce took off his headpiece. He could feel the weight of sleep keeping him glued to his chair. He tried pushing himself up using the armrests, but he collapsed back into his seat. He felt a palm on his shoulder, and when he looked up, Mack was standing right above him. 

“Go home, Bryce.”

“Sarah will be in Schloss Elmau in a few hours. I need to watch the satellite feeds to guide her in.”

“I’ll have Johnny cover for you.” Mack gave him another quick pat on the shoulder and headed back to his office.

“Thank you, sir.” Bryce didn’t like leaving Sarah in someone else’s hands, but he’d reached the point where he’d do more harm than good. She’d still be in good hands with Johnny, although he wasn’t sure how well he’d handle her mission commentary.

***
The forest around Schloss Elmau stretched for miles. The green trees protruded into the cloudless blue sky with the outlining of the mountains in the background. The tree density offered enough cover for Sarah to maneuver through the forest fairly easily, albeit slowly. It would have been a nice hike if she didn’t have to crawl the entire six miles on her hands and knees, avoiding the Special Forces patrols hiding every hundred yards in various locations.

“Three hundred yards to your left,” Johnny said. “Two patrols heading parallel to your location.”

Sarah brought the small scope up to her eye and managed to see the flashes of camouflage making their way through the thick German trees of the forest. “How much farther?”

“You’re less than a half mile away.”

“Any other targets on radar?”

“Negative.”

It was only the first day of the summit. Emrich’s men still had through tomorrow to make whatever move they had planned—although with the amount of resources that she was using just to get to the building, she had no idea how these Russians were supposed to get into the place.

“Stop!” Johnny said.

Sarah froze. Nothing but her eyes moved. She remained quiet, looking, listening for whatever Johnny had seen from his eye in the sky. Her breathing softened, and she looked like nothing more than a clump of earth on the forest floor. But Sarah didn’t have to wait for Johnny to tell her what was happening when the sound of gunfire echoed through the trees. Sarah jumped from her cover and immediately started sprinting toward the compound.

“Okay, we have a lot of activity coming from the north. My screen is lighting up,” Johnny said.

“How many?”

“Christ, uh, a lot!”

Her boots dug into the black soil, kicking up leaves, sticks, and dirt as she sprinted toward the political compound, which was no doubt being locked down at that very moment. From the brief Bryce had given her, she knew there were choppers ready and waiting to evacuate all the leaders if it came to an attack. “Are the Russians in the compound?”

“No, they’re pinned down in the north forest, but the leader evacuation has already started.”

The field between the forest and the compound came into view, and she broke through the front line. She pulled her pistol and exchanged the .45 magazine for one filled with rubber bullets. She wasn’t here to kill Secret Service men.

“Whoa, something’s happening with the network in the building. Someone’s trying to hack their way into the summit’s servers,” Johnny said.

Sarah was in full sprint now, arms and legs pumping her forward, shots of adrenaline coursing through her with every gunshot in the distance. “The attack’s a diversion. Can you pinpoint the location of the hack?”

“Eastern corridors of the building, second floor,” Johnny answered.

“Give me an entry point.”

“Side door straight ahead, one guard, six staff.”

Gunshots grew louder, and the ground next to her puffed up in a combination of dirt and grass. Sarah looked to her left, and three men, their ties flying behind them, were in pursuit. Her legs shifted into another gear, picked up speed, and changed her trajectory from the side door Johnny had recommended to the window right next to it.

Sarah lowered her shoulder, and the window shattered as she barreled inside through a rain of glass and broken wood. The staff screamed, and with her shoulder still stinging from the hit, she rolled to her right and swept her leg under the guard’s feet, knocking him to the ground. She punched his jaw, jolting him into a daze, and pulled the tie off his neck. She used it to wrap his right wrist and ankle together and took his pistol. The cowering kitchen crew huddled by the cabinets during the ordeal, and Sarah watched one of them slowly drop the knife he held in his hand. “Smart move.”

“Sarah, a group of three combatants just broke into the north entrance. The German chancellor’s pinned down.”

“On it.” With the guard still flopping on the ground, Sarah rushed into the hallway and followed the sound of the gunshots from inside. Every once in a while, someone would rush past her, and if they had a gun, she took them out with a rubber bullet. One of them she caught right in the forehead.

“What’s German for ‘good afternoon’?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Why?”

“’Cause I want something cool to say when I rescue the chancellor.”

“Does Bryce really look these things up for you?”

“Ugh, never mind. The moment’s passed.”

Sarah peeked around the wall’s edge at the end of the hallway and saw the backs of the Russian mercenaries. The hallway around them had been redecorated in their efforts to either capture or kill the German chancellor, who was pinned down at the far end under the protection of the two servicemen guarding her.

With the amount of chaos that had befallen the compound, the chancellor’s men were just as likely to shoot at Sarah as they were the Russians. She snatched the second pistol out of her holster, reloaded both magazines, took a deep breath, and sprinted down the hallway.

The Russians had sought cover behind a pillar and an open doorway. One of them was behind the pillar and two of them crouched in the doorway. As expected, the German secret service shot at her, which alerted the Russians to her presence, which then made the Russians shoot at her. This is why people don’t try and do nice things anymore.

Bullets exploded past Sarah as she ducked behind another pillar fifty feet behind the Russians. They were barking at each other in their thick, watery-mouthed dialect, and the group split its fire between Sarah and the Germans.

The impact of the compressions against the backside of the pillar vibrated through the concrete and into her body. The AK-47 clips they used were thirty capacity. With each bullet that sent the rippled shockwaves through her body, she counted.

Bullets twenty-nine and thirty hit almost simultaneously, and before the Russian had a chance to reload, she spun around and fired two into the Kevlar on his chest, knocking him backward, and another one into the center of his forehead.

The two Russians at the doorway immediately turned their attention toward Sarah, who sprinted into the room, slamming the end of the first AK-47 pointed at her into the doorframe, where it unleashed a flurry of bullets into the hallway. She landed her fist squarely in the man’s throat, ceasing both the gunshots and his breathing.

Sarah swung the now-incapacitated Russian in front of her just as his partner squeezed the trigger, sending fifteen rounds into the back of his comrade, a few which Sarah was sure penetrated the Kevlar he was wearing, as his body grew heavy with motionlessness. She shoved the Russian’s corpse into the second assailant, and before he could push his partner’s lifeless body away, she put a bullet through his neck. He clutched the wound, his fingers trying to stop the squirts of blood but proving unsuccessful. She looked back down the hallway and saw that both the German chancellor and her security detail were gone. She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand and took a minute to catch her breath. “You’re welcome!”

“Sarah, the hack on the second floor is almost done. Whatever they’re trying to steal, they’re getting it,” Johnny said.

“You think the chancellor didn’t stick around to say thank you because of the whole WWII thing? I mean, c’mon, you need to let that go.”

“Hurry, Sarah!”

The gunshots outside had started to die down as Sarah rushed up the staircase. “Which room?”

“Second door on the left,” Johnny said. 

Sarah inched her way to the door, keeping tight against the wall. The edges of plaster scraped against her back. She squatted down to the floor, both hands gripping the handles of her pistols, and immediately spun into the room, but the only gunshots that echoed were the ones still lingering outside beyond the walls of the building.

“Sarah?” Johnny asked.

The room was filled with nothing more than a few servers that stretched from the floor all the way to the ceiling. No windows, no other doors, no other way for whoever was inside to get out. Sarah took a few steps inside, the end of her gun scanning the room, checking every nook and cranny, air vent, desk, and table, but found nothing. “No one’s here.”

“That’s not possible. The download just finished.”

“Well then, the building has a poltergeist. Great movie, by the way.”

“The servers are still there, correct?”

“Yup,” Sarah answered, slapping the plastic side of the server’s case. “They’re really warm, too.”

“Check for the connections in the back. Does anything look like it’s not plugged in?”

Sarah checked the backs and fronts of the three servers inside, scanning them up and down until she had checked every piece of wire that was coming in and out of them. “All accounted for.” Shouts from down the hall snapped her attention back to the door. “Um, Johnny?”

“That doesn’t make any sense. Those servers are hardwired into their own network. They don’t exist on a wireless system. It’s self-secure.”

The shouts of “clear” grew louder as Sarah poked her head into the hallway and saw a unit of soldiers heading toward her, busting down doors along the way. Six soldiers total, armed with body armor and AR-15s. “Johnny!”

“What? Oh, shit.”

“I need an exit. Now.” The thump of boots and the crashing of doors thundered closer to the servers and Sarah. She positioned herself behind the door, giving her the best strategic position. “Johnny?” Her voice came out in a whisper.

“Got it! A room two doors down on your right. There’s a staircase that spirals down to the first floor.”

The next crash of a door down the hallway triggered Sarah into a sprint as the soldiers behind her opened fire, and she caught a bullet in the back of her Kevlar on the run. She slammed into the door, rolling forward with a sting of pain in her upper back. “Ow.” She pushed herself off the floor and leapt down the stairs two at a time. By the time the soldiers started firing down the staircase, she was already halfway down.

“Better double time it,” Johnny said. “The soldiers just radioed your exit strategy.”

“Where are the rest of the Russians?”

“Either retreating into the woods or dead. There’s another unit heading your direction. They’ll be on top of you in ninety seconds.”

“The field clear?”

“For now.”

Sarah busted the door open, and the hot German sun beat down on her face as she squinted into the light. She sprinted toward the tree line. Once she crossed that threshold, she’d have enough cover to make it back to her transport. Halfway into her sprint across the well-kept grass, the unit heading to intercept her turned the corner of the house and piled into an armored truck speeding her way.

“You didn’t tell me they had a fucking truck!” Sarah said, trying to find another gear, but the bruise on her back triggered a spasm of pain with every step forward. The engine roared in unison with the gunfire, and the first tree she passed upon entering the forest received the bulk of the bullets before two more managed to strike the back of her Kevlar. She skidded face first into the dirt and branches, dirtying her face with cuts and soil. With the instincts of an animal being hunted, she wildly pushed herself off the ground, kicking up the soil and sticks behind her as she made her way through the thicket of trees and brush.

“They’re sending another unit to follow you in,” Johnny said. “Get out of there now, Sarah.”

Sarah’s muscles whined with infantile distress with every step. Years of training, endurance, building pain tolerance, all of it was in full effect. The heightened sense of awareness that accompanied the adrenaline fuel coursing through her veins was focused to a knifepoint.

“Air support heading your way. Let’s move, Sarah.”

The whirl of helicopter blades thumped overhead through the sporadic gunfire behind her. Whatever they thought she’d done, it must have been bad. “Johnny, start running an analytic scan of everything you can about the summit and the information they stored on the servers.”

“I already told you, it can’t be accessed from an outside network. You have to be there in order to pull any information of—”

The vibration of a .223 round rippled past her ear, momentarily relieving her of Johnny’s excuses and whatever he was going to say next. “Dammit, Johnny, use your imagination.” Sarah broke through the leaves of a small bush, and she could feel the wind of the choppers overhead. She immediately changed her trajectory from her escape vehicle and started north, toward the mountains and higher ground.








Chapter 6
Books and magazines were tucked neatly away on the shelves that covered the walls of the modest one-bedroom apartment. The only semblance of anarchy was the dismantled computer equipment and tools on the dining room table next to a plate holding the crumbled remnants of a Pop-Tart and a crumpled can of Mountain Dew.

The same meticulous order defined the bedroom, where Bryce had wrapped himself into a cocoon of sheets, offering only his head as the single appendage protruding from his chrysalis state. He lay on his stomach with the right side of his face pressed up against the bloated pillow. A small dribble of spit rolled down from the corner of his mouth.

The curtains in the room were drawn, but the sun had risen hours ago and beat its light against the thin fabric, casting the room into a bluish tinge through the filter of the curtains themselves. The alarm clock on the nightstand next to him read 10:00 a.m.

Bryce ruffled his nose, the poignant stench of body odor and fatigue wafting across his nostrils. The smell was powerful enough to trigger the unconscious physical response but failed to wake him. A nudge into his shoulder triggered a roll to a more comfortable position, away from whatever subconscious pest was ruining his slumber, but still did not wake him.

However, the cold sensation that pulled him out of this dreamless sleep was powerful enough to break the REM cycle, and he jumped from his protective cloth barrier as bits of water rolled off his face and bangs and onto his shirt and sheets.

“Morning,” Sarah said.

Bryce wiped the wet from his eyes and took in Sarah, still dressed in her field gear, her face filthy. Bryce had to rub his eyes to make sure he wasn’t imagining the bullets lodged in her Kevlar.

“Sarah, wh—how did you—why did you throw water on me?”

“You wouldn’t wake up.” Sarah walked over to one of the shelves in his room and picked up a model spaceship and twirled it in her grimy hands. “Is this the Enterprise or the Death Star?”

Bryce jumped out of bed and stomped over in his bare feet, wearing only a faded Rolling Stones T-shirt and a pair of boxers. He snatched the model out of her hands and placed it carefully back on the shelf. “What are you doing here? I thought you were in Germany.”

“I was,” Sarah answered, walking around, taking in the rest of his room, the posters on the wall, the models, and the tech gadgets that dotted shelves and table tops. She turned around quickly and then pointed at his boxers. “Are those bunnies?”

Bryce’s face flushed red, and he immediately went to his dresser, where he pulled on a pair of shorts. “What happened on the mission? I thought Johnny was covering for me.”

“He did.” Sarah pulled a thumb drive from her pocket and extended it to him. “This is the compiled data from a server hack at the G7 summit. Nobody at HQ was able to figure how it happened.”

Bryce snatched the drive from her hand. “Why couldn’t anyone at HQ find the hack?” With the adrenaline from the splash now receding, his eyes started to feel heavy and weak as he made his way over to his laptop in the living room.

“It wasn’t a part of a networked server,” Sarah answered.

The light thumping of Bryce’s feet against the fake hardwood floors ceased. He looked down at the drive in his hands and then spun back to Sarah. “That’s impossible.”

“Yeah, that’s what everybody at HQ said. I’m hoping you can figure out what happened.”

“No, Sarah, that is impossible. You can’t do that. No one can do that. It had to have been a manual hack.”

“I was there, Bryce, and the hack was still happening when I was in the room. No one was there. There wasn’t even a trace of somebody being there.”

“Maybe they left a tracer somewhere on the server. I wouldn’t doubt that—”

“Bryce! Nothing was in the room that wasn’t supposed to be there. No one entered that room except me.”

Bryce looked back down at the drive in his hand and then rushed to his laptop. He inserted the drive, and the laptop booted up. He could smell Sarah looking over his right shoulder, and he put his hand up. “You can take a shower.”

“No, I’m all right.”

“It wasn’t a suggestion.”

The smell disappeared, and the sputter and hum of his water heater turning on signaled that she had found her way to the bathroom. The data from the download uploaded on his screen, and Bryce concentrated on categorizing everything that had been pulled, searching for ghost files and any highly encrypted data, which he began tearing down and manipulating. His hand absentmindedly reached for the Mountain Dew can to his left, which he quickly discarded after discovering that it was empty. Given the amount of encryption and security that surrounded the data pulled from the server, which was a mystery within itself, there wasn’t any doubt that what was on it was very sensitive material. 

The sudden noise of his television startled him, and he turned around to see Sarah with her hair dripping wet, changed back into her field uniform minus the Kevlar, watching TV. “What are you doing?”

“Seeing if I made the news,” Sarah answered.

With the number of high-profile leaders at the summit, including the American President, there wouldn’t be a news channel not talking about it, but the fact that the events didn’t even make the news ticker at the bottom of the screen meant one thing: something important had been taken from the summit, and the leaders of the world didn’t want anyone to know about it.

Bryce returned to the algorithms and encryptions, his sluggish fingers unable to keep pace with his mind, working through the problems, trying to go over them, under them, through them, whatever way he possibly could. It was some of the best security he’d ever seen. Finally, after almost three hours of not blinking, Bryce finally managed to get one piece of data.

“It’s not much,” Bryce said. “But it’s something.”

Sarah shot up from the couch, her hair now dry and slightly curled at the ends, contorting to the natural curl of her hair. “C’mon, mamma needs a new pair of shoes.”

“So, without the slightest idea of how they were able to hack into servers not located on a network, I used a decryption algorithm to break through the initial firewall. From there, what I di—”

“I’m not getting any younger here, Bryce.”

“Global Power.”

Sarah shook her head. “What is that?”

“I don’t know, but it’s the file that was stolen from the server.”

“What’s inside the file?”

“That’s going to take a lot more time and the resources of the satellite at HQ.”

“I think I know someone that might be able to give us some inside information.”

***
Chancellor Andrea Jollenbeck flicked off the light to her bathroom, found her way through the darkness that was her bedroom, and pulled the covers over her as she rested her tired eyes for a few hours of sleep before the sun would rise and she’d begin her day.

Since the attack at Schloss Elmau, she’d been spending equal energies both keeping the incident contained to those that were involved and finding out the motives behind the attack, both of which had left her exhausted. She could still hear the gunfire ringing in her ears. She could smell the sweat, lead, and blood in the air around her, the bodies lying on the ground, the adrenaline coursing through her veins. Even now she could feel her heart pumping, the hard thump pounding against her chest.

The tiredness in her body started to wane, and she could feel it replaced with the heightened sense of anxiety and fear. Her body tensed. She curled her fingers as their grip on the blanket grew stronger. Sweat rolled off her body, and the heat from under the covers became too intense. The escalated pulse and the fire growing from within her caused her to fling the covers off and rise from bed, her chest heaving as she struggled to catch her breath. She stumbled to the window and drew back the curtains. She looked up into the night sky, searching the darkness for pieces of light to hold onto, which the cloudless sky generously provided.

Andrea closed her eyes, attempting to regain the control she’d lost. Her breathing slowed, and her pulse decelerated. She looked at the tight grip her fist had formed over the curtains and slowly released the crumpled bunch of fabric. Her nightgown was damp with sweat, and she walked over to her dresser to change. She pulled a new shirt out, and before she turned around, she felt a firm hand cover her mouth and another disable her arms. The rush of panic that had accompanied her distress from earlier returned.

“I’m not here to hurt you. I was the one who saved you and your men from getting killed at the summit.”

The voice was female. Firm, strong, with a tone that suggested the woman holding her was telling the truth. While Andrea was immobilized, there was no knife or gun to her head or body that she could see or feel.

“I need you to tell me everything you know about the project named Global Power.”

The skin on her captor’s fingers and palms was rough, calloused. Andrea nodded her head in understanding, and the woman holding her puppeteer-guided her body back to the bed, where she kept her hand over Andrea’s mouth. Once Andrea was sitting on her bed, she recognized the woman’s features before she let go of Andrea’s mouth and backed up to the window behind her, the moonlight casting the already dark shadows along her face in deeper shades of black.

“Thank you,” Andrea said. “For the summit. I don’t think my men would have been able to get me out if you hadn’t been there. Who are you? CIA? NSA?”

“I’m the person trying to stop the bad guys from winning.”

Even with the woman’s voice low, no doubt avoiding the security detail just outside the hallway to her private quarters, there was still the echoing resonance of the same truth as before. A jumbled mixture of emotions ran through Andrea in that moment, admiration, fear and anger all jockeying for the lead position. “And you’re the one who determines who the bad guys are?”

The woman took a step closer toward Andrea, and despite the fear welling up from the pit of her stomach, she refused to lean back. She wouldn’t be intimidated, not by some assassin playing god. Her captor seemed to respond to the defiance.

“No. That’s your job.”

The woman backed off, retreating to the window, where there was nothing more to view than the silhouette of her figure, which accentuated the pistols on her hips. Andrea smiled, almost laughed, but held it back. “The fact that you even know the name of the file is impressive. We had some of the best cryptologists in the world make sure nobody would find out about it until we were ready to unveil it.”

Andrea attempted to rise from the bed, but the silhouette drew her pistol, leaving nothing but a shadowed outline of a holster on her right side. Andrea leaned back onto the mattress. “I thought you weren’t the bad guy.”

“I’m not, but that doesn’t mean I want you walking around triggering the silent alarm that’s by your bed stand, or the one by your dresser that you couldn’t reach before.”

“Well, you’re definitely not FBI.”

“What makes you say that?”

“They wouldn’t have been able to figure it out.” Andrea couldn’t tell, but she thought she heard the lightest laugh come from the silhouette. “Global Power was an initiative proposed by my country to decrease the level of energy consumption by means of cutting down on energy waste. The software involved in the development of the program was cutting edge. A team of engineers has been working on this for the past eighteen months, and the summit was meant to be our first test.”

“How many countries were involved in the decision-making process? Just yours?”
“No, every member of the G7 was involved.”

“And each country provided its own engineers?”

“We used a combination of public-and private-sector individuals and businesses.”

“The attack in Rome. It involved bringing down the power grid. Did your people check to see if the software was used?”

“Yes, and they couldn’t find any trace of Global Power used on the Rome power grid. However, we do believe that whoever attacked us at the summit did have something to do with what happened in Rome.”

The silhouette stepped forward, and for the first time, Andrea got a good look at the woman’s face. Despite the scars and weathered look an individual acquires from many years in the strenuous line of work that accompanied the woman’s skill set, her features were striking. And the hands that had gripped her arm were firm, steady. There didn’t seem to be any part of the woman’s body that didn’t serve its purpose to an efficient maximum.

“I need the name of every business that was a part of the project.”

***
Rick Demps had his feet up on the desk, giving the casual onlooker the impression he was doing nothing more than talking to a golf buddy. But what the onlookers couldn’t hear was the trembling voice issuing from his mouth. “This is very alarming news. You’re positive that someone’s hacked into the servers?”

“Yes, Mr. Demps. The tracer we put on the server was triggered during the attack on the G7 summit. It’s still unclear whether the thieves will be able to get past the security measures in place, but the fact that they were able to steal the information at all suggests that these people know what they’re doing.”

Rick took his feet off the desk and leaned forward in his chair, keeping the phone close and his body tucked tight within himself. “We’ll need to draft something immediately. I don’t need the news catching wind of this, do you understand me?”

“Yes, of course, sir. We’ll be sending something over for your approval within the hour.”

Rick hung up the phone without another word, his action the exclamation point needed to end the conversation. He picked up his personal mobile and dialed a number. It only rang once before someone answered. “Mr. Secretary, this is Rick Demps. We may have a problem on our hands.”








Chapter 7
The conference room attached to Mack’s office had never had so many people in it before. Almost all the support agents had been pulled off their current assignments to work on this, and the number of field agents in such close proximity to each other was causing the room to overinflate with ego.

Bryce took the lead in the meeting once Mack had brought everyone up to speed, while Sarah did her best to distract him with faces, a few obscene hand gestures, and inappropriate hand puppeteering. Despite her best effort, she didn’t deter him.

“As Mack stated, the main connection among all three cases seems to be New Frontier Real Estate. The bank accounts I was able to crack and trace were child’s play compared to the level of security from the data around the G7 hack,” Bryce said. “However, the other support agents and I have been concentrating our efforts on cracking the code, and this is what we’ve been able to come up with so far.” The projection screen flickered to show a very large list of names. “This is the combined list of every person in both the private and public sectors that worked on the Global Power Project. Now, as you know, we believe New Frontier Real Estate is nothing more than a shell company for a much larger organization, and one of the first things we attempted to do was cross-reference any and all of these names against the New Frontier employee database. But there weren’t any matches. However, we did find a trend of six names who owned shares in New Frontier, and it turns out those same six people all worked for the same investment firm by the name of Tuck Investments.”

“And a roar of shock and awe ripples through the crowd!” Sarah said, throwing her head back and jutting her arms up into the air with the triumph of victory. But the room remained quiet. “Oh, c’mon! Tuck Investments? They make Halliburton look like Aunt May’s groceries.”

“Sarah’s right,” Bryce said, diverting the attention of the room back to him. “They are a conglomerate with their hands in just about everything.”

Vince Moores, admittedly the second-best field agent in the room (and only recognized as such because Sarah gave the endorsement, to which Mack responded that it wasn’t her call who was second best and that the stats of missions spoke for themselves), raised his hand, which almost touched the ceiling. She always marveled at how long his limbs were. It was almost as if he was a highly advanced orangutan. The red hair didn’t help his case in the analogy.

“What about the fact that we intercepted an email correspondence between the CEO and president of Tuck Investments to the Secretary of Defense stating that the security measures they helped fund failed?”

“Misdirection,” Mack said.

“You really think they’d risk facing the wrath of the United States government or an injunction by the courts just for the chance at trying to steal back something they’ve already invested money in?” Vince replied.

“The applications to Global Power aren’t just limited to decreasing the amount of wasted energy on the power grids. The software has the ability to actually manipulate circuitry without ever being plugged into the network. Anything that has a microprocessor can be hacked by this software at any time,” Bryce said.

“Just like the Death Star,” Sarah said, again silencing the room.

“No, Sarah, that’s not what the Death Star does,” Bryce said.

“Bryce wears underwear with bunnies on them,” Sarah said, turning the attention back to Bryce, who was flushed red.

“All right, enough!” Mack said. But before any other comments could be made or questions asked, the power in the building went out, and the conference room was cast into darkness, albeit only for a few seconds before the back-up generators came online.

“That’s got to be some type of foreshadowing,” Sarah said. She was the first person out of the conference room and over to the armory, followed quickly by the rest of the agents. Vince joined her after she already had her pistols loaded. “Always the bridesmaid and never the bride, huh, Vinny?”

“You know that while you were gone, I was top dog, right? You don’t own the rights to being number one.”

“Aww, that’s exactly what someone who’s number two would say.” On her way past him, she grabbed one of the Tasers and shocked his leg on her way out. “Gotta be faster than that, Vinny.” The floor was already in a state of frenzied chaos as the support agents frantically gathered any information on what had happened. 

“Power’s out in the whole city,” Johnny said.

“London, Moscow, Paris, Rome, New York, and DC have all gone dark as well,” Bryce said. 

Sarah holstered her pistols and pressed her palms flat against the top of Bryce’s desk as she watched him do his magic. “I’m sorry about the underwear thing. I was oh for two and had to divert the attention off of me somehow. It was a low blow.”

“It’s all right,” Bryce said.

“And you should really think about updating your wardrobe. When was the last time you got laid? And please tell me you do not wear those when you go out with a woman, and—wait. What are you doing?”

“When we were trying to dismantle the Global Power software to figure out what it does, I came across a piece of code I’d seen before. It was the algorithm from the bank accounts. Since I know a piece of the puzzle, I can use it to help me locate where the signal’s being broadcast.”

“Bryce, you big, beautiful, wascally wabbit!”

The GPS map on Bryce’s screen homed in on the eastern United States. Then it homed into the northeast, then the state of New York, then New York City, and finally nestled on a building in Lower Manhattan. “What’s that building?” Sarah asked.

Bryce paused before answering. “Tuck Investments headquarters.”

***
From the air, she’d never seen New York so dark. The City That Never Sleeps was about to be put to bed early, and from the shouts and screams she heard below, it didn’t look like the city’s inhabitants were too happy about it.

The grass in Central Park flattened under the chopper-generated wind as the pilot touched down. Sarah jumped out and kept her head low and sprinted across the field, ignoring the stares and gasps that greeted her entrance.

“Power is out to the entire city, along with any public transportation that required being on the grid,” Bryce said.

“Damn, and I always wanted to take the subway.”

“The police scanners are going wild. Everyone and their mother is calling in to nine-one-one, and the lines are jammed. It’s a nuthouse in there, Sarah.”

“What about the attacks? Anybody taking credit?”

“Five of the big six terrorist organizations are stepping forward, and the CIA already has most of them apprehended in Chicago and New York, but reports of attacks are still coming in.”

“Same things in the other cities?”

“Yeah, Paris and London were hit the hardest so far.”

The cover of the trees only darkened the fading light that had fallen over the city. The faces of the people she ran past wore a mixture of fear and anger—fear of what was happening, anger at the fact that they weren’t able to do anything about it. “Just give me a clear path to the building, and make sure you keep the chopper close in case I need a quick exit.”

“Copy that.”

The horns and screams grew louder the farther Sarah moved from the park, and by the time she made it onto the pavement of the concrete jungle, what little light there was left in the sky was replaced by darkness. It was an impossible black that surrounded them, only interrupted by the glow of headlights from the cars stuck in gridlock and the hundreds of thousands of cell phone lights that lit the walkways, rivaling the stars in the night sky above.

“Keep heading north,” Bryce said.

The farther she moved from the park, the larger the buildings loomed. Steam rose from the sewers and only added to the intense heat that plagued the rest of the city. Hordes of people were still piling out of the subway entrances, adding to the congestion that was plaguing the entire city. The echo of explosions rocked the air around them, and everyone on the street ducked in a unified fear, with the exception of Sarah.

“The bridges just went out,” Bryce said.

Sarah picked up her pace and maneuvered around the still-ducking people, who were now beginning to scramble in a blind panic. “Which ones?”

“All of them,” Bryce answered.

It didn’t take long for the sea of people to churn into the storm of riptides as everyone scrambled to the nearest solid structure for cover. Nobody knew where they were going or what they would do when they got there; they simply reacted to an animal instinct that propelled them to survive, no matter the cost to the people around them.

Elbows, knees, fists, and feet smacked against Sarah’s body as she fought against the primal frenzy trying to consume her. The shatter of glass penetrated the screams around her. She continued her push forward, passing one of the subway stations, where a few NYPD officers were attempting to make their way down the steps.

Store windows were being smashed, and the looters piling in stuffed their hands and pockets with whatever was left inside. The speed with which the hordes had chosen to move had increased dramatically, trampling anyone too slow to keep up or too stubborn to get out of their way. But with everything happening around her, Sarah focused on only one thing: getting to the tower just a few blocks down.

“The signal’s still strong,” Bryce said. “It’s coming from the top floor.”

The Tuck Investments building wasn’t immune to the looting and chaos that surrounded it. The large foyer that made up the front of the building was littered with shattered glass, trash, and a few bodies that had bled out, staining the polished marble floor with blood. The lobby inside held a few people hiding out, seeking shelter from the storm raging outside. On either side of the front desk were rows of elevators that Sarah eyed longingly. “Any chance those bad boys work?”

“No, the power is limited to the top three floors,” Bryce said.

“You know, I’m beginning to notice that you only bring me bad news.” Sarah pushed open the door to the stairs and looked up the maze of steps she’d have to climb. “How many floors is this place again?”

“Eighty-three,” Bryce said. “But think of the cardio you’ll get.”

Sarah started the long journey upward and shook her head. “God, it’s even worse when you try and put a silver lining on it.”

With the heavy breathing that accompanied reaching the seventy-fourth floor, Sarah heard the faint echo of voices coming from above her. She paused, slowing her breath, and focused on listening for it again, but it didn’t come. She eased her way over the long, open space of the railing to get a look above, and she could see the black stock of a rifle slung over the shoulder of somebody no doubt trained and hired to protect whoever had the laptop on the top floor.

Sarah’s hands instinctively went for the pistols inside the cover of her jacket but stopped, and instead they found their way to the knife handle at her belt loop. She unsheathed the blade and kept to the walled edge of the stairs for the rest of her ascent. She moved quietly, keeping on the balls of her feet, looking up and listening for any other movements from the guards above. By the eightieth floor, she could hear their conversation loud and clear.

“I can’t imagine what’s happening down there,” the first guard said. “I’m just glad I don’t have any family living here.”

“You really think it’s that bad? I mean, c’mon, it’s not like nothing works. The power’s just out. The city’s seen worse,” the second guard said.

“You kidding me? With them taking out the bridges? I’m telling you, man, you take away a person’s choice to leave, and they go nuts. Listen, I gotta piss. I’ll be back in a second.”

“All right.”

The slam of the door echoed through the stairwell, and Sarah used the lingering sound to hurry up to the eighty-second floor until she stood under the same heavy concrete slab where the lone guard waited for his partner to return. The moment Sarah stepped forward from under her current cover, the guard would have a direct line of sight, giving up what surprise she had to work with.

The guard shifted his boots uneasily. Sarah closed her eyes, listening to the light thumps against the concrete above her. He turned slowly. A few more thumps signaled another quarter turn. A few more thumps, and Sarah opened her eyes and silently dashed, momentarily revealing herself while the guard’s back was turned, and safely landed on the other side of the stairwell, where she took cover under the overhang of the opposite ledged corner.

The door opened again as the man’s partner returned. “Damn, that felt good.” Before the two of them could finish laughing, Sarah sprinted up the remaining steps, catching both men off guard, and shoved the second guard into the first, knocking both off kilter.

The first guard brought the tip of his rifle up, but Sarah caught the top of it with the sole of her boot, knocking it to the ground. The second guard reached for his pistol, and Sarah slashed the knife across his throat, sending him to the floor as he tried to keep the precious fluid in his body.

Sarah brought the tip of the knife back to the first guard and aimed for the side of his neck but was blocked by his forearm and met with a blow to her stomach, which shook the blade loose. She quickly rebounded and fluidly brought the side of her foot into the guard’s ribcage and followed it up with two quick jabs to the face, breaking the guard’s nose and triggering a gush of blood that flooded down his mouth and chin.

The guard blocked a left hook from Sarah and countered with an uppercut that sent her backward and to the floor. With Sarah on her back, the guard swung his rifle toward her, poised to squeeze the trigger. Sarah looked to her right and saw the blade on the ground. She grabbed it and flung it at the guard’s throat, which sent a brilliant spray of crimson through the air as he dropped the rifle and collapsed to his knees. Sarah pushed herself off the floor, picked up one of the assault rifles, and checked the small sliver of window in the door that allowed her to see inside the rest of the floor.

The fluorescent lights were on, but she couldn’t see any more men in the hallway. She felt something grip her ankle, and she looked down at the man bleeding out on the ground. She kicked his clawing hand away. “Your neediness is why this could have never worked out.”

Inside, a large floor filled with a vast sea of cubicles spread out before her. She kept low, using the makeshift walls as cover, weaving in and out of the empty desks. Larger offices surrounded the perimeter, but everything was empty. She stopped at the end of the row of desks, just before the room opened up into another hallway. When she poked her head around the corner, she could see another cluster of guards in front of a large office door, where a woman sat at a desk, going about her work as if they weren’t even there.

“The signal’s coming from that office,” Bryce said.

One of the guards pulled out his radio. “Mark 1, radio check.” Sarah ducked behind the wall and ejected the rifle’s magazine to count the number of rounds. The guard radioed again. “Mark 1, radio check.” Again, nothing but silence as Sarah shoved the fully loaded, thirty-round magazine back into place. “You two, go and check it out.”

Footsteps thumped down the hallway, and Sarah aimed the gun into the wall across from her. The steps grew louder as the gear around their chests and waists clunked from their heavy-booted footfalls. She placed her finger on the trigger, listening to the sounds grow closer, closer, closer, and the moment the two crossed her path, she put a bullet into each of their heads.

The adjacent wall was redecorated with dripping bits of brain, blood, and bones as the guards collapsed to the ground, and their comrades immediately fired blindly into the empty hallway until their commander ordered them to stop. The hallway between Sarah’s location and the front doors of the office the signal was coming from was at least seventy feet long and six feet wide, with five guards still positioned at the other end. She could take out three from this distance, but not five, not in that narrow a kill box.

“Bryce, I need another way in,” Sarah said.

“Working on it.”

The ceiling above her was solid concrete, and the air vents were too narrow for her to squeeze through. The shouts at the end of the hall were getting more restless and then suddenly went quiet. Sarah cocked her head to the side when two thuds hit the floor of the hallway next to her and two grenades rolled past. “Bryce, another way in now would be nice.” Sarah sprinted down the row of offices and made it twenty feet before the grenades went off, sending a blast wave that knocked her off her feet and destroyed the windows as well as the corner office she was hiding behind.

Sarah lay on her stomach against the hard carpet and instinctively reached for the rifle that had been flung from her hand. She coughed and hacked from the smoke and dust flitting through the air. She stumbled on her hands and knees, knowing that the guards at the end of the hallway would make a full press toward her now. And just as she pointed the rifle at the mangled corner where she had squatted just seconds earlier, the first guard came sprinting from the corner. She fired, missing her target and sending two rounds into the wall. She rolled to her left behind the cover of cubicles just as more gunfire peppered the very carpet she’d occupied. The room felt like it was spinning, and Sarah shook her head to get her bearings. The ringing slowly subsided. “What?”

“I found a way in,” Bryce said.

“A little late for that.” Sarah rushed down the aisle and bent to her knee at the other end. She poked her head around the side and saw two guards on the other end. She pulled back, and the cubicles were turned to Swiss cheese by a cluster of .223 rounds. The office supplies on the desks were torn to bits and rained down on her in a mist of paper and metal.

“The signal is on the move,” Bryce said.

“Well, then, why don’t you go and get it!” Sarah jumped up from behind the cubicle and managed to take out one of the guards stalking her away from the safety of his group, and she ducked before the retaliatory shots were fired.

“It’s heading to the roof,” Bryce replied, apparently ignoring Sarah’s earlier suggestion.

The thump of the gunfire was constant now. The guards refused to let up, hell bent on obliterating everything in the office. The cubicle wall slowly morphed from Swiss cheese to a very large open window. Sarah fired back through one of the openings and emptied the AR’s magazine. She dumped the rifle on the ground. She tilted her head back in exasperation and saw the sprinklers above her that followed an organized placement across the ceiling. She backed up, aimed, and blew off as many of the sprinklers as she could. The bullets shattered the small cylinders of glass that triggered the flood of water that soaked everyone in the room.

The firing stopped, giving her more than enough time to start to make her move up the back side of the office. The drops of water splashed against her face as she ran, aiming each end of her pistols at its own target. She lined up each shot carefully, knowing she’d only get one opportunity. The bullets ejected from the barrels of her guns and landed in their targets with pinpoint accuracy.

Water flew off her arms and legs as she sprinted down the hallway and shoulder checked the door past the now-empty receptionist desk. The office was empty, but a small door that revealed a staircase remained open.

“The signal is still on the roof,” Bryce said.

Sarah flew up the steps and burst out onto the roof, where she was met with a blast of wind from the chopper taking off. Sarah fired into the blasts of air, but the .45 rounds did little but scrape the helicopter’s paint job. The thump of the blades slowly dissipated into the air as Sarah’s wet clothes clung to her body. 

“It’s gone.”








Chapter 8
The voicemail message appeared on her phone, and Sarah picked it up. She changed out of her still-damp clothes at HQ and listened. Her brother’s voice gave her a brief moment of warmth. “Hey, just wanted to see how you were doing with the power outage. We’re fine here. Give me a call when you can.”

A smile crept onto her face as the beep signaled the end of the message. She sat down on the bench, staring at the phone. This was the first time in more than four months that her brother had called her. And she remembered the last call all too well.

The locker room was quiet, as most of the agents were still on their missions around the rest of the world. Mack had sent her to New York because she was the best, but this time she hadn’t been able to get it done. She stayed there for a moment, letting herself enjoy the silence and calm around her. Once she left the locker room and stepped back out onto the floor, she would reenter chaos and noise. It wasn’t something that bothered her—in fact, the chaos was something she thrived on—but for now, the silence was what she needed.

After a few minutes, she stood up from the bench, closed her locker, and headed out onto the floor. She found Bryce surrounded by the other support agents and elbowed her way to the front. “You guys know you’re not supposed to watch porn at work, right?” The joke didn’t even crack a smile, but when she saw the footage of what they were watching, she knew why.

“Video feed from Moscow,” Bryce said absentmindedly.

If Sarah had thought New York was bad, then Moscow was hell on earth. Massive fires consumed downtown St. Petersburg, and whatever wasn’t already burned or burning was smashed by the riots in the streets.

“Vince sent this an hour ago on his recon to pull our assets in the area,” Johnny said. “He barely made it out alive.”

The tone was one of defeat, and Sarah could feel it tearing through the group. “Hey,” she said, pulling their attention away from the screen. “Then let’s find the bastards who caused this.” The agents looked around at one another and rushed back to their stations.

“I’ve been keeping a trace on the Global Power program since New York,” Bryce said, changing the video on his screen from the riots to the GPS map. “I lost it once it left the eastern seaboard. It was moving too fast for the tracker to update in real time, but it landed here.”

“Spain?”

“Yeah, and get this.” Bryce pulled up another screen riddled with information with the words “Tuck Investments” at the top. “I did a cross-reference for any shares of companies Tuck Investments had its fingers in against any possible weaponized materials, which lead me to Precious Mining Inc. Tuck owns forty percent of that company, which is based out of Canada.”

“What do they mine?”

“They’re the largest producer of uranium in the world.”

“Christ.”

“Yeah. So then I tried finding any pieces of property where they could store uranium off the books, and I found three possible sites: one in Canada, another in Russia, and the third off the southern coast of Spain.”

Sarah squeezed Bryce’s shoulders hard, causing him to wince in pain. “Atta boy! Get me a weapons package ready. I’ve got a flight to catch.”

***
Rust and peeling paint covered the outside of the factory. It was an eyesore stuck in the middle of the marina off the Mediterranean coast, contrasting against the light-and dark-blue waves rolling in the sea. The windows of the factory were high, almost to the ceiling, concealing the true nature of the factory from any prying eyes.

Conveyer belts, forklifts, and workers dressed in hazmat suits pored over the materials coming down their lines with the same mechanical effort as the machines around them, performing the same repetitive motions over and over until their minds were numb and their backs sore from standing in the same position for hours.

High above the factory floor, concealed and protected behind thick sheets of steel, concrete, and glass, were Rick Demps and the rest of the board for Tuck Investments. Rick stood at the window, watching the assembly take place, watching the future of his company grow—along with its stock, which would make him the wealthiest man in the world. He smiled, swirled the glass of brandy in his hand, and turned back to his constituents, all of whom had the same wicked smile on their faces.

“Gentlemen,” Rick said, raising his glass to the room, “In less than eight hours, our shipments will be delivered in the cities around the world. When that happens, world leaders will be clamoring for us to save them with Global Power. Our stock price will go through the roof. We will be the saviors of the world.”

The men all raised their glasses in kind, the same greedy, contemptuous smiles leering back at him. Rick turned back around to the factory, sipping his drink, admiring the taste of his success and of all that would come to fruition. He looked at his watch then turned around to the rest of the board. “If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen.” The assembled directors chuckled to themselves as the whiskey and other spirits warmed their bloated bodies.

Rick closed the door behind him, and his head of security detail, Heath, stepped in stride with him to the office from which he’d make the conference call. “Where are we at with the incident in New York?”

“All of them were dead, sir, and we couldn’t get any good pictures off the security feed. All we know right now is that it was a woman,” Heath answered.

“Ridiculous.” Rick’s voice came out in a violent, breathy whisper. The events in New York had triggered an annoying series of events. With the city still in chaos, he had to arrange for all the repairs to be flown in. The only positive that came out of it was the fact that he didn’t have to stay cooped up in that office any longer. “I want to find out who she is, where she is, and what we need to do to make sure she doesn’t bother us again.”

“Yes, sir.”

Rick closed the door to the office and left the details to Heath. There couldn’t be any slip-ups now, not when he was so close. The projector inside his office lowered, and he was soon greeted by the blurred face of the only member of his board that had not chosen to attend today’s meeting in person. “We have a problem.”

“Don’t tell me you’re getting cold feet, Demps?” The voice was still distorted, but even through the manipulation, Rick could sense the mockery.

“I understand you have access to certain pieces of information,” Rick said. “Well, I have a thorn in my side that’s causing us problems.”

“The girl.”

“I need her gone.”

“That’s something I won’t associate myself with, but I will send you what information I have. Just make sure once the stock sales rise, I get my share of the profits.”

“Always a pleasure doing business with you.” The screen went blank, and another incoming call came through, where he was greeted by the leaders of the United States, Russia, France, Italy, India, England, and China.

“Presidents, prime ministers, it’s an honor to have the opportunity to speak with you all at once,” Rick said.

“We need to know the status of Global Power, Mr. Demps,” the American president said. “We’ve already debriefed Russia, India, and China about the matter. We just need to know when it can go live and restore order.”

“I just came from a meeting with my engineers, and they say that they’ve almost fixed the damage to the program caused by the theft,” Rick answered. “Have we made any headway into how this breach in security happened?”

“No,” the American president answered, “but our collective intelligence agencies are working in cooperation to find out who was behind the attack.”

Rick leaned forward, pausing a moment before he spoke, running through all the different scenarios and outcomes that could happen based off how he chose to word it. The crew in New York would still be working on the building, but that wouldn’t matter. The fact that he had his own security detail there during such a dangerous time would be completely acceptable. If his friend didn’t come through, then this could be the only way to pull the weed that plagued his luscious garden. “Mr. President, you should know that during the blackout in New York, I was attacked in my own office.”

“Do you think it’s related to what happened in Germany?” the Italian president asked.

“A lot of my men were killed during the assault. It was definitely performed by a professional. I think they were trying to use me as a means to take control of Global Power,” Rick answered.

“Mr. Demps, anything you have, we’re going to need. It could help turn the tide in finding out whoever was behind this,” said the American president.

“Of course, Mr. President. I’ll have the head of my security detail send you everything we have immediately. The moment I hear from our engineers, I’ll be sure to contact all of you.”

The call ended, and the screen went blank. Rick leaned back in his chair and drummed his fingers on the desk. Sharing intelligence. He was sure the only things any of them were sharing were lies and ways to get the upper hand on one another farther down the road. But for now, they all had a common enemy, and Rick didn’t mind leaning on the people he was manipulating to help him find the rat sneaking around his own operation. Whoever or whatever this thorn in his side was wouldn’t be around for much longer.

***
The fact that HQ was already spread thin with almost every single person out on assignment didn’t make things easier for Sarah and Bryce when they were gearing up for the mission. Bryce kept a close eye on the signal to make sure it stayed in its location and sent her live updates with regard to any other information he was able to gather on Rick Demps, as well as the factory they were located in.

Equipment and personnel for the factory had been purchased by hundreds of different shell companies and dummy organizations in the effort to conceal what they were trying to build: bombs. Tuck Investments had gone to great lengths to keep all of it hidden, and the amount of money it paid the workers at the site was enough to keep anyone quiet.

The cargo plane Bryce had managed to secure her a ride on jolted from some turbulence, and Sarah’s whole seat jerked, almost knocking her out of the straps keeping her in place. The bump had caused her phone to fall out of her pocket and onto the floor. She picked it up and stared at it for a moment before opening it. Her brother’s voicemail was still saved in her messages, but she’d yet to call him back. Sarah hit his name in her contacts, and the phone rang. She knew she shouldn’t use the HQ satellite for a call like this, especially in the current climate, but she had to talk to her brother. She couldn’t let the two of them drift apart again like they had.

“Sarah? Are you all right?” Ben asked.

“Hey, Ben, yes, I’m fine.”

The drum of the plane’s engines caused the cabin to stay noisy, making it difficult to hear, but she was almost positive there was a sigh of relief that came through. “How are the kids holding up?”

“They’re fine,” Ben answered. “They’re actually having a blast. The living room has turned into a giant fort, and they managed to convince me that they had to eat all the ice cream in the freezer before it went bad. It’s like watching midget homeless people on crack run through my own house.”

“You know ice cream is the gateway drug, so make sure you keep an eye on them. Middle school is just around the corner, and you don’t want to have the ‘rebel’ kids.”

Ben laughed, and she smiled. The plane jolted again from some turbulence, and the crates around her clanked into each other.

“Where are you right now?” Ben asked. “It sounds like you’re in a wind tunnel.”

“I’m over by the marina. Had to get out of the house, walk around a bit.”

“You shouldn’t be out right now, Sarah. I’ve been checking the news on the radio. People are starting to lose it out there.”

“Oh, trust me, I know.”

A silence fell between them, and Sarah could hear the faint giggles of Ella and Matt echoing from somewhere in the house. The silence was uncomfortable, both parties unsure of what to say next and how the other would react.

“I know I haven’t been the friendliest guy lately,” Ben said. “When mom and dad—” Ben’s voice caught, and Sarah could feel the pain through the phone.

“I’m sorry, Ben. I’m sorry about how everything went down. I didn’t want any of it to happen.”

“Me either.”

Updates flashed on her computer, as the plane was only ten minutes away from the drop zone. Sarah wiped her eyes and positioned the phone away from her mouth as she gently cleared her throat. “Listen, I won’t be able to make it to dinner tonight. Something came up, but I’m still definitely coming to Ella’s play on Saturday.”

“Pending the power comes back on by then,” Ben said.

“I have a good feeling it will. I’ll talk to you later. Bye, butt munch.”

“Bye, turd-face.”

The call ended, and the tears under her eyes reached the tipping point, cascading down her face. I love you. She hadn’t said it. She hadn’t said those words in a very long time. Not to her brother. Not to her niece and nephew. Not to anyone. Those words seemed to be a foreign language to her, one her tongue couldn’t grasp in enunciation.

And it was still too soon. She wasn’t ready to say it, and her brother wasn’t ready to hear it. As nice as it was to hear from him, to know he was still worried about her, there was still the slightest hint of anger in him, and in herself as well.

Sarah had missed birthdays, holidays, family events, and too many dinners to remember because of her job. It was part of the life, one she had accepted long ago. She loved her parents and her brother, but the truth was it scared her that she might love her job even more.








Chapter 9
The parachute collapsed behind Sarah as her boots hit the grass of a field just west of the factory. The drop location was only a few miles from the target, giving her enough space to make sure she could get a good look at the perimeter before she made any moves. She dropped the parachute straps to the ground and started the jog to the factory.

Sarah made sure to take a good look around before encroaching on the property. If Rick Demps had wanted to portray the factory as a dilapidated piece of shit, he succeeded. There wasn’t a piece of equipment in the entire yard that didn’t look broken down or one step up from never moving again.

Security personnel were scarce, but when Sarah asked for a scan of the building, Bryce found more than sixty sensors stationed from her position to the factory’s entrance. Anywhere she moved on that property, she’d trigger an alarm that would give away her position and blow any chance of retrieving the software and stopping the bombs. She needed a way in, but unless she could get another air drop in her location, which Bryce informed her she could not, she was on her own. 

“Send down a scramble,” she told Bryce.

“What? Sarah, that’ll fry your communications.”

“But it’ll also destroy the sensors in the field.”

“You’ll be dark, alone.”

“And I’ll be able to get inside the factory.”

“It’s too risky.”

“Bryce.”

“Fine.”

“If you don’t hear from me within forty-eight hours—”

“I’ll talk to them personally,” Bryce answered.

There was a hardness in his voice whenever he said something that was a promise. He never had to say the words, but she knew he would get it done. “Thanks. Give me a sixty-second countdown and then let ’er rip.” She started to take the earpiece out then quickly put it back in. “Oh! And if something does happen to me, tell Mack I’m sorry I ate his sandwich out of the fridge last week.”

“That was you? But he suspended Charlie for three days.”

“Tell Charlie I’m sorry, too.” Besides the Kevlar, the only other tools she had with her were her the two 1911 pistols, six spare magazines, three C-4 clips, and two gas grenades. She set the timer on her watch and let the countdown begin. It ticked away, and when it hit zero, she gave it a couple more minutes before she took a step forward onto the property.

Either the scramble had worked or the response time from the sensors was very, very bad. Toward the back of the factory, she could see three semi trucks being loaded up with large crates. Up at the front, similar crates were being put onto ships stretched out onto the dock. That’s how Rick was getting the bombs out: land and sea.

The factory had a total of six entrances: one in the south, two in the west, two in the east, and one in the north. Once she made it to the door, she placed one hand on the handle and the other on the grip of her pistol. She twisted the handle, closed her eyes, and listened.

The distinct click of a few magazines echoed into her ear, and she let go of the door handle. The failing sensors must have alerted them that something was off. She looked back out into the shambled yard of machinery and junk, and her eyes came across one very large bulldozer, the only piece of equipment that still had all four tires. She headed for it.

Sarah pulled the wiring out of the dash and sparked the ignition, and the bulldozer cranked to life. She’d only driven one of these once previously and had ended up crashing into a bank, which Mack wasn’t very happy about despite the fact that the gang she had been chasing happened to be in said bank.

The dozer jolted forward, crushing a few bottles and cans that littered the sandy, dusty ground. She pulled the lever that lifted the massive metal plate off the ground and aimed it right at the side of the building. Sarah shifted gears, the bulldozer jolting again as it picked up speed. I do love to make an entrance.

The moment the bulldozer’s blade connected with the side of the building, both the machine and the building buckled a bit as the two forces collided. Sarah willed the dozer inside, and it wasn’t long before bullets started ricocheting off the dozer’s metal plate. 

“Lucy! I’m home!” 

Sarah unholstered both pistols and slid down the side of the dozer, using the thick metal plating as cover. The wall behind her was completely destroyed, leaving a gaping hole that flooded the factory floor with sunlight, affecting the aim of the guards inside. She counted twelve of them, and her eyes immediately went to the large window high above the factory floor through which a group of men in suits gawped at the scene in front of them. But it didn’t take long for the suits to scatter once Sarah fired a few shots in their direction. She knew that’s where she’d find Rick Demps, and she knew that’s where he’d have whatever computer was running Global Power.

Recoil rippled up Sarah’s arms with each squeeze of the trigger. Light flashed from the barrel with each shot, followed by the puff of smoking lead that ejected and sped toward the exposed flesh of the guards in front of her. The magazine in her left hand emptied. She sidestepped behind an old packaging machine. Her thumb hit the small button on the side of the pistol and ejected the magazine. Before it hit the floor, she had a new one in place, pivoted on her right foot, and continued firing.

Slowly, one by one, the guards retreated. It was only one step at a time, but considering there were twelve of them and only one of her—which, in her mind, equaled out to pretty much the same thing—she considered it a good starting point.

Sarah maneuvered around the packaging machine and up behind a stack of crates, where the click of the firing pin in the right pistol triggered another ejected magazine, which she quickly replaced. Only four left. She holstered her left pistol and pulled one of the C-4 charges from her side. She peeled off the magnetic seal, flicked the trigger, and chucked it into the cluster of guards. The magnetic strip homed in on one of the rifles like a heat-seeking missile. It slapped the side of the gun and, two seconds later, sent a wave of heat and human matter across the factory floor.

Sarah peeked around the side of the crate and was greeted with the sight of scattered limbs. She looked at the casualties on the ground then at the pistol in her hand. Why don’t I use those things more often? She quickly ascended the stairs toward the office in which her target was located. She placed another one of the C-4 charges against the door and stood back. The explosion evaporated most of the door and parts of the wall.

Sarah stepped through the smoke and smoldering debris, both pistols aimed at the group of suits cowering in the corner. “Gentlemen, if I can have your attention, please. You’re all under arrest. Well, I’m not technically arresting you, but I have the guns, so you should just do what I tell you.”

“Agent Hill, you’re persistence is incredibly irritating.” The voice came from the back, in another room behind the conference room she was standing in. The smoke had yet to clear, but she could only see an empty doorframe the voice was coming from. “You should leave now, Agent Hill,” the voice said, “before it’s too late.”

The smoke cleared, and a man dressed in a fine suit stepped through the doorway. She recognized the face. Rick Demps. He looked exactly like his photograph: manufactured, plastic, and cold. There wasn’t a single strand of hair out of place or a wrinkle in his suit. “Put the guns down,” Demps said.

“I don’t think you understand how a negotiation works, so I’ll start. Tell me where the laptop is, or I’m going to kill you,” Sarah said.

Rick’s polished shoes crunched over the bits of glass and drywall that littered the carpet from the earlier explosion. He made his way over to the window and pointed to the factory’s machinery below. “I’m sure you know by now what we make here.”

“I did my homework.”

“Your name is Sarah Hill. Daughter of Dave and Susan Hill.” Rick twirled the ruby studded ring around his finger. “I did my homework, too.”

A muscle spasm ran through both trigger fingers, and Sarah put two bullets in his chest, flinging Rick backward and onto the ground. He gasped for breath, but no blood leaked from his clothes. 

“Smart move with the Kevlar,” Sarah said. She took a few steps forward and lifted him off the ground, pressing the gun to his forehead. “Too bad you don’t have a helmet made of the stuff. Ever play Russian roulette? Hell of a rush.”

Demps didn’t flinch. The only response she got out of him was a smile that offered no emotion other than mockery. “You have family that lives in Chicago. I have a bomb heading there now.”

“Where’s Global Power?” Sarah asked, jamming the end of the pistol into his head.

“Not concerned about your family? What was that little girl’s name again?” Demps put his finger to his lips. “Ah, yes, Ella.”

Sarah brought the side of her pistol against Demps’s cheekbone, and he fell to the floor, where he caught himself with his hands. Waves of rage washed over her, gaining momentum and eroding the sands of reason. She gripped Demps by his collar and jammed her pistol into his temple. The tension that ran through her arm, shoulder, neck, and back begged to be released. All she had to do was squeeze the trigger. Her finger wobbled over the small sliver of steel. She wanted to do it. 

“Don’t want to kill me, Agent Hill?” Demps asked. “Or is that an order coming from your boss?”

“If you did your homework, then you know I’m not good at following orders.”

Sarah watched Demps’s pupils stare back at her, and his skin crinkled in the corners of his eyes as he smiled. He only broke eye contact with her for a moment, looking over her right shoulder, but it was enough to give away the person behind her. She rolled to the right, toward the shattered window, getting a glimpse at the tall man wielding a machine gun as bullets followed her, and she felt one hit the Kevlar on her chest. She continued the barrel roll and jumped out the window from the second story and crashed into a stack of crates, which spilled and broke onto the concrete flooring.

With the bullets still flying from the second story, she turned back just long enough to see the stone-faced man continue his assault. The machine gun fire thudded behind one of the conveyer belts she ducked behind. The metallic timbre finally ended, and she could hear Demps’s voice shouting.

“So what’s it going to be, Agent Hill?” The thump of helicopter blades sounded outside. “You can try and chase me, but by the time you find me, the bombs will be long gone. Or you can go after the bombs, save your family, and try and find me again. You’re going to lose either way, but at least I’m allowing you a choice.”

“Yeah, well, it’s a shit choice!”

Rick laughed, and the thump of the blades grew louder. “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again soon, Agent Hill!”

The rumble of the trucks had already started, and they were on their way to their destinations. Bombs with enough explosive power to obliterate millions in the blink of an eye. She hesitated. For perhaps the first time in her career, she could feel the weight of indecision bring her down to her knees. But what shocked her most was the fact she was waiting for that voice in her ear, that tone that would help direct her path, whether she listened to it or not. But Bryce wasn’t with her. He was underground in a place far away from where she was. She was on her own.

Trails of dust were already being kicked up from the three trucks heading toward their destinations, carrying their lethal cargo of radioactive induced mayhem. The trucks were too far gone for her to catch up on foot, and the only working piece of machinery she managed to find was wedged into the wall of the factory. She rushed to the front of the building, where she saw the helicopter vanishing into the distance carrying Demps and his henchmen. But her eyes fell upon the gleaming sight of a pearl-finished Rolls-Royce Phantom sitting out front with a very, very nervous man behind the wheel who kept his shaking hands in the air as Sarah pushed him out.

“M-Mr. Demps said I c-couldn’t leave this car o-or h-he’ll kill me,” the driver said.

Sarah shut the door and rolled down the window as the engine roared to life. “How much does he pay to not kill you?”

“One-hundred fifty a year.”

Indignation spread across her face, and she almost shot him for just saying it aloud. “Are you kidding me? For driving a car?”

“Well, I drive more than one of his cars.”

Sarah aimed the pistol at him, which shut him up completely. “I’m this close to shooting you.” She held her index finger and thumb so close together they were almost touching. “Don’t give me any more reason to, okay?”

The driver nodded, and she tore off in the direction of the semis. The GPS navigation in the car showed that they were six miles from entering a major highway, and once they made it there, the trucks would separate to whatever destinations they were headed for.

The accelerator was pressed to the floor, and Sarah could hear the effortless speed of the car. With the trails of dust closing in from the first truck, she took a moment to look at her surroundings. The fine leather seats, the magnificent handling. She rubbed her palm against the wooden dash. I wonder if I could expense one of these on my next mission.

Tiny pieces of rock and rubble pinged against the car the closer she moved to the truck. She pulled over to the right side of the rear truck, causing the tires to rumble along the coarser dirt and rocks, the smooth ride ending as she aimed her pistol at the truck’s tires, shredding two of them into bits of rubber.

The GPS tracker flashed that the highway was only three miles away now, and all three trucks were still pushing forward. Sarah looked down at the lone piece of C-4 still attached to her belt. It wouldn’t be enough to disable all three. 

Losing control, the truck swerved hard right, and Sarah was forced off the makeshift road and into the thicker sand and rocks, losing control of the wheel. The truck sped past, and Sarah regained control and ended up right back where she’d started, at the rear of the convoy. She slammed her foot on the gas and veered left, speeding past the truck that had attempted to run her off the road, then past the second, then the first truck until she was in front of all of them. She put a few hundred feet between herself and the first truck and then turned the wheel hard. The car spun a one-eighty, the tires skidding across the road and sending a tornado of dust into the air. The grille of the first truck now stared straight back into her face, and she slammed the car into reverse, slowly easing off the gas until she was parallel with the first truck.

The barrel of a shotgun poked out the driver’s-side window of the semi’s cab, and Sarah tapped the brakes, sending the bulk of the pieces of lead into the trunk of the car. Keeping one hand on the wheel and one foot on the gas, she positioned her left leg up on the seat with her left arm out the window. She accelerated until she was just in front of the connection of the truck cab and the freight then removed her foot from the gas and her hand from the wheel and leapt onto the trailer as the Rolls-Royce spun out in the sand.

Sarah landed on the awkward strips of metal and made her way around to the driver’s side, where the shotgun barrel still waited for her. She fired at the barrel, knocking it out of the driver’s hands, and made her move. In the same nimble fashion in which she’d managed to leap from the car to the truck, she jumped for the driver’s-side door, yanked it open, grabbed the driver by the collar, and tossed him out. She poked her head out the window, shaking her fist. “And I’ll be contacting your supervisor about your poor driving!”

Sarah slammed on the brakes, causing the second truck to crash into the one she had just commandeered and the third truck to crash into the second. The resulting jolt sent her flying into the windshield with enough force for her back to shatter the glass upon impact.

The truck jackknifed, snapping in half the strands of metal that held the freight to the semi. The momentum and angle caused the cab of the truck to flip to its side, sending Sarah tumbling around in the cab like a rag doll. The semi skidded to a stop less than half a mile from the highway, where groups of cars were slowing to look at the massive wreckage on the old dirt road.

Glass mixed with blood in the open cuts along Sarah’s face, body, legs, and arms. She lay in a twisted heap on top of the inside of the passenger-side door. She looked up and could see the white, blinding light from the afternoon sun reveal the open driver’s-side window above her. She slowly, carefully pushed herself to an upright position, mindful of the bits of glass underneath and around her. Her arms felt like they were going to snap in half, and her left shoulder wouldn’t allow her to move her arm more than a quarter of the way up from her side without a knife-like stab forcing her to put the arm down. Her knees popped as she climbed the cabin, using the shifter and the steering wheel to pull herself out of the wreckage. She squinted into the sunlight, now fully exposing the harsh gashes across her cheeks, neck, and forehead. “I really need to start wearing my seatbelt more.”

Exhausting all the effort she had left, she rolled herself onto the top of the mangled semi and lay there, focusing all her energy into just breathing, as she tried to ignore the slight pinch in her right side with each inhale and exhale.  “Thank God that’s done.”

The long, deep horn of the boat at the dock in the marina outside the factory instantly reminded her of the bombs she had seen being loaded earlier. She lifted her head off the truck and could see the boat still sitting in dock, almost ready to begin its journey out to sea. “Shit.” Her head fell back against the truck with a thud, and she rolled herself off, landing shakily on the ground.

A slight limp in her right leg limited the speed with which she could make it back to the Rolls, but after stretching her gait, she managed to settle right back into a light jog. One of the truckers climbed out of the cab, blood staining his shirt, wobbling on his feet and shaking his fist. “You dumb cunt! You could’ve gotten us killed! You stupid—”

The bullet that hit him in the shoulder dropped him to the ground. Without looking, Sarah holstered the pistol and kept her eyes on the car in front of her. “We can exchange insurance information later.” She hopped into the Rolls-Royce and floored it back down the dirt road. By the time she made it to the dock, the last mooring line was being untied. She slammed the car into park and sprinted to the boarding ramp before the ship was out of reach.

Only one young man stood between her and the entrance. He put his hands up, trying to stop her. “Miss, you’re not allowed to—” Before he could finish, she grabbed hold of his arm, twisted it behind his back, and shoved him into the water.

The boarding ramp crashed a few seconds later as the ship propelled forward. The vessel was easily three hundred feet long, and the large shipping containers on board were no doubt filled with the radioactive bombs.

Still bleeding and now covered in a thick sheen of sweat, dust, glass, and grime, she kept both pistols at the ready, knowing full well she was down to her last three magazines. The deck of the ship was wet, slick, and her boots had trouble keeping their traction as she maneuvered to the front of the boat. The bridge was just ahead when a guard came out from between the crates. The two of them looked at each other for a moment, Sarah taking in the fact that there were still guards alive that she hadn’t killed and the guard taking in the sight of the bloody, mangled, confused-looking woman staring back at him. Almost as if he remembered that he was to guard the cargo on board from harm, his whole body tensed, and he aimed his rifle at her. 

“Freeze!”

“Look, buddy, as you can see, I’ve had a hell of a day, so you would be doing me a very big favor if you could just not try and shoot me. Then I won’t have to shoot you, and we can just go about the rest of our day in peace. Maybe even get a drink later. What do you say?”

The guard twitched nervously and moved his mouth to the radio on his chest. “I have a woman on board, injured and armed. I need backup in my location now.”

Sarah sighed, her shoulders sloping in an exhaustive effort, and shifted her left hand to the side of her belt casually, just over the last C-4 explosive she had left. “Always the hard way.” 

A quick succession of boots pounded across the deck of the ship as the remaining guards hurried toward her. Her hand flicked on the detonator, and it immediately started blinking, causing the guard to shift his eyes to the distracting light. With her right hand, she drew her pistol and shot the guard in the chest before he had a chance to react.

The sound of the oncoming footfalls doubled after the shot was fired, and Sarah flung the C-4 explosive over the side of the ship, where the magnetic strip found the side of the hull, and it clung to it like a leech to a body. Twelve guards surrounded her as she kept her hands up in the air. “You guys might want to hold on to something.”

The explosion that rocked the side of the boat sent everyone off their feet, and Sarah managed to take out four of the guards before the rest of them realized what had happened. Then Sarah wedged herself between two of the still-disoriented guards, brought her hands around the front of their chins, and viciously twisted their necks until she heard the distinct pop that severed the spinal cord from the brainstem.

The remaining six guards rushed after her, some of them firing blindly into the smoke filling the air from the massive hole now etched in the ship’s side, sending ricocheting bullets all around them. One landed in her calf and sent her to the ground. She could feel the boat shift while she pushed herself up from the watery deck and examined the wound on her calf. She rotated her ankle, triggering a sensation of pain against her leg and a gush of blood from the wound. The bullet was still inside. She pushed herself out of the salt–blood mixture that covered the floor and limped between two piles of nets. The six remaining guards were now on high alert, and she was out of bombs. But with the ship turning around, all she had to do was wait it out until they made it to the dock then sneak off quickly, quietly, and with a bullet wound in her calf. Yeah, sounds like a great plan. She pulled both pistols out.

The smoke covering the deck of the ship grew thick, and she could feel the jerkiness of the boat’s motions. She wasn’t sure where on the haul the bomb had hit, but from the way they were moving, she guessed that it was pretty. The acrid fumes caused her to squint her bloodshot eyes as her entire body throbbed in pain. She kept her pistols scanning the smoke, fingers on the triggers, waiting for the guards to show themselves.

Sarah closed her eyes, letting the sound of their gear, boots, and guns tell her where they were. A light thump sounded behind her. Its culprit was a two-hundred-pound male, roughly six feet tall, with what sounded like an extra twenty pounds of gear on.

With a weak leg, she pivoted, adjusted the aim of her pistol upward, and fired into the smoke, and the distinct thud of two hundred and twenty pounds hit the ground. Five more. The fallen comrade triggered another guard to rush to his aid, where he was swiftly disposed of with another shot into the smoke behind her. Four more.

Each sound that entered her ears was analyzed and categorized so she could determine if it was a threat. Her mind sifted through the clunks of machinery and of the men trying to gun her down. Black smoke continued to fold its blinding haze around her, contrasting against the light of day from above.

Six quick successive footsteps clanged against the metal deck. One—no, two guards sixty degrees to her left. Again she pivoted, firing three shots into the smoke. Two more.

The next sixty seconds were quiet. The guards were scared now. They couldn’t see her, had no idea where she was, and even though she couldn’t see them, all she needed was their slightest misstep to know exactly where her targets were.

A wave of lightheadedness overcame Sarah, and she had to bring one of the pistols down to keep herself from collapsing. The blood from her calf was still flowing, and the knife-like pain in her left shoulder was beginning to equal the knife-like pain in her right side. Her breaths grew shorter, her mind grew bleary, and she could feel herself fading. She wouldn’t last much longer.

Then the subconscious training of her mind picked up another sound. One hundred twenty degrees to her right—no, one hundred twenty-five, two voices, whispering, but their voices bounced off something. They were hidden behind a crate. She didn’t have a shot in her current position.

Sarah gritted her teeth and forced herself up with a soundless effort and pushed forward through the filter of black smoke. Her left arm had gone completely numb now, forcing her to holster the weapon it held, leaving her with just the one pistol, and it took all her strength to keep it steady.

Visibility was limited to less than a foot, and her reflexes had somehow managed to stay intact as flashes of equipment, nets, and metal all quickly appeared then disappeared. Each sudden reveal was less than a second. One wrong move and she could give herself away or miss a perfect shot. The stakes triggered another shot of adrenaline, pushing her eyelids up a little farther as she homed in on the area around her. She wasn’t sure how long the energy burst was going to last, but she was ready to capitalize on it.

Quick footsteps sounded; they were running. Coming from two different directions, but they still sounded close together. They almost ran in unison. It didn’t make sense. The steps were getting closer, faster. They were heading right for her, but from where?

Either side.

Sarah fired to her right, killing the guard instantly, and despite the adrenaline surge that coursed through her, she was still too slow to stop the last guard from barreling into her with a knife to the gut, which failed to pierce the Kevlar. Her gun fell to the deck, and Sarah head-butted the guard’s nose. The crunch of cartilage was followed by a pain-induced grunt and an explosion of blood. The guard only took a half step backward, but it was all the space she needed to separate herself from him, twist the knife out of his hand, then jam it into his femoral artery. He bled out in less than twenty seconds.

Sarah dropped the blade, and it hit the ship’s deck with a thud. She limped her way forward toward the bridge. When she arrived, the very worn-looking Spanish man had both his hands up and was yelling at her in panic. She couldn’t speak Spanish, but she managed to get the context of what he was concerned about. She waved her right hand at him. 

“No, I’m done shooting people for the day.” Then she collapsed into the chair next to her. “Just drop me off at the port, and I’ll get out of your hair.”

The captain continued his Spanish diatribe, gesturing wildly with his hands when the radio screeched, and Sarah could have sworn she heard Bryce’s voice, but she waved it off.

“Sarah!” This time his voice came in loud and clear. “Sarah, do you copy? Pick up the radio.”

The captain grabbed the radio before Sarah could reach for it and spewed his tirade into Bryce’s ear. She snatched the radio out of his hand then collapsed back into her seat. “How the hell do you do this shit? I mean, I’m on a boat you’ve never heard of, with a guy that doesn’t speak English, and yet you manage to find a way to get in contact with me.”

“Well, it’s really not that hard. With the satellite feed, I was still able to track your movements, and I could see the ship from the same images, so all I had to do was a simple broad scan of the frequencies until I—”

“You still don’t get that when I ask those questions, they’re rhetorical, do you?”

“Rick is gone, and so is Global Power.”

Sarah winced as she plugged the bullet hole in her calf with a bundle of gauze she pulled out of a first aid kit. “Yeah, I know. I stopped the bombs, though.”

“Vince is on his way back from Moscow now. I’ll have him pick you up on the way. You need any medical attention?”

Sarah glanced down at herself, taking in the amount of blood that had managed to make its way out of her body and onto her clothes. The scrapes, cuts, and bruises decorated her in a painful blanket. The internal pressure was almost too much to bear. 

“Nothing I can’t patch up myself.” The answer was nonchalant, but Bryce couldn’t see her almost passed out sitting down.

“Well, I’ll have Vince put a package together anyway. You gonna be all right until he gets there?”

“Oh, yeah. Just me and Captain and Tennille.” Sarah dropped the radio, and the captain continued his verbal assault, but she knew Bryce wasn’t listening anymore. She shifted in her chair and spotted a bottle of tequila behind the first aid kit. 

“You wouldn’t happen to have any ice and salt, would you?” The man responded in gibberish, and she popped the top off the bottle and took a swig. “I’ll take that as a no.”








Chapter 10

The moment Sarah set foot on the chopper that took her to the jet that had a direct flight to Chicago, she snatched Vinny’s phone and called her brother. To her dismay, it went straight to voicemail. “Benny, it’s Sarah. Hey, call me as soon as you get this, all right?” She didn’t bother calling more than once. She didn’t think she could take it if he didn’t answer again. HQ didn’t have any field agents to spare to perform a house check at her brother’s, so all she could do was sit and fidget as the doctor stitched her up and plugged an IV into her arm.

The moment they touched down, she rushed to her brother’s house, but when she opened the door, no one was there. The cars were still in the driveway, everything was still neatly tucked away, but no one was home. She went straight back to HQ, where both Bryce and Mack were waiting for her. She could tell their expressions were worried, but she didn’t know why. 

“Did you already do it? Did you already get them to a safe house?” She was out of breath, panting, even though the jog over had been light, easy. Neither of them answered. “Where are they?”

“Sarah, we don’t know how they found them,” Bryce said. “There wasn’t any trace linking Ben, Becca, and the kids back to you.”

“What happened, Bryce?”

“Demps. He has them.”

All her senses went blind with rage, overpowering the pain still coursing through her body. The yell that penetrated the floor of HQ was primal, ancient. It had lain dormant for years, and now it was awake. It was angry. And it was in control.







Agent Hill-Powerless
Chapter 1

From the rooftops of the apartment complexes, you could see the decay of the Chicago neighborhoods in broad daylight. Rusted cars, sagging roofs, bars protecting broken windows, boarded-up doors, graffiti spray painted in reds, yellows, greens, and whites. The alleyways and streets were littered with trash, broken bottles, used needles, and the smell of people too tired, hungry, and weak to dispose of their business in what conventional plumbing was left in the city.

With the exception of the blaring horns, the sporadic gunfire echoing down side alleys, and the shattered cymbal-like crash of store windows, the city was quiet. The hum of generators had finally ceased after four days. The gas stations hadn’t received a delivery in more than a week, and anyone who wasn’t out of the city by now was most likely causing problems for anyone with a gallon of water or fuel.

Agent Sarah Hill gently kicked both her legs off the side of one of the six-story brick apartment complexes in the West Side of Chicago. Only a few light scars still rested on her face, which was covered in a thick coat of sweat. Her sleeves were rolled up all the way to her shoulders, exposing her toned, muscular arms to the afternoon sun above. Her black jacket rested in a folded half next to her. A .45 Colt 1911 pistol hung on either side of the dual-shoulder holster. The belt she wore held four extra magazines of ammo along with two small yet very powerful C-4 explosive devices, which she had found very handy as of late, and a small lock-picking set.

Sarah reached for the bottle of water and took a few gulps then poured a little bit into her hand and dabbed the back of her sundrenched neck. While the all-black, high-tech Kevlar woven fabric that comprised her shirt and pants made for fantastic field gear, it did little to cool her in the blazing heat.

“You know, you should really get into some shade,” Bryce said.

The small black dot on the inside of Sarah’s ear connected her to her support agent, Bryce Milks, who was able to view all her movements through their agency’s satellite hovering more than five hundred miles above the Earth’s surface.

“And you really need to get a girlfriend,” Sarah answered, watching a group of men gather at the end of an alleyway. “You did get rid of those toys you had at your apartment, right?”

“Okay, first of all, they’re models, not toys—”

“Wait!” Sarah said, stretching out her arms as if he were there in front of her to make him stop. “Can you hear that? It’s the sound of your sex life screaming out in pain.” Sarah cupped her hands over her mouth, giving her a slight echo, and lowering her voice. “Help me. Please, help me.”

“All right, so when was the last time you went out on a date?”

“What are you talking about? I go out on dates all the time. I’m on a date right now, in fact.”

“With whom?”

“Crime,” Sarah said, squinting her eyes and looking out into the Chicago skyline. “We should talk to Mack about making an action figure based off of me. Those things would sell like hotcakes.”

“Yes, I can see it now. Sexually promiscuous, foul-mouthed Barbie doll. Mothers will go nuts for those,” Bryce replied.

“I’ll have you know I’m a fantastic role model.” Sarah looked back down at the gathering group of wild-eyed individuals and watched one of them remove a pistol from the back of his jeans, while the rest wielded crowbars, knives, and large pieces of wood. Their slow, methodical path seemed to be set toward a convenience store down at the end of the street that still had most of its windows intact. “I’ve got a mob heading east on Superior Street.”

Sarah swung her legs from the side of the ledge back to the roof, grabbing her jacket and seamlessly sliding her arms into the sleeves on her jog to the fire escape. She jumped down each flight of stairs, the metal grates rattling with each impact, until she finally landed on the asphalt of the alleyway.

“That’s the fourth one today,” Bryce said. “People are getting desperate.”

“People do some crazy shit when they get hungry. Hell, I once broke a cash register at a Rally’s because they were out of fries.” The mob circled the store, screaming their threats to the frightened owner through the windows. Sarah cracked her knuckles as she closed in on the mob. “Did you call it in?”

“Yeah, but it’s not doing any good. The cops stopped answering calls two days ago.”

“Good thing I’m here, then.”

“Remember, no guns.”

“Yeah, yeah, I remember. Don’t shoot civilians who are deliberately breaking the law. It’s like you don’t think I ever read the mission docs.”

Bryce paused a moment before answering. “That’s because you don’t read the mission docs. You always have me give you a summarized version.”

“Tomatoes, tomahtoes.” Sarah scooted up on the back side of the mob, examining each of them. Height, weight, weapon of choice, clothing, and any weak points she could exploit. She stood there for a good sixty seconds with none of them noticing until she tapped one of the men in the back of the group on the shoulder. He spun around, sweat dripping down his face, squinting from the glare of the sun flooding his eyes. Sarah smiled. “I’m here for the neighbors-fighting-neighbors convention. Is this the line for the sign-in sheet?”

The man looked her up and down and elbowed his friend next to him. “John, you see this bitch?” John turned around and gave the same angry, empty-eyed squint that his buddy did. “I’d get out of here if you know what’s good for you, sweetheart.”

“Funny, I was just going to say the same thing to you.” Sarah punched the one named John in the face first, causing him to drop the crowbar in his hands, which Sarah caught with her left hand then brought to the side of his friend’s knee hard, knocking him to the ground. Their moans and curses caused the rest of their fellow looters to turn around. The one man wielding the pistol immediately aimed his gun at her, but she didn’t flinch; his hand was shaking. She took a few steps into the mob, gripping each end of the crowbar across the back of her shoulders. The men around her kept their distance, still eyeing their whimpering colleagues on the ground. “So, here’s the deal, boys. I get that it’s hot, and you’re hungry, tired, and frustrated, but instead of destroying that fine Chicago establishment of commerce, you’re going to go home. Or head to a relief center. Because if you don’t, you’ll be joining your two friends back there.”Sarah gestured to the two men, now staggering or crawling away. She watched the constipated faces of twelve fully grown men as they struggled to determine whether they wanted to take their chances with the five-foot-seven, 125-pound woman in front of them. “Well?” Sarah asked.

They all looked back at one man, whom Sarah determined was their “leader” and the brains of the operation—and who just so happened to be wielding the pistol—waiting for their orders. All of them were crouched low, poised to strike if the order came. All the while, Sarah couldn’t stop staring at one of the men’s tattoos. She tilted her head to the side and scrunched her face, trying to figure out what the hell it was. She pointed her finger at it. “Is that a skunk on your arm?”

“Get her!”

The skunk-tattooed man lunged first, and Sarah quickly swung the tip of the crowbar across his face, sending three teeth out of his mouth and his body to the ground. Two more assailants with pocketknives jabbed the air around her stomach as she swiveled left and right, avoiding the blades. She gripped both ends of the crowbar and brought the side of it down against their forearms, cracking bones and forcing them to release the knives from their hands. She kept the same grip on the crowbar and shoved the piece of iron into the top rows of their teeth.

With four of their group down, the remaining eight—minus the fearless leader—circled Sarah with what was left of their gumption, each of them jerking nervously, jutting their knives, bats, and sticks like Neanderthals prodding a saber-tooth during the dawn of men. Finally, one of them broke ranks and entered the circle of death, where Sarah jabbed the end of the crowbar into the man’s eye, and he dropped to the ground, moaning in pain.

Another lunge came from behind. Sarah ducked, missing the swing of the bat, and swept the man’s legs out from under him, where he joined his comrade and received a swift crack across the jaw from the crowbar’s end. Both men gripped their injuries, acting as though their hands would be able to heal their wounds as long as they kept hold really, really tight.

The remaining five bum rushed her with a variety of punches, kicks, swings, and jabs, which she blocked and counterstruck. Except for a fist that managed to land on the tip of her chin—to which she immediately retaliated with the crowbar to the groin—she didn’t have a scratch left on her. When she was done, all but the leader were crawling around on the asphalt, trying to escape any further punishment.

The pistol shook in his hand, and he finally dropped it and put his hands in the air. “It’s not even loaded, all right?”

Sarah took a few steps forward, making sure to step on as many hands, arms, and legs as she could on her way over to him. She patted the end of the crowbar in her palm in an ominous cadence until she was standing right in front of him. “I knew it wasn’t loaded.” Confusion spread over the man’s face as he slowly took a step back. “Because if it was, I would have shot you before you left the alleyway. Now, are you going to be doing this again anytime soon?”

The man shook his head. “N-no. No, I w-won’t.”

“Good,” Sarah said. “Because the next time I see you, or any of these thugs, thinking you can muscle your way into getting whatever you want, I won’t be taking it easy on you.” The man nodded, and Sarah smiled. She stood there for a moment, letting the suspense build along with the man’s trembling. “Boo!” Sarah jerked her head forward, and the man flinched then sprinted as fast as he could in the other direction while the rest of his men joined him in the full retreat.

Sarah twirled the crowbar in her hands, chuckling to herself at the sight of the goons running with their tails between their legs. She dropped the crowbar, and the piece of iron smacked into the concrete with a sharp clank. The store owner came out of his shop, looking at her as if he’d just seen a ghost. “I don’t think they’ll be back anytime soon.”

The old man didn’t have much hair left on his head, with the exception of a few wisps of white that fell across the very top. His hands were crooked with arthritis, and he walked with a limp and a hunch in his back. He gently took Sarah’s hand and held it between his wrinkled and calloused palms. “Thank you.” He spoke with a slightly broken accent that she couldn’t place.

Sarah didn’t respond with anything else. She found herself staring into his eyes, and she couldn’t figure out why until she realized that they were the same color as Ella’s. She quickly pulled back her hand and started running. The increased speed of her jog accelerated her heart rate, her breathing, and the sweat forming on her face and under her clothes. She could hear Bryce’s voice echoing in her ear, asking her if she was all right, asking her what she was doing, but she just kept running.

Move. Just keep moving until you find them.

***

The six monitors on Bryce Milks’s desk were filled with everything from Sarah’s escapades in Chicago to other field agents in Moscow, London, Beijing, Paris, and Rome. Any major city that the GSF could deploy assets to help with the global grid failure where they had boots on the ground, they did. And as busy as Bryce was, the rest of the HQ was in just as much chaos. There wasn’t a single support or field agent who wasn’t stretched beyond their means. But probably none as much as Sarah.

Despite both his and Mack’s warnings that she was going to burn herself out, she would only come back to HQ for food or a quick restock of ammo or water. She had turned herself into a machine, but even Bryce knew that machines could only run for so long.

“Has she taken a break yet?” Johnny asked.

“No,” Bryce answered. “Not yet.”

Johnny shook his head and went back to his monitors. “Christ.”

Each time Bryce brought it up with her, she would shrug it off, chalking it up to the fact that the rest of the field agents didn’t have the luxury of returning to HQ the number of times she did. The field agents abroad had a safe house, which Bryce reiterated each time she brought that up, but she would respond that he needed to go and pull his head out of his own ass.

It was all a coping mechanism, though, and Bryce just so happened to be on the receiving end of it. If it weren’t for the fact that he was in her ear the entire time, providing support, then she probably wouldn’t even be talking to anyone. He had to keep the lines of dialogue open. The worst thing for her right now was to be alone.

“Bryce!” Mack said, stepping out of his office in the middle of the floor.

Bryce quickly transferred the feed from his monitors to his phone, slid it into his pocket, and kept his headset on as he hurried over to the boss’s office. He shut the door behind him, and Mack pointed to the video feeds mounted on his office walls. “This isn’t good, Bryce. It’s been over a week, and we have no idea where this guy is?”

Bryce fiddled with his hands then pulled the phone out of his pocket, manipulating some of the satellite’s recent data. “Sir, I understand your frustration, but if they don’t keep the piece of software that’s doing this turned on, then I can’t track it.”







 

Mack stomped back and forth behind his desk, rattling the stained, empty coffee mug, which he absentmindedly picked up and brought to his lips. When the life-sustaining liquid didn’t greet his mouth, he pressed his intercom button so hard, he almost broke it. “Grace! Where the hell is my coffee?”

The voice that responded was polite and even toned. “Right away, Mr. Farr.” Three seconds later, Grace walked in at a deceptively leisurely pace and poured Mack a fresh cup. She gave Bryce a smile that made his cheeks flush, and he turned to watch her leave. Even after she was out the door and it closed behind her, Bryce stared at the space she had left.

“Bryce!” Mack said, thumping his fist onto the desk, causing the fresh coffee to slosh over the side of his mug.

Bryce snapped to attention with a deer-caught-in-headlights face. “Yes, sorry, the door... I just think that... something... the door...” Bryce continued the pointing and rambling for another few seconds and quit just before Mack looked like the top of his head was about to erupt in a fiery explosion of death threats.

“We need to find these people,” Mack said, his voice slightly calmer. He pointed back up to the screens behind him. “There are millions—millions, Bryce—of people who are struggling to stay alive right now. The governments can’t handle this type of chaos, and neither can we. We have to get the power back on.”

“I understand, sir. I’ll try reworking a few of my coding sequences with the satellite to see if I can pick up a trail.” Bryce turned to leave, and just before he got to the door, Mack called out to him.

“How’s she holding up?” Mack asked.

Bryce figured he’d ask about her, and he’d fought back and forth over how he wanted to handle it. He knew that Sarah wouldn’t want Mack knowing anything, but at the same time, he knew Mack just wanted to help. “She’s trying her best, sir.”

Mack nodded, his head hanging low between his shoulders as he hunched over his desk. Bryce watched the lines on his face fold in the strained effort of concern. “Keep an eye on her, Bryce. She’s going through a lot right now.”

“Just one more reason to find the bastards behind all this,” Bryce answered. Mack smiled and nodded.

Once he made it back to his desk, Bryce collapsed into his chair and transferred the images from his phone back to his computer. Johnny looked over at him, raising his eyebrows in the hopes of hearing any good news, but Bryce simply shook his head. He turned his attention to the screen in the bottom left-hand corner that was always up, no matter what.

The window Bryce maximized brought with it millions of data points. This was the GSF satellite. It was the nerve center of their entire operation. It allowed Bryce and the rest of the support agents to track and assess any situation, anywhere in the world. The satellite was the hub of their communication, intelligence assimilation, and security. It was one of the most sophisticated pieces of hardware in the world, if not the most sophisticated. It was Bryce’s baby, and he made sure to always take care of it.

While Bryce did his best to try and locate the software, known as Global Power, that was responsible for knocking out every modern power grid in the world, the rest of the images on the screen continued to be filled with nothing but destruction. Gangs, looters, terrorists, extremists, all taking advantage of those who didn’t have the ability to protect themselves. A sour mix churned in his stomach as he watched the feed. It was the perfect environment for the rats and cockroaches to scurry out from the cracks and shadows.

Bryce glanced over to his neighbor, Johnny, and noticed his agent on an unintentional path to a group of armed men. “Johnny.”

The noise brought Johnny out of whatever daydream he was caught in. “Shit. Thanks, Bryce.” Johnny pulled up the screen and notified his agent. “Vinny, you’ve got a lot of action happening at the intersection of Karmanitskiy and Troilinskyiy. No firearms in the group, but quite a few blades.”

Every single agent in the field was putting him-or herself at greater risk of exposure the longer this went on. As well trained as these guys were, Bryce knew that with the amount of people in the city and the longer they went without any supplies of food and water, the more desperate they would become. All it would take would be one stray ricochet to bring an agent down. No amount of training could prepare you for something like that.








Chapter 2

The room was dark and damp and smelled of shit. The width of the box was less than an arm’s length, but Ben had given up trying to maneuver around what little space he had. He just sat in the corner, tucked in a ball, doing his best to stay out of the mess he’d reserved for the corner opposite where he sat. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen sunlight—or any light, for that matter. He could have been trapped inside for days, weeks, or months. But he knew it couldn’t have been that long. While his urine stung when he peed, he was still secreting water.

Whenever Ben felt his mind slip into the blank space of insanity and madness, he forced all his concentration onto his family. His whole body would shake, his eyes squinted shut, looking at the faces of his daughter, his son, and his wife. He just wanted them to be safe. He just wanted to make sure they were all right. That’s all that mattered to him now.

The door to his cell opened and blinded him with the whitest light he’d ever seen, revealing the slop and mess he’d been living in. His face was slightly bruised, and his lips were chapped and split. He knew his body was dehydrated, but everything had become so foggy that he sometimes forgot how he’d arrived in the tiny death cell.

Two pairs of arms lifted him from the ground and dragged his motionless body out of the cell and into the white light still blinding him. Slowly, the light morphed into blurred shapes, and he felt himself being pulled into another room and set on a chair. The room was clean, and he became aware of the polished-steel table in front of him.

More figures entered. Ben couldn’t see their faces, but the shapes of their bodies started to come into focus. They looked more like people and less like the shapeless aliens that had extracted him earlier. One of them was talking to him. Ben could hear his voice, but it was nothing but mumbled jargon. It wasn’t until the hard smack across his face, stirring him awake from his stupor, that the man’s words finally reached his ears in the coherent manner in which they were intended.

“Mr. Hill,” the man repeated. “Where is your sister?”

It took a moment for the words to sink in, and the features of the man standing in front of him finally came into focus. The man was tall—taller than anyone he’d ever seen before. The face was hard, emotionless. Behind the emotionless man was a large piece of mirrored glass. He caught a brief glimpse of himself and recoiled.

“Where is your sister, Mr. Hill?” the man repeated, keeping the same robotic tone as before.

“My family. I want to see my family.” Their faces came to his mind slowly, like a beached vessel rising with the incoming tide. The longer he concentrated on them, the higher the water rose, lifting his mind from the muck it’d been stuck in for the past several days. The tall man paused then snapped his fingers, and the mirrored glass transformed into a window. Inside, Ben could see his wife, Becca, his son, Matthew, and his daughter, Ella.

The three looked healthy but tired, especially his wife. She sat in the corner while the kids played on the floor with a few toys. She bounced her knee, chewing her fingernail with an obsessive nervousness that she reserved for moments when she felt stressed.

Ben rose from his seat, the restricting hands no longer keeping him down. His eyes watered, and his bottom lip quivered more intensely the closer he moved to the window. He pressed his hands against the glass, his fingers and palms spreading flat. “Becca.” The word came out as a whisper, followed by the names of his children. He patted the window with his hand. The glass had the feel and thickness of concrete, each hit with his palm doing nothing more than creating a dull smack. He beat the glass harder, his voice rising, screaming their names. But no matter how hard he beat the glass, no matter how loud he screamed, they never looked up. He was invisible to them.

Tears and snot dribbled down his face as the two guards pulled him from the window, leaving nothing but his smudged fingerprints on the glass. When he was forced back down into his chair, the stone-faced man snapped his fingers again, and the window returned to the mirrored glass, where Ben saw his reflection once more, but in a graver state than before. “Bring them back. I want to talk to them, now!”

The tall man stepped around the table and sat on the edge, right next to the dribble of spit that had flown from Ben’s mouth. He pulled a napkin from the inside of his suit jacket and wiped the table down, restoring it to the same pristine cleanliness as before. He folded the napkin up and left it rested neatly on the table.







 

Before Ben had time to react, a hard right cross knocked him out of his chair and onto the ground. The blow brought back the dizzying confusion and blurred figures from before. He wobbled on all fours, his arms and legs almost too weak to support him. The left side of his face felt numb, tingly, and swollen. He looked up from the floor, and the blur of another fist crashed into his nose, knocking him backward.

The tall man lifted Ben off the ground and slammed him up against the wall, his feet completely off the floor. The back of his head cracked hard against the concrete, sending another wave of pain through his skull. Ben did his best to focus, but the pounding in his head combined with the ringing in his ears made it hard for him to just breathe.

“If you don’t tell me where your sister is, I’m going to bring one of your kids into this room, and I’m going to shoot them in front of you, and that will continue until you’ve either told me where to find your sister or you’ve run out of children.”

“Chicago,” Ben answered.

“Where in Chicago?”

“3324 North Clifton Avenue.”

The man let go of Ben’s collar, and he dropped to the floor. The two guards picked Ben up and carried him back into the dark cell from which they’d collected him. The door clanged shut, and Ben was once again sealed into darkness. He crawled back into the corner and curled up into a ball, shaking, the sting from his wounds still fresh on his skin.

Why did these people want his sister? What did she do? He may have just sentenced his sister to a fate worse than his own, and for that he would always be regretful, but he hoped she’d understand why he did it. Matt and Ella were just as important to her as they were to him.

***

Heath wiped the blood from his knuckles and tossed the dirty rag into the trash can. His steps were quick and precise down the hallway. The men behind him had trouble keeping up with his long strides and had to step twice as fast to keep pace.

Rick’s secretary was just outside his door, and she gave him a smile as he approached. “You can go right in, Heath. He’s been waiting for you.”

Heath nodded, and he straightened his tie and buttoned his jacket upon entering. He pushed the door open, and the men following him halted, standing outside the door as it slowly closed and fighting like children trying to sneak a look into the closet where the Christmas presents were stored.

Heath had worked for men of all different varieties with different rules, but none of them aligned as closely with his own until he’d met Mr. Demps. He’d heard of the man long before he started working for him. In fact, it was a referral from another client that had brought him under his wing. That was nine years ago. After that, he decided that this was the last man he’d render his services to.

Mr. Demps was at his desk, looking over paperwork. The office was a mixture of concrete, steel, and wood. All polished, all clean, all simple. It had the same efficiency of space, materials, and content as the office back in New York. All that was missing was the skyline background. Heath dropped a report on Rick’s desk then kept his hands at his sides, staring straight ahead, waiting for Mr. Demps to finish.

“I hope that’s good news,” Mr. Demps said.

“I believe you’ll be pleased, sir.”

Mr. Demps placed both palms on his desk, splaying his fingers out around the manila folder that was the report. A large ring with a ruby centered in the middle of it circled his index finger. He tapped it rhythmically on the flat desk. His eyes scrolled down the text of the first page like a computer processing information then fluidly moved on to the next page. The ritual continued until Mr. Demps reached the end of the report and set the folder aside. He folded his hands together and leaned back in his chair.

“And we’ve confirmed this?” Mr. Demps asked.

“Yes, sir. We double-checked it with her tax statements as well as the checking account. That is her home address.” Heath’s long limbs hung rigid at his sides, his spine thick and tall, like that of a redwood, towering above everything around it.

“What assets do we have in Chicago?” Mr. Demps asked.

“We have a mercenary team stationed there, sir. At least thirty men.”

“Put them into action, and I want you to personally lead them in.”

Heath broke his glance and looked down at Mr. Demps, forcing back a smile from his face. “Yes, sir.”

***

The long lines of stone stretched for hundreds of yards. The headstones ranged in size from small crosses and concrete plates barely raised from the ground to massive mausoleums of marble etched with intricate designs of faith and family. The multicolored shades of grey contrasted against the bright tufts of green grass cutting between the graves.

Sarah stepped lightly through the tall grass, most of the graveyard lying unkempt and wild, until she made it to two polished-marble headstones so close together that they were practically touching. The small sliver of space between the two stones acted as a parallel line stretching for infinity.

Sarah ran her hand over the smooth marble, tracing the letters of the names etched in the stone. “Hey, guys.” Her words were soft, and she let her hand fall limply to her side. “I know it’s been a while since I’ve visited. Work’s been busy.”

The concussive blasts of gunshots echoed somewhere in the distance, and her hand instinctively went to the pistol concealed under her jacket. Her body went rigid, and she scanned the area, searching for any threats that could be near. The shots were at least a mile away, and there wasn’t a body in sight, at least not a living one. She removed her hand from the pistol’s grip and formed a fist. “I’ll find them.” The words were resilient, harsh. “I’ll bring them home. I promise you that.”

Sarah brought both hands to her lips and kissed her fingertips. She rested one hand on each headstone and closed her eyes. She searched for her father’s words, seeking comfort or wisdom or anything that she could remember about him.

But the words never came. Their memories were fading from her. Their crisp figures began to blur. Remember. Her eyelids spasmed from the building pressure of forcing her eyes shut. For a moment, her father’s face came into view, and he smiled then turned to her mother, taking her hand, and they danced. But the vision flashed for only a moment before it was blurred again.

Sarah opened her eyes, and she felt a wave of tension release from her body. She had not realized the rigidness of her own muscles. The longer her parents were in the ground, the less she remembered them, and with it the feeling of shame grew. Out of all the things she could do, all her physical gifts and her skills, she couldn’t remember what her father used to say to her before she went to bed at night. She turned her back on the stones and trudged through the long grass toward the rusted iron entrance gate of the cemetery.








Chapter 3

Whatever North Clifton Avenue used to look like, Heath couldn’t tell. Trash cans were tipped over, with their contents spilled out onto the street. Doors were broken, windows smashed, cars wrecked into the lifeless power line poles, void of any electrical current.

Any semblance of order and law had evacuated, and Heath felt the disgust swell up inside until it manifested in the twisted anger of his face. It was a sight one would see in the streets of the Middle East or some war-torn nation riddled with civil unrest. He nodded over to the unit of men on the left side of the street, and they marched down the sidewalk, armed with assault rifles and protected with Kevlar jackets.

Out of his right peripheral vision, he could see a few scared faces look at them through the broken windows of what was left of their homes. These people were used to crime, but it wasn’t likely that any of them had seen something like this.

One man came out on his front steps, wielding a knife. “Hey! Get out of here! Now!” His clothes were dirty and his hair as wild as the expression on his face. He took a few steps down the stoop from the apartment building, despite Heath and his men advancing into the area. “You hear me? We don’t need your help!”

The man’s words had sparked the courage of a few others who had started to make their way out onto the stoops of their buildings. Heath kept his eye on the building numbers, searching for 3324, and he finally spotted it where the man with the knife on his stoop was shouting at them.

Heath took the lead, keeping his rifle up, peering through the scope. The moment Heath placed his foot on the first step of the stoop, the man wielding the knife took a step back but then stopped in front of the door, blocking the entrance. “Hey, man, you can’t just—”

The suppressor around Heath’s rifle couldn’t completely mask the sound of the bullet ejected from the muzzle and into the man’s heart, but the sight of blood spraying from his chest was enough to trigger a cascade of screams and slamming doors from the rest of the neighborhood’s onlookers as Heath stepped over the body and into the foyer of the building.

The inside of the building was hot with the humid stench of filth and human decay. Heath’s face twitched in irritated spasms. Every second he lingered here, his body was poisoned by the unsanitary beasts that inhabited the area. The sooner he killed the bitch, the faster he could get out.

Heath held up his hand as they approached Sarah’s door. He carefully scanned the frame for any potential explosives or trip wires, and once he determined it was clear, he placed a small bit of explosive on the doorframe, wedged right between the handle and the frame. He and the rest of his men stood back, and the bomb exploded into a mixture of wood and dust, sending the door flying backward into the room.

Heath led the charge into the room and burst through the smoke. An old, worn couch and a kitchen table filled the living room. He passed a few pictures on the walls and made his way into the kitchen, where the counters were bare of anything but cobwebs. He lowered the rifle once he made it to the utility room, and the shouts from his men echoed through the small apartment, signaling that the place was empty.

“Bedroom clear.”

“Living room clear.”

“Kitchen clear,” Heath said and joined the rest of his men in the settling dust in the living room. He went to the bedroom and pulled out the drawers of the dresser inside. All were empty except for one shirt and a pair of shorts. He checked the closet—nothing. He stomped across the living room and back into the kitchen. Only one plate, a cup, and a few pieces of silverware were in the drawers and cupboards. The fridge was bare and the freezer the same. He slammed the fridge door shut, and it shook the rest of the cabinets. With the condition the place was in, it looked like she hadn’t been here in months.

***

The .45 caliber rounds spilled from the box in Sarah’s hand and rolled across the counter. She caught the majority of them in her palm before they hit the floor, but a few clanged against the hard tile. She shook her head, trying to break up the clouds of fog in her mind. Her knees popped slightly as she squatted down to pick up the bullets, and she gave a light grunt when she lifted herself back up.

“You need to take a break.”

Sarah turned around, and Bryce had his arms folded across his chest. She returned her focus to loading the empty magazines. “Where are we at with locating Demps?”

“Sarah, you’re exhausted. The only breaks you’ve given yourself are when you come to reload or grab some water or something to eat, then you’re back out in the streets.”

“Well, I can’t let my hoes get out of line out there. Just trying to keep my pimp hand strong.”

“Sarah—”

“It’s my fault they’re gone, Bryce.” She slammed the loaded magazine into her pistol and turned around. “We don’t even know if they’re alive. What am I supposed to do, huh? Just sit around and wait for something to happen?”

Bryce took a few steps forward and placed his thin hand on her shoulder, and despite its size, it felt oddly heavy. “I know you want to find them, but you won’t do them any good if you die of exhaustion before you get there.”

Sarah punched Bryce’s shoulder, and he stumbled a few steps back. “Yeah, well, I can still kick your ass.”

Before either of them could talk, Johnny came peeling around the corner of the armory, almost skidding into a pile of grenades. “Decoy house alarm just went off!”

“Whose is it?” Bryce asked.

“Sarah’s.”

Johnny sprinted out of the armory, and Sarah and Bryce both raised their eyebrows. The two rushed to Bryce’s computer where the alert came through, and a few brushes of the keystrokes later, they had video feed of the apartment. “Holy shit,” Bryce said.

“They blew my door down!” Sarah exclaimed. One of the men had his feet rested on the couch while the rest of them were turning the place upside down. They tore into walls, cabinets, the carpet—anything they could get their hands on. The one T-shirt she had at the place was thrown on the ground and covered in dusty boot prints. “So that’s where I left that shirt.”

Bryce adjusted the feed to the building’s exterior, where twenty men sat, positioned in different locations along the street. “I think they’re waiting for you to show up.”

“Well, you know how much I hate to disappoint.”

Bryce grabbed her wrist. “Sarah, you’re going to need backup for this.”

She pulled her hand back. “That’s what I have you for.” She pulled the pistol from her holster and flicked the safety lever off.

***

Clifton Avenue was in worse shape than Sarah remembered. She passed a yard with a cluster of beer cans and children’s toys littered in it. “I’m all for lowering the drinking age, but that’s just ridiculous.” She kept her eyes peeled on her decoy apartment building down the street. The sniper rifle on her back smacked against it in two pieces. She snuck around the side of one of the apartment buildings and climbed the fire escape. “When was the last time you actually fired one of these things?”

“During my annual training review last year,” Bryce answered.

Sarah grabbed hold of the roof’s ledge and pulled herself up, as the stairs wouldn’t take her all the rest of the way. “And when was the last time you actually fired one of these in the field?”

“Sarah, the training exercises are perfectly realistic.”

“Says the man who has a plastic sex doll.”

“You’re the one who bought that for me! I didn’t want it!”

Sarah chuckled and pulled the two pieces of massive steel off her back and put them together. “I just wish I could have seen the look on your family’s face when you opened that at Christmas. Best hundred bucks I ever spent.” She pulled the stand down from the stock and positioned the rifle on the edge of the roof.

“You know my cousin didn’t invite me to her wedding because of that stunt.”

“Hey, at least you didn’t have to buy them a gift.”

“I did still have to buy them a gift.”

“Really? If that’s the case, then I think I know why my extended family doesn’t talk to me anymore.” Sarah locked the stand into place and booted up the rifle’s connection link to the satellite. “How’s it looking?”

“I’m live.”

“Just make sure you don’t shoot me.” Sarah scaled down the side of the building and retreated toward the back. The row of apartment buildings was backed up against a chain-link fence, and beyond that was a large lake that stretched for a few hundred yards to another set of apartment buildings on the other side. She continued down the back until she made it to the last building, where there wasn’t a gaggle of henchmen standing guard. “Light ’em up, Cowboy.”

The gunfire from the automated rifle on the rooftop boomed and targeted as many pieces of flesh as Bryce could locate with the target sensor. The sudden burst of gunfire confused them, causing the men to duck for the cover of the alleyways to avoid the rain of lead.

Sarah worked her way from the rear of the alleyway, her feet swift and light as four guards concentrated their efforts on the rooftop ruse. She wielded both pistols and put a bullet in each of their heads before they could turn around. She sprinted back along the fence behind the apartment and moved on to the next alleyway.

The .50 caliber gunfire blasted whatever bits of brick and concrete the goons tried hiding behind, and if Bryce’s shots didn’t kill them, Sarah’s did. She crept along the back side, taking them out in small clusters. None of them heard her gunshots, as they fitted neatly into the bullet-ridden chaos surrounding them. Ten bodies lay in her wake before Bryce’s rifle’s magazine was spent.

The gunfire stopped, and the remaining henchmen stretched out their necks from behind the buildings, looking into the street for their hidden assassin. Three men were at the front of the alleyway as Sarah crept forward, keeping her steps light. Before one of them turned, she squeezed the triggers of both pistols, killing all three of them before they could lift their rifles.

The breach of silence triggered the remaining henchmen to gather at the front of the alleyway, where they funneled their bullets toward Sarah, who ducked behind a dumpster for cover. Loud thumps smacked the opposite side of her metal shield, sending vibrations through her body as she ejected both empty magazines and reloaded.

“You’ve got company headed around the back,” Bryce said.

A few seconds later, three men turned the corner from the back side of the building, and Sarah kept her arms steady as two bullets pierced the metal less than three inches from her head. She lined up both pistols simultaneously to the foreheads of two of the assailants and squeezed the triggers then shifted her left hand, bringing the third man’s neck into view. The man hit the ground before the ejected shell did. Sarah looked to her left and her right to examine the bullet holes only inches from her head. “Is it just me, or are these guys getting worse at shooting? I mean, I’m not even moving right now.”

“Three more are heading to the roof,” Bryce said. “You’re in a kill box, Sarah. Get out of there now!”

Sarah peeked around the corner of the dumpster toward the front of the alley, where the rest of the men had gathered, slowly turning the metal trash container into Swiss cheese. She looked down at the wheels locked in place under the dumpster and slammed her foot on the lever, releasing the brake. She shoulder checked the massive container and pushed it forward.

“You’re going the wrong way!” Bryce said.

“What are you talking about?” Sarah asked, her face turning a light shade of red from the effort of pushing the massive steel tank. “The party’s out front.” Bullets ricocheted into the brick building next to her as her feet gained some momentum. She reached up top and pulled the dumpster’s steel lid over her head just before the shooters on the roof showered a storm of hot lead upon her.

Thunderous vibrations echoed above her from the deadly rain, and keeping one hand supporting the top of the lid and the other pushed up against the side of the dumpster, her legs finally started to break out into a sprint. “Okay, maybe this wasn’t the best idea.”

“You have three above, four on the left, and seven on the right,” Bryce said.

“Left it is!”

Sarah pivoted her weight to shift the behemoth dumpster toward her target, and she scraped against the other side of the alleyway, losing some of her momentum.

“There’s a wall there,” Bryce said.

“Shut up.” Sarah dug her heels in and ramped the dumpster back up to the speed she had attained before.

“Ten feet,” Bryce said.

The bullets attacked from all angles now, almost completely drowning out Bryce’s voice as she pushed harder.

“Five feet.”

The fire in her legs reached a fever pitch as her muscles sensed the end of their journey. She clenched her teeth, pushing through the pain, feeling the pounding of her pulse in every vein in her body.

“Three feet!”

Sarah dropped her arm from the lid, and it swung down and smacked her side. She reached for both pistols, using nothing but her shoulder to guide the dumpster now.

“Contact!”

The front of the dumpster knocked into two of the men on the side railing of the left building, and the recoil reverberated through the dumpster and into Sarah. She wielded both pistols and jumped from the left side of the dumpster, eliminating the threats there, then pushed her back against the dumpster, positioning it to guard her from the barrage of bullets on her right.

One of the guards on the left made contact with the Kevlar on her chest before she put him down, but the rest were easy kills. Sarah leaned into the dumpster’s far corner to continue its spinning slide, and she made sure to keep the dumpster between herself and the gunfire still coming from the right and the roof. She scooped up one of the rifles from the grip of a dead mercenary and tucked it under her shoulder. She smiled. “Did you see that?”

“Yes, I saw it.”

“Hey, Bryce.”

“No, please, don’t say it.”

“Time to take out the trash.”

“Aaaaand you said it.”

Sarah rolled the dumpster along the front side of the steps of the right building, where the remaining henchmen fired at her. She brought the scope of the rifle out from the side of the dumpster and aimed at the seven armed men on the stoop, half of them reloading and the other half still unloading their magazines into the dumpster’s side. The crosshairs of the scope on the assault rifle found five of the seven by the time the last two finished reloading their clips. The second-to-last shooter managed to graze her right arm with a bullet but was dead before he got another chance. The other was killed before his finger hit the trigger.

Smoke wafted from the tip of the rifle as Sarah lifted the muzzle to the roof, but the men had already scattered. Before she could ask, Bryce was already feeding the information into her ear. “Two went back down into the building, and the other one is heading down the fire escape on the north end of the building.”

“Taking the two inside.”

One of the men she’d killed had fallen inside the foyer of the building, staining the tile red. She stepped over the man’s side, keeping the rifle pointed up the winding staircase as she ascended one step at a time. “The landlord is gonna be pissed.”

“Keep in mind we need at least one of them alive,” Bryce said. “You can’t question a corpse.”

“Technically, you can question a corpse. They just don’t say anything back.” Sarah pushed open one of the doors, checking inside, but all she found was a quivering Ms. Hobbs as she huddled next to her cats, all meowing incessantly. “Hi, Ms. Hobbs, I’d just stay inside for a little while longer.” The woman nodded gravely, and Sarah smiled back at her. “Love what you did with the place, by the way. Hey, Whiskers!” She gently closed the door and continued up the stairs.

With each floor she ascended, she checked the apartments for bad guys and had Bryce do a thermal scan. Once she made it to the fourth floor, which was just below her apartment, Bryce got a good read on two bodies waiting for her at the top of the stairs.

The floors in the building were old, wooden, and not up to fire-safety code. The times when Sarah had had to stay here, she could’ve sworn the walls were made of cardboard. She lifted the rifle’s muzzle, right under the feet of the men upstairs.

“An inch to the left,” Bryce said, “and then your next target will be ten degrees north.”

Sarah shifted the rifle’s barrel slightly and rested her finger on the trigger. The staircase was dead quiet. Not even the sound of breathing could be heard. The boards above her finally creaked with the shifted weight of the man above, and she squeezed the trigger then immediately hit the next target. Two thuds and moaning cries followed, and before they sent a bullet through the floor and into her skull, she rushed up the stairs, shooting both of them in their Kevlar-protected chests. They dropped their rifles and focused on sucking air, trying to catch their breath. “Aw, what’s the matter, boys? Can’t breathe and shoot at the same time?”

Both were shot in the left foot, and one of them tried crawling away. “Oh, no you don’t.” Sarah stepped on his ankle, and he cried out. She shifted the barrel of the gun back and forth between the two of them. Their faces were etched with pain. “So, who wants a get-out-of-jail-free card? First person to tell me where your boss is gets it.”

“Fuck you, lady!”

Sarah aimed for the femoral artery in the man’s left leg and fired. A geyser of blood spurted from his leg, across his chest, and over the side of the railing. His face slowly drained of color until his fingers stopped twitching and his chest stopped moving up and down. She aimed the rifle at the other man, who held up his hands in surrender. “Looks like you’re our winner. And don’t be too upset that you won by default. Like my high school soccer coach always said, ‘Get off the field! You’re not even on the team!’” Sarah laughed. “He didn’t like me at all.”

***

The line of protestors outside the chancellor’s building in Berlin reached the tipping point. Crowd-control tactics had been deployed, but the agitation levels of the German people were beginning to become immune to the tear gas, beanbags, and batons. The dark clouds above, blocking out the summer sun, reflected the encroaching doom over the capitol building. It wouldn’t be long until the clouds burst with rain.

Chancellor Andrea Jollenbeck watched the growing crowd from the window of her study. The tops of their signs jutted up and down from the hedge of the bushes around her security fence, along with a few sporadic fists. The front lawn of her administration building was littered with glass bottles, sticks, cans—everything and anything her people could chuck over the fence.

It was hard for her to hear the shouts and chants over the generators and the thick bulletproof glass, but she could imagine what they were saying. Her country was in pain. The whole world was in pain, and she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to save them.

“Chancellor, they’re all ready for you.”

Andrea drew the curtain back and adjusted the jacket of her suit. She checked the mirror before heading into the conference room, catching a glimpse of the dark circles under her eyes she was no longer able to hide. The two service agents escorting her opened the double wooden doors to the conference room and closed them behind her, sealing her inside the secure room with the digital images of the other world leaders on the monitors mounted on the back wall.

“Mr. Presidents, Mr. Prime Ministers, I appreciate the time. I know how busy all of us are,” Andrea said.

The leaders joining her were the American president, the UK prime minister, the president of India, the Japanese prime minister, and the Italian president. While each face was unique to its respective culture, all of them shared the same lines of stress and fatigue that Andrea herself felt.

“I don’t have a lot of time, Andrea,” the American president said. “What was so urgent?”

“Every modern country in the world with public utilities and power plants is experiencing massive rioting, looting, and crime,” Andrea said. “Luckily, the safety features installed in most of our nuclear power plants here in Europe have been stabilized until we can get a handle on the situation, but I think we’re all ignoring the bigger threat here.”

“And what threat is that?” the Japanese Prime Minister asked.

“War.”

The faces on the screen shifted uncomfortably until the American president finally spoke up. “There isn’t a single first-world country that isn’t experiencing chaos. Everyone is barely containing the riots within their own borders.”

“All our intelligence indicates that the cause of the blackout was Global Power,” the UK prime minister replied. “None of our enemies knew about the program. We’re still working on tracking down those who are responsible.”

“What is it exactly that you’re suggesting, Chancellor?” the Italian president asked.

Andrea slid her palms across the desk’s smooth, glossy surface. She kept her head down, looking for the right words. Whatever she said next could trigger paranoia in each of her allies, something that was unadvisable in the current climate. “While I don’t believe that any coordinated plans are currently in motion, I believe that some may happen quickly. Since the events at the G7 Summit, we’ve had our own program used against us in the worst ways possible. It was a coordinated attack that over a dozen terrorist organizations are taking credit for, though we have determined none had a hand in orchestrating it. We’re dealing with someone who is organized, who is lethal, and who is intelligent. We need to be prepared for the worst-case scenario.”

“And how would you like us to do that, Chancellor?” the Japanese prime minister asked. “Everyone is barely limping along as it is.”

“I will petition the European Union and the UN to back Germany’s troops in establishing a western line of defense against Russia,” the chancellor said. “I would also advise that the Americans increase their naval presence in the North Indian Ocean as well as the perimeter of the East China Sea. All military levels would of course remain at a low alert status to ensure their presence wouldn’t be misconstrued as hostile.”

“That’s a bold move, Andrea,” the American president said. “The Chinese and the Russians will misconstrue any move in those areas as hostile, no matter what threat level we position ourselves as.”

“I believe it’s a risk that’s work taking, Mr. President.” Andrea folded her hands together. She examined the rest of the faces, studying the lines and movements of their mouths, eyes, and body language. She could tell it was making the majority of them uncomfortable, but they didn’t disagree with her.

“All right,” the American president said. “I’ll deploy carriers in both areas.”

“And I will back your petition to the UN and EU,” the UK prime minister replied. “We’ll put in our own petition for British troops in the area.”

“As will I,” the Italian president said.

“Thank you, gentlemen.”

The only one who hadn’t spoken was the Indian president. This was the first time India had taken a seat at the table on a major scale. Andrea didn’t want to exclude India, especially knowing the situation between that country and Pakistan. She was worried the president might construe the invitation as insulting once she spoke her piece about the Americans’ presence close to India’s waters, but she wanted to ensure there wasn’t any miscommunication in what they were trying to accomplish. It was Russia and China that were the main concerns. Not India.

“I wonder, Chancellor, if the programs developed by you and your allies were designed with this possibility in mind?” the Indian president asked. “Some may even go so far as to suggest this would put you in a strategically advantageous position.”

“Mr. President, I can assure you that none of this was premeditated in any way, shape, or form,” Andrea answered. “I would hope the fact that you’re here with us would be proof of that.”

“Of course, Chancellor. My apologies to both you and your colleagues,” the Indian president said.

Andrea gave a nod, which the president reciprocated, and the screens went blank. All except for the American president’s. With the glow from the other monitors now extinguished, the room felt darker. The light from the president’s monitor felt like a spotlight in an inquisition.

“All right, Andrea. What did you want to discuss with me?”

The very act of what she was about to propose was one that could severely hurt the relationship between the two nations, and with the atmosphere the way it was, she wasn’t sure it was the best course of action. But she had to know.

“Mr. President, during the incident at the summit last week, I was pinned down inside the building. My men were under heavy fire, but I was rescued by someone.”

“One of the security detail, no doubt,” the president answered.

Andrea nodded her head slowly. “Yes, that’s what I believed as well. However, a few days later, I was visited by a woman who snuck into my personal chambers, past all my security, and who had knowledge about Global Power.” She watched the president’s face very carefully. The slow morph of intrigue to indignation. Andrea was almost sorry she had brought it up in the first place. Almost.

“Andrea, I don’t like where this is heading.”

“I need to know if you’re operating on a larger scale than just your normal intelligence operations.” She did her best to relax her muscles, but the fact that these accusations could sever the relationship with one of her biggest allies betrayed her years of political training.

“Andrea, I can assure you that I do not have any agencies operating outside my authority,” the president said, “and I would never send one of my operatives into your private chambers. How could you even suggest something like that?”

The muscles along Andrea’s neck and back relaxed slightly after the president spoke. The lines on his face showed no indication that he was lying, and Andrea suddenly felt foolish for asking the question in the first place. “I apologize if I offended you, but it was something I had to ask you face to face.”

“I understand,” the president answered. “And I’ll be sure to follow up with my defense and security councils to ensure there haven’t been any unconstitutional endeavors.”

“Thank you, Mr. President.” While Andrea had felt a slight weight lift itself from her shoulders, she couldn’t help but feel a heavier one burden her as the president looked down. There was something he wasn’t telling her, something she was afraid to ask. “Frank,” she said. “What is it?”

It could have been the break in her formality or the stress of the past week or the fact that she had accused him of betraying the trust that was in such rare currency these days—arguably the most valuable resource they had left—but she watched the American president, the most powerful man in the world, widen his eyes in the anticipation of fear. But the fear of what, she had no idea. “Frank?”

“Nothing,” he said, shaking his head, and with it the brief lapse in emotion left. “I’m fine. It’s just been a long week.”

“It’s not going to slow down anytime soon,” Andrea replied. “Get some rest.”

“You too.”

The president disappeared, leaving Andrea alone. The only light left was the faint glow of the monitors, which cast the room in a dark glaze. She sat there in silence, knowing the moment she walked back out those conference room doors, she would be thrust back into the world and running the country that was falling apart from the inside out.

Despite the uphill battle she faced, she felt a sudden, invigorating pulse rush through her. The sense and mystery of the unknown had gripped her, something she hadn’t felt in a very long time—since her first days in politics over thirty years ago. She’d felt this way before, almost a week ago, during the same incident that she had described to the American president. The night when a woman, with no name and swearing no allegiance to any flag, had spoken to her. She couldn’t help but feel the moments were connected somehow, and she wondered if she’d ever find out who the woman in black really was.

***

Rick Demps strolled along the outside of the compound, needing a break from the rigors of his office. An armed escort followed him, watching the surrounding field diligently from atop their sentry wall. The smell of grass and nature filled Rick’s nostrils, and he immediately felt sick. The rolling hills of New Zealand were a poor substitute for the beautiful concrete skyline of New York. He yearned for the city, his city. But he would have to wait, at least for a little while longer.

“Mr. Demps,” one of the guards said. “A call is waiting for you inside.”

Rick nodded, taking in the vast green around him. The trees, the wind, the sun, the land, all in their natural state, all useless without the hands of men to yield what those elements offered. “I’ll turn this place into a parking lot.” He spat on the ground and walked back inside.

The conference room was already set up, and the Tuck Investment Board members were all accounted for on the monitor screens mounted on the wall. “Gentlemen, I hope you’re not finding this time too stressful.” Rick took his seat as the board members shook their heads, the loose skin on their faces and necks wobbling as they did.

“No, Mr. Demps,” one of the board members said. “Although I would say that it has been a bit of a nuisance with the lack of choices in my own kitchen. I haven’t had a decent meal in days.”

“It will be over soon enough, Mr. Hayes,” Demps said. “The terrorist organizations we’ve collaborated with are turning the world’s major cities into chaos. The leaders of those cities’ nations won’t be able to ignore us for much longer. They’ll give us whatever amount of money we demand.” He turned his attention to the middle screen, on which one of the board members had his face blurred, as he always did. Of all the men to invest in his company, that one had been the most reserved, but he always had a piece of information for him when he needed it most. Rick didn’t know his name, where he came from, or what his end game was, but as far as Rick was concerned, all that mattered was the dollar. And that man had quite a few of them. “I’ve already begun negotiations with a few interested countries that would like their power turned back on. I’ve sent the details to all your secretaries. If you have any questions, my assistants would be happy to walk you through the process. Till next time, gentlemen.”

Grumbles and nods proceeded, and the faces disappeared from the screen—all but one. The blurred face of his mystery investor remained, per usual, and whatever device he used to distort his voice rang through the speakers. “I’m told that you’re almost done with your pest.”

“Yes,” Demps said. “My men are tracking her down now.”

“And you have what you need to finish the job?”

“Yes, the security files you provided for the GSF facility were very thorough.”

“Good.”

Without another word, the screen went blank, finally leaving Rick alone. He pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed Heath. A few rings later, his right hand answered. “Bring everyone on board for this,” Rick said. “I want you to crush them.”








Chapter 4

Sarah marched her captive across the main floor, where every pair of support agent eyes watched the parading spectacle. She made sure to step on the back of his heel a few times, causing him to stumble and a smile to spread across her face each time she did it. The blindfold around his head was a security precaution that Sarah chose to keep on even after his arrival, which she had a little fun with, failing to tell him about any obstacles in his path.

The HQ didn’t have a proper interrogation room, so Sarah brought him into one of the empty offices and kicked him in the back of the knees, where he collapsed into the chair behind him. She locked both his legs and arms together, making sure he was completely immobile, then closed the blinds to the office and tore off his blindfold. “Hi, remember me?”

The man blinked ferociously, adjusting to the unnatural light around him. His faced was scarred and bruised from the earlier beating. He wiggled his shoulders, hips, and knees in a fruitless attempt to break free.

“Comfortable?” Sarah asked, twirling a chair around until the back faced her prisoner, and she squatted down right in front of him, resting her folded arms atop the chair’s back. She looked around the office, taking in the blank walls and empty desk. “I know it doesn’t look like much, but with a little paint, some throw rugs, maybe a few of those scented candles, I think you could really turn this place around.”

“You’re one cocky bitch, you know that?”

“It looks like somebody’s been reading my annual performance review.”

“You should have killed me in the field.”

“What? And miss all this bonding time?” She playfully punched his arm and smiled. “You know, I didn’t even catch your name. How rude of me.” Sarah reached for the knife on her hip. The blade scraped against the sheath as she pulled it out. The razor-sharp edge set a collision course for the exposed flesh of his neck. She tensed the muscles along her shoulder and arm, slowing the blade, regaining control, just before it touched the man’s jugular. “Who hired you?”

The man said nothing. Sarah applied another ounce of pressure, and the blade’s edge penetrated the flesh slightly, leaving a crimson gash on the side of his neck that trickled blood down his tanned skin. The man’s neck went rigid, tilting to the right, away from the blade’s edge.

The door to the office flung open, and an out-of-breath, red-faced Bryce greeted her. “I need you. Now.” He slammed the door shut, and Sarah removed the blade from the man’s neck. She put her hand on the door and turned around, pointing the tip of the blade, which dripped with his own blood, at him. “We’re not done here.”

Sarah wiped the blade on the edge of the door, scraping as much of the blood off as she could, then sheathed the weapon. She closed the door behind her and could see that most of the floor was in a massive panic. Every screen and monitor flashed with warning and error messages. Sarah joined Mack over by Bryce. “My Spidey sense is tingling.”

“We’re losing connection with the satellite link,” Bryce said, his fingers moving faster than his lips.

“Wipe all our servers,” Mack ordered. “If whoever is doing this has the ability to hack the satellite, then they’ll have the ability to view our secured information.”

“Sir, if I wipe it, I won’t be able to get it back,” Bryce said.

“Do it,” Mack ordered.

The lights in the room flashed red, painting everyone in a scarlet glow. Sarah’s eyes immediately fell to the door behind which their new prisoner was locked. “The system did a scan for any GPS trackers when I brought him in, right?”

“Yeah,” Bryce answered. “The scan came back negative.”

“Is there anything the scan doesn’t check for?”

“No, it’s calibrated to check for any known GPS tracking device. The system has the ability to pick up any digital signal.”

“What about nondigital signals?” Sarah asked.

“Nobody uses that technology anymore.”

Sarah sprinted back over to the office in which their prisoner was held, snatching a medical kit along the way. She dumped all the contents out, with the exception of the portable x-ray scanner. She burst through the door and started the process of scanning the man’s body, looking for any foreign objects. She pushed and rotated his arms and legs in awkward positions, at times triggering painful pops, until the small digital screen rested over a pen-cap-sized tube over his left shoulder. “Son of a bitch.”

Sarah ripped the cloth covering the man’s shoulder, which revealed fresh scar tissue. The man wailed and thrashed as she dug the blade into the meaty flesh and pried out the inch-long tube. It didn’t contain any microprocessor, only the remnants of an old radio tube used for shortwave frequencies. She crushed the tube in her fist and popped one across the man’s face. “Sneaky bastard.”

Sarah rushed back over to Mack and Bryce, who were still attempting to wipe the files. “It’s not a hack. It’s a breach. We’re about to have company.”

An explosion rocked the elevator, rumbling the ground and desks as chunks of rock, followed by a plume of smoke, flew from the elevator’s entrance and onto the floor. The dust clouded the red, flashing lights inside, and Sarah rushed over to her own computer. She banged on the keyboard and mouse, clicking random buttons. “Why isn’t this working?”

“It’s not plugged in,” Bryce said.

Sarah rolled her chair over to his desk, pushing Mack aside, “Sorry, boss.” She got right in Bryce’s ear while he attempted to finish the wiping of all their classified files. “You need to hack into the security feed.”

“What?” Bryce asked, not taking his eyes off the screen. “Why?”

“Because I’d like to know how many bullets I need.”

“Sarah, they’re not going to be able to get in.”

Another explosion rocked the base, triggering chunks of concrete to rain from the ceiling and crash into the desks, sending support agents running for their lives. Sarah swiveled her chair and looked at Bryce, whose fingers had yet to stop typing.

“Don’t say it,” Bryce said.

“What?” Sarah asked innocently as particles of concrete dust floated down from above them, covering the desk, keyboard, and monitors. She looked up at the cracked ceiling. “Oh, would you look at that.”

“We’ve got movement in the utilities room,” Bryce said, pulling up a secondary screen that provided him a view of the other levels of the facility. “We also have a group working through the service elevator from the factory entrance.”

Sarah hurried to the armory, stuffing as many bullets into as many magazines as she could. She threw on two belts, one across each of her shoulders, in a crisscross Rambo pattern. She holstered the two .45 Colts and snatched one of the AR-15 rifles off the gun rack. She was almost out the door when she spotted the box full of grenades. She stopped, turned her head, and reached over to pluck one out of the box. She headed out the door, stopped, rushed back inside, and grabbed three more, attaching them to her belt. “Better safe than sorry.”

The red lights started to flicker on and off as Sarah passed Bryce and Mack in the hall, where the rest of the support agents were in a frenzy trying to stop the shutdown of the satellite link. Bryce popped his head up from the computer as she ran across. “The server room! They’re trying to break in!”

“On it!” Sarah hightailed it to the staircase and sprinted down the steps, at times sliding down the railing. The server room was at the lowest level of the facility. Sarah’s footsteps pounded and echoed down the winding staircase, and her eyes strained from the dim emergency lighting around her, one of them illuminating the giant Level 19 plastered on the side of the wall. “We really need to get another elevator installed.”

Three levels before she made it to the bottom of the stairwell, she could see and smell the sparks from welding tools attempting to access the satellite server’s room. One of the infiltrators spotted her, and she pushed herself up against the side of the wall as bullets ricocheted in the metal cylinder that was the staircase. “Bryce, you still there?”

“For now.”

“The server doors are blast proof, right?”

“Yeah, why?”

“No reason.”

Sarah unclipped one of the explosives and triggered the magnetic strip, throwing it down the center of the staircase to the bottom, where it glued itself to the floor. She covered her head as the scurry of boots sounded before the explosive device detonated, spewing a twisting tornado of fire up the steps.

The heat from the blast singed a few of her hairs, and she could feel the heat rush across her back and arm. Smoke quickly followed, and Sarah coughed and hacked as she tried peering through the gray plumes, her eyes stinging from the smog. She eased her way down the steps, forcing the rifle in her hands to steady the closer she made it to the server floor.

Four charred, smoldering bodies lay motionless outside the server room. While the door had done its job to protect the servers, the mangled, twisted piece of metal hung bent from the door frame. “I hope Mack kept the receipt for that.”

“Sarah!” Bryce screamed over the radio. “Get up here now!”

Sarah double-timed it up the steps, the heat from the fires triggering the sprinkler system and extinguishing what flames still remained below. The water droplets pelted her face, her lungs still aching from the smoke and exertion from the sprint. The red lights continued to flash their warnings, and the closer Sarah moved to the main floor, the louder the sound of gunshots grew. “Sounds like you guys are starting the party without me.”

Gunshots echoed back through her earpiece along with Bryce’s panicked voice. “We all know how you like to make an entrance.”

“That I do.”

The booming thunder at the top of the stairs grew as she picked up her speed. Gripping the rifle in one hand, she reached for two grenades on her belt. She held both of them in her free hand, and she lowered her shoulder before it made contact with the door. “Heeeeeeeere’s Johnny!”

The door burst open, swung wildly on its hinges, and smacked against the wall. The operations floor had been split into two sides, one that was winning and one that was losing. Unfortunately, Bryce and Mack were on the losing side. Desks were flipped over as both sides fired back and forth, with Sarah tearing through the crossfire. She aimed the rifle across her body, firing into the enemy while she thumbed the pins off the grenades still in her palm. The moment the pins fell to the floor, she chucked grenades into two separate clusters of men advancing on the line in the sand that Bryce and the other support agents had managed to create.

The smoke from the stairwell made its way into the room and triggered the sprinkler system there, casting water over the desks, computers, carpet, and whatever other furniture was on the floor. With the carpet dampening, Sarah jumped over the makeshift wall of desks and skidded to a stop between Bryce and Mack. She placed her hand on Mack’s shoulder. “Now, before you get mad about all the water damage, I want you to take a deep breath and think about all the new furniture we could get once the insurance money clears.”

Hot shells hit the mushy carpet beneath them as Mack fired over the desk, killing two more men trying to advance on them. With the amount of adrenaline that was no doubt coursing through Mack’s body, Sarah found it hard to determine whether the red-faced rage was because of her or the fact that people were trying to kill them.

Each bullet sent into the metal and composite desks they used for cover created a lump, turning the top of the desk into an oddly shaped piece of braille. Sarah rolled over Bryce, who moaned from the weight. “What? I’m not that heavy.”

There were more than thirty support agents positioned behind desks, and more and more henchmen piled out from the elevator shaft. “Jesus, you think there’s like a factory for these guys? Like a cloning machine where they just pop out, one after another?”

“The hangar!” Mack said. “Now!”

“Geez, all right. No need to get loud enough to where they can hear. Where’s our guy?”

Bryce picked up a magazine, but his fingers were so shaky, he fumbled it to the ground. “What guy?”

Sarah’s face went taut, any line of expression completely faded from it. “The guy I brought in. The one who had the radio tube transmitter that told his cronies exactly where he was. The one who knows where my brother and Global Power are hiding.”

The gunfire between both parties thickened, with the invading entity starting to gain momentum. Even with the bullets thumping right next to his head, the sight of Sarah’s eyes boring into Bryce’s skull was more frightening than the flying pieces of deadly lead. “Um, I don’t know.”

“Dammit, Bryce!” Sarah jumped to her feet, bringing the crosshairs of the rifle over one, two, three individuals, her finger moving as a blur over the trigger as each of the men dropped to the ground. She dashed behind the desks, jumping over the bodies of the support agents on the ground, kicking up splashes of water from the soaked carpet.

The door to the conference room was cracked open, but with the blinds still drawn, Sarah couldn’t tell if he was still inside. Without breaking stride, she slammed into the room, and the rifle aimed at the empty chair where the captive had been tied up. Nothing but the untied pieces of rope was left. With him gone, Sarah felt a piece of her slip away. The small raft that she’d let herself hold onto had disappeared with that man. He was the link to her brother, and with HQ being overrun, the chances of her finding him grew smaller and smaller.

Sarah dropped the rifle and pulled her pistols from their holsters. Water droplets flung off the Colt’s barrels as she spun back out into the firefight. Flashes from rifle barrels and the smell of damp metal filled her senses. Her fingertips slipped slightly on the pistols’ triggers, but it didn’t matter—any piece of body that came into view was met with a .45 caliber chunk of metal that sent its target flying backward on its ass. Despite Bryce, Johnny, and the remaining support agents screaming at her to run, she took her time. Each arm moved independently, sometimes her eyes not even following the line of fire that her hands positioned themselves in. But regardless of where the end of the barrel went, the bullet always found its mark.

With her knees and thighs now covered behind the metal plates of the desk, Sarah remained standing until a jerk against her left ankle brought her down behind the safety of the office supply barrier. She shoved the hands groping her shoulder off her and tried standing up again but was shoved back down. She found the wrist of the arm trying to hold her back, and she twisted it hard, forcing the hand to release its grip on her.

“Agh! Sarah, stop!”

Sarah turned around and saw the twisted pain on Bryce’s face. She let go of his wrist, and he rubbed it profusely. “What the hell’s the matter with you?” she asked. “You know better than to get in my way when I get in ‘go time’ mode.”

“Sarah, we need to get out of here, now.”

Sarah brought her pistol over the side of the desk and fired, ejecting and reloading the pistol in her other hand. “He’s still here, Bryce.” She felt his hand wrap around her wrist again, and she froze. The grip was firm but soft. The rain falling down on the two of them accentuated the lines of grief on his face.

“We’ll get your brother back,” Bryce said. “I promise.”

The first tear in the metal composite splintered through, almost hitting Johnny in the shoulder. Sarah nodded and jumped up from behind the desk, firing into the small army now gathered on their main floor. “Let’s move, desk jockeys!”

Boots and shoes splashed against the soggy carpet, squishing footprints that retained their shape, leaving a trail of imprinted feet to the hangar where their evacuation vehicles were located. The soggy bodies squeezed through the narrow hallway that bottlenecked the group, with Sarah and Mack providing cover. Sarah pulled another grenade from her belt and pulled the pin with her mouth, spitting the small piece of silver to the floor. “It’s great to be spending some quality time together. Huh, Mack?” She released her grip on the handle, igniting the grenade’s fuse, held it in her hand for two seconds, then chucked it into a scattering group of whatever terrorists Demps had paid to attack them.

The explosion rocked the hallway, sending a few chunks of the ceiling to the floor. Sarah checked the doorway behind her, where the rest of the crew had disappeared. “Clear!” Sarah said, and she jumped out from behind the cover of the wall’s edge, wielding her pistols as she covered Mack’s run, following close behind.

The moment Sarah was through the door, Mack slammed it shut, and it was immediately redecorated with .223 caliber bullets that thumped on the other side. The hangar was completely dark, and it took a minute for Sarah’s eyes to adjust while Mack secured the locks on the door.

“Where the hell is everyone?” Sarah asked. An engine revved to life, and a pair of headlights illuminated the darkness and blinded her. She blinked rapidly, attempting to rid herself of the black spots blocking her vision.

“Standard protocol,” Mack said, grabbing her hand and guiding her to the car’s door. “Every agent has a safe house to retreat to and wait for further instructions.”

Sarah bounced onto the back seat of the vehicle and saw Bryce at the wheel. She squished her face and cocked her head to the side. “You drive?”

Bryce, slightly offended, nodded as Mack climbed into the passenger seat. “Yes, I can drive. Why wouldn’t I be able to drive?”

“I don’t know,” Sarah answered. “I took you as more of a bus man for some reason.”

The headlights illuminated the explosion that rocked the door as the three of them ducked inside the car. The fire and smoke lit up the large hangar, and three seconds later, the first few bad guys poured inside and started blanketing the vehicle with a new paint job.

“Drive, Bryce!” Mack said.

Bryce threw the car into reverse, peeling the tires out as Sarah rolled down the passenger-side window of the back seat and emptied both magazines into the advancing enemy. With half her body still hanging outside the window, the car spun a hard one eighty, sending her gut into the doorframe and slightly knocking the wind out of her. She ducked back inside the car as the bullets plinked off the bulletproof glass of the rear windshield. “Okay, so you can drive.”

Sarah watched a smile creep over Bryce’s face in the rearview mirror as he followed the winding ramp up to the surface level. The higher they went, the more sunlight illuminated the curving road, until they sped out of a ramp and into the back lot of the Chicago Packing Company.








Chapter 5

The heads of the charred bodies thumped against the steps as what was left of their remains were drug up the staircase. At least a dozen men were inside the server room with computers, scanning for anything that might have been left behind.

Heath left the techs to do what they could with the chunks of hard drives that remained. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and ascended the stairs, stepping around the trails of human fluids left behind from the corpses carried up the steps.

When Heath arrived at the top of the stairs, a short, portly man ran up and handed him a stack of clothes. “Here you are, sir. Cleaned and pressed.”

Heath wiped his hands and gently took the stack of fresh clothes. His shoes squished against the soggy carpet, pushing up water and air bubbles from the soaked foam underneath. He found his way to a locker room, where he showered.

Once he’d rid himself of the filth that came with the field assignment, he carefully picked up his clothes, putting on his pants, socks, shoes, shirt, belt, and tie in that order. He reached for his jacket, and when he put his arms through the sleeves, the cuffs of the jacket ended up being three inches short of making it to his wrists. He ripped it off in a fit of anger and threw it on the ground. His nostrils flared from the annoyance, and he closed his eyes, breathed in slowly through his nose and out slowly through his mouth.

When Heath opened his eyes, he saw a name printed on a small strip of paper over the locker. He looked to his right, where another name was also printed on another locker door. He followed the trail of names, his eyes flitting back and forth quickly until they landed on the one name he was looking for: Sarah Hill.

It took him less than thirty seconds to pick the lock. Inside were a few stained and sweaty T-shirts, a half-eaten box of Snickers candy bars, a fully loaded revolver, and crumpled-up chewing gum wrappers. Two pictures were taped on the inside of the door. He grabbed hold of one, the adhesive peeling off slowly from the metal in stringy lines until it finally gave way.

The picture was faded, the original color no longer decipherable. A young man and woman were in the mountains on a trail somewhere. In the picture with them were two children—a small baby and a toddler. All of them were smiling, even the baby, no doubt giggling about some nonsense the mother had whispered to her earlier.

Heath sat down on the bench behind him and neatly peeled off the remaining bits of tape, carefully, ensuring that the rest of the picture wasn’t damaged. Once all the tape had been removed, he was placing it gently in his pocket when his phone rang. He looked at the number and answered immediately.

“We’re almost finished up here, Mr. Demps.”

“Good. What have you found on their hard drives?”

“Nothing yet, sir, but I’m having our technicians take them back to the lab. They’ll have a better opportunity to reconstruct the data there.”

“We need them gone, Heath. They know a lot about us, and I want to make sure we know as much about them as we can. Understand?”

“Yes, sir, but I was wondering about our contact. Perhaps he—”

“No. We’ll be handling this ourselves.”

“Yes, sir.”

The phone call ended, and Heath pocketed his cell. He grabbed the edge of Sarah’s locker door and pinched it between his fingers then ran his fingertip over the faces of the people in the second picture: Ben, Becca, Matt, Ella, and finally Sarah. When he made it to her face, he dug his nail into her forehead and scraped out her head. Heath slammed the locker door shut and went back out onto the floor to ensure the men they were using didn’t miss any important details in the office.

***

The outline of the Chicago skyline was firmly behind them as Bryce pulled the car into a small suburban community south of the city. Traffic was bad until they made it out of the downtown area. Once that happened, there wasn’t anyone on the road, mostly due to no fuel shipments arriving for the past few days.

They’d seen a few wrecks on the way out here, but it seemed the chaos and crime had been restricted to the streets of Chicago. Out past the city limits, there wasn’t anything but a few candles in the windows of the houses they passed. Everyone was as quiet as church mice.

“Right up here, Bryce,” Mack said, gesturing to the house at the end of the street. Bryce pulled into the driveway, and Sarah checked the magazines around her belt—only two left. But the two C-4 explosives made her feel a little better about the situation.

“What’s the weapons detail like inside?” Sarah asked.

“Assault rifles, rocket launchers, pistols, grenades, heavy ordnance,” Mack said.

“Nothing but the best,” Sarah replied. “How long till we’re back up and running with the sat link?”

“Depends,” Bryce answered.

“On what?”

“On how fast we can get Global Power offline.”

“Great.” Sarah shoved the back door open, making an effort to conceal the pistols underneath her jacket. She did a quick perimeter check and then followed Mack inside, where each of them was scanned before entering.

The front door opened up to the living room, and Bryce flicked a light on. Sarah checked the rooms, clearing each one until she found the armory. Rows and rows of rifles, shotguns, pistols, grenades, explosives, and ammo lined the walls. It was like walking into an all-you-can-eat buffet, but instead of food there were guns, and instead of silverware there were bullets. “Come to momma.”

Bryce had his laptop out and was busy on his keyboard while Mack checked the blinds out front. When Sarah stepped out, she was loaded down with every piece of hardware she could carry. Both Bryce and Mack gave her a look up and down. “What?” she asked.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Mack asked.

“To get our HQ back,” Sarah answered. “I’m not letting those bastards steal my chair. Do you know how long it took me to get one with the right butt grooves? That thing was just starting to feel comfortable.”

“HQ is compromised, the satellite link is down, and all our operatives are in blackout mode until they receive orders from their support agents,” Mack said.

“So let’s boot up the backup servers and go kick some ass!” Sarah said, gesturing to the two of them with thumbs up but not receiving the same level of enthusiasm back. “C’mon, guys, work with me here.”

“The backup servers are connected to the main power grid,” Bryce said. “If we turn them on, then Global Power will see the influx of energy used on the grid, and we’ll be right back to where we started.”

Sarah looked over at Mack, who was still gazing out the window, oblivious to everything they were talking about. “Mack.” He quickly withdrew the blinds and looked over at the two of them sitting over the kitchen table. “What are we supposed to do?” Sarah asked. “Just sit here until Demps decides to turn the power back on?”

Mack shook his head, shaking out whatever thoughts had entered it. He took a few steps with his head down, rubbing his forehead, mumbling something to himself. Sarah elbowed Bryce in the shoulder, and he flinched. “He’s doing his ‘something big is about to happen’ walk.”

“I don’t think that’s an actual thing,” Bryce said, rubbing his shoulder.

“There is another satellite server location,” Mack said. “It’s completely off the grid. No one knows its location except for me.”

Sarah gave Bryce a playful shove, and Bryce raised his eyebrow. “Son of a bitch, that is a real thing,” he said.

“Where are the servers?” Sarah asked.

“Alaska.”

“You couldn’t have picked someplace a little closer?” Bryce asked.

“Road trip!” Sarah exclaimed, jumping between the two of them. “I call shotgun.”

***

The cuts and bruises along Ben’s face hadn’t healed. The lack of medical attention, food, and sleep made sure of that. Not that he could see or feel anything anymore anyway. He’d lost himself within the dark recesses of the room, where no light or hope could enter. He’d slipped into the icy-cold hands of despair. He’d accepted the fact that he’d never see his family again, never hear his kids’ voices, and never hold his wife in his arms. The only thing left for him here was pain.

The metal door to his cell squealed open as his face was greeted with the artificial light of the hallway outside. Ben was only able to make out the dark silhouette of a man towering over him. He curled further into himself as two pairs of hands grabbed him roughly and picked him up then placed him on a stretcher.

Ben’s face glazed over at the ceiling above him as he was carried down a hallway. The cuts along his face had grown infected, oozing yellowish liquid. Pieces of decayed, dead flesh hung from the wounds, infecting the surrounding skin. His lips were cracked, dried, dehydrated. He moved his mouth fruitlessly, trying to form words that his voice wouldn’t let him utter and the guards carrying him wouldn’t care to hear anyway. Some type of new torture awaited him at the end of this journey. Some new form of disfigurement. His children’s faces flashed in his memory. What little water he had left leaked from the corners of his eyes and created a single stream down the side of his face, quickly soaking through his skin like water on a dry riverbed.

The ceiling finally stopped moving, and Ben felt himself being lifted from the cot and transferred to the cold steel of another surface. A shadow slowly encroached over him, blocking out the light above. He couldn’t see the features on the person’s face, but he could feel something on the side of his own, picking away at his skin. His head jerked slightly from the pressure on his cheek. He wasn’t sure how long he lay there, letting hands and whatever pieces of metal that were attached to them touch him, but after they were done, they flipped him over, addressing the wounds on his back, arms, and legs. They showered him and put him in a fresh set of clothes. All the while, he lay motionless, letting the foreign bodies and hands puppeteer him into whatever position they wanted. They moved him, and he obeyed without objection.

Finally, after they were finished, they put a mirror in front of him, and he was able to get a look at himself for the first time in he didn’t know how long. Stitches lined the left side of his cheek and his forehead. His arm was wrapped and bandaged, and his left eye was bruised but no longer swollen. For a moment, Ben didn’t recognize his face, recoiling from the image shown. Then, slowly, he leaned in closer, bringing his hand to the bandaged cuts on his face and neck. After he was done, he took a moment to examine his surroundings.

It was similar to the torture chamber in which he was beaten and not allowed to see his children. A chill ran up his spine, the Pavlovian response triggered in anticipation of the potential for pain. When the door opened, Ben turned his head away.

“Mr. Hill, I hope you’re feeling better.”

Ben slowly turned to face the voice, opening his eyes at the same time. His memory was blurred, but he knew the man standing in front of him at that moment wasn’t the same man from before. He was much shorter. He walked to Ben slowly and extended his hand, which Ben did not take.

“I can understand your hesitation, Mr. Hill.”

Ben attempted to move his lips, but no sound would come from them. The man reached for a bottle of water and extended it to Ben, who let it linger in midair between them, watching the condensation from the bottle drip onto the carpet below and the large ruby-studded ring around the man’s finger.

“It’s not a trick.”

Ben reached out his hand slowly, taking the water bottle. His weak fingers were barely able to squeeze the cap off. The water burned his lips when he brought the rim to his mouth, but the cool wetness awakened a thirst he didn’t realize he had. He greedily gulped the water, the plastic bottle crinkling and the water level lowering until Ben choked, spilling some of the precious liquid to the floor. He wiped his mouth and caught his breath.

“It’s all right,” the man said. “There’s plenty more where that came from.”

With his throat newly hydrated, Ben found the words he had been unable to speak earlier. “M-my family. W-where’s my f-family?”

Ben could tell the man did his best to offer a sympathetic hand, but the forced lines of empathy only accentuated the farce across his face.

“I know you must be worried about them. Would you like to see them?”

Ben nodded. The man reached into his pocket and pulled out a phone. He played around on the screen for a bit and then handed the device to Ben. A live video feed of both his children playing popped up on the monitor, and a slow sob escaped him. He traced the outlines of their faces with his fingertip, smiling.

“They’re totally healthy and completely safe,” the man said. “Although they do miss their father.”

“My w-wife,” Ben said. “Where’s B-Becca?”

“We’ll get to her in a minute.” The man snatched his phone back and stuffed it into his pocket. “I’m going to make you a deal, Ben. I’m going to ask you some questions, and if I like what I hear, then I will let you go back to your children right now. They’re only a couple rooms down, still playing with those toys you saw.”

“What do you want?”

The man scooted his chair closer to Ben, who recoiled slightly from the new, more intimate distance between them. The man leaned forward, his voice soft when he spoke. “I need to know everything about your sister. What she does in her spare time, what type of foods she likes to eat, her pet peeves, her interests, her fears, what she was like as a child—anything and everything you know about her.”

“Why? Why are you doing this? What did Sarah do? What did we do?”

The man smiled. “You really don’t know, do you?” Ben shook his head. The man stood up and walked around the room a bit as if he was trying to find the right words before he spoke. “Your sister doesn’t work at a packaging company, Ben. She’s a covert agent in what I’ve discovered to be the most secret intelligence agency in the world. They don’t appear to operate within the confines of any government or laws, and they basically do whatever the hell they want to do when they want to do it. I actually kind of admire them for it.”

Ben knew he was hearing the words, but none of it seemed real. He was trapped in some nightmare, his mind and body begging him to wake up but his consciousness refusing him. “You’re lying.”

“I know it’s a lot to take in, but think about it. Your sister probably makes up excuses for missing events, telling you something came up. She most likely always comes to your place, and you never go to hers. She has a convenient job where there’s no real office, where you would never think to go and visit her. Ben, your sister is not the person you think she is.”

All of it was too much. Ben’s mind went back to every conversation, every dinner, every call, text, email, trying to piece together some evidence that the man was lying, but the harder he thought about it, the angrier he became. It wasn’t an anger born of not being able to assimilate the information but a rage grown from the knowledge that this man he’d never met before was right.

“I need to find her, Ben,” the man said, crouching down in front of him. “It’s important for both me and your family that I find her.”

“If I answer your questions, I get to see my kids?”

The man smiled, and Ben could feel the sour wave of disgust wash over his body. Disgust that he was so easily bought, disgust that he believed what the man said about his sister, disgust from the fact that he was betraying his own blood. But in the hierarchy of his mind, Ben’s children took precedence.

The man took a seat in front of Ben and twirled the ring around his finger. “Tell me what she was like when she was a girl.”








Chapter 6

There wasn’t an ear in the entire room that didn’t have a phone glued to it. The chatter from the number of conversations was a constant background noise to everyone’s personal conversation, and everyone did their best to focus on their specific tasks at hand.

Chancellor Jollenbeck stood at the head of the conference table, where a rotating coterie of advisors provided news from each of their own subordinates, channeling information up the chain of command in order for their leader to determine the next best course of action.

“Chancellor, the riots in downtown Berlin are still going on, and the police force there is having trouble with containment.”

“Send in the reserves from the north, and make sure they bring fresh supplies of water and food rations with them,” the chancellor answered. “God knows when they’ll get to go back to their homes.”

“Chancellor, the utilities in the southwest still haven’t made any progress. They’re saying all the equipment needs to be replaced, from the circuit boards in the facility to the power lines that feed the rest of the area.”

“They’re going to have to make do with what they’ve got,” the chancellor replied. “Get them in touch with the American engineers—they say that they may have a work-around.”

It’d been like this for the past six hours. There were too many fires for her staff to put out. She was pulling resources from everywhere in the country. The sagging shoulders and tired eyes that surrounded her weren’t going to last much longer. She grabbed her chief of staff, Alexander, and whispered in his ear, “I want mandatory rest cycles for everyone in this room. If they’ve worked more than ten hours, they go home.”

“I tried that already, Chancellor. And besides, with the roads the way they are right now, if they went home, they might not be able to make it back.”

“Then clear out the dining room and set up some cots. We don’t know when all of this is going to end, and the longer our people go without sleep, the sloppier their work will become. That’s something we can’t afford right now.”

“Yes, Chancellor.”

While she admired the resiliency of her staff, she knew that adrenaline had a shelf life, and for most of them, it had expired days ago. With one of the staffers telling her about the water shortages in Bavaria, Alexander pushed him out of the way and whispered in her ear.

A chain reaction of mind-numbing pain rippled through her entire body. “Excuse me, I need to step out for a moment.” The staffer bowed his head, and Andrea quickly followed Alexander out the door and down the hallway. The two stepped in the same hurried stride. “You’re sure about this?”

“Yes, it just came in a few moments ago. I thought it was a hoax at first. With all the dummy threats that have been coming through over the past week, I didn’t pay much attention to it, but per our protocol, it still went through the screening process. It’s legitimate.”

Alexander led her into a side room, where a smaller group of individuals with laptops, headphones, and printers sifted through thousands of documents, emails, websites, and articles on anything and everything that could lead them to the source of the entity that had caused the global catastrophe that she was left to deal with. They walked past the team and into a smaller conference room that was empty and separated from the rest of the room. Alexander closed the door behind him and handed her the transcript that the staffer had intercepted. She read the document slowly, carefully, forcing her eyes to go over every word, phrase, and sentence twice. “Bring me the staffer who found this.”

Alexander opened the door, and a flurry of typing filled the small room. “Finn, in here, now.” A few seconds later, a tall, lanky man with pasty white skin and greasy hair stepped into the room. When he saw that it was the chancellor he was meeting, he did his best to comb the matted mess that was his hair and attempted to tuck in his shirt. “Chancellor,” he said, bowing his head.

“Where did you get this?” Andrea asked.

“I’ve been watching any back-channel communication lines, usually reserved for computer hackers using a different layer of the Internet than most ordinary individuals. I found a chat room where a guy was bragging about the fact that he managed to get his hands on some piece of information between China and Russia.”

“And that’s when he gave you this?” Andrea asked.

“Well, he didn’t just give it to me—he posted it in the room. I ran an encryption program on it and found that the correspondence had IP addresses in Moscow and Beijing.”

Andrea lowered the piece of paper onto the desk. “Jesus.” If this was true, if everything the boy was telling her was not some calculated piece of fiction, then she needed to act quickly. “Finn, I want you leading your own team, looking for any other particular rooms in this seedy underground you’ve stumbled upon.”

“Would I be able to choose my own people, Chancellor?”

“Yes, bring on whoever you need to get the job done. I want to know what else is out there and who’s saying what.” Finn nodded and left immediately. Andrea turned to Alexander. “I need to speak with the Americans about this immediately to see what they know.”

***

Rick Demps watched the two faces on the dual monitors in front of him with hidden satisfaction. He wanted neither to appear too eager or too desperate, but the fact that he’d managed to get both of them on the call together was quite a feat.

“Gentlemen, I’m giving you the opportunity to retake control of the world,” Rick said. “It’s just waiting for you to pick it up and run with it.”

“Your price is very steep, Mr. Demps. And even in the current climate, it is still a risk. How long do you think before the Americans find out? Hm?” the Russian president asked.

“That’s why time is of the essence,” Rick answered.

“Your arrogance is a great risk to you. What is stopping us from locating you and taking control of your weapon by force?” the Chinese president asked.

“Right now, each of your respective intelligence agencies is attempting to break into our server firewall.” Heath entered the room and handed Rick a small piece of scrap paper. “My associate has just informed me that your security efforts have failed.” He dropped the paper, and it floated to his desk. Heath stood behind and to the right of Rick with his arms folded behind his back, staring at the two leaders on the screens. “I have better equipment, better men, and better facilities than either of you do. I’m a very rich man, and that wealth has afforded me nothing but the best.”

“Lower your utility rates to thirty-five percent,” the Chinese president said.

“I’ll lower them to forty-five, as long as my company is the main provider of energy for whatever lands you conquer.”

The Chinese and Russian presidents were silent for a long time before the two of them gave each other a curt nod. Rick clapped his hands together, allowing the first smile of the interaction. “Excellent! Once we have confirmed your deposits, we’ll begin rebooting each of your grids. And may I recommend you have your soldiers in place before that happens? The quicker both of you strike, the likelier you are to achieve success. We’ll be in touch, gentlemen.”

The screens went blank, and the lights came back on in his office. He turned to Heath, who had retained his stoic presence. “Where are we at with GSF?”

“The techs have already begun the process of assimilating the information from the hard drives. Most of it was wiped, but we did manage to recover quite a few files on both Europe and Asia.”

“Anything we can use to help us in our current deal?”

“Nothing of that significance, but we did manage to track a few of the organization’s safe houses.”

“Let’s pay them a visit.”

***

The air strip at the Minot, North Dakota, Air Force Base was packed with a line of cargo planes that stretched around the entire length of the taxiway. The massive engines whined as soldiers loaded into the steel bellies. Sarah sat with Bryce on the edge of the tarmac while Mack spoke to one of the commanders, hammering out the details of their flight.

Bryce fiddled with his fingertips, his knee bouncing nervously. She pushed his shoulder, and he nearly fell over. “What’s the matter with you?”

“We don’t have anything,” Bryce answered.

“What are you talking about?”

The buttons on Bryce’s pants scraped against the asphalt as he shifted his body to face her. “HQ is completely destroyed, we don’t have access to the satellite, and we’re hitching a ride with the U.S. military to Alaska.”

“Is it the fear-of-flying thing? ’Cause I can tell you those cargo planes are much safer than any commercial flight, and look”—Sarah reached around, stuffed her hand into her pack, pulled out a paper bag, and smiled—“I got you a barf bag.”

“Sarah,” Bryce said, lowering the barf bag, “I wasn’t able to wipe all the files before we lost connection with the satellite link.”

“We had all the support agents working on that, Bryce, not just you.”

“You and I both know that they’re examining our servers and hard drives, trying to get whatever piece of data they can about us. Safe houses, agent profiles, mission documents. Our field agents are out there, waiting for some type of word from us, and if Demps figures out where any of them are, the—”

“Bryce,” Sarah said, grabbing his hand, “we’ll get everyone back online.” He nodded, and Sarah picked up the barf bag and set it in his lap. “Just in case.” 

Mack walked over with the commander, and Sarah and Bryce rose to their feet.

“Sarah, Bryce, this is Commander Fryson,” Mack said. “He and I went to basic together.”

“A long time ago,” Fryson said, shaking both Sarah’s and Bryce’s hands. “Glad to have you on board.”

“We appreciate the ride,” Bryce said.

“So, Commander, I bet you have some very interesting stories about Mack from his wild younger days. You know, back when he had hair and he wasn’t so angry, and he probably got busted for some type of ridiculous prank.”

Fryson laughed. “I probably have one or two stories along those lines.”

“This is going to be a long flight,” Mack said.








Chapter 7

The tires of the massive four-wheel-drive vehicle crushed the freshly layered snow underneath, leaving a wake of tracks through the surrounding forest. The camouflaged army Humvee was a loaner from Commander Fryson once they had landed in Anchorage. The flight over had been an interesting one, with Sarah and Bryce learning more about Mack as a younger man, but what was even more interesting was the number of soldiers that had landed with them.

The only resource the Alaskan wilderness provided at the moment was the oil pipeline, but there wasn’t any way they’d be able to station soldiers along the entire thing. They were here on different orders, ones the commander refused to tell her.

“How far back did you put this thing?” Bryce asked.

“Pretty far,” Mack answered, their heads bobbing back and forth on their necks from the rough Alaskan terrain. “I wanted to make sure it didn’t run the risk of someone finding it by accident. No one goes in these parts, not even hunters.”

“Well, you did a hell of a job, boss,” Sarah said.

“There,” Mack said, pointing into the distance, and Sarah could see the faint outline of a geometrical square stuck in the middle of the forest’s unrestricted shapes.

They pulled up and stepped out into the cold, the water vapors from their breath forming small, misty clouds. All three of them were bundled up in winter gear. Sarah checked the temperature gauge on the dashboard before shutting the door. “Well, it’s a crisp one degree outside. But the good news is it only feels like ten degrees.”

“I can’t feel my face,” Bryce said.

“Grab the gear out of the back, and keep your eyes peeled,” Mack said. “God knows we haven’t been on our A game lately.”

Sarah helped Bryce lug the computers through the knee-deep snow. Luckily, her boots had built-in heaters, which cut through the snow drifts like a hot knife through butter. They had to dig out the front door in order to get inside, and an equally cold burst of air greeted their entrance.

“I wouldn’t suppose you had whoever built this install some heaters in it, would you?” Sarah asked, setting the cases of equipment down and helping Bryce with his.

“Once we get the servers up and running, this place will warm up real quick,” Bryce answered then turned to Mack. “How are we powering this thing?”

“You remember that solar cell project we had a hand in researching a while back that was a massive failure?” Mack asked.

“Yeah,” Bryce answered.

“It wasn’t a failure.” A small lever sat on the side wall, and when Mack flipped it up, the servers booted up, and a few overhanging lights turned on. “This facility is completely off grid and one hundred percent solar powered.”

“Going green,” Sarah said. “Very liberal of you, sir. I’m impressed.”

“We worked on that project for almost eighteen months!” Bryce said, rushing over to the servers and examining their start-up sequences. He popped his head between two of the machines and then back over to Mack. “Which polymer was it? Wait! No, let me guess.” Bryce put his finger to his mouth, marching back and forth, muttering to himself. Sarah picked up a computer mouse and flung it at his shoulder.

“Hey! The sooner we get the satellite link up, the sooner we can get out of this icebox.” Sarah said. “It’s so cold, my nipples are poking through my Kevlar.”

Bryce sulked back over to cases of equipment but then pointed to Mack. “I want to finish that polymer cell conversation.” He popped the latches and hooked up the servers to the computers he had brought.

Aside from the servers themselves and the front door, there wasn’t anything else in the building. No windows. No paint. Just computers and concrete. Sarah stood next to Mack, looking around at the dull surroundings. “Now, I know I’m not the most fashion-savvy person who’s ever walked the earth, but I think a few splashes of color could really lighten the place up.”

“We have a mole,” Mack said.

Sarah had been in the espionage world as a field agent for more than six years. During those six years, she’d heard a lot of different tones from her boss. He’d yelled at her, screamed at her, threatened her, even tried to kill her once—although, to be fair, she had deserved it. But in all of those conversations—which were more him just yelling at her until she managed to sneak away—Mack had never had the tone in his voice that she’d heard him use just now. It wasn’t one of anger, or fear, but one of defeat. The wind had been knocked out of him, and he looked like a man who already had one foot in the grave. “What are you talking about?”

“The radio tubes,” Mack answered. “Only someone who had inside information could have known that. I bet if we checked the other bodies that tried taking you out at the apartment, we’d find radio tubes in them too. It was a setup. They knew we’d take one of them back to question him.”

“Mack,” Sarah said, forcing him to look at her, “that can’t be possible.”

“It is possible,” Mack said, gesturing around to their current location. “Look at what I was able to do without anyone knowing. And Demps seemed to be able to break into HQ a little too easily.”

“Yeah, but what you did was a good thing,” Sarah said. “What you’re suggesting is evil and wrong and... and... why are you telling me this? What if I’m the mole?”

“You’re not the mole.”

Sarah looked at him indignantly. “And why the hell couldn’t I be the mole? If there was anyone who had the profile of a mole, it would be me. Insubordinate, risk taker, struggles with emotional attachment—”

“It’s not you, Sarah. You don’t have it in you to betray the GSF. You love it too much.” Mack took a breath, and the chilled air still held enough vapor to produce another misty puff. He turned to Sarah and grabbed hold of her shoulders, looking her square in the eye. “I told you because I trust you. And because I know you won’t show any bias toward me in suspecting that I could be the mole.”

“Well, this is a bitch,” Sarah said. “For the record, I don’t like this.”

“I know.”

“Uh, guys?” Bryce asked. “Did you happen to bring the small, red box I left at the post when we first arrived?”

“What’d you go and lose now, Milks?” Sarah asked. Bryce was surrounded by his pieces of technology and wires and computer chips with lights blinking and sounds pinging. It was enough noise to make Sarah want to kick everything down to let out all the frustration coursing through her veins.

“It was only about yay big,” he said, measuring his hand about a foot off the ground. “I can’t get the satellite link mobile until I have it.”

Sarah zipped up her jacket, made her way to the door, and opened it, sending a chill through the room. “If my nipples freeze and fall off from the cold while I’m out there I’m going to shoot one of you in the ass.”

***

The small town of Platinum, Alaska, had nothing more than a main road and an airport. Everything else that surrounded it was frigid tundra. The influx of U.S. troops had increased the town’s occupancy tenfold.

A light snow fell as Sarah pulled into the now-bustling town. People, houses, cars, all painted with a light coat of white dots clustering together in an attempt to completely take over whatever host it landed on. Sarah parked the Humvee next to the command post where they had waited after the flight.

Two guards stood outside and blocked her from entering. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but the commander’s reviewing some sensitive information. I’m going to have to ask you to get back in the vehicle and wait there.”

“It’ll just take a minute.” Sarah did a sidestep, and again the guard blocked her, mimicking her motions.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. No one is allowed inside. No exceptions.”

“What’s with the ‘ma’am’? Do I look like a ma’am? Do I have a crocheted sweater around my shoulders, hunched over on a walker, looking for a warm fire to rub my bunions by?”

The soldier looked to his partner, his slack-jawed face the only response he was able to muster. Sarah gave another sidestep then faked right, but the guard was fast enough to follow, giving the feel of an awkward dance-off that neither of them wanted to be in. “All right, enough of this shit.” Sarah snatched the soldier’s wrist and twisted it hard left, bringing the soldier to his knees. Before his partner could put his hands on her, Sarah spun around and brought her heel to the inside of his knee, causing the soldier to join his partner on the ground.

With the doorway clear, she jumped inside and slammed the door behind her before the soldiers could get off the ground. When she turned around, there were a number of snow-topped heads staring at her as she held her body against the door, holding off the two soldiers who were trying to break in at bay. “I know what you’re thinking and, no, I did not permanently hurt the two men outside. At least not physically. Emotionally maybe.”

The door finally gave way and shoved Sarah forward as the two guards barreled inside. They immediately went to grab her when Commander Fryson jumped in. “Enough! We don’t need any casualties before this thing starts. She can stay.”

“Yes, sir.” The two soldiers exited the building, giving Sarah a glare that had a hint of “fuck you” behind it. Sarah caught a glimpse of the map in the middle of the table where the officers had gathered as she picked up the small red case Bryce needed. She recognized the Alaskan coastline and could see figurines that looked like warships in the Bering Sea.

“Do you have what you need, Sarah?” Commander Fryson asked.

“Russians,” Sarah said.

“I’m sorry?”

Sarah invited herself over to the map, looking down at the outlines of war below. “The imported soldiers, the added artillery. You guys think Russia’s going to make a move. Ballsy.”

Sirens wailed outside, turning every head in the room to the door. The two guards from earlier burst in. “Sir, we have contact on the shoreline!” The room erupted into a massive scramble, with Fryson grabbing hold of Sarah’s shoulder. 

“Get to Mack. Tell him what’s going on.” Before Sarah could object, she was thrust outside into the ordered chaos of war.

Hundreds of soldiers ran past her, creating twice as many footprints in the falling snow, which had picked up. The light drizzle had turned into a steady haze of white, swallowing anything and everything in its path. She looked over to the Humvee, knowing full well that she’d get bogged down in the trails on the way back, even if she left now. She brought her hand underneath her jacket and pulled out one of her pistols. “Well, might as well be useful.”

***

With no windows in the server building, Bryce and Mack couldn’t be sure how much snow was actually falling outside, but the howling winds gave it an ominous tone. Thankfully, the servers had booted up enough to the point of warming the room to where they could take off their jackets and gloves.

Bryce bounced his knee up and down nervously. He’d turned one of the computers he had inside out in an attempt to keep himself busy, but the pile of dismantled technology had lost Bryce’s interest. He sat there, curled up in a ball by himself, wondering when he’d have the same level of intelligence that had allotted him so much information. It was like a strange withdrawal that he was going through—he could even feel himself getting the shakes.

A few times, Bryce had glanced over at Mack, who was busy jotting something down on a sheet of paper. The man hadn’t looked up for more than three hours, and Bryce wasn’t sure if Mack even realized they were alone. The lines on his forehead seemed permanently creased in his concentration on the notepad in his lap.

Bryce didn’t like not being able to talk with Sarah. Granted, there were times when he wished he could shut her up, but the fact that she was out there alone made him uneasy. He’d gotten that feeling in Spain, and it had once again returned. His job was to see the things she couldn’t see. Hear the things she couldn’t hear. As fast and strong as she was, she couldn’t stop a bullet from a sniper in the back of her skull.

The fact that Sarah had been gone for as long as she had made Bryce uncomfortable. It’d only taken a little more than an hour to drive to the location, but he figured the storm was slowing her down. Finally, unable to take the silence any longer, Bryce spoke up. “What are you working on, Mack?”

The scrape of lead against paper continued between the howls of wind and snow outside, and Mack kept his head down, and the end of the pencil kept on with its jerky motions. Bryce reached over to one of the small circuit boards on the floor next to him, picked it up, then tossed it in Mack’s direction. The small board landed right on top of Mack’s notepad, and the scribbling stopped. Mack slowly raised his head and looked at Bryce with the same set of annoyed eyes that Bryce had seen being given to Sarah thousands of times. “You’re really lost in thought over there.”

Mack pushed the piece of circuitry off the paper and continued his writing. “What’s the status on the servers?”

“Uh, well, they’ve all gone through their start-up sequences, and all but one of them had no errors, but the glitch was easy to override, and now I’m just waiting for Sarah to get back so we can start the uplink to the satellite,” Bryce answered.

“How long will that take?”

“The initial installation will only take a few minutes, but establishing the link between these servers and the satellite could take a while. It’s a lot of data that they’ll have to upload. In fact, it’s thousands of terabytes of data. God, you know, when you sit down and really think about all the computing power we’re able to handle, it’s quite impressive. Did you know that the first computer system only—”

“Bryce?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Do you go on tangents like these with Sarah during her missions?”

“Um, well, sometimes. It’s not intentional.”

“I see.”

“What?”

“Nothing. I think I’m just beginning to understand some of her insubordination. I think it comes from having to listen to you.”

Mack finally looked up from his pad of paper, and Bryce frowned then turned away from Mack and returned to the computer pieces lying on the ground. He sheepishly picked up one of the pieces and kept his head down, muttering softly to himself. “And I can see why Sarah doesn’t listen to you.”

“What was that, Bryce?” Mack asked.

“Nothing, sir,” Bryce answered quickly.

***

Sarah’s boot crunched into a patch of crimson-stained snow and kicked up a flurry of red slush on her sprint toward the Humvee just before bullets impacted the other side of her cover. The blizzard hadn’t let up, and her fingers had gone numb from the cold. She no longer felt the sliver of metal under the skin of her trigger finger. Her ears, nose, and the tips of her hair were red and frozen stiff. Fire burned in her lungs with every breath. The bits of white falling against her eyes made it harder to see everything, including the Russians she was trying to shoot. The gunfire sounded like shattering ice in the cold. Everything was harsher in the deceptively soft snow.

One of the U.S. soldiers pinned up next to her jammed his palm into the magazine he was trying to load in the rifle. He smacked it three or four times, but it wouldn’t go in. Sarah snatched the rifle from him and slammed the end of the magazine into the Humvee door, where it clicked into place. When she handed the rifle back to him, she noticed that it was one of the same soldiers from earlier who had guarded the commander’s post. “Well, well, well, look who we have here.”

“Ma’am, you shouldn’t be out here right now.”

“Well, if I weren’t out here, who would have reloaded that rifle for you? Don’t worry, though,” Sarah said, gripping both pistols in her hands. “It’s not uncommon for men to have performance issues under duress.” He gave her another slack-jawed face that she’d seen before as she jumped out from behind the Humvee and into the storm of snow and bullets.

The Russians had landed just off the coast and had established a beachhead, where the U.S. military was trying to keep them contained until their ships were in a position to take them out. Sarah could see the boats the Russians had used to come ashore amid the floating chunks of ice crashing into the shoreline of frozen mud.

Hundreds of Russian soldiers had declared war on the United States the moment they set foot on that beach. The hostile move would no doubt send repercussions rippling through the rest of the world. Sarah just hoped that none of it would be nuclear.

The colder the air, the denser it became, causing her firearms to lose their accuracy and distance. The first few shots went wide left and right, but as she adjusted for the temperature, she started to hit her marks. With each pull of the trigger, the snow that fell and rested on the barrel shook off from the recoil of the shot.

Sarah worked her way up the battlefield, using the snow and the warming sensors in her boots as advantages. Once she made it all the way to the front lines, she slammed her shoulder against a glacier pack near a cluster of soldiers under fire. “So what’s the word from command?” Sarah asked.

The lieutenant looked back at her with a puzzled look until she shot two Russian soldiers advancing toward their position without him seeing it. That was enough to solidify her as a good guy. “We have a destroyer three miles out, ready to hit the target, but we need to get it marked.” He held up the targeting device. “This snowstorm is affecting the range of the laser. Someone would need to be right on them in order for the strike package to be delivered.”

“How close exactly would that be?” Sarah asked.

Bullets chipped off ice chunks from the cover of their glacier. The gunfire increased along with the snowstorm. The Russians were in their element.

“Less than fifty feet,” the lieutenant said, firing into the white abyss where the shots came from.

“That’s not gonna give me much breathing room,” Sarah muttered to herself.

“What?” the lieutenant asked, shouting above the gunfire, but before he received an explanation, Sarah ripped the targeting device from his hands along with his radio and sprinted toward the epicenter of the Russian invasion.

Massive pieces of ice and piles of snow extended from the earth, either growths from the rocks they covered or pieces of the glacier itself that had broken apart, but regardless of how they had gotten there, Sarah used the natural barriers for cover when the rain of lead became as thick as the falling snow.

Ice collected in her lungs, and she could feel her breaths shorten with every step forward. The pistol in her hand turned into an awkward chunk of ice the longer she held it, affecting her aim. A wake of .45 shell casings sat nestled in the snow behind her, and it didn’t take long before the shiny pieces of copper were buried under the endless barrage of white.

Sarah ejected the empty magazine and slammed the gun down on the spare magazine around her belt, and the top rack slid forward, pushing the first round into the chamber. She knew she was getting closer to the Russians’ center as she saw the edges of the erected tents swaying in the storm. She planted the targeting device in the snow, aiming it straight at the tent, and radioed the military. “Okay! I have contact with the beachhead!”

The radio scrambled and echoed on the other end. “Negative. We still do not have a good lock. I repeat, we do not have good lock on target.”

Bullets peppered the snow to her left, forcing her behind the cover of an ice pack. “Fifty feet, my ass.” Her numb fingers fumbled over her belt as she reached for a grenade but suddenly stopped as she heard the loud crunching of boots in snow. She reached for her Colt, but the moment she had her hand on the pistol’s grip, a Russian soldier crashed into her, sending the two of them rolling into the thick blankets of hardened powder.

The Russian shoved Sarah’s face into the ground, suffocating her. She flailed her arms, trying to grab hold of the arm pinning her down. The icy snow felt like glass grinding into her face. She kept reaching her hand out blindly until she felt the side of a neck then squeezed, feeling the warm burst of blood on her skin. The grip on the back of her head lightened, and she lifted her head from the snow, taking huge gulps of air.

Though she was blinded from the snow still glued to her face, her training instincts kicked in, and her hands found the pistols at her sides. More boots crunched in the snow around the corner of the ice pack and, with her face still stinging red from the ice burn, she killed two more soldiers, discoloring the blanket of white around her with scarlet splashes.

Sarah picked up the targeting device as clumps of bloodstained snow fell off her coat. The wind picked up, and the snowfall thickened. The radio cackled on the ground. “Sarah! You need to turn back now!”

She scooped up the radio and pressed the side button. “Hang on, Commander. Almost there.” The heat sensors in her boots had malfunctioned, leaving her to trudge through the thick snow unaided. The temperature plummeted with the gusts of wind and snow that accompanied it. Visibility had shortened to less than a foot. She knew her arms and legs were moving, but she couldn’t feel her body anymore.

The sound of the gunshots ended, and Sarah did her best to keep the same line of sight that she’d had before, trying to locate the tent without being able to see it. Another burst of wind and snow blinded her and also brought with it two Russians who smacked into her, sending the three of them into the snowdrifts.

One of the Russians looked up at her, his eyebrows and beard covered in the thick, white powder. “Narushitel'!”

 

“I really need to start using that Rosetta Stone language software I bought.” Before the Russian rose to his feet, she swung her leg around, spinning like a top on the slick, snowy surface, and landed it right across the Russian’s jaw, knocking him out cold.

 

The brief lull of gunfire ended as the Russian’s scream triggered retaliation from his comrades. Sarah reached for the laser and then, through the large sheets of white raining down on the Alaskan coast, she once again saw the outline of the Russian tents, only a few feet away.

 

Sarah reached over and grabbed the unconscious Russian’s wrist and then pulled his belt from around his waist. She pointed the targeting system at the tent, wrapped the man’s hand around the trigger, keeping it in place with the belt, and then sprinted away, radioing the troops on her run. “Target locked.”

“Affirmative, we have coordinates. Package inbound in ninety seconds.”

Sarah pumped her legs through the knee-high snow, her bones feeling as though they would snap in half. The wind and snow worked against her as she tried to put as much distance between her and the blast site as she could.

More gunfire sounded to her left. She pulled her pistol, aiming into the white haze, and squeezed the trigger, firing into the cold, the recoil of each shot sending another splintering pressure through her bones, widening the fault lines in her frozen body.

The first missile that touched down behind her instantly melted whatever ice was on her body as the heat and percussive wave blasted her face first into the snow. With her head still buried in the snow, she could feel the ground beneath her shake from the secondary blasts. She lifted her head just in time to see the pluming clouds of fire and smoke rise from the white earth, melting the sheets of frosty rain. The explosions went up and down the coastline. Sarah lay there, exhausted, as the fires quickly died out in the cold, and along with it the small amount of warmth they provided.

***

A sudden falling feeling woke Mack from his restless sleep. He rubbed the fog and grogginess from his eyes as he tried to shake off the dream. He looked over at Bryce, who was sound asleep, encircled by a variety of computers. Mack wasn’t sure how long he’d been out. His knees popped as he pushed himself off the floor when a rumble outside drew his attention toward the door.

Despite the noise repeating itself, Bryce didn’t wake up. Mack shook his shoulder. “Bryce, get up.” Bryce simply moaned, kicking his leg out in a stretch as Mack pulled out his revolver. “Someone’s here.”

“Maybe it’s Sarah,” he said, the life in his voice quickly returning to him at the sight of the gun. “What time is it?”

Mack checked his watch. “Eight thirty.”

“P.m.?”

“A.m.”

“Holy shit! Sarah’s been gone the entire night?” Bryce asked, jumping to his feet.

Mack put his finger to his lips as the building shook slightly. With no windows, all Mack had to go on was the heavy machinery sound coming from beyond the walls. He aimed the pistol at the door. The pounding grew louder until the scraping was right up against the side of the door. Mack pulled back the hammer on the revolver, and the rumbling outside stopped. A few seconds later, Sarah’s muffled voice echoed through the wall.

“I swear to God, if you have your gun out right now, Mack, I’m going to shoot you in the ass.”

Mack gave an eye roll then lowered the revolver. The door opened, and Sarah stepped inside, her face red and her eyes tired and her clothes and uniform covered in snow. Sarah’s slushy wet boot prints trailed inside, where she handed Bryce the case he’d left behind.

“I hope you enjoy that,” Sarah said.

“Jesus, Sarah, what happened?” Bryce asked.

Sarah reached into her pocket and pulled out a candy bar that she started to unwrap. “Well, where do I begin? It turns out that one of the worst arctic storms in the past decade decided to come through yesterday, dropping over twelve feet of snow.”

“Oh my god,” Bryce gasped.

“Oh, and there was the couple hours where I was helping the United States military push back Russian soldiers who had snaked their way across the Bering Sea and onto the Alaskan shoreline.”

“What?” Mack asked, finally starting to pay attention to what she was saying.

“Oh, yeah. Russians. From Russia.” Sarah tore off a piece of the bar and chewed through the hard pieces of candy, smacking her lips loudly. Mack paced back and forth, rubbing his chin and muttering to himself. Sarah tossed a piece of ice from her boot at him to grab his attention. “Hey! You see this?” Sarah asked, pointing to her face. “This is ice burn. From ice.”

“You don’t have to keep saying where things come from,” Bryce said.

“Can we get the satellite link up so we can go and kill these guys? Please?” Sarah asked.

“It’s going to take a while for the uplink to connect,” Bryce said.

“How long?” Sarah asked.

“I don’t know. A day, maybe?” Bryce answered, wincing in anticipation of the physical blow that was about to consume his face.

But instead Sarah just stood there, her face blank. Finally, after a few moments of silence, she quickly turned on her heel and headed for the door. “I need to shoot something.” And then she disappeared into the high snowbanks outside.

While Sarah worked out her frustration, Mack tried to think of any other individual who could have helped the Russians find a way past the Americans’ defense. But his mind kept going back to one name, and the more he thought about it, the more it made sense. The data on Sarah’s family, the infiltration of HQ, the Russians invading—it was all too perfect. There was only one person who was connected to all of it: Vince.








Chapter 8

Andrea reached for the glass of water and drank. The heads of state on the monitors in front of her were busy arguing with one another. The Japanese president demanded the United States send more ships to the area to aid with their defense against the Chinese aggressors. The Italians and French demanded the UK provide more troops to the eastern European border.

“The Chinese have already taken a handful of islands to the south,” the Japanese prime minister said. “That is our land.”

“I understand,” the American president replied. “We’re allocating our resources as best we can.”

“There are tanks rolling into Poland and Ukraine,” the French president replied.

“It won’t be long until the Russians make it to Germany, Italy, or Spain,” the Italian president said.

The back and forth had gone on for more than an hour. The Russian and Chinese aggression was quickly growing into a full-fledged war.

“They have the power back on,” the French president said. “How is it not possible that they are the ones responsible for what happened? How?”

“We were all contacted by the same individual,” Andrea said, trying to calm the hysteria. “It is all our nations’ priority not to negotiate with terrorists. The Russians and Chinese clearly do not follow that same principle.”

“The chancellor is right,” the American president said, “and all our intelligence suggests that those responsible for the attacks acted independently of any nation.”

“And whose intelligence is that, Mr. President?” the French leader asked. “You have yet to share anything with the rest of us. How do we know that you don’t have a hidden agenda yourself?”

“Our investigations are still ongoing,” the American president replied. “Once we have a better understanding and we’re no longer postulating, we’ll be sure to share anything that is pertinent.”

“How convenient,” the French president answered.

“Enough,” Andrea said, shaking her head in exasperation. “Now is not the time to bicker about such petty things. We are at war, gentlemen. Both the Russians and Chinese have sent very clear messages. We must band together.” The room went silent. The solemn lines on their faces flashed embarrassment.

“My apologies, Mr. President,” the French leader said. “The stress of the past week seems to have caught up with me.”

“I think it’s caught up to all of us,” the American president replied. “We’ll be sending reinforcement troops to Eastern Europe and a carrier to the south of Japan for support. I would request that the Japanese make whatever plans necessary to help support the American troops.”

“Of course, Mr. President,” the Japanese leader said, bowing his head slightly. “I’ll have a unit ready whenever you give the word.”

“And you can count on Germany’s continued support on the Eastern Europe front,” Andrea said. “I’ll be damned if I let those bastards past my country’s lines.”

“Thank you, everyone,” the American president said.

The conference call ended, and Andrea walked out of the secure room and back into the flurry that was the capitol building, meeting Alexander in stride as she made her way back to the main conference room to check the status of her country.

“Water and food supply routes just opened back up in the north,” Alexander said, “and we’re receiving word from the Dutch that they’ll be contributing one thousand soldiers to the efforts in the east.”

“Where are we at with the evacuation of the Polish?” Andrea asked, looking over the stacks of papers and notes that required her attention.

“We’re working on getting them out as fast as we can, but some of them are reluctant to move.”

“Well, tell them that they’re about to be put in the middle of war, and if they don’t want to be turned to rubble, they need to get the hell out of there now.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He started to turn to leave as she made her way back into the main conference room, but abruptly stopped. “Oh, and I ran that query you asked.” He leaned in close so he could whisper, and looked around nervously. “On the woman.”

“And?”

“Nothing.”

Andrea looked puzzled. “You conferred with the Americans?”

“Yes, they had nothing. I even had our unit of underground Internet sleuths take a crack at it, and they came up empty-handed as well. The person you’re searching for doesn’t seem to exist.” He finished his sentence, but after Andrea looked at him, he quickly added, “From the resources we’ve used, Chancellor.”

“Thank you.”

Andrea walked back into the conference room, her head still spinning from both the conference call with her allies and the fact that they’d been able to find nothing on the woman. She knew she hadn’t imagined her. It wasn’t some dream or hallucination. But the fact that none of their resources had found anything, nothing, seemed cause for concern.

The woman she met didn’t strike her as someone who had a hidden agenda. Her years in politics had left her with a nose that could sniff out the scaly underbelly of anyone she met. But still, there was always the possibility that she had been played.

Andrea sat down and allowed her mind to wind down that path until she realized it was ludicrous. She wasn’t wrong. The woman existed. And she was going to do everything in her power to find her.

***

Heath had placed a towel down on the crate before he sat down. It seemed that all of Russia was covered in a layer of filth. He picked at his fingernails with a file, rounding out any jagged edges to create a smooth, leveled surface. He stood out from the soldiers around him, dressed in their fatigues and Kevlar, helmets, gloves, and boots. He looked at them as much as they looked at him, while he wore his tailored suit, with a clean-shaven face, combed hair, and polished black shoes. Neither could understand why the other’s attire was necessary.

But Heath simply finished the pinky nail on his left hand and tucked the file back into the inside of his jacket, flashing his holster to the soldiers still looking at him. One of the soldiers nudged his friend, pointing to Heath, muttering something in Russian, and the two laughed.

“Care to share?” Heath asked.

“You wear such fancy clothes,” the Russian said. “I was asking my friend here whether the man we’re going to pick up is your date.” The two soldiers chuckled again, and laughter rippled through the rest of the group.

Heath answered with a half grin and reached back inside his jacket. He watched the soldiers tense up, and the laughter disappeared. But when Heath revealed the nail file he had used earlier, the soldiers relaxed, smiles returning to their faces. He gently pressed his finger into the sharp tip of the file that was used for cleaning underneath the nail.

“You’re funny.” Heath rose from the crate, the Russian soldiers suddenly shrinking beneath him as his full height was on display. He kept his eye on the file in his hand as he took a few steps toward the soldier who had spoken, and before the Russian could react, Heath had the tip of the file against the artery on the side of his neck. “Tell me another joke.”

The Russian’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down from the large gulp he took with Heath standing in front of him. The tip of the file slowly dug deeper into the side of his neck. “W-what?” the Russian asked.

“I want to hear another joke,” Heath answered. “Go on. Make me laugh.” The Russian looked to his comrades for assistance, but they all took a step back from the towering behemoth. Heath watched the man’s mouth go dry, and his lips formed soundless words. Heath frowned. “No more jokes?” He shook his head. “Pity.”

“Mr. Fuller.”

The voiced boomed and echoed from behind Heath, the thick Russian accent curling over each “e” and “r.” Heath removed the tip of the file from the soldier’s neck and walked over to the colonel to greet him as the Russian soldier behind him almost collapsed out of his seat.

“Your men need more discipline, Colonel,” Heath said, ignoring the man’s extended hand meant for a greeting. “Are the rest of your units in place?”

The colonel gave a disgusted grin and nodded. “Per your instructions.”

“Tell your men they need to be on high alert. The man we’re after is highly dangerous. I would imagine that most of your soldiers will die before they even see him coming.”

“It’s just one man, and we have his building surrounded,” the colonel exclaimed. “He has nowhere else to go.”

“There is always somewhere else to go, Colonel.”

Heath rode in the front of the truck while the rest of the Russian soldiers, one of them gingerly rubbing the red mark on the side of his neck, piled into the back. The snows pushed to the sidewalks were soiled, and the people walking on them looked no different.

Heath hated this country. He hated being here, but the fact that they had a location on one of the GSF agents holed up in their safe house with no communication to their peers overrode his disgust for his current predicament. He would have preferred going after Sarah, but they were unable to locate her safe house off the hard drives they recovered.

The truck came to a stop at the end of a narrow street in the middle of a poor neighborhood at the Moscow city limits. “This is where he is?” Heath asked.

The driver nodded. His broken English was not completely understandable but decipherable. “House. Middle Street.”

Heath’s polished shoe hit the brown-stained cobble street, and the driver banged on the back of the truck, sending the soldiers spilling out the back. The colonel walked to Heath, who was adjusting the cuffs on his shirt, surrounded by a cluster of rifles.

“Are you ready?” the colonel asked.

“The schematics of the house show that the only two entrances are the front and the back,” Heath answered. “But your men should know that there will most likely be exits that they don’t know about. And remember, I want him alive.”

The colonel nodded.

“Then let’s move,” Heath said. He pulled the pistol from the inside of his jacket and took the first steps down the unevenly cobbled street. His eyes focused on the structure in the distance. He examined the doors, the windows, and the people scattering to their houses from the street corners at the sight of the advancing soldiers. No doubt that the GSF operative inside would be alerted to his presence. Heath picked up his pace, his long strides separating him from the soldiers behind him.

In a full sprint, Heath fired and shot the door handle off, splintering both the door and the frame it was attached to. He drove his foot into the broken pieces, dismantling what was left.

The room was dark and empty, and the only light came from the sunlight through the broken door, which was quickly dispersed by the shadows of the soldiers behind him. Heath kept his pistol aimed, his finger on the trigger, while he scanned the room for anything.

But as the sound of the other soldiers coming from the back entrance met with those in the front, Heath frowned. “I want a thermal scan of this building now.” The colonel relayed his command in Russian, and two soldiers scurried out of the front door.

Heath took a few steps forward, the old wooden boards underneath his feet creaking with age. The room was bare, with the exception of an old rug, a wooden table with only one chair, and a fireplace that had no warmth coming from it at all. An odd fact given the chilling cold outside. He quickly turned to the colonel. “When did you start surveillance?”

“Yesterday,” the colonel said. “At your employer’s request.”

“And no one has come in or out of this building since?”

“No.” The colonel’s tone was cold, defiant. Just like his country.

“He’s still here,” Heath said, stepping around the barren living room. With all of the soldiers inside, the old floor had become a symphony of scuffles and steps, creaks and strains, and Heath stopped. He holstered his pistol and snatched one of the AK-47 rifles from the soldier, cocked it, and aimed it at the floor.

Without explaining his action, he squeezed the trigger, emptying the magazine, sending up splinters and piercing the old wood with dozens of holes until the boards were chipped away and the bullet-sized holes grew into larger, more noticeable potholes. With the gun emptied of its lead, Heath tossed it back to the soldier he’d stolen it from and then walked to the edge of the pothole he’d created.

A breezy draft wafted up from the space, and he kicked the edge with his heel, sending down another huge chunk of wood and exposing a large, cavernous space underneath. “Hand me a light.” A few Russians walked to the edge of the hole, and when the light hit the bottom, Heath could see the edge of a desk.

Heath jumped down the makeshift manhole, and one of the soldiers lowered the light into the pit with him. He scanned the hidden compartment underneath and saw the large, open end of a pipe in the back. “He ran!” Heath pulled his pistol and entered the dark tunnel in a sprint, having to hunch over beneath the low ceiling.

The flashlight highlighted red smears against the tunnel’s wall. A light trickle of water streamed under his feet. It took him three minutes to get to the end, which opened into a drainage creek.

Heath saw a red-stained leaf leading into a thicket of brush. He walked around the perimeter, scouring the area for any other entrance points or traps. His father used to take him hunting when he was a boy. They’d covered some big game—dangerous game. One of the hunts had pinned him against a three-hundred-pound boar. Heath had shot him but failed to kill him, and the animal had hidden himself in the tall grass, concealing him from view. Then, without warning, the animal charged him, tearing a gash into his arm, before his father brought the animal down with his rifle. The gash had required surgery, and he’d nearly lost his arm. But it taught him a valuable lesson: When you shoot, shoot to kill.

After making a half circle around the edge of the brush, Heath found another cut through. He stepped carefully, mindful of each step, silent. The soldiers finally barreled out of the tunnel, noisy and panting. Heath held up his hand, signaling them to stop. The sun shone through a gap in the trees overhead and shimmered on another spot of red.

Heath aimed his pistol into the thicket. He took two more steps, and the outline of a body came into view. The agent was passed out, his shirt stained red on the left side of his ribs.

Heath lowered his pistol and checked the man’s pulse. He was alive but barely. The Russian soldiers came out of the tunnel, and Heath waved them down. “I need a medic over here now!” The soldiers echoed his orders down the line. He looked back down at the man. “I need you alive.”

***

Ben sat on the edge of the bed and gripped the sides with both hands, his knuckles a pale sheet of white. The room around him was an improvement over his previous accommodations. A bed, sink, shower, and television that didn’t work were his gifts for betraying his sister, along with the agreement that for every answer he gave to the questions asked, he would receive one minute with his children.

When Ben finally saw them, he broke down, squeezing them until they wiggled away from him. He kissed his wife, who cried as hard as he did. The kids touched the bandages on his face, asking if he was okay, to which he told them he was fine. He couldn’t remember how much time he had with them, but it was over quickly. Two guards had to come in and escort him out, and that’s when his children started crying.

Today, he was told he would get to see them again. And he waited. Despite his fatigue, he hadn’t gotten an ounce of sleep the night before. He’d tossed and turned, rolling back and forth on the clean sheets, waiting for the morning to come. There was no clock in the room, and despite the bed and bathroom, he still didn’t have a window. The lack of the reference of time had caused the seconds to drag for eternity.

The door to his room cracked open, and Ben jumped to his feet. He made a few short steps forward, smiling, then stopped abruptly when he saw two stone-faced guards enter. They stood there, silently, until one of them extended a digital tablet.

“I was told I would see my children again. In person.” He stood there, defiantly clenching his fists, and he could feel his resolve shake a bit.

“Look,” the guard said.

Ben took the tablet, on which he saw a man clutching his side, an IV hooked up to his arm. From his condition, Ben couldn’t tell if they were trying to kill him or trying to save him.

“Do you know him?” the guard asked.

Ben shook his head, and the guards took an aggressive step forward. Ben retreated until his back was against the wall, his body tense.

“You’ve never seen him before?”

“No,” Ben answered.

The guard yanked the tablet out of Ben’s hands then turned to leave. “Wait. What about my kids?” The door was slammed in his face. Ben shook the doorknob, shaking the frame and the wall it was attached to. “I want to see my kids! You hear me? I want to see my children!”

Swells of rage grew within him, lapping up against the shores of his mind, eroding what control he had left. He squeezed his fists tight until his arms shook and his face reddened. He slammed his fist into the concrete wall, a dull thud sounding against the solid piece of rock. He continued to smack his fist until bits of blood left his flesh and stained the wall red.

Ben felt his hand go numb. He stomped over to the television, lifted it off its stand, and smashed it against the wall. The screen shattered into pieces, and bits of black plastic flew off the edges. When it crashed to the floor, Ben collapsed, all his energy exhausted. The rage and the burst of adrenaline that had come with it were short lived.

Ben looked at the black, blue, and bloody stump that was his fist. The pain started to set in harder now. He tried squeezing his hand but winced, pulling it closer to his body to hold it. He massaged some of the bones and could feel that at least one of his knuckles was broken.

Suddenly, he could see Matt and Ella, laughing in the front yard, chasing after each other in a giggled fit of joy and terror, full of children’s joy of moving but without the understanding of why they were doing it. It was simply motion. Happy, blissful motion.

Ben wanted that back. He didn’t want his last memories of his children to be just that—old memories. He wanted new ones, fresh in his mind, to take with him into whatever afterlife came next. And he wasn’t going to let them take him anytime soon.








Chapter 9

The flight back to Chicago consisted of Bryce transfixed on his laptop, doing everything in his power to hasten the uplink of the satellite, which involved typing loudly, throwing his hands up in the air, talking to himself, and staring with laser-like intensity with a scowl on his face. To Sarah, it looked like the computer was winning.

Mack didn’t look up from the notepad he scribbled on the entire trip, and when she tried to sneak a peek at what he was writing, he blocked her view. She’d given up after the third attempt, and the pilot kept giving her a stern glance whenever she got out of her seat.

The plane touched down at O’Hare, and Sarah drove back to the safe house, since the two pieces of luggage that she was stuck with seemed too busy with their own work. She could feel the stiffness in her bones and cracked her neck to the side, letting out a satisfied groan from the relieving pop. “I swear, sometimes I think my back has bubble wrap in it.”

“We all think your back has bubble wrap in it,” Bryce said, the scowl still etched on his face.

“How’s the link looking?” Sarah asked. “Has your geek brain figured out how to speed it up yet?”

“No.”

“Great.” Sarah parked the stolen car just a few blocks down from the safe house and, after Bryce took down the license plate number to ensure they could return the vehicle to its owner after all this was figured out, they walked the rest of the way.

Sarah fidgeted with her hands. There was a slight haze in the back of her mind. She had tried sleeping on the plane, but the engine noise combined with the fact that they hit turbulence every fifteen minutes didn’t make for the best of REM–cycling conditions.

The adrenaline over the past week was still surging through her veins, but during the moments of lulling activity, she could feel her energy slipping away, slowly being replaced by the crawling state of fatigue. She hated those moments, wading in the useless pool of stagnation, relying on hope instead of her abilities. But most of all she hated them because it made her think of her family. She could see Ben, Ella, Matt, and Becca in her mind, along with all the horrific tortures they could be going through.

It was her fault that her family was in the position they were. Her brother had been put through enough because of her job, and now it had directly impacted his wife and kids. Her sister-in-law and her niece and nephew. She caught her reflection in the mirror of one of the cars parked on the street that they passed, and she was about to punch it when Mack grabbed her arm. “What? I wasn’t actually gonna break it.”

“Shh. Look,” Mack said.

Sarah looked up and saw a car parked in the driveway of their safe house. Sarah pulled out one of her .45 pistols and kept low, dodging behind bushes and parked cars along the road for cover. She stopped at the trunk of an old minivan while Mack and Bryce caught up.

“Robbers?” Bryce asked.

“I don’t think so,” Sarah answered. “If they were, they’d have at least someone on lookout. I think someone’s waiting for us inside. And they want us to know they’re waiting.”

“Could be another agent,” Bryce said.

“Could be the mole,” Mack replied.

“What?” Bryce asked.

Sarah shushed him. “I’ll tell you about it later.”

“Yeah, I think that’s an important piece of information to have in the current climate,” Bryce answered.

“I’ll go around back,” Sarah said. “Mack, you good to take the front?”

“I got it.”

“Bryce, you… You just stay right here and scream if you see anyone else come in behind us, then run and hope they don’t have guns or are slower than you.”

“Yeah, I can do that.”

Sarah dashed up the side of the neighboring house and ran around the neighbor’s backyard, tripping over a minefield of golf balls that were spread throughout the grass. “What is this, one of Tiger Woods’s mistresses’ houses?” She kept low by the fence and crouched at the corner, scanning the backyard of the safe house.

All the lights were still turned off, and there weren’t any signs of forced entry that she could see. Whoever was inside knew what they were doing. She drummed her fingers against the grip of her pistol. One deep breath later, she sprinted across the backyard and stopped just short of the back window. She peeked inside the bottom right-hand corner. She couldn’t see anyone. She ducked under the windowsill and placed her hand on the door. It was open.

The farther the door opened, the better view she was able to get inside, and as it did, she saw movement at the kitchen table. Something had nudged the chair, triggering a light squeak. The moment the door had enough space for her to enter, she dashed inside, and hiding behind the kitchen table with his hands in the air was Johnny. Sarah holstered her pistols. “Christ, Johnny, I almost shot you. Hey, Mack! It’s Johnny.”

“Sorry, Sarah,” Johnny said, pushing the chair out of his way. “I thought the car would give it away.”

Mack appeared from the front and Bryce a few seconds after, and the two had a quick reunion.

“Why the hell would the car give it away?” Sarah asked.

“Well, I just thought, who would be stupid enough to park their car in front of the house?” Johnny said. “Especially this house.”

Sarah placed her hand on his shoulder and looked him dead in the eye. “Well, thank you for showing just how dumb you can be. Isn’t that the GSF motto, Mack? ‘I want YOU to be as dumb as you can be.’” She pointed her finger in her best Uncle Sam impersonation to accentuate the point.

“What are you doing here?” Mack asked.

“Vince never checked in,” Johnny answered.

“The satellite link is down,” Bryce said. “All agents in the field would have received the blackout message. He’d know to keep low until we came back online.”

Johnny shook his head. “Except I never heard from him during his mandatory checkin that happened thirty minutes before we were bum rushed.”

“Why didn’t you say anything before?” Bryce asked.

“With everything that was happening, I just thought he was behind, you know? I mean, Christ, it wasn’t like everything was running on schedule.”

Sarah pulled Mack aside, away from Bryce and Johnny. “You think it’s him?” Sarah asked.

“It crossed my mind when you told me about the Russians. It makes sense. He knows the area, the people, the customs,” Mack answered. “He’d be the perfect fit.”

“I don’t know. It still doesn’t feel right,” Sarah said, shaking her head. “What are we gonna do about him?” Sarah asked, gesturing to Johnny.

“Well,” Mack said, resting his hands on his hips. “We’ll need to vet him. See what he knows.”

Bryce stood in front of a cowering Johnny. “Whoa, you guys really think there’s a mole? And you think it’s Vince or Johnny?”

“Yes,” Sarah and Mack answered at the same time.

“That’s crazy! I’ve sat next to this guy for the past four years. Trust me”—Bryce leaned out of Johnny’s earshot—“he’s not that smart.”

“I heard that,” Johnny said.

“Still,” Sarah said, walking over to Johnny and putting her arm around his shoulder. “There’s no harm in performing some due diligence, right?”

Sarah flashed a smile, and Johnny whimpered. “Right.”

***

It took Sarah less than ten minutes to learn everything she needed to know about Johnny’s secrets. The Playboys he kept under his mattress in middle school, the fact that he shot out his high school principal’s car window with a BB gun when he was drunk on three wine coolers, and that one time he signed up for an online dating site and ended up making out with a woman who used to be a dude. After that little nugget of information came up, she knew she’d heard enough.

Johnny came out of the garage whimpering and collapsed onto the couch, where he curled up into a ball. When Mack looked at her, she shook her head. After Johnny had had a few moments to collect himself, Sarah pulled up a chair right by his head.

“All right, Johnny, let’s hear it,” Sarah said. “How’d you find us?”

“Every safe house has its own internal power cell, which means it can operate off grid,” Johnny answered. “Last year I was in charge of doing a power cell inspection with the review team where we checked each house. Everyone’s code names were listed on the sheet, and since I’ve worked your recon before, Sarah, I recognized yours. With Vince gone, I knew I had to find someone.”

“Why me? You knew the locations for all the other safe houses. There had to have been one closer than ours.”

“In addition to your code name, there was also Bryce’s, and another one that I didn’t recognize. I also thought it was weird how this house had three, and the others only had two. I was hoping Mack would be here. And I was right.”

Sarah looked over at Mack, who was looking somewhere else. “You put us together on purpose? Aww, Mack, I didn’t know you cared so much.” Sarah opened her eyes as large as they would go and stuck out her lower lip, clasping her hands together in an effort to make the most pitiful face that she could muster.

“Shut it, Agent Hill,” Mack answered, and Sarah dropped the pouty face. “Why was it important that you find me?” Mack asked, towering over Johnny on the couch.

“I figured that wherever you were was the best chance I had of trying to make sure Vince was okay,” Johnny answered. He sat up from his fetal position and looked up at Mack. “You don’t really think he had anything to do with this, do you?”

“We can’t rule anyone out, Johnny. Not even me,” Mack answered.

“I got it!” Bryce said. He sat at the kitchen table, barely able to contain himself to his seat, his eyes and hands glued to his laptop. “The satellite link is up.”

Mack, Sarah, and Johnny rushed over to him, all crowding around to get a look at Bryce’s finished work. Mack patted Bryce on the back in a good-natured “attaboy.”

“Find Global Power,” Sarah said, “They’ve got to be up and running somewhere now that they think we’re out of the fight.”

A few quick keystrokes, and Bryce’s laptop made a loud beeping noise, followed by pop-up screens with error messages. “What is that?” Sarah asked, pointing at the screen. “Why is it doing that?” Sarah pushed Bryce out of the chair and yelled at the computer. “Where are they, you stupid machine?”

Bryce wiggled his way back onto the seat, and Sarah acquiesced, her eyes still glued to the computer. “Easy, Sarah,” Johnny said. “Why don’t we remember to use our inside voice? Okay?”

“Johnny kissed a man once,” Sarah blurted out.

Bryce stopped typing and slowly turned his head. Mack raised his left eyebrow. Johnny turned a purplish shade of red, and his arms jolted in random spasms until his voice finally found the words he was looking for. “I didn’t know she used to be a man!”

“They changed their algorithm,” Bryce said, returning the attention to the situation at hand. “The one I used to track them down before, it’s gone.”

“How long until you find them?” Sarah asked.

“A day. A week,” Bryce answered, then turned to Mack. “We need to get every support agent on this immediately.”

“We can’t,” Mack answered. “We don’t want to give any of this information to the mole. We have to remain in the dark.”

“What about Vince?” Johnny asked. “Can you track him down?”

Multiple screens were up and running on the small laptop, and Bryce maneuvered some of them around with the click of a mouse. The tracker program that was installed in the satellite managed to pick up the tracker in Vince that all field agents were required to have.

Sarah gave Mack a look then simply made her way to the armory. “Bryce, I’m gonna need a transport to Moscow. I don’t care if it drives, swims, or flies, so long as it’s fast.” Johnny exclaimed that it wasn’t what it looked like, that there was no way Vince was the mole. But the evidence didn’t look good. With GSF’s global scope, they had a variety of details on all major nations’ security features, and with Russia’s recent ambition against the United States, Vince would have possessed knowledge that would have been favorable for a Russian attack.

After loading her duffel bag with gear, she made her way back out into the living room, where Johnny was still offering his defiant defense against Vince’s collaboration with anything that had happened over the past week. “Why would he keep his tracker in? Hmm? If he was a mole, wouldn’t he take it out?”

“They wouldn’t want him to,” Sarah answered. “They’d want him to stay as close to us as possible. That’s what makes a mole so dangerous. His trust with the people around him. And he’d need to keep that to remain valuable to the organization he traded us for.”

Johnny shook his head. “No, Sarah, you’re wrong. I’m telling you, he wouldn’t do this. He wouldn’t do any of this. I’ve worked with him for three years. He’s a solid agent. Just as good as you, Sarah, on any given day.”

“Okay, first of all, no one is as good as me, even on my worst day. Second of all,”—Sarah took a few steps closer to him and rested her hand on his shoulder, and her voice softened—“I know you trust him. We all did, and I’m not going to do anything to him until I’m sure. But until we know for one hundred percent that it’s not him, we can’t rule it out. So if you want to help him, then help Bryce find out everything he can about what he’s been doing.”

Sarah walked over to Bryce, who had managed to pull up and navigate through even more screens than he had before. “How the hell do you see all this crap?”

“The Force is strong with me,” Bryce answered, his face glued to the screen in front of him. “All right, we have a supply shipment headed into Berlin, and from there you’ll have to find a ride into Moscow, but it’s a start.”

Sarah had Johnny give her the keys to the car parked out front, and before she made it out the door, Mack stopped her and handed her an envelope. “Do not open it unless I tell you to,” he said.

“You are aware of my impulsive behavior, right?”

“I gave one to Bryce as well. It’s a handwritten copy, so anyone will be able to verify that it’s mine.”

“Is this what you were writing on the plane?”

Mack leaned in close and lowered his voice. His tone was neither threatening nor intimidating, and for the first time in six years, Sarah heard him say something that he’d never uttered before. “Please, Sarah.”

“All right, Mack.” Sarah tucked the envelope into her bag and tossed it into the passenger side of the car. She climbed in, started the engine, and headed down the road. Her eyes darted from the debris-littered street to the bag once in a while, fighting every urge to tear into the envelope inside.








Chapter 10

Sarah stepped off the cargo jet and made her way around the crates of medicine that were being exchanged for food and water in Berlin and would be exported to whatever country the UN decided needed them the most.

Of all the global systems that had been hit the hardest, communications and transportation fared the worst. A journey that would normally have put her in the country in one day took two. Everywhere she went, things were a mess—people running around, scrambling to do whatever they could to eke out the rest of their lives a little longer.

Years of traveling and seeing the nasty underbelly that was the human race had jaded her—she’d accepted that—but in all her years, she’d never seen anything like this. People were killing each other—not for gold, or diamonds, or oil, but for food and water. Two of the most basic necessities so many, including herself, had taken for granted.

But despite all the bad, she’d still seen some good. The workers running past her, unloading and loading shipments for people in trouble, hadn’t given up, and neither would she. Sarah shifted the duffel bag’s strap on her shoulder and made her way over to the car waiting for her.

The hills and sheer amount of green that she drove past were incredible. Bryce had hacked into the GPS tracker of the car and guided her where she needed to be. “You know, Bryce, I have to say, it’s good to have you back.”

“All right, let’s hear it.”

“Hear what?”

“I know you have something smart you want to say, so go ahead, just get it out of your system.”

“I wasn’t gonna say anything else.”

“No? Nothing about the shrill, girl-like shrieks of my voice? Nothing about my dress attire or some personal piece of information in my life that you managed to slap in my face?”

“Nope.”

“Oh.” Bryce paused, the airwaves between them silent. “Well, thank you.”

“But now that you mention it, I would say that your voice could drop a few octaves.”

“There it is.”

“At least we know you could never have a phone sex job. I mean, not unless you were the woman. In that case, you might actually do well for yourself.”

“This is going to be a long drive to Moscow.”

***

Vince’s tracking signal brought Sarah to a compound just outside Moscow’s city limits. A barbed-wire fence lined the perimeter, and Sarah pulled off the road three miles from the compound’s entrance. She parked the Land Rover in a cluster of bushes and covered it with as many branches as she could. From the road, you couldn’t even tell it was there. She sifted through the duffel bag and started loading up. She pulled on her Kevlar, placed the magazines for her .45s on her belt along with the standard grenades, C-4 explosives, flash grenades, knife, and a pair of glasses she’d been waiting to try out.

Bryce had kept complaining that the glasses were still in a testing phase, but the truth was, GSF just hadn’t approved them for field use yet. Even spy agencies get tangled up in the bureaucracy of paperwork, but with the current climate and situation, she had managed to sneak the glasses without anyone knowing.

“What are those?” Bryce asked.

“What are what?” Sarah answered, placing the glasses on top of her head.

“Dammit, Sarah! You know those aren’t ready.”

“Oh, come on, what’s the worst that can happen?”

“Do you have any idea how many times you’ve said that, and every time, the worst thing imaginable has happened?”

“Give me three examples.”

“One: St. Augustine mission to recover intel from the drug cartel using the port as a hub for the eastern seaboard drug trade. I told you not to set more than three charges on that boat in fear of us not leaving enough evidence—”

“Wow. Okay, I get it. But they’re just glasses, Bryce. I’m not going to blow anything up with them. Unless that’s something that they do. I should really start reading the manuals on things before I take them.”

“Just be careful with them, will you? They’re the only prototype I have.”

Sarah placed her hand over her heart. “Scout’s honor.” She kept a steady pace until she made it to the fence. She cut through the wire mesh with a pair of pliers while the glasses alerted her to any nearby sensors, which were then quickly disabled before any alarms were triggered. “Man, Bryce, these things are amazing.” The displays also targeted any nearby sentries and identified their weapon classifications along with any other guns hidden on their person. “You know, machines are going to make us obsolete one day. I mean, they’ll have a robot that’s the size of a fly buzz in and kill or collect whatever intel people need.”

“You mean like our wasp project?”

“We have something like that? Time to update the old resume. Do you think I’d be a good greeter at Walmart?”

“The satellite feed’s giving me a total of twelve guards just on the perimeter. All armed, all of them… actually doing their job.”

“That’s a first. Entrance points?”

“You’ve got three options. I’ll upload them to the glasses’ display.”

“Better update your resume too.”

“Who do think is designing this stuff?”

“It’s like you’re trying to put me out of a job.”

Three-dimensional models of the building appeared and rotated. Yellow lines radiated from her position, giving her alternative routes to take that took into account the paths of the sentries guarding the perimeter, the timing of each, and a percentage of risk that was involved with the route, along with the likelihood of success.

“Looks like the southwest corner is your best option,” Bryce said.

Sarah selected the route, and the yellow line expanded onto the ground beneath so she could follow it all the way to her destination. On her run, the corner of the screen alerted her to any guards who were either facing her direction or heading her way, giving her enough time to seek cover. Just before she made it to the corner, her glasses flashed red, signaling that one of the guards had spotted her, but the gunshots came almost as quickly as the alert.

Sarah fired two shots in the direction of the glasses’ warning, killing the main shooter and hitting his partner, who was still jogging behind him, in the shoulder. The glasses didn’t seem to pick up that one. “I think your tech needs a little software update, Bryce.”

“Yeah, I think there’s something wrong with the coding there. It’s weird—I’m getting some sort of interference. You know, I bet it has something to do with the security scripting. I bet if I bypassed the—”

“Don’t care!” Bullets whizzed past her and into the bulletproof door Sarah was trying to crack. She reached for the C-4 on her belt when the glasses lit up with the entrance code for the door. She entered the six-digit number, and the door popped open. “I could get used to this.”

The alarms inside blared, and Sarah dashed down the hallway, the route in her glasses recalculating and momentarily blinding her vision. “Bryce, what the hell is going on?” Coding sequences flashed in front of her eyes. “I feel like I’m gonna have a seizure.”

“The software’s running an automatic update. I don’t think I can shut it off. It’ll just have to run its course.”

Sarah pushed the glasses up from her face and onto her head. “We’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way, then. Where’s Vince’s signal coming from?”

“Down the hall, left, then two rights, and one more left, second door on your right. And be careful. He might have company.”

“I’m always careful.” Sarah skidded around the first corner, guards firing bullets that sent bits of concrete crumbling from the wall. She sprinted, looking for the next turn. Nothing but solid stone around her, with a few doors spread out sporadically to her left.

Sarah pulled her right pistol and extended her arm completely behind her, lining up her shots and keeping a full sprint. The sight along the pistol bounced up and down until she forced her arm rigid and the first face came into view. The gang behind her was running in a clustered formation—six men spread out like an awkward V. She squeezed the trigger, and the lead man went down. She shifted her arm an inch and a half to the right, squeezed the trigger, and another fell to the floor in a bloody mess. The crew sent a barrage of rage-infused bullets her way while slowing their pace, giving her distance. “Pussies!” she yelled back.

“Turn right!” Bryce said.

Sarah’s boots squeaked against the concrete as she dug her heels into the floor to stop herself then, with another burst of speed, sprinted down the hallway. “I swear these guys just keep getting worse and worse the longer this thing goes on.”

“Uh, Sarah.”

“I mean, it’s one thing to be overwhelmed by a large force, but I’m just one person, for crying out loud.”

“Sarah.”

“Although I will be the first to admit that I do have the skill, tenacity, and energy of a dozen spies, so maybe I’m just being too hard on them.”

“Sarah!”

“What?”

“Twenty bad guys closing in on you from the east side, heading straight for you.”

“Perfect. Those glasses done updating yet?”

“Yeah, looks like they just finished.”

Sarah pulled them down, and the security footage of both herself and the guards heading her way popped into the field of vision. All of them were armed with AK-47s, which in her humble opinion seemed to be the weapon of choice for any thugs, cartels, mobs, insurgents, and terrorists looking to wreak havoc, elongating the continuation of the fine Russian heritage from which it had evolved.

Doors sporadically lined the sides of the walls beside her, and each one she passed was scanned, giving her a quick rundown of the contents inside, along with any other exits that it may contain. When the graphics in front of her blinked for a staircase, she skidded to a stop and burst through the door just before the henchmen made contact.

“What are you doing?” Bryce asked.

“Improvising.” Sarah reinforced the door with two steel filing cabinets and a quickly rigged C-4 explosive, activating the motion sensor. The moment that door jerked open—boom. The staircase behind her led to a second-floor hallway that would get her to the side of the building where Vince was located. The glasses recalculated the path based on her current trajectory, and again the yellow line appeared on the floor beneath her.

Once Sarah made it to the second floor, the rumble of the explosion below rattled the walls, ceiling, and floor. An intersection in the hallway was fifty feet in front of her when the glasses flashed an alert.

“Two hostiles, coming around the corner,” Bryce said.

The alerts came from both sides of the hallway. Sarah kicked it down into another gear and aimed for the left corner of the intersection. The flashing continued, beeping faster the closer she moved to the point of contact. She reached the corner the moment the hostiles arrived, and she jumped, landed the bottom of her foot against the cornered edge with her leg angled at ninety degrees, then pushed hard, jettisoning herself into the three guards caught by surprise at the flying woman barreling toward them.

Sarah landed her right foot against the chest of the first guard, knocking him backward and into the other two. She landed on her side, pulling the right pistol out of its holster and shooting the two across from her. The guard she’d knocked to the ground during her spot-on recreation of Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon rose to his feet, and she swung her right leg into his ankles, sweeping him back to the floor.

The two guards behind the one she had just put on his ass each received a bullet to the neck. Sarah brought the sights of the pistol down a few inches to kill the guard in front of her, but the sole of a boot knocked the gun out of her hand. She reached her left hand for the other pistol, and the man lunged at her before the tip of the barrel left the holster.

Sarah’s head jerked hard right after a nasty hook to the left side of her chin. Another vicious blow hit her left side, but she brought her arm down just before he managed to pull away, trapping it in a vise. Sarah wrapped her right hand around his throat and squeezed, her fingers crushing the Adam’s apple, until the man went limp.

Three more guards appeared down the hall, and Sarah quickly jumped to her feet, the guard’s body sliding from under her arm, and she sprinted back down the hallway, continuing her trek to the back of the building.

Sarah found two grenades on her belt and fisted one in each hand on the run. She pulled the pins with her teeth and kept pressure on both the levers. The gunshots from the rifles behind her rippled lead down the hallway, some giving her a few grazes that were a little too close for comfort. She let the guards fill the hallway, and before any of them had a chance to turn back, she spun around, released the pressure from the levers in both hands, and chucked them down the hallway. The cluster of guards scattered, but it was too late.

The grenades clunked against the concrete for a few skips, knocking into the toes of the guards’ boots before the detonations. The casings around the grenades erupted, and the force of the blast emitted hundreds of pounds of pressure faster than the blink of an eye. The combination of the explosions cut into the flesh of their victims, severing limbs, ripping stomachs, filling the hallway with the combined stench of blood, smoke, and fire.

The narrow hallway compounded the effects of the blast, sending a wave of shock that almost knocked Sarah onto her face, but she managed to keep her feet under her and made it to the end of the hallway with nothing more than a slight ringing in her ears.

The glasses continued to adjust to Sarah’s route, and the yellow path below her kept its long, winding trail to Vince’s location.

“The stairs to the left will take you down,” Bryce said. “He’ll be at the first door to your left. Heat signature shows four guards.”

Sarah leapt down the steps five at a time, the soles of her boots catching on the edges of the staircase on her way down. Her knees buckled slightly with each landing to absorb the blows. Shoulder-checking the door at the bottom of the stairs, she gripped a pistol in each hand and made her way into the hallway.

The four guards waiting for her barely had time to lift their weapons before she squeezed off twelve rounds, firing two into each of their chests and one in the head for good measure. The marionettes fell to the floor, their strings severed from the hands controlling them.

Sarah slapped one of the C-4 devices onto the door handle, changed the explosive setting to minimal, and flipped the switch, which set the timer into motion. Two seconds after she ducked around the corner, the solid, six-inch steel lock was cut in half like a stick of butter, and the door swung open. Sarah stepped through the smoke, the alarms still blazing around her, and saw Vince huddled in the corner, looking unconscious and beaten.

“How are we on that transport?” Sarah asked. “I’m gonna need a quick way out.”

“Inbound in sixty seconds,” Bryce answered.

Sarah knelt down by Vince’s face and patted his cheek. “Hey, time to wake up, Vinny.” His only response was a moan and a slight shudder through the rest of his body. Bruises and blood covered most of his arms and face, but she noticed a light padding over his ribs where a fresh bandage had just been placed. She gave his shoulder another shake. “Vinny! Now’s not the time to hit the snooze button.” But still there was nothing. “Okay, you made me do this.” She pulled a square piece of adhesive that almost looked like a bandage from her belt. There was a clear piece of film that covered one side, which she peeled off slowly and then applied to Vince’s neck.

Six seconds later, Vince’s eyes popped open with an alertness that was akin to the average person having a bucket of ice water dropped on them in the morning. He jumped to his feet, taking in his surroundings, his breathing speeding to the point of hyperventilating. “Holy shit!”

“Oh, look who’s awake,” Sarah said. “How are you, Vinny?”

“Transport forty seconds out,” Bryce said.

“Well, no time for chitchat,” Sarah said, yanking Vince by the arm and to the door, peeking her head around the corner to check the hallways. The glasses highlighted another path that appeared on the ground and took her to a side exit. With the coast clear, she pulled Vince through the hallways, keeping him at arm’s length as the two of them sprinted down the corridors.

“Did you really have to give me the patch?” Vince said, his voice screeching in a fever pitch, his bare feet smacking against the floors.

“Hey, you’re the one who didn’t want to wake up.”

“Have you ever had one of these things? The withdrawals afterward are terrible. It’s like there’s venom running through your whole body.”

“Oh, I know. I once used a couple of them during an all-nighter in Rio.” Sarah shook her head. “Damn, those people know how to party.”

The doors to the exit were only a few hundred feet in front of them when the glasses beeped an alert, and a cluster of guards barreled out one of the hallway doors. Sarah knocked them all over like pins at a bowling alley. She and Vince leapt over the bodies and out into the streets. They followed the sound of the thumping helicopter blades, and just before a caravan of bad dudes in cars made their way around the side of the building, the chopper appeared, laying down a blanket of machine-gun fire that turned their black sedans into Swiss cheese.

With the chaos around them, the chopper didn’t have time to make a proper landing, so it dropped down a net, which both Sarah and Vince clung to for dear life as the wind whipped their faces and a few of the dispensed hot shells from the machine gun rained down over them, singeing their shoulders and arms.

“Nothing like a little copper rain to make you feel like you’re home,” Vince said.

“It’s almost as good as the agency’s Christmas party,” Sarah yelled.

***

The chopper touched down at a predetermined location that both Mack and Bryce had cleared for the events to come. The crew was a loaner, mercenaries who thought it was nothing more than a prison break, so once they were paid, they were gone and didn’t ask any questions. Sarah figured business was booming for them right now, and they had to get to their next meeting.

The small Polish house where they were dropped a few miles from was at least a pleasant hike. Nothing but forests around them and the quiet of the trees and animals. It was a polar opposite to the concrete maze the two of them had just escaped from.

Vince’s eyelids started to close more often the longer they walked, and he stumbled a bit in the grass and leaves. The patch was wearing off. It wouldn’t be long before he couldn’t walk at all. Her eyes fell onto the padded bandages over his ribs.

“What happened at the safe house?” Sarah asked.

Vince looked as though he was trying to find the story that had brought him here but was having trouble. Sarah wasn’t sure if that was because of the patch or because he was trying to figure out what lies to come up with.

“I got the alert when the satellite went down. I entered the passcode into my mobile and retrieved my failsafe instructions. Then just hunkered down at the safe house to wait until we were back online. I just assumed that whoever triggered the alert, whoever attacked HQ, were the ones who found me. Or it could be a mole.”

“What makes you say that?”

“C’mon, Sarah. If it’s crossed my mind, then it’s crossed yours.”

Sarah stopped walking, letting Vince get a few steps ahead of her. “It has.” Vince froze, his foot crunching on a pile of leaves. He turned around, his eyes immediately going to the pistol in her hand.

“I was captured, Sarah. Look at what they did to me,” Vince said, gesturing down to his body.

“That could have happened before, during the blackouts. I know you had your hands full in Moscow. If you’ve thought about there being a mole, then you would have had to think you might be suspected.”

“They tortured me, Sarah.”

“You had all the intel and relationships needed to make a move with Russia. All you needed was the right buyer to sell us out.”

“Are you crazy?” Vince’s voice was growing more dramatic, more desperate. Sarah had never seen him like this before. He took a step back, pointing at her, a tear forming in his eye. “Bryce in your ear? Hmm? Giving you a reading of my vitals? Telling you if I’m lying or not?” Vince turned his face up to the sky, spreading his arms wide, shouting at the top of his lungs. “Well, Bryce? Am I lying?”

“I don’t need the satellite, Vince,” Sarah said, aiming the pistol at him.

Vince dropped his arms and offered a sad, twisting smile across his face. “I’m not the mole.” He took a step forward, slamming his hands into his chest with each word. “You hear me? I’m. Not. The mole.”

“Who patched your ribs up, Vince?”

Vince’s hands fell to his sides. “They did. They did it to keep me alive, so I would talk, but I didn’t.”

Sarah kept the pistol aimed at him and took a few steps forward. She had control of her hand, but there was a force in the back of her mind that wanted to make her lose what control remained. “You know what happened to my family. I will find out who gave them up, and when I do, I’ll kill anyone who helped put them there. Do you understand me?”

“Sarah, there isn—”

“I said”—her voice grew louder, but she cut herself off, forcing restraint—“do you understand?”

“Yes.”

Sarah holstered the pistol and walked past Vince. “The house is just over the ridge. Bryce says it’s not farther than two miles.” She didn’t bother keeping an eye on him after that. She trudged forward to the safe house, knowing that she was one step closer to getting her family back.

“You don’t think he did it?” Bryce asked.

“No, but that doesn’t mean I don’t think he did something else,” Sarah answered. “Tell Mack I’ll keep him here until we need to move. There should be enough supplies in the house to last us a while. Let me know when you locate Demps. I’m getting tired of this little cat-and-mouse bullshit.”








Chapter 11

The caravan surrounding Andrea’s vehicle stretched farther than she could see in front of her or behind her. She had insisted on being present when the next shipment of supplies arrived in Berlin and chose to work part of her day at one of the relief centers that was set up at a local hospital. The hospital’s resources provided an excellent epicenter for many of the relief efforts, and that’s where she had sent the bulk of her men who weren’t busy fighting the Russians in Ukraine.

The lack of communications had made things difficult, but with the help from the Americans and her new team of hackers, they managed to set up a few channels through which the allied European forces could relay information. It was slow going, but it was a start.

Andrea’s chief of staff rode in the car with her, and just like her, Alexander was transfixed at what they passed in the streets. Smoke from fires in alleyways and from burning structures in the distance, looted storefronts with trampled merchandise strewn about the sidewalks, shattered windows, smashed cars, and anything and everything that could be carried away with a pair of hands seemed to have disappeared. And this was the area that was supposed to have been “contained.”

“My god,” Andrea said. “No wonder we’re always at war. Look at us. Look at what we do to each other.”

“Not everyone’s like this,” Alexander answered. “You’re not like this.”

“Not everyone has the privilege of being the leader of a country,” Andrea retorted. “I imagine most of these people did it to save someone—at least that’s what I hope they did. But there will always be the few who prey on the weak in times like these. It’s unavoidable.”

“It’s reproachable.”

“That too.”

The car finally came to a stop just outside the hospital. Ever since her career in politics had started, every event, no matter what the circumstances, had always had press. They would snap pictures, shout questions, and shove their lenses and microphones into her face, asking for a comment.

But the moment Andrea stepped out onto the asphalt of the hospital parking lot, there were no reporters. No cameras, no pleading questions about what her political adversaries were doing across the aisle. The only things that greeted her were the faces of the sick, tired, and dying. None of them even seemed particularly pleased that she was there or even recognized her.

“Chancellor, this way,” Alexander said, guiding her past a few of the tents set up outside to help accommodate the overflowing amount of patients that the hospital had received.

“What’s this hospital’s capacity?” Andrea asked.

“I’m not sure, but that would be a good question for the chief of medicine.”

The trucks of food, water, and medicine had arrived and along with them hordes of people. The moment the truck came to a stop, it was surrounded by starved bodies, grabbing at anything they could get their hands on. Rice, flour, corn, water—all of it being doled out as fast as possible until there wasn’t anything left except the disappointed faces of those who didn’t receive the food they’d hoped for.

The conditions inside the hospital weren’t much better. The hallways had just as many patients as the rooms themselves. The overwhelming stench of bleach trying to cover up the smell of human rot filled her nostrils, and it took her a moment to gain her composure before continuing down the hall.

Sullen faces, many past the point of willing themselves to go on, stared at her as she made her way through the building. Finally, Alexander introduced her to the hospital’s chief of medicine. “Chancellor, this is Dr. Robert Klein.”

The doctor extended his hand. The blue surgical glove was covered in a wet, sticky coat of blood. The doctor hastily removed it, apologizing profusely, which the chancellor waved off while trying to fight the feeling of nausea rising in her stomach.

“How are things here, Dr. Klein?” Andrea asked.

“We’re holding on, Chancellor.” Dr. Klein gestured down the hall, and the group continued their tour. “The fuel we’ve been receiving to keep the generators running has been helpful, but I’m worried that, with the confrontation with Russia, those fuel resources will be used to aid in the front lines.”

“I can assure you that all our hospitals and relief centers are a top priority, Dr. Klein.”

The doctor stopped, and Andrea and the team walking with her halted abruptly. “Chancellor, may I speak with you in private?”

Andrea looked back to her staff and nodded, having them give her and the doctor some space. Dr. Klein led Andrea down the hall, past the surgical rooms. They stopped at a window where six beds lined the walls of the room, each of them with a child, their ages ranging from toddler to middle schooler.

“Chancellor, I’m no fool. I understand what the country is up against, what the world is up against. I know the Russians will lose—they lack the passion and vigor for a sustained assault. While their leaders may have something to gain, the men under their command don’t, and it will cost them.” Dr. Klein placed his hand on the windowsill, his head bowed, almost touching the glass. When he lifted his face again for the chancellor to see, it was covered in the distorted lines of pain and grief. “I just want to make sure that when this is over, we still have a future that’s worth living in.”

Dr. Klein buried his face in his hands and turned away from the window to wipe his eyes. While the doctor composed himself, she looked inside, taking in all the sleeping faces in front of her, wondering when and where they had come from, how old they were, whether or not they had family. The machines next to them beeped and hummed through the glass. She didn’t know what their ailments were, she didn’t know their names, and she wasn’t sure whether any of them would live the long life that they deserved. All she knew was that she wasn’t going to let any of them die because of a lack of resources on her end.

Andrea placed her hand on the doctor’s shoulder. She could still feel him trembling under her palm, but she also felt the sudden urge in him to control them. He slowly turned around, his eyes red and puffy.

“I promise you this, Dr. Klein. As long as this conflict goes on, and as long as I am still in office, your hospital will have what it needs to continue.”

“Thank you, Chancellor.”

“Chancellor!”

The urgent voice echoed down the hall, and Andrea watched Alexander sprint toward her, weaving around the nurses and patients. He skidded to a halt, out of breath and bent over on his knees, holding up a piece of paper in his hand. Andrea snatched it and looked it over while he tried to control his breathing. She read the paper twice to make sure she wasn’t misreading it. “How?”

“The images were confirmed from a transport that landed in Moscow in congruence with intelligence coming out of Alaska. It’s the same woman.”

“Were they able to identify her from the pictures?”

Alexander shook his head, still huffing and puffing. “No, they were too pixelated and only caught a portion of the profile. It wasn’t enough to get a match in any of our databases.”

Andrea turned to the doctor and apologized for the sudden departure. “Thank you for your time, Doctor, and what I said will hold true. You have my word.” Dr. Klein thanked her profusely, even after she had turned the corner of the hallway and disappeared out of sight.

If this woman was the same one from her visit at the capitol, then everything that was happening couldn’t be coincidental. This mystery woman’s identity was related to everything that was happening. If she could track down the woman, then perhaps she could end this war.

***

The Polish safe house hadn’t held any agents for a very long time. Everything was coated in a layer of dust, and it took Sarah half an hour to make sure everything was up and running properly.

Vince didn’t do much but sleep, and she made sure to keep one eye on him at all times. Even if he wasn’t the mole, accusations of being one could cause an agent to do some stupid things. Their kind, her included, didn’t respond well to threats. In the world of espionage, the agency is home base, and when you take that away, most people don’t have much else to stand on.

Sarah made her way down to the basement and flicked the light on, which swung on a string in a bright cadence, casting its glow back and forth across the floors, exposing the different crates. She pried open the ammo first, making sure to load as many magazines as possible. The rifle closet was next, and she broke down each of the weapons, cleaning them to make sure they would fire.

The guns probably didn’t need a cleaning, but Sarah did them anyway. It kept her mind busy, focused. All the shit was starting to pile up, and that stench was beginning to rub off on her. She rubbed her nose and placed both 1911s on the table. Her hands went through the motions of maintenance without her even having to think of it.

Over the years, Sarah had determined that her hands had a mind of their own, almost as if they were a separate entity. There were times when her hands did things that left her in awe, and there were times when her hands angered her enough that she was willing to chop them off. They had saved her life more times than she should count.

Before Sarah realized it, the two pistols in front of her had been disassembled, oiled, cleaned, and put back together. The metallic silver gleamed under the light above. She smiled. The pistols were as much a part of her hands as her hands were a part of her. She consciously picked up the .45 and held it. In her hands, those pieces of metal were more deadly than anything else in the world.

When Sarah had gone through training, she had received the highest marks of anyone in the history of the GSF in marksmanship. She had shattered records that had stood since the agency’s birth. She was a gifted killer.

That was a word that took her a long time to acclimate to. She’d long forsaken sugarcoating her profession. It was who she was. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t use her gifts to make the world a better place. That was something her father had instilled in her.

It was Ben who had first taught her how to shoot. It was just a fad for him, but it turned into something more for her. The first time she squeezed the trigger on the 9mm Beretta her brother let her shoot, it flew out of her hand, but once she had the grip down, everything else was history. She had to wait until she was in high school before she was allowed to get her own gun. It was a .40 Smith and Wesson. She had eyed the revolver for a little while, but she still hadn’t gotten down the quick speed in reloading as she did with the magazines. And the magazines allowed her more shots. She was all about volume back then and, to an extent, still was.

Despite the fact that neither of her parents owned guns, used guns, or had the slightest inclination to ever learn, they were supportive. They went and took the gun-safety courses with her to ensure they understood how to handle the weapon since it was being stored at their house, drove her to all of the shooting competitions and cheered her on, and, when they could afford it, helped her stock up on ammo.

Water collected in Sarah’s left eye until the first drop breached the precipice and rolled down the crevice between her cheek and nose, landing in a splash between the two pistols.

“I never got to give you my condolences.”

“Holy shit!” Sarah almost jumped out of her chair.

“Sorry!” Bryce said. “Sorry.”

“Jesus, Bryce. I forgot I still had you in. Wait, can you see me?” She looked around, searching the room, checking for any cameras he could have hacked his way into with the satellite.

“No, the chip in your ear measures a portion of your body chemistry. The algorithm takes into account your heart rate, pulse, brain activity, and core temperature to help determine what kind of mood you’re in. Happy, angry, that kind of thing.”

Sarah raised her eyebrow. “It can tell any emotion?”

“Uh, well... I, uh... I don’t... um, what?”

Sarah wiped her eyes, laughing to herself. “You’re such a prude.” Another silence fell between them, but Sarah knew Bryce was a nice shade of red at the moment.

“Still,” Bryce said, “I’m sorry about your parents. I know none of this has been easy for you.”

“Is that your deduction or the computer’s?”

“Mine.”

“Thanks, Bryce.”

“Get some rest. I’ll let you know when we have something.”

“Will do.”

Sarah stacked as much of the gear in go bags as she could. When she got the call telling her where Demps was hiding and where her family was, she didn’t want to have to sit around and determine what kind of equipment she’d need. All she wanted to worry about was how she was going to kill him once she was there.

***

Mr. Demps’s secretary kept the same even-toned glance on her computer as Heath waited for his meeting. It was the first time he’d been asked to wait. His knee bounced up and down nervously, unsure what it meant. Finally, the secretary looked up from her work and nodded. “He’ll see you now.”

Heath adjusted his jacket, along with his cufflinks, and pushed open the heavy steel doors to Mr. Demps’s office. The sight of his boss sitting at his desk working eased his worry until Mr. Demps set down the pen he was using and looked up at Heath, focusing his full attention on him. “What’s the report on the agent, Heath?” Mr. Demps asked.

“He escaped, sir. Agent Hill was responsible for the work.”

“I know that. What I’m asking you is, where are we at with finding them?”

“We’ve scoured any and all flight logs for last-minute passengers or unusual aliases, but so far nothing has come up. The chopper escort that took them from our site in Moscow had a range of only a few hundred miles. Based off some of the intelligence we gathered from the satellite hack, it’s our belief that they fled to Poland.”

“It’s a large country. I hope you have something more than that to go on.”

“I do, sir, but I’m afraid it doesn’t have anything to do with Agent Hill. The GSF has regained the use of their satellite link. Global Power picked up the radio frequency signal during Hill’s rescue of the Moscow agent we picked up.”

The business formality dropped and was replaced by the informal emotions Heath rarely witnessed in their interactions, but Mr. Demps signed the checks, and as far as Heath was concerned, the man could express whatever emotions he pleased. Especially when the news was of this calamity.

“Have Global Power track down where their servers are operating, and send in however many men you need to destroy it to ensure that they’re never functioning again,” Mr. Demps replied.

“We’re working on that now, sir.”

“God damn it!” Mr. Demps pounded his fist into the table, rustling the stack of papers and monitors on his desk. His face flushed red, and the vein on his neck pulsated from the tight pressure around his neck.

“Mr. Demps, I think we’re sending the wrong message.”

Mr. Demps dug his finger between his neck and his collar, almost as if he were letting out steam. “What are you talking about?”

“Up until this point, we’ve played our hand very close to the chest, with the knowledge that we had the upper hand. When you are strong, give the illusion to the enemy that you are weak; when you are weak, give the illusion to your enemy that you are strong.”

Mr. Demps sat down, the redness in his face slowly subsiding. “What are you proposing, Heath?”

“Let them know where we are,” Heath said. “We control the flow of information to them before they’re able to seek it out themselves. They’ll send what resources they can, and when they do, they’ll be overwhelmed by ours. We take them out in one swift stroke.”

Heath watched the smile spread across Mr. Demps’s face. He rubbed his chin, and Heath could see his boss weighing the pros and cons, but Heath knew it all came down to belief. A belief that you were better than your opponent. The confidence that no matter what was thrown your way, you were prepared. And Heath was very confident.

“Set it up,” Mr. Demps said. “I want a report on the details in less than an hour.”

“Yes, sir.”








Chapter 12

The sheets were drenched in sweat when Sarah woke. It was the heat that disrupted her sleep, and she could feel her shirt clinging to her skin. She reached for the bottle of water on the nightstand next to her and drank. She slid out of bed, pulling the pistol that she held under her pillow with her, and put her free hand against the vent. Nothing.

Sarah slung on her shoulder holster, which contained her second pistol, and headed downstairs to check the power cells. When she made it to the bottom of the steps in the living room, Vince walked through the front door, holding a tool box and looking slightly sweatier and dirtier than she was.

“A lot of the wiring was corroded on the generator,” Vince said, setting the heavy box down with a thud. “I think it must have been due to the winters.”

“I see you haven’t lost your touch in getting out of handcuffs,” Sarah said, tossing the empty bottle of water into the trash.

“Hey, you’re the one who tried to tie me up.”

“And who says I was trying?” Sarah shoulder-checked him on her way out the door to take a look at Vince’s handiwork. Once outside, she looked behind to make sure the coast was clear. “Bryce, you still with me?”

“Yup, still here.”

“Did the bait work?”

“Not the way we wanted it to. He really was just working on the cells. He didn’t even go down into the basement to check the armory.”

“He knew you’d be watching him. Did he try any contact with Johnny?”

“Radio silence.”

“I think he’s telling the truth. Even with you watching him, he could have gotten away with something. It was too easy. If I were the mole, this is when I would have taken my chance. I think he’s clean.”

“Whoa,” Bryce said. “The satellite is picking up a lot of frequency in China.”

“Demps?”

“I don’t know. The power signature is really weird. I think the Chinese are trying to send something to the Russians, but they’re running into some interference.”

“You know, for the past like two days, I’ve been craving Chinese food. I think I’d do anything to eat a bowl of pork fried rice.”

“I think I can trace where the interference is coming from.”

“I wouldn’t even need chopsticks. Just go all commando with my fingers and shovel it into my mouth. Throw a little soy sauce in there, make it really dirty.”

“It’s the Global Power signal. I’ve got it. The Chinese did a shit job of encryption.”

Sarah immediately started running back inside and down to the basement. “What’s the location?”

“New Zealand.”

“Send the call out. Tell Mack I want everybody,” Sarah said, grabbing two duffel bags and tossing one over each shoulder. “I want to bring the fucking hammer down on this bastard.”

***

Rick waited in his office, watching the screensaver morph on his desktop. His mind wouldn’t stop working, no matter how hard he tried to quiet it. He’d been receiving reports from both the Russians and the Chinese on their advances, but a few hours ago, the reports had stopped. According to Heath, the ruse against the GSF had worked, but it had come at the cost of their communications with both countries.

Everyone in Rick’s organization was attempting to reestablish the connection, but there was no timeline on when that would happen. Rick drummed his fingers against the keyboard, which forced the changing screensaver into exile and brought up his desktop. No notifications.

Rick violently pushed his chair back and shot up from his seat. He paced around the office quickly, waiting for any news. What good was a CEO without the speed and knowledge of information at his fingertips? It was his one advantage over the rest of the world, and he couldn’t exploit it.

Finally, almost as if sensing his dismay, Rick’s secretary notified him of Heath’s return, and he immediately had her send him in. Rick returned to his chair and regained his composure, knowing that his right hand wouldn’t have returned if he didn’t have important news, whether it was favorable or not.

“Mr. Demps, the GSF have assembled their agents. We’re tracking at least twelve of them currently en route to our location.”

“And what about communications with the Chinese and Russians?”

“We’ll have a line back up with them in less than six hours. We had to sever several of our encryption lines to make sure the GSF didn’t suspect any breadcrumbs being left on purpose.”

Rick ground his teeth. Six hours was too long. In six hours, the Americans could have figured out a way to override their hold on the nuclear arsenal. Once the threat of nuclear war was present, he knew the Russians and Chinese would back off. That was the only card they had left to play, and it was one that they wouldn’t use unless there was no other option.

“I need it faster than six hours, Heath. I want to know what’s happening on both war fronts in less than one hour.”

Heath’s mouth grew taut as he spoke. “Sir, you know I wouldn’t give you an unrealistic deadline. The six hours is—”

“Six hours is too long,” Rick said, leaning forward in his chair. He watched the struggle in Heath. Rick knew the man well. He was regimented, polished. Heath wouldn’t try to disrespect Rick if he cursed out his own mother.

“I will have it done, sir, but for the sake of time, the communications quality will be poor.”

“Fine, just make sure it’s there.” Rick turned back to some of the papers on his desk, having some of the focus returned to his mind, knowing that his problem would be taken care of soon. It was a physical cue that Heath normally picked up on but deliberately ignored this time. “Is there something else?”

“Yes, sir. I would like possession of Agent Hill’s brother.”

“What? Wh... Oh, it doesn’t matter. Fine. We’ve gotten all the use out of him that we can.” Rick returned to his work. When Heath turned to leave, a smile crept across Rick’s face. He had outsmarted some of the brightest minds in the world, and now, with the blunt instruments at his disposal, he was about to deliver the final blow to an agency that had operated at such a high level of espionage that it was beyond governments, beyond control. This was to be a battle of titans. There wasn’t a square piece of dirt on this earth that he wasn’t capable of possessing, there wasn’t a mind he couldn’t outmaneuver, and Rick was truly beginning to believe that there was nothing beyond his reach. He was limitless.

“Heath,” Rick said, calling out to him just before his shoulder was out the door. Heath stopped and turned around. “If it’s possible, bring me Agent Hill alive. I’d like to have a word with her before she dies.”

***

The mattress was flipped from the frame onto the floor, and sheets were torn from the bed. Anything that could have been broken and torn was done so and spread sporadically through the room, and with the lights turned off, it looked like nothing more than piles of trash.

Ben positioned himself right behind the wall from the hallway entrance of his room’s door. He’d covered himself in a clump of sheets next to the shattered television. He lay there, in the dark, breathing softly, hiding, and clutching the piece of jagged television screen glass.

This was all he could think of. He’d done the work in the dark, and he hoped that someone would come and check on him soon. He couldn’t be sure how long he’d been lying there in the darkness. He could feel the stiffness in his muscles and the fog in his mind. But when he heard the door handle turn, he could feel his heart beating through his shirt, and he prayed that whoever entered wouldn’t be able to hear the beat in his chest or see the pulsating thump through the layers of sheets he was covered in.

Ben heard the door open, and the lights flicked on. The dull darkness that had shrouded him for the past few hours suddenly burst into light. Even through the filtering layers of sheets, the light still managed to cause his eyes to squint, but he had little time to adjust as the voices of the men entering grew louder.

“Holy shit!”

The vibrations from the men’s footsteps rippled through the floor and into Ben’s back. He could only see the odd-shaped clumps of their bodies, distorted through the pieces of cloth, and from what he could see and hear, there were only two.

The two men started flipping over the mattress and sheets. “Where the hell did he go?” Ben felt his pulse quicken. He gripped the shard in his hand harder, letting the jagged edged cut into his palm. He could see one of the body clumps hovering over him. He wouldn’t get much time. He had to do it quickly. Aim for the neck.

The sheet was ripped off, and as Ben watched, the guard’s realization spread across his face, and with all the speed he could muster, Ben jumped from the floor and jammed the tip of the shard into the side of the guard’s neck.

Ben felt the warm splash of blood explode over his hand and arm, and a few specks flew onto his face. The air around him burst with a metallic scent and the stench of the man’s last dying breath on Ben’s cheek. The man gurgled then collapsed on top of him.

The second guard immediately rushed over, even firing a few rounds that missed Ben and entered his dead comrade. Ben reached for the sidearm at the lifeless guard’s hip and tugged, but the hammer snagged on the man’s belt loop. The second guard peeled the dead man’s carcass off Ben in one quick pull, and before Ben could jam the piece of glass into his neck, the man countered with a punch to Ben’s face.

The shard fell from Ben’s hand as the hammering of his head continued. The fourth or fifth crack knocked Ben to his side and slammed his forehead into the wall next to him. His eyelids opened and managed to see the pistol from the dead man’s holster wedged between the body and the wall. He reached for the pistol again, and when the second guard pulled Ben’s shoulder back, he shoved the barrel into the guard’s stomach and squeezed the trigger three times.

Ben dropped the pistol in his hands and pushed the dead men off him, wiggling out from under their heavy bodies. When he stood, he found that his legs shook. He took a few wobbly steps forward, looking at the devastation around him.

Some of the blood from the guards had seeped from their bodies and collected around the pistol. Ben reached out his hand and picked it up from the pooling liquid. Blood dripped from the side of the barrel, and he wiped off as much of it against the sheets as he could. Even after he was done, the grip around the handle felt sticky, which wasn’t a bad thing, considering how sweaty and shaky his palms were.

Ben stopped at the entrance to the hallway. He looked to his left—empty. To his right—nothing. He hesitated, waiting at the starting line like a track athlete in preparation to the gun firing into the air and starting the race. A pent-up energy rustled within him, waiting to be set free, and he struggled with the comprehension of what he’d done.

The torture, food and water deprivation, the constant stress of worry about his wife and children, all of it had piled into a mountain that he carried on his back, and he wasn’t sure if he’d make it more than a few steps down the hallway. He looked back at the bodies in his room then down to the gun in his palm. He closed his eyes, focusing his thoughts, his energies, his will. He slowly wrapped his fingers tighter around the pistol’s handle and stepped out into the hallway. He closed the door behind him and ran.

Before Ben made it past the fifth door on his right, the lights shut off. He immediately stopped, his eyes completely blind in the darkness, with no artificial or natural light to guide him. He stepped to his right, reaching his hand out for the wall to offer any guidance. His fingers scraped the concrete, and a darker, reddish tone replaced the white lights from before, casting the hallway in a filter that looked like the same shade of red as the spots of blood on the pistol in his hand.

The wailing din of the alarm screeched in Ben’s ears, jolting him in fear and panic. He looked back at his room and took one step backward before stopping himself. No. His family was still somewhere in the building. He had to get to them. Before it was too late.

Ben kept low, navigating the hallways as best he could, always on the lookout for anyone with a gun meant to kill him. He tried retracing his steps from the times he had been escorted from his cell and room, but the memories were fuzzy. He twisted and turned, looking for anything that was familiar, but it all looked the same.

This couldn’t be how it ended, not for him, not for his family. He picked up his pace, his feet pattering against the floor in hurried succession. His body and joints twisted along the path he set himself on, turning corners, keeping his pistol up. It’d been years since he’d held a weapon, but the motions of his youth slowly came back to him.

After the next corner Ben turned, he froze. He kept the barrel of the pistol aimed at the cluster of guards and the tall man that had tortured him and threatened to hurt his family. The man’s eyes widened, and just before Ben watched the man’s lips move, barking some command, he squeezed the trigger, missing the tall man but taking out the guard just to the left of him.

Once the first shot had been fired, Ben backtracked, his right arm firing the pistol into the cluster of Kevlar and flesh while his left hand checked the door handles he passed. After he’d tried a half dozen, one finally opened.

The thump of bullets hit the metal door as Ben locked it. He retreated to the rear of the room, glancing around for any other door, any other way out, but there was nothing. He’d trapped himself in a steel box. The red light in the room blinked on and off in time with the alarm, casting the room in darkness then flashing the bloodstained red.

Bullets and fists beat on the door as Ben kept the pistol aimed. He slid down the wall until he hit the floor. This was it. He closed his eyes and tried to remember the faces of his children, the smile of Matt and the mischievous giggle of Ella. Tears flowed down his face as the moment of his wedding day flashed in his mind. His wife walking down the aisle and the smile he couldn’t wipe away from his mouth no matter how hard he tried. And he remembered when he was a boy, he and his sister teasing each other in the backseat on family vacations, both his parents telling them to stop, but in the laughing manner that egged both of them into continuing their torture of one another.

Fleeting memories of his past, his present, and all the things he would miss in the future. Ella and Matt’s graduation from high school, their proms, sports, and dances. Their weddings and their children and all the moments he would miss with his wife.

The shouting outside the door grew louder, and the banging stopped. Despite the finality, his heart was full, brimming over with the mixed feelings of joy and sadness. He kept those precious moments close to his heart, even as the explosion rocked the door, and he watched the tall man enter through the smoke and wreckage.

***

The rally point where Sarah met the rest of the field agents was two miles from the base’s perimeter. Fifteen agents managed to show up—well, fifteen and a half if you included the dilapidated state Vince was in, which Sarah didn’t.

“Everyone have their entrance points?” Sarah asked, securing another magazine around her belt. She was greeted with a series of curt nods. “I know everyone received the mission docs from HQ, but I wanted to make sure you know that my family is in there.”

For the first time since the group arrived, they all looked at her, breaking whatever premission rituals they normally walked through. It was common knowledge that her family had been taken, but she wasn’t sure if everyone knew that they were here. Technically, she didn’t either, but she was going to find out what happened to them.

“You want the kill shot?” Jared asked.

“I want my family, and whether that involves keeping Rick Demps alive or killing him, I’m all for it,” Sarah answered. “But I will bring them home with me. Today. In whatever forms they’ve been left in.”

Nobody argued. Being the top field agent carried with it a certain weight that no one ignored. Sarah hadn’t always been top dog. She remembered her first year when that title had belonged to someone else, but after his retirement, she gladly took over.

“We’re with you,” Jared replied.

“Thanks.” Sarah gave her belt one last check, threw on her holster, loaded her pistols, donned her black jacket, and picked up the AR-15 with its mounted scope. “Let’s kick some ass.” The group scattered, spreading out from their current location like the spokes from a wheel.

“You ready for this?” Bryce asked.

“Just try not to cry this time,” Sarah answered.

“I get emotional one time, three years ago, and you never let me live it down.”

Sarah cracked a smile. “You got so bad that Johnny had to finish the mission with me.”

“I didn’t realize it was a crime to care too much.”

“Just don’t get too squeamish on me,” Sarah said, breaking into a sprint, feeling the fueled mixture of adrenaline, rage, and hate course through her like a high-octane cocktail. “You might see some things you haven’t laid eyes on yet.” The compound came into view with still half a mile left on her run. It nestled in the middle of three hills, with nothing but grass and brush sprawling across the surrounding fields.

Enough clusters of cover allowed her to make it all the way to the compound’s wall, where she’d have to climb to get in. She peered through the scope, the crosshairs meticulously scanning the sprawling green around her. She checked to the left and right of her, seeing that everyone was moving into place. She swung the scope over to the wall, where a cluster of guards patrolled the top, walking back and forth at a leisurely pace. She lowered the scope and bit her lower lip. “Bryce, did you run a thermal scan prior to our mission rendezvous?”

“Yeah, I included it in your docs.”

Sarah lifted the rifle again, using the scope to home in on the guards as closely as she could. She scanned every inch of the wall that her position allowed her to. “Run a polar imaging on the base and the surrounding area up to one hundred yards out.”

“Okay.”

She knew Bryce didn’t know what for, seeing as the satellite feed Bryce and the rest of the support agents were using kept a constant thermal of the compound, but he did it anyway. Something wasn’t sitting right with her. No patrols outside the walls, no security sensors were being picked up—it didn’t fit the profile of her previous encounters. Something was off.

“Sarah, you’ve got movement on your six! Get out of there now!”

But the unnatural rustle of grass behind her gave the hostiles away before Bryce finished the radio transmission. She rolled into the bushes to her right, evading the bullets from the unit of men behind her. From the sound of the shots, they weren’t farther than twenty yards back, well within her grenade range. She plucked one of the plump explosives from her belt, pulled the pin, released the lever, and arched her arm in a hook as she chucked it in the direction of the bad guys.

A few seconds later, screams briefly floated into the air before the explosion silenced them. Sarah rolled back out of the brush, keeping the scope glued to her right eye, and the crosshairs fell onto the column of smoke from the blast. Three bodies lay lifeless, but Sarah put a bullet in each, just for good measure.

“On your left!” Bryce said.

Sarah rolled from her stomach to her side, swinging the rifle in the same motion to bring the barrel face to face with two more hostiles bursting through the brush. The rifle’s muzzle flashed four blasts of white light, and the bodies dropped to the floor.

The fields around her erupted into similar gunfire. The blasts echoed off the hills, bouncing the sound around in a twisting, tornado-like fashion. “What’s the count?” Sarah asked, making her run to the entrance point.

“Sarah, you don’t have to do this no—”

“What’s the count, Bryce?” Her words were louder, harsher as she kept one eye in the scope, pivoting to her left and right, ears open, listening for anyone or anything close enough among the echoes of gunfire.

“Two agents killed. Three wounded. The rest are still on their routes.”

“You tell everyone to make their adjustments now, and radio them over our frequencies, making sure it’s clear.” Sarah’s words came out in the same sprinting fashion as her run. “These bastards knew we were coming. They wanted us to come. Get the rest of the support agents to gather everything else we missed, run scans, whatever you have to do. I want to know what they know, now.”

“On it.”

The compound’s wall was less than one hundred yards away, and the trees and brush cleared out for that last hundred yards into an open field, leaving no cover. But a moving target was harder to hit than a still one. Sarah broke through the tree line, knocking down both guards on the tower before she was ten yards into the field. She swung her rifle over her shoulder and squeezed her gloves, activating the adhesive, and used the momentum of her speed to get a running start up the wall until her momentum stopped, and she slammed her palms into the wall, pulling herself upward.

Bullets pierced the concrete next to her right arm as she neared the crest of the wall. The cluster of guards heading toward her out of her peripheral vision were getting closer. With her left hand on the edge of the wall, she deactivated the adhesive on her right glove, drew her pistol, lifted herself onto the ledge, and knocked the guards off the wall like milk cans at a carnival shooting gallery.

Keeping her right pistol drawn, she lowered the adhesive levels on her left glove and placed her palm on the inside portion of the wall, where she slid down until her feet touched the ground. “I’m in.”

“All agents in position,” Bryce said. “There are three different levels in the compound. From what I’ve been able to see, it looks like your family would most likely be on level one. It’s below ground, with plenty of different rooms to be locked up in.”

“Who doesn’t love a good game of hide and seek?” Sarah asked, checking the entrance door for any traps. “Can I get a scan on my entrance?”

“You’re clean.”

Three .45 bullets later, Sarah was on the inside, the base’s alarm blaring in time with the red flashing lights signaling her breach into its lair. The hallway blinked black, then red, then black, then red in a continuous pattern. Both pistols were drawn, and every other second, her eyes were cast into darkness. She kept the mental outline of her surroundings in check.

“Stairs to your left,” Bryce said. “And you better hurry. You’ve got a lot of hurt heading your way.”

The stairwell was just as noisy and just as dark as she descended the steps, keeping one pistol aimed below her and one aimed above. Everything felt fluid to her in that moment. Her body did exactly what it needed to without her having to offer any direction.

“Stop!”

Sarah froze at the door, her hand gripped around the handle, her shoulder lightly brushed up against it.

“Six guards, down the hall on your left when you come out the door. They just showed up, and they’ve got backup heading in that direction as well.”

“Then that’s where my family is.” Sarah pushed the door open, and the flashes of red immediately revealed the six guards, all armed with fully automatic rifles, covered from head to toe in riot gear and Kevlar and waiting for her. “They came prepared.”

The shells from the rifles clinked against the floor from the rain of copper that descended upon the hallway. Sarah ducked and rolled, avoiding as much of the gunfire as possible, using the Kevlar she wore to help protect the parts of her that were exposed.

In between the flashes of light and darkness, she sped through the hall, bringing the guards into the crosshairs during both phases with a speed that made her look as though she were teleporting through the hallway. She counted three bullets as they collided into the Kevlar around her chest and stomach, the hard knock like a freight train with the pinpoint accuracy of a laser.

Four guards down, and Sarah ejected the magazine in her left pistol, reloading while her right pistol continued its assault and her feet maneuvered her into whatever open space she could get. Only ten more yards now. The left pistol reloaded, she caught the second-to-last guard in the chin, knocking him backward. The last guard watched his friend go down, taking his eye off her for only a second, but it was all the time she needed.

The next time the lights flashed red, the rifle in the guard’s hand was already ripped from his grip, and she had crushed his windpipe with the side of her hand. She found the keys on his belt as he gasped for breath and let him choke while she fiddled with the lock. In addition to the old-fashioned lock, there was a keypad. “I need a password encryption on this door, Bryce.”

“Eight six four seven five.”

Sarah typed the numbers in and turned the key, and the door popped open. When she saw the faces of Ella and Matt huddled behind Becca in the corner of the room, her heart flipped in her chest. “Thank god.” The words left her mouth like a whisper as she rushed over to them.

Becca gripped Sarah’s arm as if she was checking to make sure she was real. “Sarah? What? How did you get here?”

“Bryce, I need backup to my location now,” Sarah said.

“Jared’s on his way. ETA sixty seconds. Berry already has an exit route planned on route six.”

Both Ella and Matt wrapped their arms around her bent knees, resting their heads on top of her legs as the siren and lights continued their deafening alert. Becca reached for Sarah’s hands and held them together, her eyes watering with tears that fell in long crystal chains from her eyes.

“Becca, I know this is a lot to take in right now, but I need you to do everything I say, all right?” Becca couldn’t find the words, so she just nodded emphatically. Sarah turned her attention to the kids. “You guys okay?” They followed the same speechless cues from her mother. Sarah kissed the tops of both of their heads, and Jared entered, specks of blood on his face and chest.

“Jared,” Sarah said, “I need you to take them out of here now. Bryce already has a transport set up, and three more agents are waiting to meet you at exit point six.” She looked back down at the kids and smiled. “This is my friend Jared, guys, and he’s gonna take care of you, so I need you to listen to him. And stay close to your mom.” Again the children nodded, and Matt poked one of the bullets lodged into her Kevlar. Sarah cupped Becca’s cheeks in her hands. Becca’s face was still hysterical. “Becca, where’s Ben?”

“I-I-I don’t know. We saw him a few days ago, but I don’t know where they’ve been keeping him.” The thought of her husband caused her face to twist in despair. “You have to find him, Sarah. Bring him home.”

“I will.” Sarah helped her up and guarded their back as Jared took point, leading them through the hallways. Becca carried both children, and Sarah kept close to Becca. She’d jump in front of a bullet if she had to.

Once they made it to the exit point, a chopper was already waiting for them. The other agents had cleared out a secured area for the landing, and Sarah helped buckle Matt and Ella in. The whirl of the chopper’s blades flung their hair around in large, tangled strands. “I love you, guys. I’ll see you soon,” she shouted above the whine of the engine. She saw Becca mouth “thank you” as the chopper lifted into the air and disappeared. Once it was firmly in the distance, the flesh over Sarah’s knuckles turned white as her grip tightened around the steel-colored handles of her pistols. She marched back to the building, the rest of the agents following her. “My sister-in-law and the kids are clear. I’ll find my brother. Anyone you come across who’s not him, kill. But save Demps for me.”

The door to the hallway they’d just left flashed red and wailed its incessant whine. Sarah led the line of agents as they reentered the bowels of the beast, each of them yearning to carve out their own piece of revenge.

“I’m seeing a lot of movement on the third level,” Bryce said. “They have a transportation hangar up there. I’m betting that’s where Demps and your brother could be.”

“Copy that,” Sarah said. She found her way back to the staircase, smashing through the door and up the steps in the fluid motion of rising water. The number of rifles, bullets, or bodies stacked in front of her didn’t matter; she wouldn’t stop. She was a constant in a realm where variables changed in the blink of an eye.

The third level was thick with scum, and Sarah was tested in how quickly she could reload the .45s in her hand. She could feel the heat from the pistols radiate through her palms as she sifted through round after round, piercing Kevlar, flesh, metal—anything and everything that came into her crosshairs.

Then, standing at least a head above everyone else on the floor, she saw the same tall henchman making his way across the platform, holding her brother by the arm. Her brother had his hands cuffed behind his back. 

“Ben!” Her voice cut through the bullets and screams, causing both parties to look at her. Confusion spread across Ben’s face, while a smile spread across the tall man’s.

“Go!” Jared said, appearing from behind her. “We’ll clean this up.”

Sarah sprinted around the transport carriers, parallel to where the man was dragging Ben. While their bodies disappeared through the flashes of choppers and vehicles, their feet remained a constant that she kept her eyes locked on. When she watched them pivot away from her, she made her dash through the awkward rows of helicopters. Her shoulders banged into the sides as she fought the rising sense of desperation within her. She wouldn’t be any good to her brother if she lost her wits. When Sarah made it to the other side, she could see the long hallway they entered, where no lights flickered on or off.

“Heat signature shows a couple of people on the other end,” Bryce said. “It opens up to a platform. Rick and your brother are out there.”

Sarah’s heart raced as she made her way through the shadows. The rays of sunlight from the other end finally broke through and illuminated her feet, then her knees, waist, chest, and face until she made it through the hallway and could see the chopper gearing for take off. Massive piles of crates were stacked in sporadic patterns around the platform. Then, through the glass of the helicopter, she could see Demps, the tall man, and her brother with a gun to his head.

“So good to see you again, Sarah,” Demps said. The voice echoed over the fading din of the sirens behind her. Demps was broadcasting over some sort of speaker system. The chopper’s blades twirled slowly in anticipation of takeoff.

“Don’t make this harder than it has to be, Demps,” Sarah said.

“You know, it’s funny. I’ve spent so much time with your brother over the past few days that I feel like I’ve really gotten to know you and your family.”

The words twisted Sarah like a disease. She took a few steps forward, her mind going over the resources on her belt. If she fired at them, there wouldn’t be any doubt her brother’s life was over.

“I think my favorite story was the first time Ben here took you to the range.” Demps laughed, and so did the tall man. “Why, he said the pistol just flew out of your hand! You certainly have come a long way.”

Sarah kept up a slow pace, continuing to move forward as the chopper’s blades blew her hair back. She did her best to control the spasms in her arm. The heightened sense of awareness from the adrenaline was peaking to the point of overloading her senses.

“I was so surprised to find out that Ben here had no idea of your work—your real work, I mean,” Demps said. “I don’t think he believed me until he saw you a little bit ago. I kept telling him how much of a pain you’ve been, but I kept saying how much I admired your tenacity.”

“Yeah, that’s what keeps popping up on my performance review,” Sarah said.

“Keep him talking,” Bryce said. “Backup heading your way in thirty seconds.”

“You know, when we hacked your servers, I actually got to read your latest performance review. Quite the agent, but it did appear to me that you had some issues.”

“Twenty seconds,” Bryce said. Sarah took a few more steps forward, her stomach turning into a slow, sour knot.

“What was it exactly that was said?” Demps tapped his finger over his lips and then smiled. “Ah, I remember! ‘Agent Hill displays a narcissistic attitude in the field that could put both her and other operatives in danger.’” Demps turned to her brother and fisted a cluster of his hair, and the tall man lowered the pistol to Ben’s back. “Just like this one.”

Everything happened at once. The bullet entering Ben, the spray of blood that appeared on the window, the chopper taking off, and the tall man dropping Ben’s body from six feet off the ground before the chopper disappeared into the sky.

Sarah unloaded everything she had, the bullets pinging off the bullet proof glass and thick armor, sprinting toward her brother, her face twisted in anger, grief, and pain. She pulled one of the C-4 explosives from her belt and chucked it at the helicopter, but before the explosive made it to its target, it detonated in midair, the chopper radiating some kind of frequency to protect it.

Sarah felt the heat from the blast above as she crashed to her knees, cradling her brother’s head in her lap. Blood had poured out of his stomach, and the fall had snapped his collarbone in half, the bone protruding from the skin and cloth. His mouth filled with blood, and he coughed up bits of red over his chin and chest. “Hang on, Ben.” She put pressure on the wound, her fingers squishing in the blood. “Bryce?” Her voice was rising to a shout.

“Medevac on the way.”

“Sarah,” Ben said, his voice coming out garbled and strained.

“Ben, try not to talk. Help is on the way. You’re gonna be fine.”

“I’m sorry.” Sarah looked at her brother and saw his head rolling back and forth on the ground. He struggled for air, and his face winced in pain. “I’m sorry for not talking to you about Mom and Dad more.”

Sarah’s lip quivered. She shook her head. “It’s okay”—her voice cracked—“I should have been there. I should have come. That was my fault. I’m sorry.”

Ben gave a half smile, the same one he had inherited from their dad. He held up his hand, and Sarah grasped it, her fingers sliding from the blood. “Take care of my family.” She kept a tight hold on his hand but could feel his fingers loosen.

“Ben?” Sarah asked, checking his pulse. “Ben. Ben!” She kept screaming his name. She placed her hands over his sternum and pushed, breaking his ribs, trying to pump the life back into him. “Please, Ben, don’t do this.” Her arms went rigid as she counted the number of compressions. “C’mon, Ben!” Tears rolled off her face and landed on her hands, mixing with her brother’s blood.

A team of medics arrived and peeled Sarah off him. She watched them swarm him, lift him onto a stretcher, and then load him into the chopper that had arrived. She ran alongside him, keeping hold of his hand through the group of medics working on him. She squeezed it, even though he didn’t squeeze back. She held his hand while they tried to resuscitate him. And she kept holding it when the medics pronounced him dead upon arrival at the hospital at 6:14 p.m.








Chapter 13

Andrea was woken in the middle of the night by her chief of staff at 3:14 a.m. It was then that she learned the power grid had been turned back on. She quickly dressed, downed a pot of coffee, and entered the conference call with the other world leaders, who looked just as abruptly awoken as she did despite the time zone differences.

“When did we get the first breakthrough?” Andrea asked.

The American president was the first to speak. “Less than twenty minutes ago. It’s starting off small, but it looks like we’ve cracked the code. We’ll be testing it out on a few smaller grids to ensure that it’s legitimate. Once that happens, we’ll be passing along the information.”

Andrea rested her head on her arm for a moment, letting the relief of the news sink in. It was still a long road to recovery, but this was a definite step in the right direction. She looked back up and could see the same relief on all the faces around her. “What about the Chinese and Russians?”

“They’re still advancing on both the Pacific and Eastern European fronts,” the Japanese prime minister replied. “But we think they’ll scale back once everything comes back online.”

“Well,” Andrea said, recomposing herself, “until then, we’re still at war. I’ll meet with my generals immediately, and we’ll reconvene in a few hours.”

The faces nodded and agreed then disappeared, leaving Andrea and the American president alone. “My aide said you wanted to speak with me privately, Mr. President?” Andrea asked.

“We didn’t crack the code, Andrea. It was given to us.”

“What? By whom?”

“I think by the same organization that your mystery friend works for.”

“Were you able to trace the source from the drop-off?”

“No, but it doesn’t sit well with me that there is some organization that is a step ahead of us. I was hoping we could share our information, see what we could come up with.”

“You don’t really think that whoever gave you the code is a threat, do you?”

“I won’t know that until I find out who they are, and until then, I will treat them like all potential threats. With caution.”

“Of course, Mr. President.”

The call ended, and Andrea leaned back in her chair, the coffee barely holding her together. Her wits were fried, along with her body. But she breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that the woman she’d met after the summit was on her side. Her instincts had been right. But despite the mystery woman’s recent acts, she was now a target of investigation by the force that was the United States. Andrea needed to find the woman before the Americans did.







 

***

Sarah paced back and forth outside the small hospital room where Becca and the kids sat, waiting to hear anything about Ben—their father, their husband, their family. Sarah had been outside that door for almost thirty minutes. She wanted to be the one to tell them, but she had no idea what to say. She knew the moment she opened that door, their world would be shattered.

Finally, with her stomach and heart seemingly switching places back and forth in her body, Sarah grabbed the door handle with a shaky hand and stepped inside. Ella and Matt rushed over to her and wrapped their little bodies ceremoniously around her legs, as they were accustomed to greeting her, and Sarah gave them pats on the heads.

But when Sarah looked at Becca, her face red and her eyes puffy, no words came out. And the moment she couldn’t form the words, Becca knew what that meant. She burst into tears, losing whatever strength was left in her, and collapsed to the ground. Both her children peeled themselves off Sarah’s legs and rushed to their mother, where they cried with her without knowing why.

Becca clutched her children in her arms, pulling them to her chest. She breathed in heavy sobs, trying to control herself as she focused on soothing her kids. She stroked their heads, whispering that everything was okay. With her eyes still watering, she rose to her feet.

Sarah stood there, her arms out in a helpless stance, still unable to speak, unable to say anything to help ease the pain that her family was going through at that moment. Becca took a few steps forward, and Sarah finally managed to form sounds. “Becca, I’m so sorry.”

The crack that sounded from the slap of Becca’s hand against Sarah’s cheek sent a shock of silence that permeated everything in the room—the walls, the chairs, their bodies. All that remained were the lingering burn of flesh across Sarah’s cheek and the light-red imprint of Becca’s hand. Without another word, Becca grabbed both her kids and left Sarah alone in the room.

Sarah brought her hand to her cheek gently, feeling the heat from the slap. Her mind raced to process everything, running through different scenarios of the past hour until it brought her to the present. Her legs felt weak, and she collapsed to the ground, her hands grabbing at nothing but air, forming fists. Slow, rolling sobs escaped her. They were painful, gut wrenching. Everything came out, everything she’d let herself hold in. Then the sobs and cries turned into screams. Her face flushed red, her throat turned raw, and the veins in her neck pulsed with every blood-curdling shriek that left her voice until there was nothing but raw, angry whispers.

She wasn’t sure how long she sat there—time seemed to stand still—but when she finally rose, she felt a shift in her body, in her mind.

“Sarah?” Bryce asked, his voice as soft as a whisper. “I’m… I don’t…”

Sarah’s entire body trembled. Her fists clenched at her sides. Her jaw tightened, hot spit flying from her mouth as the words left her like venom being purged from a wound. “His clock is ticking. He’s a dead man. Find him for me, Bryce.” She stepped through the doorway and marched through the hospital. “Find the fucking prick.”







Agent Hill: Reboot


Chapter 1
Four Months Ago

 

Dust devils swirled the orange-brown sand in tiny, menacing cyclones in the fastness that was the Iraq desert. Nothing but rolling, shifting sand as far as the eye could see, with the sun piercing through the blue sky and casting its heat over whatever living things existed in the harsh environment. Aside from herself, Sarah couldn’t see anything except the occasional scorpion. “This convoy knows I have somewhere to be tomorrow, right?”

“I don’t know if they got the memo,” Bryce answered.

Agent Sarah Hill had her belly rested on the ground, camouflaged under a mixture of clothes and netting, peering through the scope of her fifty-caliber sniper rifle. Her body was baked from the sun, burnt to a nice crisp. She wiggled underneath her cover, breaking apart the slabs of concrete that had become her joints and muscles. “I’ve had to pee for the past forty-five minutes.”

“I told you to go before you got set up, but you didn’t listen,” Bryce said.

“Thanks, Mom.” Sarah shifted the scope slightly left, scanning farther down the winding patch of dirt she had studied for the past three hours. A flash of sunlight against glass flickered, along with patches of dust kicked up from vehicles. “About time.” She wiggled her fingers on her right hand, trying to rid herself of their numbness.

“No plate, but the car description matches,” Bryce said. “And I don’t imagine there are too many Mercedes driving around in these parts.”

“For someone who tells his followers about being humble, he sure picked a hell of a car to practice his humility,” Sarah said.

“Remember, wait until the ex—”

“Don’t shoot until we have the visual. I got it.” Feeling returned to Sarah’s hands, and the smooth, curved surface of the trigger glided over the tips of her fingerless gloves. The crosshairs of the scope followed the caravan until it came to a stop six hundred yards from her position.

“Okay, we’ve got movement in the south,” Bryce said. “Four cars heading to intercept.”

“Say what you want about terrorists’ moral choices, but the bastards are punctual.” Bashir Mubar stepped out of the black Mercedes, accompanied by his security detail. Sarah moved the scope over the cut of their fine suits, ties, and polished shoes. “These guys always look like they’re heading to prom.”

“They’re just dressing professionally,” Bryce said. “Unlike some field agents.”

“Whoa. First off, I’m the most professionally dressed agent out here.”

“You’re the only agent out there.”

“Second off, a field agent’s attire’s primary objective is functionality, not style. I’ll take my Kevlar-woven jacket over a blouse any day of the week.”

“And when you’re not on a mission?”

Sarah gave a light shrug. “The jacket’s black. Black goes with everything.” The second party came into view, and one of Mubar’s associates held the silver case. “I’ve got eyes on the codes.” Sarah shifted her legs impatiently, her finger itching over the trigger. Her target and the man with the briefcase chatted back and forth. Her eye drifted from the scope to the watch on her wrist. “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, do it already.”

“I’ve got more movement one thousand yards to your south,” Bryce said.

“Good movement or bad movement?”

“Shit. It’s US military.”

“I thought you said they didn’t have intel for this?”

“That’s because they didn’t.”

Sarah pivoted the crosshairs over the heads of the goons below. She counted twelve total, all armed with automatic weapons. “Put a digital signature on the case.”

“What? Why?” Bryce asked.

“’Cause we’re going to need to track it.” The crosshairs fell over Mubar’s head, and Sarah squeezed the trigger. The recoil from the rifle reverberated into her shoulder and down her back, while her target’s head burst in a shower of blood, brains, and bones. She shifted the barrel of the rifle half an inch left, bringing the man with the briefcase into view, who ducked back into the vehicle before she could shoot. 

“US convoy only five hundred yards out,” Bryce said. “They’ve got a lot of chatter going on about your shots.”

“Time to move.” Sarah’s shoulders and elbows popped as she pushed herself off the ground, flinging up sand and the sheets of camouflage. She sprinted to a clump of brush, the large rifle gripped firmly in her hands and resting over her shoulder. Once the debris had been swept away, she jumped into the desert buggy and tossed the rifle into the empty passenger seat.

“Case is on the move, heading northwest,” Bryce said.

Sarah cranked the engine to life and slammed her foot on the accelerator. The buggy kicked up a spray of sand and bounced wildly over the mounds of orange and yellow granules, Sarah’s head and shoulders rocking in motion with each bump along the way. Sarah stiffened her arms, forcing the vehicle steady despite its protest. “I really should have taken the Hummer for this one.”

“Troops one hundred yards out,” Bryce said.

The dune buggy engine whined as Sarah shifted gears, picking up speed. To her left, she saw the sand kicked up by the US convoy heading to intercept. She pulled her mobile out and placed it on the dash holder. “Send the case tracker GPS to my phone.” The screen lit up, and the map of her location along with a red-and-green dot appeared. The red dot blinked only a few hundred yards away. “Keep an eye out for any ordnance strikes.”

“You’re in the clear for now. I don’t think this was planned. It’s just a team out on patrol.”

“Lucky me.” The trail of dust and sand kicked up by the black sedan blew into Sarah’s face as the red dot approached a small village. “Bryce, I need a population and structure count. And check to see if these bastards have any friends in the area that could turn up.”

“Copy that. Small town, only a few hundred citizens. No modern cement and steel structures. Just sand, mud, and whatever scrap they could find to help prop up their roofs.”

Wind and sand whipped Sarah’s face, neck, and arms, swirling into the buggy in hot streaks, stinging the exposed skin. Her eyes flitted to the watch on her wrist, then she shifted into fifth gear. She wasn’t going to miss her flight home. Not this time. 

With the front of Sarah’s buggy in line with the rear bumper of the sedan, one of the henchmen swung his upper body out the backseat window, wielding a machine gun. Sarah swerved right. Bullets ripped through the open air of the exposed buggy, narrowly missing her. The vibrations from the dunes caused her arm to shake as she pulled one of the Colt 1911s from her shoulder holster and fired through the whirling sand. The .45 bullet pierced the man’s skull, and he fell from the window, his body rolling in a storm of arms and legs upon impact with the sand.

Sarah aimed for the sedan’s tires, blowing out both passenger-side wheels. The sedan jerked left and right, struggling to keep straight as it entered the dirt road that cut through the middle of the village. Bits of rubber from the tire joined the tire tracks left behind the sedan as it careened wildly, swerving left and right, until it crashed into one of the small huts near the side of the road.

The Mercedes crumpled from the front bumper all the way to the windshield, which cracked and splintered like a spider web. The two remaining passengers stumbled out, cuts across their faces, the driver still holding the silver briefcase in his hand.

The dune buggy skidded to a stop next to the Mercedes, bringing with it a shroud of dust that Sarah used for cover as she wielded both pistols. The henchmen were dead before their bodies hit the sand. Sarah pried the briefcase from the morbid hand it was attached to and tossed it into the buggy.

“Troops will be in your position in less than three minutes,” Bryce said.

“No time for a quick tour? I was hoping to buy some property out here. I could probably get a good deal.” The buggy provided little cover, exposing Sarah’s legs and body. When she sat down, three insurgents stormed from the house the Mercedes had turned to rubble. Sarah reached for the shifter when the first bullet smacked her left shoulder. The force of the impact knocked her backward. She reached for her Colt with her right arm then fired into the cluster of men when a second bullet entered the side of her right knee, tearing through the joint and cartilage.

With bullets still volleying back and forth, Sarah slammed her left foot on the accelerator and sped off through the village. Blood dribbled from the wound on her shoulder, running down her chest and stomach, while grains of sand flew into the torn and shattered bone and flesh that was her knee. “I thought you said this place was clear?” Sarah struggled to keep the wheel steady with one hand, weaving in and out among people, carts, and houses in her path.

“It was,” Bryce answered. “That village is nothing but farmers and shepherds.”

More insurgents jumped from buildings in scattered patches, all of them wielding rifles or machine guns. Sarah fired into the rain of lead blasting her path, forcing her left arm and shoulder to steady the wheel while she provided cover fire for herself. The pressure increased the blood loss, and spurts of crimson gushed out of her shoulder. Her head felt light, weightless. She forced her eyelids up from closing. Her mind struggled to stay alert.

“Roadblock up ahead,” Bryce said. “Rocket launchers and fifty calibers.”

“This place is definitely not getting my vote for Village of the Year.” Sarah shifted gears and winced. She saw the insurgents clustered up ahead. A narrow cut through opened up to her right twenty yards before the roadblock, and she made a hard right, the buggy dancing on two wheels during the turn.

The buggy was small enough to maneuver through the narrow path clustered with walls and scrap. With each turn of the wheel and shift of the gears, the pain in her shoulder and leg sharpened.

“US troops just entered the village,” Bryce said. “They’ve engaged the hostiles.”

“I guess they didn’t want me having all the fun.” The heat beating down on Sarah suddenly disappeared and was replaced by a chill running up her back. She felt her grip on the steering wheel loosen, and her eyes drifted closed. The buggy veered left and crashed into the side of one of the huts. The mud wall crumbled along with the roof and covered Sarah in a crushing weight of debris.

An echo sounded in Sarah’s ear, and her eyes flitted open. Bits of dirt and sand caked her eyelashes, and she could see the sun through cracks in the debris covering her. She shifted her arms and legs under the immense earth, and the screaming in her ear grew louder. She pushed her right arm through to the surface and leveraged herself off the buggy’s seat. With only the use of the one arm, she dragged herself over the buggy’s hood and collapsed house and stumbled to the ground, her right leg dragging behind her.

“Sarah! Move! You’ve got insurgents on your six!”

Still delirious and light headed, covered in sand, mud, and blood, Sarah picked up the suitcase and limped through the village. “I could use an evac right about now, Bryce.”

“Five minutes.”

Bullets punched holes in the building to Sarah’s left, and she ducked right behind the cover of a wall of an abandoned, dilapidated hut with whatever agility she could muster. She set the briefcase down and unholstered her sand-covered pistol with a grainy left hand. “Sooner would be nice.” Her mind drifted in and out of consciousness, but the gunshots brought a brief surge of adrenaline. She leaned out from behind the wall and squeezed off two quick rounds. The bullets connected to the terrorists’ flesh, then she disappeared back behind the wall and popped the locks on the briefcase.

“What are you doing?” Bryce asked.

“Letting you get a scan of what’s inside.” She spread out the documents, dozens of papers listing when and where the next organized attack would happen. “Let me know when you have a good read.”

“Scan’s done.”

Sarah tossed the documents back into the case, leaving the top open. She reached for her belt, pulling out a lighter, and torched a corner of the papers. The flame spread across the page, crumpling it into black ash. She tossed it into the case with the rest, and the other papers burned with it. Sarah reached her finger out to examine the wound on her knee, scraping away the dirt and sand to get a better look. The bullet had gone clean through. She grimaced as her finger brushed the edge of the exit wound.

The gunfire in the distance grew harsher, faster. Explosions rocked the ground as the US troops collided with the insurgents using whatever grenades and missiles they had. From her position near the wall, she could see the trucks of the military push their way down the street. They kept a steady pressure, but she knew it wouldn’t be long before one of the units made its way down the side road to check for her location. “I’d like to get out of here before the good guys decide to shoot me, Bryce.”

“Sixty seconds.”

Sarah poked her head around the corner again and saw a three-man team of US soldiers following the mayhem her buggy had unleashed. Shit. She planted her left foot firmly in the ground and drove herself up the side of the wall, her back grinding against the dried mud and sand. With all her weight on one leg, she felt like her good knee would break from the pressure. She checked her left hand. While she was able to make a fist, she had trouble rotating her shoulder. She forced her palm onto the handle of her second pistol. The Colt trembled slightly in her grip. She squeezed harder, and the shaking stopped. Helicopter blades thumped through the air, and she looked for her escape route.

“Thirty yards north, Sarah. Move!”

Sarah pushed herself off the back side of the wall, her right foot dragging behind her when she wasn’t using it to steady her pace on the grinding run. She weaved in and out of the huts, using them for cover as much as she could. Bullets zipped past her. She fired back, carefully, making sure each shot was close enough to cause the soldiers to slow down but leaving enough space to ensure she didn’t misfire and hit one of them.

The thump of the helicopter blades grew louder and kicked up sand in her face. She squinted her eyes as the grainy beads of earth whipped against her skin and clothes, stinging the bullet wounds on her body. Cover fire from the chopper blasted through the air. Through the thick gusts of sand, she saw a hand extended; she reached for it and felt the strong arm pull her onto the chopper’s deck. The gunshots faded, and she felt the chopper quickly lift into the air. The wind swirled what bits of sand remained on Sarah. She lay there on the deck, her eyes flitting open and closed.

“Sarah? Hey, stay with me.”

Sarah recognized the voice and felt a tug on her shoulder and arm. She kept her eyes open long enough to see that Vince was patching up her knee. “They sent you? I might as well have been saved by the local police. I was wondering what was taking so long.”

Vince cracked a smile. He ripped the fabric from her shoulder, exposing the bullet wound, and began to clean it. “Yeah, well, they were busy responding to the reports of a crazy woman shooting up some local villages. She even crashed into some of the houses.”

“Women drivers,” Sarah said, shaking her head. A flood of pain hit her as Vince dug the metal pliers into her shoulder and pulled the bullet out. “In all fairness, I didn’t try to hit the buildings.”

“You don’t try to do a lot of things, Sarah,” Vince said. “Yet here we are.”

Sarah faded in and out of consciousness. Images of her brother and her parents flashed in her mind. She couldn’t think of why until Vince hit a nerve ending in her shoulder that shot a rush of pain-laced adrenaline through her body. She propped herself up with her elbows. “I need to get home.”

“You need to get to surgery if you want to be able to walk again,” Vince said.

Sarah wrenched his shirt collar. “The funeral. It’s tomorrow. I need to be there.”

Vince placed his hand over hers and gently removed the strong claw that had the speed and tenacity to kill him without even trying. “I have orders to get you patched up.”

Sarah fell back to the deck of the chopper and remained motionless, her body only responding to the spasms of pain from Vince’s prep work for surgery. All she could think about was her brother, sitting there in the church, alone, carrying the burden of burying their parents without her.

***

White light crept into Sarah’s pupils, momentarily blinding her as she opened her eyelids. Her mind felt groggy, her body uncoordinated. She lifted her head with a strained effort and saw her left shoulder and arm in a sling and her knee wrapped in a soft cast. She gave her quad a bend and was rewarded with a sharp pain that stole the breath from her body. A large curtain surrounded her, and it was suddenly ripped back, and a group of nurses surrounded her.

“How are you feeling, Ms. Francis?” the nurse asked.

It took Sarah a moment to process the information. Mary Francis was one of the aliases she used in her international travel. “I’m fine. What’s today’s date?”

“It’s Friday,” the nurse answered.

“Shit!” The word was loud, harsh, and triggered the jaws of the nurses around her to drop, while the occupants of the beds next to her sniggered. “I need to make a call. Where’s my phone?” Before the dumbfounded nurse could answer, Vince entered, her phone in his hand.

“Darling, you’re awake!” Vince said.

All effort to conceal her emotions had vanished and was replaced by the irritable expression usually reserved for Bryce’s tech babbling. Vince pushed the nurses aside and leaned in to kiss her lips. Sarah immediately stopped his face mid-push with her good right hand and denied his advances. He smiled, waving it off playfully.

“You did always like to play hard to get,” Vince said.

“And you do love it when it’s your turn with the dildo,” Sarah replied, giving a sweetly innocent smile, which the nurses around her found neither sweet nor innocent.

“Will you ladies give us a moment?” Vince asked. “My wife and I have a lot of catching up to do.”

The nurses nodded, their eyebrows raised in a mixture of polite professionalism and shock. Vince drew the curtain back, giving them some privacy.

“You need to explain yourself,” Sarah said. “Right now.”

“Honey, you’re distraught,” Vince said, brushing back her hair.

Sarah snatched his hand in mid-swipe, squeezing the pressure point on his palm, and twisted it hard right, triggering a yelp. “What the hell happened?”

Vince rubbed his wrist, keeping his voice low. “The nearest GSF medical facility was too far out for the surgery you needed. You could have lost your leg if it wasn’t operated on soon, not to mention the amount of blood you lost, so I brought you here.” He squeezed his palm into a fist a few times and rotated it around on his wrist, checking its mobility. “Usually this is when people say, ‘oh, thank you!’”

Sarah rested her head back on the pillow. She closed her eyes. “I missed it.” She felt something land on her stomach, and when she opened her eyes, she saw her phone.

“I know,” Vince said, his voice void of the playful newlywed act. “Your brother kept calling. I didn’t answer. I figured you would want to come up with your own story.”

Sarah scrolled through the twenty missed calls and just as many voicemails and text messages.

“You have a checkup tomorrow, and then we’ll be moving you back to Chicago,” Vince said, putting his hand on her shoulder. “I’ll give you a few minutes. If you need anything, let me know.”

Sarah nodded, and Vince disappeared behind the curtain. She lay there, phone in her hand, her thumb over the play button for the voicemail messages. She didn’t want to listen to them but forced herself to press play and brought the receiver to her ear.

“Hey, Sarah, didn’t know if you wanted to ride together to the church. Let me know, and we can either pick you up or you can meet us at the house. Love you.”

“Sarah, we’re at the church now. Let me know when you get here.”

“Hey, are you all right? The procession is about to start. Please call or text me.”

“Okay, you’re starting to scare me. Please, call me.”

The longer Sarah listened, the more desperate and angrier the messages became. Once they were finished, she pressed the return call button. The monitor measuring her heart rate and vitals beeped in faster intervals. She tried to swallow, but her mouth went dry, and the lump in her throat refused to go down. Her body broke out in a sweat as the phone went to its third ring, then fourth. She found herself hoping that it would go to voicemail, but just before the sixth ring, she heard a click and the raspy sound of her brother’s voice.

“Hello?” Ben asked.

A silence followed as Sarah searched for her words. Ben repeated himself again, and Sarah finally spoke up. “Hey, Ben.” Silence. Sarah waited for him to say something, anything, but he wouldn’t give her a response. “Look, I, um, I don’t know where to even star—”

“Are you okay?” Ben asked.

Sarah’s throat caught again, and she felt her heart crack along the same fault line that had opened when Ben told her about their parents’ car accident. “Yeah, I, um, just, was doing some overtime at the factory, and there was an accident. I got banged up a little bit. Actually, I got banged up a lot, but I’m fine. Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Matt and Ella kept asking about you. They’ll be glad to know you’re all right,” Ben said.

A tear formed in the corner of her eye and rolled down her cheek alongside her nose until she could taste the salty mixture on her lips. “Ben, I’m so sorry I missed the funeral.”

“You’ve been sorry about a lot of things over the past few weeks, Sarah,” Ben said, his voice exasperated. “You’ve been sorry about not coming to the hospital with me to identify the bodies. You’ve been sorry about all the appointments and meetings we were supposed to do together to get everything in order. You’ve been sorry about going days without getting back to me. I guess I’m done with your being sorry.”

“Ben—”

“Look, I have to go,” Ben said. “I’m at work, and I’ve already had to take off a lot of time because of the funeral, so I need to get back to it.”

“Right, yeah,” Sarah said, forcing back the quivering in her throat. “I’ll talk to you later.” The call ended without any goodbyes, and the phone slid from her face to the pillow. A numbness washed over her, engulfing her in waves of apathy until she couldn’t think or move. One by one, she was losing her family, and what made it all worse was the knowledge that she could have saved the relationship with her brother.








Chapter 2 

Present Day

The news feeds all said slightly different versions of the same thing: Tuck Investments had been responsible for the financial terrorism and played a major role in the power outages that lasted for more than a week across the entire globe. And if the reporters weren’t commenting on the search for the Tuck Investment board of trustees said to be the masterminds behind the attacks, they were busy talking about fallout from both Russia’s and China’s aggressions during the blackout.

“The G7, along with the UN, are wrapping up their treaty negotiations with the Russians and Chinese,” the anchor reported. “It’s expected that the negotiations will continue for some time, as tensions are still high. While both Russian and Chinese authorities have ordered all their men to stand down, there are still pockets of Chinese and Russian soldiers fighting along their countries’ borders.” The reporter cleared his throat and turned to another monitor. “The search continues for Rick Demps, CEO and president of Tuck Investments, who authorities say was the orchestrator of the largest coordinated terrorist attack in history. More on where officials believe he and his accomplices are hiding when we come back.”

Sarah turned the television off and tossed the remote onto the couch. She took a step in front of the mirror to get a final look at herself before she left. The black dress fit snug against her body, and she fidgeted awkwardly in the high heels, her ankles on the verge of snapping. She scrubbed off as much of the dirt and grime as she could and tried doing her hair but in the end just pulled it back in a ponytail to get it out of the way. With her brain burning resources on what the hell she was going to do at the funeral, her bangs were the least of her concerns.

The flips and knots in her stomach had been present for the past seventy-two hours, but it felt much longer. The tired lines on her face accentuated her age by a decade. But despite the fatigue that both her body and mind had gone through, she was still wired with grief and rage.

A knock at the door caused Sarah’s hand to instinctively reach for the pistol that would have been found in her shoulder holster but stopped when her fingertips grazed the fabric of her dress, confused at the material they found. When she checked the peephole on the front door, she gave a brief sigh of relief. She opened the door, and standing in front of her with his best attempt at grooming and dressing himself was Bryce.

“Hey, wow, you look great,” Bryce said, his lower jaw still sagging after the words left him. “I mean, well, you look nice.” He cleared his throat and glanced down at his shoes awkwardly.

“What are you doing here?” Sarah asked.

Bryce kept his head down as he spoke. “Well, I know the funeral is today, and I thought you could use some company.”

The painful fault line that had cracked itself open in her heart, cutting its path deeper and making it seemingly impossible to ever heal, felt like it closed a fraction of an inch at the sound of Bryce’s words. She gave a light smile, which he still couldn’t see because his face was glued to his shoes, then embraced him in a hug. “Thank you.”

Bryce smiled, waiving it off. “Hey, that’s what I’m here for, right? Support. It’s literally my job.”

“You really know how to make a girl feel special,” Sarah answered, the sarcastic tone ringing in the air between them. “Let’s go.”

The two descended the steps to where Bryce had a car waiting. The black sedan was definitely from GSF’s stash of vehicles. Before Sarah could reach for the handle, Bryce offered a feeble attempt at chivalry by opening the door, which Sarah smacked away. “I’m grieving, not crippled.”

The car ride was quiet; neither Bryce nor Sarah spoke. Only the driver offered the occasional word, making sure the two were comfortable and asking if they needed anything.

“Did you speak with her yet?” Bryce asked.

“I tried calling, but she wouldn’t pick up. And she hasn’t returned any of my calls.” The last interaction she’d had with Becca wasn’t exactly a family gem. She reached her hand up and touched the side of her cheek, where the burn of Becca’s palm still felt fresh on her skin. “I only found out about where the funeral was going to be held through the announcement in the paper.”

“She’s hurting,” Bryce said, his hand covering her own. “It’ll take some time.” He gave a light squeeze, and Sarah offered a smile that was more sad than happy.

The truth was Sarah wasn’t sure if she wanted Becca to forgive her. It seemed like justice for her to be shunned from the family she had always seemed to ignore. Her job didn’t allow for long-lasting emotional connections. The past six years had seen her seat at family dinners and holidays lie empty more often than filled. All of the excuses she gave were lies, but in her conscience, she’d given them weight, knowing that she was out trying to keep safe the very people she was leaving behind. Her family had always chalked it up to her being independent, but she was afraid that her absence was just a cover that lay under the façade of lies. A truth that she may have loved her job more than her family. And today those lies could finally break through the surface.

***

The mountain ridges in Tajikistan north of Dushanbe offered a spectacular view of the country’s landscape. Geometrical rock spires jutted from the mountains in smaller formations that accumulated into the massive mounds of earth that would continue to grow long after Rick Demps had died, and the compound that nestled in the heart of the mountain would be consumed.

The past three days had been a culmination of speaking with his colleagues in similar locations and standing at this window in the makeshift office, looking out onto the landscape before him. He was hundreds of miles away from civilization. The only people around him were the bodyguards on his payroll.

A knock at the office door alerted his attention, and he pressed the intercom to let them inside. The doors to the office opened, and Rick’s right hand, Heath Fuller, walked in with the air of servitude. “Mr. Demps, he’s ready to speak with you.”

“Bring up the screen for me,” Rick said, sitting down and adjusting his tie while Heath set up the equipment for the satellite call. Rick had been waiting for this the entire three days he’d been isolated in the mountains. It was his opportunity for escape and actually being able to enjoy what life he had left.

Over the past few years, Rick had been to countless meetings with the man he’d never truly met. But each of those meetings had turned the tide in his favor, and there was no reason to believe that this meeting would be any different. Especially since he finally had an ace up his sleeve—one he’d been waiting to use for a very long time.

“Rick, you look well,” the man said, his face blurred and his voice modified per their usual protocol.

“I wish I could say the same for you,” Rick said. “The news seems to believe that I am responsible for quite a bit of villainy. I’m hoping, now that we’ve finally had a chance to speak, that this could be resolved.”

“Your face is all over the news, Rick. I don’t see how any of this can be resolved.”

“Throughout our interactions, we’ve always been able to maintain a level of professionalism. It’s what’s made our arrangement so beneficial for both parties. You’ve retained and enjoyed your anonymity, while my company’s financial prowess grew, from which you’ve also gained a fair amount of income. I think now would be a bad time for either of us to end what has worked so well for us in the past.”

Rick snapped his fingers, and Heath handed him an envelope. He opened the end with the sharp blade of a letter opener, tilted the envelope to a downward angle, and poured out a small square sheet of paper. He pinched the top corner between his fingers, the contents not visible except to his eyes. “You’re probably wondering what this is, but I’m sure you can take a wild guess, seeing as how I would have surely expected your trepidation in continuing our business exchange with the risk mounting to what it has become.”

“I would tread carefully,” the man said. “Take whatever it is you think you have and burn it.”

“I don’t think I will.” The pleasantness had dropped from his voice, leaving nothing but the cold promise of threats. “I want out of this. And if I don’t get what I want, you’re coming down with me. You and I both know you can’t reach me where I’m at, even if you wanted to. The moment I’m caught, so are you. Your fate is tied to mine.”

The man remained silent for quite some time, and Rick wasn’t sure if the connection had frozen until the shadow covering the man’s face disappeared along with the voice modulation that had disguised him. The man lowered every shroud protecting him, leaving a face that surprised Rick.

“I’ll make this as clear as I can.” The lines on the man’s face hardened, and his voice was slightly raspy as he spoke. The face wasn’t young, though it was supposed to appear that way, but too many attempts at surgery had left a farce. “Whatever plan you think you have, mine is better.” And with that the screen went blank, leaving Rick and Heath alone in the office.

The envelope fell from Rick’s hand, and its contents spilled onto the table. On the little square of paper was a photograph, a picture of who Rick believed his mystery investor was, but the face he had just seen didn’t resemble the man in the picture. A cold chill ran up from the base of his spine, shaking him at his very core, leaving him feeling as though his bones had turned to ice.

“Mr. Demps?” Heath asked.

Rick tore the picture in half and dumped it into the garbage. “I want you to find out as much as you can about whatever the GSF is doing. What resources they have left, what they know about us, and who that man was. And it should go without saying that time is a luxury we don’t have.”

“Yes, sir.”

Heath was gone before Rick turned back to the view of the mountains behind him. The compound around him was the result of planning for every contingency that could arise. His money and resources had carved out a piece of land in a place where no one else could have accomplished it and where many said it could not be done. But here he stood, staring out into the so-called untamed wilderness in front of him. Even with all the forces threatening to close in around, him he still believed nothing was beyond his reach.

***

The conference room doors burst open, and the Russian president, along with his advisors, stomped out with the red-angered face associated with a toddler’s tantrum. Inside the conference room, Andrea and a few other members of the UN packed up the rest of their belongings and exited in a more noble fashion.

Chancellor Andrea Jollenbeck went the opposite direction of her UN colleagues and the Russian president. While they were done with negotiations for the day, Andrea had one more meeting to attend. Her shoulders sagged as she walked, even though her chief of staff, Alexander, carried most of her belongings.

The war with the Russians was over. Both parties knew it. Russia couldn’t afford to keep up the conflict, and neither side wanted to escalate to a nuclear confrontation, which would have been the only card left to play. Andrea expected the tantrum was a way for the Russian president to save face with his people after agreeing to the terms of the treaty. The trade restrictions, along with the monetary compensation for the debts that were to be paid for the damages against the attacked countries, were steep but not unreasonable for what the Russians had done. The ties of trust had always been loose between Europe and Russia, and the recent actions hadn’t helped tighten them. The road to peace was a long, slow, winding one that required a patience most people didn’t have the capacity for. 

“Did he say what he wanted to discuss with me?” Andrea asked.

“No, Chancellor,” Alexander answered just before they made it to the door behind which her next appointment was already waiting. “But I suspect it’s about the girl.”

“Has Finn found out anything?”

“Not yet.”

“Very well. Tell him that his time will most likely be preoccupied the moment I come out of this exchange, so he’d better get his rest now.”

“Yes, Chancellor.”

Andrea entered, and three gentlemen, all American, all dressed in well-tailored suits, rose, bowing respectfully and extending their hands in greeting. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting,” Andrea said. “I’m afraid the Russians are tougher in the conference room than they are on the battlefield.”

“I highly doubt that, Chancellor.” The man who seemed to be in charge sat in the middle. He was average height and size. His clean-cut hair and freshly shaved faced indicated a man who was disciplined. “My name is Special Agent Taylor Grimes. These are my colleagues, Agent Mallory and Agent Thompson. We’ll be partnering with your staff to aid in the president’s inquiry about this woman you’re seeking.”

“Well, it’s good to have you gentlemen on board,” Andrea said. “I’ve briefed my team on your arrival, but I know you said you wanted to meet with me personally, so I hope you have something more than just pleasantries.” The two agents flanking Grimes flushed red, but Grimes kept his composure.

Grimes reached for a briefcase at the side of his chair and rested it on the table between them. He popped both locks, grabbed a manila folder from inside, and set it flat against the tabletop. “The president wants us to be clear that everything done moving forward is collaborative. In the current global climate, it’s important for the good guys to stick together, and while I understand that my organization doesn’t have the best reputation for collaboration, I was hoping this would be a gesture of good faith on our behalf.”

Grimes slid the folder within Andrea’s reach, and she took it from him. “Am I to believe the CIA has adopted a new mission statement?”

“No, ma’am, we’re just trying to let our friends know we’re on their side.”

The right corner of Andrea’s mouth curled upward. The farm boys from America always called her “ma’am.” It was a term she’d learned to accept over the years, although that didn’t mean she liked it. She pulled out the document and scanned its contents.

“Feel free to share that with who you think appropriate on your staff,” Grimes said. “I’ll swing by first thing tomorrow.” Grimes extended his hand, which Andrea took absentmindedly.

Once they had left the room, Andrea picked up the paper, along with the folder and its contents, and found Alexander waiting for her in the hallway. “The Americans think the organization’s Chinese,” she said, handing the folder over to him.

“That’s quite the accusation,” Alexander said, flipping through the document. “Most of this looks like conjecture.”

“Conjecture that could hurt the treaty negotiations between us and China,” Andrea said. “The agents will be coming by in the morning. I want a meeting with Finn and you the moment we get back to the capitol building. Despite the CIA’s peace offering, I want to be careful what we share with them. I don’t buy the Boy Scout act.”

***

The bustling downtown streets of Milwaukee, Wisconsin, made Mack nervous. He kept his head forward, but his peripherals were fully alert for anyone following or watching him closely. The HQ back in Chicago was nestled in the factory district, away from the millions of prying eyes that wandered downtown. Here he felt like everyone was watching him. He didn’t like it. There were too many people.

Mack pushed through the lobby doors of one of the many cloned skyscraper office buildings with a box tucked under his arm and didn’t return the smile of the receptionist as he made his way past her. He walked past the elevators, the first-floor offices, and the maintenance room until he was out the back door and entered a courtyard with a small shed in the left corner.

The courtyard was fenced in and had a few tables and benches for those on their smoke break, but for the most part went unused. Mack opened the door then locked it behind him. Rusty garden tools and lawn equipment lined the walls and hung from the ceiling. On the far back wall was a large chest, four feet long, three feet wide, and four feet tall with a lock over the latch. Mack pressed his thumb against the face of the lock, and it glowed red then green and popped open. He opened the lid and stepped inside. His body was slowly lowered into the ground, and the lid closed then locked after he had disappeared.

The deeper the floor descended, the inside of the box opened up into a larger elevator space, and when it came to a rest, the doors opened to reveal a large floor with a cluster of desks being set up. Mack marched past the support agents unpacking gear and setting up their stations toward the small corner office at the far end of the room. His secretary, Grace, smiled at him, handing him his mug full of piping-hot coffee, and took the box from under his arm. 

“Make sure you set it up like Chicago,” Mack said. “It’s bad enough we have to be in this cramped space. I at least want it organized.”

The GSF Milwaukee satellite office had been built as a contingent secondary site in the event the facilities in Chicago were ever compromised. It didn’t have the pomp and circumstance of the original HQ, but Mack had hopes that they wouldn’t have to be there for very long. He sipped the black coffee and let the bitter, caffeine-fueled concoction pump through his veins. Halfway through the mug, he started to feel better.

Once his secretary had set up the office, Mack leaned back in his chair, which squeaked, triggering a frown and bringing him back to the situation that brought them here in the first place: the mole. Grace brought in a large box with a stack of papers toppling out of it and dropped it on his desk with a thump. 

“Is this all of it?” Mack asked.

“No,” Grace answered. “There are a LOT more. You want to tell me what all this is for?”

Mack pulled one of the sheets of paper out of the box and answered without looking at her. “Just making sure everything is still secure after the Chicago breach.”

Grace rolled her eyes, which Mack ignored. He started the long process of sifting through GSF’s financials to find out who would have had something to gain with the agency’s demise. With each piece of paper Mack looked over, cross-referenced in the GSF’s database of employees, and crossed off his list, he could feel a piece of himself chipping away. It was a slow crumble, a poison almost. He operated the GSF under the premise of knowing exactly where the money was coming from and that the agents under his management were trained to be the best at what they did while adhering to the GSF’s regulations. Up until a week ago, that had never been called into question, but in the world of espionage, Mack knew things were bound to get uncomfortable sooner or later.








Chapter 3

The church spires were massive pieces of concrete and steel that looked as though they were trying to pierce the sky above them. Bodies dressed in black dresses and suits walked up the steps of the stone cathedral to pay their respects to Ben Hill, and Sarah felt herself frozen at the bottom of the staircase.

“We have to go in sooner or later,” Bryce said, staying close to her side.

Sarah nodded and forced her foot forward, then the other, and the other, until she passed through the old cathedral’s doors. The pews were filled at the very front, and Sarah could see a picture of her brother alongside the casket, which was circled with clusters of flowers. She slid into one of the seats toward the back, and Bryce filed in beside her. She kept her head down, but her eyes scanned the front until she found Becca and the kids in the first pew. Becca was giving something to the children, and Sarah could see the very tops of their heads sway back and forth in a slow cadence. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed them until that moment. She found herself gripping the back of the pew in front of her, knuckles turning white, as she half stood, but she forced herself back down, avoiding drawing any more attention to herself.

“You should go talk to them,” Bryce said, leaning in to whisper in her ear.

“They don’t want to see me,” Sarah said, keeping her voice low.

“They do,” Bryce answered, his voice still quiet but firm. “They just don’t know it yet.”

“Did you learn that in one of your romantic comedy movies?”

“Hey, just because you don’t like the genre doesn’t mean other people don’t get something out of it.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t get something out of it, I just said I think they’re stupid.”

A woman in front of her turned around and gave the two of them a harsh look along with a very terse “shush.” They apologized, and the woman turned around, keeping the offended glare Sarah figured she probably wore during ninety percent of every day of her life.

The sermon was quick, and a few of Ben’s friends spoke, along with Becca’s younger brother. Sarah remembered him from the wedding. The two of them had been paired for the walk down the aisle due to their similar height. He had been soft spoken then, and even now with a microphone in front of his mouth, his words left him like whisper.

Everything anyone said about Ben was words of love. He was kind, smart, funny (in his reserved, straight-man sort of way), and a loving father, son, and husband. And brother. Nobody said that in their speeches, but she finished it for them in her head. She wondered if Becca would speak, but the procession came and went, and she never walked up front.

When the funeral was over, Sarah and Bryce followed the caravan of vehicles to the graveyard, the same one in which her and Ben’s parents were buried. Just like at the church, Sarah watched from a distance as the casket was lowered into the ground. Once the casket disappeared into the earth, a silent exhalation of what was left of the breath in her lungs escaped, and she found herself walking toward the excavated piece of dirt, her feet with a mind of their own. She pushed through the crowds of people, oblivious to whatever curses came out of their mouths from her forceful entrance. She collapsed on the edge of the grave, causing some of the dirt from the side wall to sprinkle on top of the gleaming brown surface of the casket. 

“Goodbye, Ben.” The words left her involuntarily. She wondered if the pain she felt was the same Ben had experienced when he watched their parents being lowered into the ground. He’d had to do that alone, without her, without the one person who knew what it felt like to lose their parents. And now she was here watching her brother being buried, just as alone.

A shadow towered over Sarah and blocked out the sun above. She didn’t need to look up to know who it was; she could feel the disdain and disgust rain over her. Sarah wiped her eyes, smearing some of the dirt that lingered on her palms onto her cheek. She pushed herself off the ground, and Becca was nose to nose with her. Her eyes were dry but red, and her face looked like a cold piece of stone.

“What are you doing here?” Becca asked. The words came out less as a question and more as a threat.

“I came to bury my brother,” Sarah said, trying to keep her emotions in check. Her sister-in-law had every right to be upset, but she wasn’t the only one grieving. She wasn’t the only one hurting. Sarah looked past Becca and saw Becca’s mother carrying Ella and Matt toward the car. “How are the kids?” 

Becca shoved her finger into Sarah’s chest, and the tense crowd around them started to back off as her words grew louder. “I don’t want to see you again, do you understand that? I don’t want you to call. I don’t want you to come by the house. I don’t want you to ever contact my family again.” Her jaw clenched together with every syllable, and Sarah had to make a conscious effort to bite her tongue and take the lashing. Becca gave Sarah a shove that pushed her back only a step then turned and marched toward the car.

The dam holding back Sarah’s emotions gave way. The fault line in her heart cracked wider, spraying the first few drops of rage out of her control. “You can’t keep me from the kids, Becca.”

Becca stopped. She spun around and stomped back. “Are you threatening me?” Sarah could see that her fists were clenched at her sides. Sarah immediately regretted speaking up. But before Sarah could take it back, she blocked a swing from Becca that was meant for the side of her face.

The surrounding crowds jumped in before it turned into something more, not that any of them could have stopped Sarah if she decided to retaliate, and she was glad there was a group of people there to stop her from having to try.

Becca ripped away from the arms restraining her and stomped away without another word. Sarah stood there until the crowd dispersed, and the gravediggers dumped piles of earth onto her brother’s casket. Sarah felt her veins swell with anger until she thought they would burst. She was angry at herself, Becca, her brother, the agency, anyone and anything that popped into her mind. But the largest culprit her rage fastened on was Rick Demps.

“Hey,” Bryce said. “You all right?”

“No,” Sarah answered. “But I will be.”

***

Agent Taylor Grimes sat at a long conference room table piled with boxes and papers and the sweat and fatigue of the past twelve hours as he and his team sifted through everything the chancellor’s group could provide them on the woman. He’d undone his tie and taken off his jacket, allowing himself a brief reprieve from the formalities of the day after his team had long since left and gone to bed. He rubbed his eyes and reached for the cup of cold coffee, draining the final gulp and giving himself one last burst of adrenaline.

When the CIA’s director had given Grimes the assignment, he hadn’t been sure how to approach it. The director was adamant that it be downplayed to the rest of the team but that it was very important to the president. He knew that this woman and whatever organization she worked for had been responsible for giving them the necessary coding to end Tuck Investments’ hold on Global Power and end the blackout. He’d always prided himself on the fact that he worked for the best. The CIA had no equal in regard to training, agents, and equipment. But everything he’d seen so far in regard to this mysterious agency made him question just how good he thought he was.

Grimes knew that in any scenario, to bring down the mountain, you had to remove the first piece of stone, and he was already on the right track. He had the flight reports the Germans had found that tracked the woman on her landing in Berlin, along with the only known (yet terribly pixelated and distorted) picture of the target. Another piece of information that had come from his own superiors was a report from a unit of soldiers that had been responsible for holding the Alaskan border when the Russians made their advancements. It wasn’t enough to give them any matches in their known databases, but these two stories along with a few other accounts during other timelines gave Grimes a connecting piece of data. Chicago. It was the only pattern he could find in all the stories and flight documents. Whether it was a layover or a departing or a returning flight, Chicago was always on the manifest.

With O’Hare International Airport just getting back up and running after the blackout, along with almost every other transportation hub around the globe, he used the pixelated photo of the woman and programmed it into the cameras of O’Hare. If she walked into that airport and the cameras caught her face, he’d be notified immediately.

Normally, the facial-recognition software used in tracking fugitives required a match of at least ninety percent before it alerted the authorities. However, with the low-quality picture, he lowered it to a thirty-five-percent match, which flooded his inbox with thousands of notifications. It was slow going, but it was a start. Grimes sifted through doctors, construction workers, lawyers, fast food employees, anyone and everyone the software spit out at him, but so far he only had five matches worth investigating and another three thousand he still needed examine.

A knock sounded at the door, and the chancellor’s chief of staff stepped inside. “You’re here late, Agent Grimes.”

“Just trying to make as much headway as possible before the long grind starts,” Grimes replied, smiling. Despite the chancellor’s warm welcome, Grimes knew he and his colleagues’ presence didn’t agree with everyone in the administration.

“Have you handled these types of cases before?” Alexander asked. “These ghosts?”

“In my experience, there are no such things as ghosts. Just individuals better trained with better equipment. I’m sure there are a few people out there who think we have ghosts in the CIA.”

“Don’t you?” Alexander rapped his knuckles on the door and gave him a wave. “Don’t stay too late. It’s a marathon, not a sprint.”

Grimes gave a nod, still looking at his computer screen. “Will do.” He knew Alexander was right. He had to sleep at some point; it was something his superiors had to point out to him as well. Work was like a drug for him, worse than any cocaine, alcohol, or heroin addiction. The longer the wick burned, the stronger he felt. He’d always been like that, even when he was a boy. There was a satisfaction in the long workday that he couldn’t find anywhere else.

The only side effect from his addiction that he had found so far was time. He never had enough of it, and he was always struggling to find a way to maximize what little he had left. Friends and family were frequently pushed aside, making room for advancing his career. Everything he planned, everything he did revolved around his job.

Grimes rubbed his eyes and pushed himself out of his chair. He placed his hand on the laptop’s screen, and just before he was about to close it, a notification popped. He sat back down and opened the file.

Like the other five matches he’d deemed worthy of investigating, this one seemed like it would fit the bill. High school diploma, low-profile factory job that required skilled use of hands, Chicago resident, and around the same age and size as the woman they were tracking. He jotted down the name next to the list of others. Sarah Hill.

***

The satellite HQ had finally gone through its last run-through, and Mack gave the thumbs-up to resume operations. The slightly smaller, cramped space was still a little musty, but the fact that they had agents returning to what they did best helped soothe the aching sores in Mack’s mind. At least a little.

The doubts and anger resurfaced when Mack returned to his office, where the mole still beckoned his attention. He slumped into his chair and searched through the reams of paper on his desk that had told him little more than that his field agents enjoyed spending well beyond their allotted budgets on missions.

Mack’s eyes kept darting over to a particular box in the corner of the office that he’d been putting off going through. If he found something that hinted at the mole in that box, then he and every other member of the GSF was in for a very, very rude awakening.

Finally, summoning the strength to shove the rest of the piles of paper aside, Mack dropped the corner box on the center of his desk and flung the lid to the floor. He pulled out the first document, which read “GSF Internal Financial Review Board.” Mack jotted down his notes, referencing dates, locations, dollar amounts, and account numbers.

The GSF Internal Financial Review Board was the agency’s bank, and it comprised members of the sponsors of the agency that kept them funded and functional. If there were a member or multiple members using GSF as their own personal weapon and resource for financial or political gain in countries around the world, then, per protocol, every single member of the GSF would be shut down.

Mack knew about the safety triggers in all the board’s review processes, along with the transparency he himself was a part of, but regardless of how he presented it, once you put the idea of a mole in the mind of espionage employees, it never ends well. Everyone that worked in the GSF didn’t have much else, and if the seed were planted that their world was a lie, then no amount of transparency would be able to bring them back. Trust issues were common problems among agents, especially field agents.

Mack combed through the hundreds of pages in the box, each new sheet of paper bringing a heightened sense of dread at what he might find. Then, with nothing out of place or odd, Mack would place the paper back in the box and be glad the stack of sheets was shrinking. The process dragged, and after a solid three-hour stretch, with the rest of the agency turning in for the night and nothing left but the skeleton crew, he reached for his mug of coffee and found it unpleasantly empty. “Grace! I need a fresh cup!”

A few seconds later, his secretary walked in with a pot of coffee and sloshed the black, molten liquid into his cup. “You know you can’t live off this stuff, right?”

Mack grabbed the mug out of her hand and gave a grimace. “I’ve been living off of it for the past fifty-five years. It’s kept me alive so far.”

“You’re not as young as you used to be,” Grace said, leaving and taking the pot with her. But she stopped at the door when Mack didn’t respond. He stared at a piece of paper, running his forefinger over the same line repeatedly, studying it, rereading it, making sure he wasn’t misinterpreting something. “Sir?”

Mack jumped from his seat and walked over to her. “I need you to look up this country code for me.” Grace took the paper from his hand and shook her head.

“I don’t need to. It’s New Zealand.”

Grace caught the sheet of paper as it drifted from Mack’s fingertips. His mind spun, and he felt his chest grow tight. He found the wall for support, and he saw Grace mouthing something, but all he concentrated on was breathing; everything else was just noise. Finally he managed to find his voice, noting the look of shock still on Grace’s face. “Get Sarah and Bryce here immediately.”








Chapter 4

The moment Sarah’s phone rang on their drive to Milwaukee, she breathed a sigh of relief (which she made sure Mack couldn’t hear) over the sound of his voice. She needed something, anything, to get her mind off the funeral, off her family, off her pain. And the fact that Mack said it was urgent only made it better.

“What was that about?” Bryce asked when the call had ended.

“Mack didn’t give the details, but he’s pissed about something.”

“I hope the transition to the satellite location went smoothly.”

“Yeah, what the hell’s up with that anyway?” Sarah asked, shifting in her seat and looking at Bryce, who had his hands at two and ten on the wheel, looking stiff as a board. “Why Milwaukee? It’s like Chicago’s unpopular cousin. The one that keeps hitting on you at family reunions.”

“GSF wanted to keep things in close proximity. In the event of a breach, it was most likely that whatever person or persons committed the breach would be hunted down by the remaining agents. However, in the unlikely event that some of the enemies of GSF remained at large, the agency felt the easiest place to hide was close to the original location, a ‘hide in plain sight’ type of deal. And Milwaukee happens to be a very popular city.”

“You always drive like that?” Sarah motioned to Bryce’s hands and posture, mimicking him. “You look like you have a stick up your ass that’s so long that it’s keeping your back rigid enough to be a level.”

Bryce adjusted his grip on the steering wheel and shifted in his seat. “Good posture is nothing to make light of. I spend most of my day at a desk, so it’s important that I don’t slouch. I don’t want to need a walker when I’m fifty.”

“What happened to the Bryce who peeled out of HQ in Chicago when we were under fire from Demps’s goons?”

“Look around! We’re not under fire. There’s no reason for me to even do that.”

Sarah pulled the pistol from the inside of her upper thigh, where it had been concealed under her dress. “We can change that.”

“I knew we should have taken separate cars.”

The rest of the drive consisted of Sarah bugging Bryce to the point of his threatening to turn around, but the two arrived in Milwaukee without any physical harm done to either of them, although Sarah wasn’t sure how much more emotional berating Bryce could take.

The sun was just coming up when they rode the elevator down to HQ and were greeted by a very tired, very irritated, very caffeinated Mack. “What in the Sam Hell took you so long? Did you walk here?”

Before Sarah could respond, he turned on his heel and marched toward his office. Sarah did her best to look focused on the back of Mack’s head on the walk through the floor. The last thing she wanted right now was a bunch of people consoling her about the funeral.

“Shut the door,” Mack said after Sarah and Bryce walked in. “This doesn’t leave the office, you understand me?”

“Like, the words we’re about to speak?” Sarah asked. “Or everything inside the office, including us, because I just drank like a gallon of lemonade on the way here, and I’m most definitely going to have to pee soon.”

“I know who the mole is,” Mack said.

The news was enough of a shock to keep even Sarah’s mouth shut. Both Bryce and Sarah instinctively moved forward. Mack snatched a piece of paper off his desk and handed it to Bryce. Sarah edged over to get a better look, and before she had a chance to read it, Bryce almost collapsed to the floor. “Oh my god.”

“It’s deep,” Mack said.

“What’s deep?” Sarah asked, looking over the paper then snatching it out of Bryce’s hand. “This? This is the crap you make me fill out every time I go on a mission.”

“That is a GSF expense report that all members of the agency are required to fill out and is used as a tax write off for the agency’s cover corporation,” Mack said.

“It’s how we get our funding,” Bryce said.

“Wait, we’re a company?” Sarah asked. “I thought we were just funded by some philanthropic billionaire who wants to do good in the world. Like the speaker box in Charlie’s Angels.”

“The company is just a front,” Mack answered. “Our financial board that funds our operations is made up of some very wealthy individuals who would prefer certain political factions not know about their philanthropic deeds. When I was approached by them, I was told that I would have sole control of who and what our missions were and to ensure that it didn’t coincide with any personal vendettas the review board had.”

Bryce pointed to the paper in Sarah’s hand. “The review board is in charge of making sure all the expense accounts are in order and that nothing is being handled inappropriately. Checks and balances.”

“That expense report is from two years ago and involves a lot of construction material,” Mack said. “The volume of equipment outlined there is enough to build a compound.”

“Where?” Sarah asked.

“New Zealand.”

The words came out flat and deadpan, but they stung Sarah’s ears nonetheless. “You knew they were building something in New Zealand and you didn’t try and see what it was?” Sarah flung the paper back at Mack.

“I did know what it was. I also know that it was cancelled,” Mack answered. “That paper was filed the year after the construction had already been completed, so I didn’t know about it until I started going through the old financials last night.”

“None of this is digital?” Bryce asked, looking around at the piles of paper.

“No,” Mack said. “Everything’s done the old-fashioned way. You can’t hack a filing cabinet.”

“No, but you can steal one,” Sarah replied. “Who is it?”

“The financial board is a committee of twelve men, all of whom have detailed knowledge of our operations, at least from a financial standpoint. I checked to see if any of them had ties to Tuck Investments, and one did own a substantial share of the company.”

“Why wasn’t it caught?” Bryce asked. “We would have run a background check on everyone, including the agency.”

“The account was under a fake name, but I had Johnny check on the withdrawals to see if there were any slip-ups, and he found one, a substantial amount sent over to his personal account.”

Sarah edged closer to Mack, her knuckles cracking from the pressured squeeze on her hand. This was what she needed, her starting point, something to sink her teeth into. “Who is it, Mack?”

“Branston Clark.”

***

Sarah already had one foot out the door and a hand on her 1911s before Mack finished the sentence. She loaded up on some gear and headed to the helicopter pad on top of the building that housed their new digs. The CEO of the financial holdings group that inhabited the skyscraper was constantly coming and going, so the sight of a chopper wasn’t anything to bat an eyelash at.

During the whole flight to the location, Sarah kept her grip on the pistols. It felt like forever since she had held them and even longer since she had used them. They were oddly heavy, almost foreign, when she first picked them up, but she continued to hold them until the familiarity returned, which took all of about sixty seconds.

“All right,” Bryce said. “The chopper’s gonna drop you off two miles from Branston’s estate.”

“Estate?” Sarah asked. “Jesus, how much money does this guy have?”

“What do you think an estate is?”

“It’s the name of the place where the guy lives that I’m going to beat the shit out of.” Sarah ejected a magazine, checking the rounds, then slammed it back in.

“No,” Bryce said. “That is not what an estate is.”

The chopper touched down, and Sarah jumped out, keeping her head ducked low as the chopper quickly disappeared back into the sky.

“We’ll keep the bird in the air for you until it’s time for the extraction,” Bryce said.

“Shouldn’t take too long.” Sarah fell into a light jog as she made her way through the open fields of northern Illinois. In the distance, she could see other sprawling estates with large gates and enormous mansions. “How many people you think live in those things?”

“According to the heat signatures, there are ten people in the house to your left, twelve people in the house to your back, and eight in the house to your right.”

“And what about Clark?”

“He has twenty-five.”

“Any bets on how many of those are guards?”

“I really don’t feel like throwing my money away today.”

Much like the neighbors, Clark had his own stone-wall fences surrounding the fifteen-room, three-story brick mansion. The lawn was well kept, and a smaller building, which looked like the size your middle-class family of four would live in, was the garage. Sarah snuck a peek in one of the windows and found a cluster of Porsches, Ferraris, and Bentleys. “They even have my color.”

“I have movement on the other side of the garage,” Bryce said. “Two men, armed with assault rifles, loaded down with Kevlar, heading your way.”

“Time to start the show.” Sarah unsheathed her knife, gripping the hard rubber handle and drumming her fingers along the side. She crouched low at the corner of the garage, listening to the thump of the footsteps grow louder until she saw the tip of the first boot.

Sarah jumped up from her crouched position, ramming the tip of the blade under the chin of the guard closest to her, then spun around, slamming her elbow into the nose of the second guard. When she pulled the knife from under the first guard’s chin, a waterfall of blood cascaded down, and the man reached for the pistol at his side, which Sarah kicked out of his hand while bringing the knife into the side of the second guard’s neck before he recovered from the elbow to the face. A stream of blood ejected from the guard’s neck as she removed the blade then shoved it into the throat of the first guard to finish the job. The sequence took less than four seconds, and neither of the guards had time to radio any of their comrades. Sarah wiped the blade on the leg of one of the guards’ pants and picked up his assault rifle. She dragged the bodies behind the garage and peeped back into the window at the cherry-red Ferrari. “I’ll be back for you later.”

“Three other guards are making their way around the back of the perimeter,” Bryce said. “You have about four minutes before they see the bloodstains and notice that their buddies are missing.”

Just before Sarah had her foot past the side of the garage, she stopped and grabbed the radio off one of the dead guards’ ears. She popped it into the ear opposite her GSF uplink so she could hear both sides of the party. 

The gravel that outlined the driveway crunched under Sarah’s boots as she made her way toward the side of the house. The radio was quiet as far as chatter went. Whoever this Clark character was didn’t think it was important to have a better rotation of security. Arrogant. The house had a security system installed that monitored any breakins, but Sarah had Bryce and a satellite. She waited outside the door for Bryce to work his magic, keeping an eye out for any sentries. “Hey, I just wanted to let you know we’ve got plenty of time. No rush.”

“I don’t need the sarcasm,” Bryce replied. “I’m just getting used to the new setup. I haven’t worked from another desk in a very long time.”

The guard radio in Sarah’s ear crackled, and she brought the barrel of the rifle up to the walled ledge above her. “Open the door, Bryce. Now.”

“Almost in.”

“That’s what she said.” The voices in the guard radio grew louder, and Sarah kept her eye on the wall, knowing that any minute, there would be two men turning the back corner and spotting her in plain sight. “Bryce?”

“Got it!”

Sarah turned the handle, slipped inside, and closed the door behind her just as the guards stepped around the corner. Bryce let out a sigh of relief. “Nothing like cutting it close.”

Sarah made her way down the hallway slowly. Massive portraits lined the walls; beautiful chandeliers hung from the ceiling. The shelves and tables were adorned with polished vases and silver plates gleaming under the sparkle of the lights. The rugs beneath her feet were decorated with intricate stitching of flowers and trees. “Damn, I’ve got to get the name of this guy’s maid.”

“Heat signature shows there are ten people inside the house. Four are spread out, and there are six people in a room on the second floor,” Bryce said.

“Then that’s where our boy is.” The carpet muffled Sarah’s footsteps as she moved swiftly down the hall, still wielding the rifle in her hands and Bryce giving her the heads-up on anyone getting close. So far, everyone she snuck past looked like a servant, but she was betting the second floor would offer a little more excitement.

A curving staircase guided Sarah to the second floor, where she heard voices down the hall talking to one another in a group. The guard radio in Sarah’s ear burst with chatter, breaking the silence of the house and interrupting the card game down the hall. “I think they found the bodies.”

“You’ve got company coming down the hallway,” Bryce said.

“Looks like I’ll have to get a hand in on the next game.”

The guards stampeded out of the room. Sarah let the hall fill with their bodies before she started firing, taking out the first two with ease. With the doorway blocked by their fallen henchmen, the rest of the guards took to using the door as cover, only revealing themselves to shoot.

“The rest of the household is heading your way. You’ve got less than sixty seconds to make a move,” Bryce said.

“I’ll only need twenty.” Sarah slid on a pair of glasses then pulled the flash grenade from her belt on a sprint down the hallway toward the door. When the first guard turned the corner to fire, she caught him on the outside of his forearm. The gun flew from his hand, and she kicked him out of the way, pulling the pin on the flash grenade, which detonated into a hundred blinding explosions.

The tint of the glasses shielded Sarah’s eyes as she easily maneuvered through the crowd of guards, who grabbed their eyes and screamed. The flashes didn’t radiate just inside the room but also through the hall and down onto the first floor. The light bounced off the walls and ricocheted against any surface it came into contact with.

With each guard trying to palm his way to freedom, Sarah shot each of them through the back of the head, dropping them like flies, one by one, until she pushed her way into the room where Branston Clark was on his side, digging his palms into his eyes to try and block out the light.

“Sarah,” Bryce said.

His voice was soft, almost inaudible as Sarah picked Branston up by the collar and rushed him out of the room, past the dead guards, and down the staircase, where another cluster of guards had collapsed helplessly from the light. Keeping hold of Branston in one hand, she pulled one of her 1911 pistols.

“Sarah!”

Sarah heard him but ignored him. She gave a bullet to each guard she came into contact with, leaving a trail of bodies as the flash grenade slowly petered out. She made it to the garage and shoved Branston into the passenger side of the Ferrari and peeled out of the garage and down the road to where the chopper waited for her. She tossed Branston on the chopper’s floor and scanned his body for a tracker, which she found in his shoulder.

Branston screamed as Sarah dug the tip of the blade into his flesh, carving out the thumbnail-sized chip. She crushed it in her palm and let Branston collapse where he lay. She wiped her nose then gently pressed the edge of the knife against Branston’s throat, and he quit his screaming. “You and I have a lot to talk about.”

Sarah forced the helicopter pilot to take a little detour before they headed back to HQ, despite both the pilot’s and Bryce’s pleas to do otherwise. When the chopper touched down at an abandoned safe house in Wisconsin, Sarah dragged a still-bleeding Branston inside and tied him up in one of the living room chairs.

“I don’t know what you think happened,” Branston said, his body breaking out into cold shakes as sweat mixed with the blood covering his body. “But you were given false information, Agent.”

Sarah formed a fist and brought her right hand hard across Branston’s jaw, ejecting a tooth and a combined solution of spit and blood. His head wobbled on his neck, disoriented from the blow.

“Sarah, you need to get him back to base,” Bryce said. “Mack wants to interrogate him.”

“What do you think I’m doing?” Sarah landed another vicious blow against Branston’s jaw that caused his entire head to go limp.

“Sarah, enough!” Bryce said, but Sarah fingered the inside of her ear and ripped out the small communication link and flicked it away, getting Bryce out of her head. She gripped Branston’s face with her left hand, squeezing his cheeks and lips together.

“Where. Is. Demps?” The tone of Sarah’s voice sharpened with each syllable. Then, with her hands still squishing his face, Branston laughed. At first, Sarah thought they were sobs, but as the shaking grew, she felt his cheeks widen in a smile. Sarah ripped her hand off his face, and the laughter filled the house. It wasn’t like anything she’d heard before. She unholstered her pistol and pressed it to Branston’s forehead.

“I’m glad we finally have some time alone, Agent Hill, but shooting me won’t get you what you want,” Branston said, the laughter slowly subsiding.

“No, but it’ll make me feel better.” Sarah aimed for his shin, squeezed, and the .45-caliber piece of lead connected with the bone, splintering it and sending a gush of blood and bone onto the floor. Branston shrieked in pain then slowly fell back into his fit of laughter.

“You’ve changed, Agent Hill,” Branston said, his body shaking. It was a physiological symptom of shock. It wasn’t something the body could fight, only something you could deal with. “You could have left those guards alive. You know it. Bryce knows it. But you shot them down like dogs. Did that make you feel better?”

Sarah stepped in the growing pool of blood beside Branston’s foot and jammed the Colt’s barrel into his cheek, almost knocking another tooth loose in the process. “I could shoot off your jaw so you couldn’t speak, break your fingers so you couldn’t write, and claw your eyes out so you couldn’t see, and I’d still be able to get what I wanted from you, so do you really want to play this fucking game?”

Branston’s pupils eyed her from the corners of his sockets, looking at her then the gun. The laughing stopped. “No. I don’t suppose I want to play that game at all.”

Sarah pulled the pistol back from his skin but kept it aimed at him, glad the laughing had ended. It irked her. It sounded unnatural; it felt untamed and evil. “Where is Demps?”

“I know where he is,” Branston said. “But I’m not going to tell you. At least not yet.”

“I thought you said you didn’t want to play games.”

“I don’t. I want the same thing you want. Revenge.”

“You don’t know anything about what I want.”

“No? With the way you’ve treated me, the reckless abandonment, a key asset in the biggest security breach in GSF’s magnificent history, I would say it’s exactly what you want. But to get it, you’ll have to give a little to get a little, as the saying goes.” Branston ended each of his sentences with a smirk. “Rick Demps, along with the rest of the Tuck Investments Board, was willing to give me up like that!” He snapped his fingers still tied behind his back, accentuating his point. “I know who they are and where they’re hiding. You kill them, and I’ll give you Demps.”

“No,” Sarah said. “You give me Demps now.”

“The moment you have his name and location, I’m a dead man,” Branston snapped. “I don’t know how you would feel in my situation, but I think you’d want a few more days of life to enjoy.” He glanced down at the bullet hole now clotting on his leg. “As much as I can, at least. And as for the board members, they had just as much of a hand in your brother’s death as I did. You could even save me for last. A triumphant ending to the rage-induced bloodlust your mind and body crave.” Again he smiled.

“What makes you think the others won’t tell me where Demps is once I find them?”

“No one knows where Demps is located except for me.”

“What’s the first name on your list?”








Chapter 5

Berlin had regained most of its composure now that the power was back on. There were still reports of looting from a few of the smaller villages in the north, but order had been restored to all of the larger cities. The halls of the capitol building were relatively quiet compared to the bustling chaos that had reigned the previous week. Dealing with a power outage along with a war had given Andrea’s administration a crescendo she was glad to be done with. If she didn’t face another crisis like the one that had just finished, she’d be more than fine.

Alexander, her chief of staff, was giving her the recent poll numbers since the country had been stabilized, but she wasn’t listening. She found herself staring out the window, watching the building’s maintenance crew clean up the surrounding fields littered with trash that had been thrown at her administration during the crisis.

“Chancellor?” Alexander asked.

“Hmm? Oh, yes, well, I’m glad we’ve rebounded.”

“We’ve done more than that. Your numbers are the highest they’ve been in three years. I think we should use the momentum to reintroduce our power bill.”

“No, Alexander. It’s too soon for that. And any other energy conservations I want to be done in house. No more foreign business—at least, not for a while.”

“I don’t know if that’s the right move, Chancellor.”

“Me either, but it’s the one I’m making.”

“Of course.” Alexander gave a slight bow. “Finn is waiting outside along with the CIA agent.”

“Bring them in.”

Alexander reappeared with Finn and Special Agent Grimes, and after the pleasantries, they were seated. Both Alexander and Finn kept their distance from Grimes, who seemed to sit by himself even with the four of them in the room.

“What do you have for us, Agent Grimes?” Andrea asked.

“Based on the information we currently have, it’s been difficult to make headway, but I’ve managed to get a few good leads.”

Grimes ended there, leaving the rest of the room in anticipation. Alexander bounced his knee, and Finn twiddled his thumbs. Andrea waited for something else, but no one ever spoke up. “Well, Finn, have you made any progress with the case in your collaboration with Agent Grimes?”

“I would, Chancellor, if I had an opportunity to work with Agent Grimes.”

Finn’s words came out cold and harsh, and Andrea put the puzzle pieces together. “Agent Grimes, how long does it usually take for you and your agency to get up to speed on intel?”

“It depends, Chancellor. On the case.”

“It was my understanding that the German and United States governments would be working together. Have I misunderstood that arrangement?”

“No, Chancellor. I’m simply following orders. If you need to confiscate the materials, then you’re welcome to do so.”

Andrea gave a soft smile. “Agent Grimes, collaboration through coercion isn’t collaboration at all.”

Both Finn and Alexander eyed Agent Grimes, who, to his credit, didn’t lose his composure. The silence that cut through the room lingered like flies on a carcass. Whatever flags of alliance had flown between the two countries seemed to be lowering, and Andrea knew she couldn’t find the woman without the CIA’s resources. 

Finally, Grimes spoke. “We found six possible matches based on the flight patterns and the picture you were able to provide us. We’ve checked out three of them, and so far none have panned out.”

“What do you mean, ‘checked out’?” Alexander asked.

“I can assure you our review processes are very thorough,” Agent Grimes answered.

“I think we would all be better off if we had a solid understanding of what that process entailed,” Andrea said.

“Family interviews, background checks, financial reviews, purchases, social media presence,” Grimes said. “Our data processing has the ability to check data points that can match purchases and statements made either online or over the phone and determine a psych profile of each individual. Then, based on those profiles, we can see which ones would match someone who would thrive in our line of work.”

“Your line of work?” Finn asked.

“You know,” Agent Grimes answered, “professionals.”

“We don’t need a pissing contest, gentlemen,” Andrea said. “The next review you undertake, I would like for my men to accompany you. As well versed as you are in the world of intelligence, I can assure you that my men are just as qualified.”

“I could always use the extra manpower,” Grimes replied.

The smile on his face was forced, but Andrea ignored it. Agent Grimes was gathering his things when Finn leaned over to him before he left. “So who’s the next name on your list?”

Grimes shifted the folders in his hands, thumbing through the pages to find the file. “She’s an American, based out of Chicago. Sarah Hill.”

***

The sun beat down on Sarah as the boat splashed through the Indian Ocean waves a few miles from the shores of the Maldives, a small cluster of islands in the middle of nowhere that consisted mostly of the rich taking a break from the bustle of their hectic lives or young couples on honeymoons. But among those clusters of the rich and young was a snake Sarah needed to yank out of its hole.

Sweat had soaked through almost all her clothes, and the ocean spray kicked up from the bow of the boat was a welcome relief on her face. The salt air had caused her hair to grow thick and stiff as the wind whipped it back.

Deckhands worked the nets of the fishing boat and glanced at her, though none could work up the courage to speak to her. The two pistols that gleamed in the sunlight and the stone face she had set upon herself made sure of that. Even the voice in her ear was silent. While Sarah had reinserted the chip in her ear, they didn’t say anything to one another if it wasn’t necessary. She didn’t bother stopping back at HQ; she had the names she needed. Once the recon team had arrived at the safe house to collect Branston, she’d immediately headed for the location of the first name on the list: Ted Finley.

Sarah scanned the man’s file once, not that she needed to do it a first time. All that mattered was the location and the face, and those were on the first page. She didn’t care about his position on the board or his duties or how long he’d been with the company. Height, weight, age, family, none of it mattered. She shrugged her shoulders, stretching the muscles along her upper back, and cracked her neck quickly to the left and right, offering a momentary relief before she returned to the thousand-yard stare, searching for the sight of land in the distance.

“Miss!”

Sarah turned around to see the captain of the vessel waving at her. He was a thin, wiry man, his skin crusted with the cracks and lines of someone who’d spent most of his working life under the sun. His hands were calloused and hard. She wondered if that would be the fate of her own body. She’d put herself through a lot over the past six years, and while she still had the exuberance and look of youth, she knew that it would fade into nothing more than what she saw in front of her.

“We’re close to the islands now,” the captain said. “I have a few nets around the one you want to go to. I can get you to the shallows. From there you can walk and swim.”

“Make sure it’s from the south side of the island,” Sarah said. “As long as you can get me closer than a thousand yards, that’ll be fine.”

The captain gave her a look up and down then shook his head. “I don’t know what this person did, but for you to go in there like that…” The captain trailed off and returned his attention to the wheel in front of him. “I hope the person deserves it.”

“They do.”

The deckhands grabbed the buoys of the crab traps with large hooks as the captain maneuvered closer to the island in the distance. When he waved at her, Sarah nodded then made her way to the bow of the ship. She looked over the edge and into the crystal-clear waters. She could see all the way to the bottom, where colorful fish swam around coral. She zipped up her jacket and kept it snug like a wetsuit. She dove from the boat and splashed into the water.

The cool rush of the water felt good on her sweat-drenched body, and when she surfaced, the boat was already veering to the west. A few quick breaststrokes, and Sarah landed in the shallows of the reef, where the water only rose to her knees. She unzipped her jacket and found that her pistols were still dry. The tight seals around her neck and waist had done their jobs. A wake broke out behind her as she trudged through the water as fast as her feet would take her.

Sarah looked for any sentries along the shoreline. Up until one hundred yards out, the coast was clear. She dropped to the water as a Jeep rounded the east side of the island along the beach.

“Two guards, both armed with assault rifles,” Bryce said. “You’ll have a three-minute window after they round to the west side of the island before they make it back.”

It was the first time Bryce had spoken to her since he’d sent her the files for the mission to nab Finley. “It would have been nice to have known that before they rounded the corner.”

“Oh, you didn’t see that?” Bryce’s words were sharp, and Sarah could feel the sting even from nine thousand miles away. His tone didn’t surprise her, but what did was how much it hurt. Bryce had been the one constant in her life for a long time, and the fact that he was so cold now only caused her to burrow deeper within herself, slowly losing what was left of any emotional attachment to anything or anyone.

The Jeep disappeared around the bend, and the water dripped from the zippers of her jacket. The sun beat down on her back and evaporated whatever coolness remained. Her boots shifted in the sand as she pushed her way up the beach toward the palm and coconut trees.

The fallen palm leaves littered the ground, and no matter how hard Sarah tried to outmaneuver the dead branches, her boots crunched over them in a hurried succession. She moved slowly, making sure to take her time to search the ground for anything that could kill her or give away her position.

“I need a head count,” Sarah said, finally able to see the back side of Finley’s house.

“Twelve men, including the two in the Jeep scanning the beaches,” Bryce said. “Four men doing sweep passes on each corner of the house outside, and the remaining six are spread out inside the house. It looks like they’ve got a close watch on Finley.”

“Copy that.”

A silence fell between them, and Sarah felt Bryce wanted to say more but didn’t. She eyed the guard on the southeast corner on the balcony of the second floor. Underneath him sat a cluster of trash cans and a small ledge that jutted out from the side of the building. She kept herself hidden in the cluster of bushes with leaves like needles. “No sensors in the field?”

“Everything came back negative,” Bryce answered.

Sarah raised the Colt in her right hand and fired, turning the guard’s head into nothing more than a lump of mushy flesh and bone. Two seconds after she fired her pistol, the silence was cut with the din of alarms. She maneuvered from her current position and headed north, keeping her eye on the house.

“What are you doing?” Bryce asked.

“Just keep me updated on the guards’ locations,” Sarah answered, her words as short as the quick breaths from her sprint. Before Bryce had to tell her about the two guards in the Jeep, it roared through the brush, and Sarah sent two bullets through the windshield and into the driver’s chest. Sarah rolled left, just missing the Jeep’s front bumper and the bullets coming from the passenger side as the Jeep careened out of control.

“Three guards from inside the house are heading toward you right now,” Bryce said. “And the three on the second-floor perimeter are on their way as well.”

Leaves and sand kicked up from Sarah’s roll. She rose wielding both pistols and fired into the rear window, splitting the back of the passenger’s head open as the Jeep smashed into one of the palm trees. Shouts from the other guards grew closer as Sarah dumped the body of the driver onto the ground and shoved the other man out the door.

The front windshield dripped with blood, and the two bullet holes from her first attack obscured any view from the driver’s position. She shoved her heels into the windshield’s corners until the glass gave way and the windshield popped out. Sarah slammed the Jeep into reverse, the wheels and engine whining from the sudden exertion after the collision.

Bullets tore into the hood and passenger side of the Jeep as three of the guards arrived at Sarah’s position. The Jeep bounced over small mounds of sand as Sarah juggled driving the Jeep in reverse and firing into the guards advancing on her position. The sights on her pistol bounced around the shoulders and arms until she managed to line up a shot that sent a .45 right through a guard’s left eye.

Sarah jerked the wheel hard, keeping her foot on the gas, and the Jeep spun a one-eighty. She flew through a cluster of trees, dodging any deadly collisions. “What’s air support looking like?”

“A few of the guards headed to the helipad, but I don’t think any of them know how to fly. They’re just sitting there,” Bryce answered.

“Good.” Sarah shifted into third gear, the clutch straining from the speed. The thump of gunshots peppered the Jeep’s back as she drove out onto the beach, the massive tires kicking up waves of sand and leaving divots in the earth behind her. She drove around the island to the north side, toward the front of the house.

The north end of the island opened up into a larger area void of any trees and brush except for those that were meant for aesthetic purposes. The heliport rested on the right side of the house, and the three guards keeping watch opened fire on the Jeep the moment Sarah entered the front yard. She floored the accelerator, shell casings dumped into her lap.

Each piece of lead Sarah fired drove the guards back. The Jeep sped closer to the house. One magazine emptied, she reloaded, shifting gears and still firing with the other hand. The Jeep sped right for the structure underneath the heliport. Just before the Jeep collided with the building, Sarah tucked and rolled out onto the sand.

Metal, concrete, wood, and glass twisted and crumbled as the Jeep drove itself deep into the house. Sarah wiped the sand from her cheek, rising to one knee. The ground felt uneven, and the images in front of her wavered and doubled. Movement rustled on her right, and she fired, dropping one of the guards that had come around the corner in a Spartan sprint, thinking he could take her alone. Sarah pushed herself off the ground, darting into the hole the Jeep had just created for her.

“The remaining guards are all converging on the house,” Bryce said.

“Where’s Finley?”

“Still locked in his room.”

Glass crunched under Sarah’s boots as she made her way to the staircase in the middle of the house. The thump of feet above told her exactly where the brutes would be coming from, and when they turned the corner, she lined each of their heads up in her sights like pins in a bowling alley. The force of the bullets flung their heads back in such jerks that their feet flew out from under them, crashing them to the floor.

Sarah leapt the stairs, two at a time, pistols up and out, poised and ready to strike for any others heading her way. The crunch of glass behind her triggered a spin while still ascending the steps, driving her heels into the wood, firing into the guards who had spread themselves out, bringing a storm of bullets from different angles.

Two bullets hit the chest of Sarah’s Kevlar jacket and pushed her backward. Her heels almost tripped over the back side of the stairs, but her legs stiffened, keeping her balance. The wooden bannisters next to her erupted in splinters as she made it to the second floor. She pushed herself behind a column, feeling bullets enter the opposite side.

Hallways jutted out from both sides of Sarah. Her pistols hung light in her hands. She checked the ammo count around her waist. Only one magazine left. She pivoted on her right foot and swung around the column, marching her legs sideways while keeping her body positioned to the front of the house. Her run caused the three guards to reveal themselves and abandon their cover. Gunshots blasted and deafened the world around her. She lined up the face of the guard on the far right and squeezed the trigger. The bullet connected and tossed the guard onto his back, dead. The slide on her right pistol opened, signaling the empty magazine. While she lowered her right pistol, she fired the left and sent a bullet into the neck of the guard in the middle, then brought the Colt’s sight to the final guard. Just before she had a clear line of sight, a bullet hit her right leg, and she collapsed. Her shoulder smacked into the hardwood floor. She brought the pistol’s barrel between the wooden bannisters of the second floor and fired, the slide in her right pistol opening as the last bullet from her magazine ejected and landed in the right eye socket of the last guard downstairs.

“Sarah! Are you all right?” Bryce asked. His voice was panicked, loud, even with her ears still ringing from the gunfire.

Sarah checked the gash in her right thigh. “Missed the femoral. Looks like it went right through.” Her fingers found the exit hole on the back of her hamstring. She pushed herself off the floor with one leg, dropping the magazine from the right pistol. “Where’s Finley?”

“The only heat signature I have left is down the hall, third door on the left,” Bryce answered.

Sarah limped down the hallway, each pressured step on her right leg sending a gush of blood rolling down the side of her pants, the dark fabric blending with the oozing blood. She holstered the Colt in her left hand and wiggled the door handle. Locked. She rammed her shoulder into the door repeatedly until it finally gave way, and she barreled inside.

A scream followed her entrance. An old man huddled in the corner by his desk. The face was the same as in the file. Finley. He held both his hands in the air, his entire body trembling. “Please!” His words were nothing more than terrified whispers. “Please, don’t hurt me. I didn’t do anything on purpose. It wasn’t my fault. Whatever they told you,” the man whimpered.

“Sarah,” Bryce said, slowly. “Put the cuffs on him, and get him on the chopper.”

“Do you even know what you did?” Sarah asked. “Do you know what you were a part of?”

The man was crying now, tears streaming down his face, big sobbing pools of regret and sorrow, beseeching mercy. “I’ll give you whatever you want. Just, please! Don’t hurt me! Don’t kill me!” Each syllable that came out of his mouth wavered and shook, like the loose skin around his neck.

Finley was an old man, close to eighty, and his years of usefulness (if there had ever been such a time) had long left him. Whatever power he clung to was just greed. He had money, capital, and that granted him a false usefulness to the people around him.

Sarah circled him, watching him tremble. Standing behind him, she placed both hands on his shoulders. The cloth of his shirt was soft, the skin and muscle underneath warm and slick with sweat. “It’s over, Finley.” She quickly gripped his chin and gave a harsh twist that snapped his neck, and he crumpled to the floor. She waited for Bryce to speak, for him to say something, but it didn’t come until she had already marched through the house and onto the helipad.

“Mack wants you to come in,” Bryce said.

Sarah didn’t respond. Like the words that left Bryce’s mouth, she felt hollow and foreign. She looked down at her hands as they grabbed hold of the controls and started the chopper. They felt heavy, clunky, not like the hands she’d grown to know. “I’m not coming in.” Sarah pulled the radio from her ear and crushed it between her fingers. 








Chapter 6

The dishes had piled in the sink, rising in large mounds as three-day-old dirty water soaked and rotted with the leftovers each dish contained. The TV hummed a constant background noise, and Becca lay on the couch, watching the images with glazed eyes. Ella and Matt played with a few toys on the ground, and Becca felt a tug on the fresh wound still bleeding inside her. Watching her children overwhelmed her with pain and joy.

The doorbell rang, and both Ella and Matt froze. They’d reacted that way to any sudden noise since New Zealand. She’d already taken them to a psychiatrist, who told them that the sudden noise triggered a memory from the ordeal, which was a six-hundred-dollar repetition of something Becca already knew. “It’s okay, guys,” Becca said, kissing the tops of their heads. “Stay right here. Mommy will be right back.”

Becca tied the bathrobe around her waist and headed for the door. For some reason, she felt her pulse race, and her body jolted as the doorbell rang again just before she reached the handle. She checked the peephole then opened the front door. “Can I help you?” Becca kept the chain lock on the door, looking at the two men through the slim crack.

“Mrs. Hill?” one of the men asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m special Agent Taylor Grimes, and this is my partner Agent Mallory. I’m sorry for disturbing you, but I was hoping we could speak to you for a few minutes.”

Becca’s body felt like a block of ice: rigid and breakable. “I’ve already spoken to the police about my husband. I don’t have anything else to say.”

“Yes, ma’am, but I was hoping to ask you a few questions about your sister-in-law.”

Becca shuddered and wondered if Agent Grimes had noticed. His eyes were concealed behind his glasses, and the lines on his face showed nothing of what he was thinking or what type of questions he wanted to ask.

“May we come in?” Agent Grimes asked.

Becca shut the door, her heart beating out of her chest. She spread both her hands over the wood paneling, and after a moment, she unlocked the chain and opened the door. Agent Grimes smiled and took off his glasses, allowing her to see the blue around his pupils. “Thank you, ma’am.”

Agent Mallory gave her a curt nod, and Becca closed the door behind them. Becca squeezed her arms around her as she walked through the kitchen into the living room. “Matt, Ella, I need you two to go and play out in the backyard, okay?”

The children looked up at the two strangers then quickly scurried out the back, taking their toys with them. Becca kept the sliding glass door open and sat at the kitchen table, where she could keep an eye on them. Agent Grimes and Agent Mallory took their seats at the table on either side of her.

“What do you want to know?” Becca asked, her arms still folded over her chest, watching Ella play.

“We understand that your sister-in-law wasn’t around during the time of your husband’s death, is that correct?” Grimes asked.

“She wasn’t around a lot,” Becca answered.

“Do you know where she was during that time?”

“No. She kept to herself. Sometimes she’d come over for dinner. She and my husband had a falling out after their parents passed.”

“What happened with that?”

Becca looked over to Agent Grimes for the first time. He held a pen and a pad of paper. He leaned over on the desk, watching her, studying her, no doubt looking for something Sarah had done that was probably linked to the blackout and to the people who had murdered her husband. She wanted to tell them. She wanted to give them every piece of information she knew they were looking for. She didn’t owe Sarah anything. The woman had caused her enough pain and grief for a hundred lifetimes. “Have you ever lost someone you were very close with, Agent Grimes?”

“Yes, ma’am. I have.”

“And how did you deal with that?”

“I talked with friends, family. They made sure I was okay, helped me work my way through it.”

“It’s what a decent person would do, right?” Becca asked, unfolding her arms and leaning on the table. She squinted. “That’s not what Sarah did when her parents passed. I watched my husband have to deal with that alone, wanting to speak with someone who could understand what he was going through, and the only other person that felt the same way was his sister. You know how many times Sarah tried reaching out to Ben? Never. Not once did she try and help with any of the arrangements. Not once did she come over to talk to him about it. She didn’t even show up to the funeral.”

Grimes looked down at his pad, flipping through his notes. “She was injured at her job, correct? The Chicago Packing Company?” When Becca didn’t answer, he finally looked up. She felt the tears welling up in her eyes and running shamelessly down her face. Her cheeks burned hot with a fire she hadn’t thought existed anymore.

“Who the hell are you?” Becca asked. “Who the fuck do you think you are? You people treat this like it’s some routine, like it’s a regular traffic stop.” Becca slammed her fist into the kitchen table, rattling the salt and pepper shakers in the center. “Get out of my house.”

Agent Grimes closed his notepad and stuffed it back into the inside pocket of his jacket. He folded his hands together, his brow furrowed in a look of grief and sorrow. “Mrs. Hill, this isn’t a routine traffic stop. What you and your family have gone through… There aren’t enough words or actions that we could do to make up for what you’ve lost.” He leaned in a little closer, his voice softening. “But if there is something you can tell us, something strange about your husband’s death that you failed to tell the police, I promise you I can bring you justice.” He reached out to touch her hand, and Becca recoiled.

“You have no idea what I want,” Becca said. Her words were short, cold, and the chill of ice filled her.

The two agents rose and headed for the door. Becca followed them out, and before they could say another word, she slammed the door in their faces and rechained the lock. She wiped her eyes, clearing the tears from her face until nothing remained except the puffy aftermath. She called Matt and Ella inside, the patches of cloth on their knees and shins stained with grass. The two returned to playing on the living room floor, and Becca watched them from the couch. After a while Ella, climbed onto the couch and gave her a hug. Becca almost broke down right there, but she squeezed her daughter back and kissed the top of her head. Becca ran her fingers through Ella’s hair while the little girl continued to play with her doll.

“Mommy?”

“What is it, baby?”

“I miss Aunt Sarah. Do you know when she’s coming over again?”

“No, baby. I don’t.”

“Did I do something bad to make her not want to come?”

Becca picked Ella up and sat her in her lap, pulling her close to her chest. “No, baby, no, you didn’t do anything wrong. Aunt Sarah’s just busy. That’s all.” She rocked Ella back and forth, and it wasn’t long before Matt was on the couch with them, cuddling up to Becca’s side. The three of them stayed there until Ella and Matt drifted off to sleep. She picked the two of them up and carried them to bed. She gently closed the door and walked to her bedroom.

The door was shut. Becca placed her hand on the handle and took a deep breath. Everything was exactly the way it had been when they were taken—the bed unmade, laundry on the floor, and the dresser covered in change from Ben’s pocket that he’d dumped the morning of their abduction. She stepped lightly around the clothes and shoes on the ground. She’d lived in this house for the past seven years, but this bedroom felt foreign, strange. She hadn’t slept in here since they’d been back. The only time she had come in was to grab a few articles of clothing when they first came home.

Becca found the business card she was looking for, and the moment it was in her hands, she hurried out of the room, closing the door behind her. She clutched the card in her hand so hard that she crumpled it. She picked up her cell phone and dialed the number listed on the front. After a few rings, a woman’s voice answered.

“Chicago Plumbing. How can I help you?”

Becca flipped the card over to the phrase that was written on the back. “I’m looking for a new water heater, preferably something around six hundred gallons.”

“One moment, please.”

A series of clicks and beeps followed. Another voice she didn’t recognize answered. “Are you alone?”

Becca paused a moment before she answered, “Yes.”

“What happened?”

“A few CIA agents just came by the house, asking questions about Sarah and my husband.”

“Okay, what did they ask?”

Becca shook her head. “Who am I speaking with?” A pause followed on the other end of the line. “I want to speak to whoever is in charge. I want to speak with them now!” Another pause.

“Hold, please.”

A few rings later, another voice answered. “Mrs. Hill? This is Mack Farr, operations manager for GSF. I apologize for all the secrecy, but I’ll need you to tell me everything that just happened.”

Becca looked down at the phone then turned it off. She was done with secret phone calls, agents, and lies. All that mattered now was her children, and she didn’t believe they were safe in Chicago anymore.

***

Agent Grimes and Agent Mallory moved their black sedan down the road and out of view from Becca’s house. Grimes sat in the passenger seat, his phone glued to his ear, watching the house. “I don’t care what you need to do to wire that house, I just want it done… No, make it an outside team. I don’t want any potential blowback to land on the agency.” Grimes flipped the phone shut, and his partner looked over at him from behind the wheel.

“You want to check out the other names while they’re getting everything settled?” Mallory asked.

“No, this is the one. The sudden death of the husband, the sister that’s never around, the obscure job. That woman was spooked. I’d bet my last dollar that she’s reaching out to whoever her sister works for right now.”

“You think she’s going to run?”

“No, but I think she’ll do something stupid.” Grimes looked down at Sarah’s file, thumbing through the different pages until he came upon the Chicago Packing Company address. “Let’s go check out the woman’s work, see what we can dig up. I’ll have CPD put a marker on the house to keep an eye on her.”

Grimes studied Sarah’s file front to back and looked over every square inch of data to make sure he didn’t miss a thing. The CIA had intelligence on everyone, and he had the highest security clearance in the nation. And even with all that, with everything they knew and were capable of knowing, this woman was still a mystery to him. Whatever agency she worked for had shattered that invisible protective shield with which Grimes had surrounded himself.

When Mallory pulled up to the outside gate of the Chicago Packing Company, Grimes slammed Sarah’s file shut. A “closed” sign was strung up on the outside of the gate along with “hazardous materials” and “do not trespass” signs. Grimes grabbed a bolt cutter out of the sedan’s trunk and snapped the lock keeping the gate shut in half, dropping it to the ground with a thud. Grimes pushed the gate open, its rusty bottom scraping against the concrete. He and Mallory left the car parked on the perimeter and walked up to the abandoned building.

Most of the building had collapsed, with only a few structures remaining. The report on file said the damage had been caused by a gas leak that exploded during the power outages. With the power out, one of the safety valves had stopped working and triggered the leak. According to the police report, there hadn’t been any casualties, as the explosion happened days after the power outage, which gave the gas lines enough time to seep through most of the property. All the workers who had been questioned after the incident had moved away, scattered, with no forwarding addresses and no other contact information.

Grimes stepped over the rubble, careful of any overhanging pieces that could crush him. Mangled heaps of equipment and steel lay about. The back wall of the building was still mostly intact, but the roof had collapsed on the ground. A pile of rocks and beams ten feet high sat in one of the factory’s corners. Grimes looked at the top and noticed that the structure canted inward. He placed one foot on the rocky hill and ascended to the top, being mindful of any sliding concrete rolling behind him.

“Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Mallory asked, keeping a safe distance from the potential rock slide.

Grimes maneuvered around top of the indention, testing the center with his foot. He pushed one of the center rocks hard and felt it sink, and the rest of the rocks on top of the pile shifted with it. His legs wobbled, and he whirled his arms in circles to keep his balance until the shifting stopped. He glanced at Mallory, and the two exchanged a nervous laugh.

“Nothing like a close call to make you reevaluate your decision-making process,” Mallory said.

“There’s something underneath here,” Grimes said, still walking the perimeter at the top. “The rocks didn’t spread out at the bottom, they just disappeared underne—” Before Grimes could finish, the rocks shifted again and collapsed. Pieces of brick, steel, and concrete thudded underneath him as he did his best to keep the rocks from smacking his head. The sharp edges of the jagged formations around him cut into his shirt and jacket. His arms, legs, and back smacked into the rubble. Once the rocks finally settled, he lay at the bottom, his body sore from the tumble, and he was staring at the sweaty, red face of his partner.

“Christ! Are you all right?” Mallory asked, reaching his hand down and helping him up and out of the pit.

Grimes brushed the dust and debris off himself, nursing his left shoulder and elbow slightly. The collapse had revealed a shaft underneath the cage of a mangled service elevator. Mallory looked down the crack in the side with a flashlight then kicked a rock into the space, and they both listened to it clang all the way to the bottom.

“How far does that thing go down?” Mallory asked.

“Get a cleanup crew here as fast as possible,” Grimes answered. “And you get Sarah Hill’s picture into the national databases, but do not send it to local police or media outlets. We’ll use the facial recognition software to find her. If her face comes across a public camera or security check, I want to know about it.”

***

The red ring twirled in a tight circle on Rick’s desk. The sunlight shining through the window caught the ruby and flashed red across the room like a lighthouse. Rick watched the ring spin in a trance. Just before the ring lost its momentum, Rick gave it another flick, which reignited another invigorating spin, continuing the flash of the ring’s ruby. Rick plucked the ring from the desk and rubbed the metal between his fingertips. A thumping pounded on his door. “Enter.”

Heath stepped inside holding a stack of folders. “Hill’s already taken out three board members. Finley, Dunst, and Kipp are gone.”

Rick picked up the files, flipping through the reports and scanning the pages haphazardly. “She can go after as many board members as she pleases. They don’t know anything. They never knew anything.”

“Sir, I haven’t been able to dig up a lot of information on our GSF mole,” Heath replied. “The only thing I’ve found is a name and a very modest bank account. I’ll be the first to admit, however, that I’m not specialized enough to fully break through the level of computer security needed to get a detailed scope of that man.”

Rick looked down at the ring, still performing flips under the skin of his fingers. The faint scent of metal filled the air underneath his nose, and he held up the ring for Heath to see. “Do you know what this is?”

Heath examined the ring, squinting in the glare of the sun. “I’m not exactly sure what you’re asking, sir.”

Rick slid the ring on and off his right index finger, rubbing the ruby stud with his left thumb. “This was the first piece of jewelry I bought for myself when I made my first big sales commission over twenty years ago. I was nineteen, working at a car dealership. I had a great month and made twenty thousand dollars. I worked fifteen-hour days every day that month. When I stepped in my boss’s office to get my check, I was worn down, tired, and could barely keep my eyes open. It was an exhaustion that permeated through my bones. But the moment I saw how much money I’d made, I pulled another fifteen hours the next day. It invigorated me, it fueled me, it gave me anything and everything I could have wanted.” Rick spread his arms out, gesturing to the office, the house, the land around him. “Even with all Hill’s resources, she still can’t find me. And if she thinks that mole squealing to her so she could kill off a few worthless sacks of expired meat will cause me to quake, then she’s sorely mistaken.”

“Sir, this woman,” Heath said, pointing to the stack of folders on Rick’s desk, “she has a vendetta. And I would like to make sure she doesn’t have a chance to continue her work.”

“All my wealth, everything I’ve done over my lifetime will not have been for nothing.” Rick’s voice was hard; each word that left his lips ignited his body in a heat. “Do you understand me? Kill the bitch. Bring her head to me in a bag, and let us be done with this.”

“Yes, sir.” Heath turned on his heel and exited.

Despite Heath’s ability and his track record, Rick wasn’t sure if he would be able to pull it off. This woman, the agency she worked for, they were relentless. Rick didn’t need Heath to kill her, just to wound her to give him the time needed to amass his countermeasures. He needed more time to find out who Branston Clark really was. Rick looked at the ring in his palm then picked it up, examining the ruby in the sunlight coming through the window. He grimaced then chucked the ring into the garbage. “I’ll get another one.”








Chapter 7

The building Grimes and his partner Mallory worked out of was small, understaffed, and falling apart, but it was all he could get at the last minute. With the construction crews waiting for his team to get past the lawyers charged with protecting whatever secrets lay beneath the Chicago Packing Company, Grimes and his staff were stretched to their limits.

The Germans offered to help, but from across the ocean, they could do little more than process some of the data coming in. Grimes’s superiors had told him his mission was a priority, but with much of the country still dealing with the repercussions of the blackout, resources were scarce.

Mallory rushed into the office, out of breath, clutching a cluster of papers in his hand. “We have a hit.”

Grimes rose from his chair and followed him to the support center, where a series of monitors lined the wall. Hundreds of pieces of data were being analyzed, and a few of the screens displayed the data collaborations from the Germans.

“Let’s get it up on the main screen,” Mallory said. The large monitor filled with a picture of Sarah, along with her flight data. “It’s coming out of Ukraine, heading for Miami. It’s a twelve-hour flight, and she left eight hours ago.”

“And we’re just getting that data now?” Grimes asked.

“The servers we’re using are sharing space with FEMA, who’s still dealing with the reconstruction efforts from the blackout, and the recognition software takes time to sift through all the data points, especially with our net this wide.”

“I want the first flight there, and whoever we have stationed in South Florida, I want them ready to go in less than an hour. We get her right from the gate, seal everything off, but we do not let this shutdown get into the media. The last thing we need is for some tourist to check their news updates before they land and tip off our girl.”

Grimes dialed the chancellor on his cell. He walked back to his makeshift office and desk while the phone rang. An operator answered, and he told the woman who he was. A few seconds later, the chancellor picked up.

“We have her,” Grimes said.

“Where is she?”

Grimes picked up a duffel bag and shoved spare magazines and field gear inside, including Kevlar. “She boarded a plane from Kiev and will be landing in Miami in less than four hours. I have a team preparing to intercept, but I wanted to give you a heads-up.”

It could have been the fact that Grimes’s heartbeat was running a thousand miles per hour or the dozens of thoughts racing through his head, but he felt the silence between him and the chancellor was a very long moment. “Chancellor?”

“Do you need any support?”

“You’re not suggesting that you have German spies in the area that would be willing to out themselves for the good of the American people?”

The chancellor must have heard the smile coming from his face as he slung the duffel bag over his shoulder. He didn’t think the Germans grasped sarcasm.

“From a surveillance standpoint,” the chancellor said.

“No, but the moment I have something for you, I’ll call.”

“Thank you, Agent Grimes.”

“Thank you, Chancellor.” Grimes ended the call and met Mallory with a small unit of men in the support center as they walked in step toward the helipad. He knew how important this was. The fact that they were so close was almost too much. He hadn’t felt this overwhelmed before a field mission since he had first become an agent. Excitement returned in a roaring fervor. This would be the defining moment of his career. This would make him. Or kill him.

***

The fabric from the long-sleeve shirt Sarah wore itched, and she found herself clawing at the collar for most of the flight. She was wedged between two very large, very loud, very obese individuals who didn’t know each other but found they had much in common. When Sarah suggested she switch seats with one of them so she wouldn’t be caught in their verbal crossfire, they simply waved her off. The fat man to her left enjoyed the window seat, and the fat man to her right had a small bladder, which Sarah replied was the only small thing on him. The two men laughed until their belly fat thundered from all the jiggling.

The pilot’s announcement of their landing was a welcome one, and once the plane touched down and they taxied down the runway, she managed to get a glimpse at the windows over by her gate. All the seats were empty, and she couldn’t see a single person walking in the terminal. Her brow furrowed, and she pulled out her mobile, checking social media tags for the Miami airport. And she found quite a few. Massive delays and lines people had posted about said something about the computers being down, but with the pilot not mentioning any of that on his end, Sarah knew there had to be someone out there waiting for her. She pocketed the phone and squeezed her way past the large man before he could block her in. She grabbed her bag, which held both her guns and her jacket, pants, and boots, from the overhead compartment. The suitcase manipulated the images of the contents during the x-ray, and her pistols were coated with a sealant that allowed her to pass through metal detectors unnoticed. Bryce had tried explaining the process to her once, but she’d stopped listening once the word “molecular” left his mouth.

Everyone on the plane was in a hurry to get off, although Sarah couldn’t imagine what the couple in front of her had to complain about considering the three seats they’d bought to have leg room. She couldn’t be sure exactly what they had been doing under that blanket during the flight when everyone else was sleeping, but she had a few ideas.

The less attention she could draw to herself now, the better. She made her way to the back of the plane, pointing toward the bathroom, still carrying her bag. Once she made it inside, she locked the door. Sarah opened the bag and ripped off the “I love Kiev” shirt. She slid her holster over her shoulders and loaded the pistols. She pushed her arms through her jacket sleeves and exchanged the shoes for her boots.

Sarah unlocked the door and cracked it open to peek into the plane. Most of the passengers had made their way off, and the two fat men that had sat next to her were long gone. One of the flight attendants was making her way down the aisle, checking the seats for anything that might have been left behind. Sarah pushed opened the door, still clutching her bag, and the attendant gave her a smile.

“How was the flight?” she asked.

“Long, but the two walruses I sat next to kept things interesting.” The flight attendant gave a few stuttered attempts at a reply as Sarah brushed past her. She kept her eyes peeled for any agents. Her right hand lingered on the side of her jacket, itching to grab the pistol underneath.

The flight attendants and the pilot smiled as she approached the exit. She gave a polite nod back and stopped at the threshold of the terminal’s gate. She looked up at the material between the terminal and the plane. It was nothing but a heavy piece of cloth. Sarah set her bag down and started searching through it.

“Um, ma’am?” the flight attendant asked. “Is there something I can help you with?”

“Actually, yes, there is,” Sarah answered, looking up from the bag, the handle of a knife clutched in her fist. “Wait a couple minutes, if you can, before you scream.”

“What?”

Sarah whipped the knife out and sliced through the fabric, cutting a body-sized hole that she slipped through, and despite her request, the flight attendant screamed the moment the blade penetrated the fabric. “Thanks for trying.” Sarah landed on her feet on the tarmac then sprinted away from the plane and the luggage workers. She looked back over her shoulder to see a cluster of law enforcement officers at the window in the terminal, pointing and screaming and watching her get away.

The tarmac was thick with trams and luggage cargo and stares from every airport employee watching her blurred figure sprint across the pavement. An equipment shed rested on the opposite end of the airport—she had noticed it during their taxi along the runway. She needed a vehicle and cover. No doubt the CIA had already assembled choppers in the area.

The shed was in sight, and when Sarah heard the screech of tires, she didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. Warning shots landed to her left, and just before the truck chasing her tried to mow her down, she veered left, turning more sharply than the truck could keep up with.

A luggage cart was just ahead of her, and Sarah dug her heels into the concrete, skidding to a stop. She reached for the latch on the back of the cart that connected the luggage boxes and separated them. The workers still unloading the cart chased after her, but she was long gone before they could catch up.

Even with the cart’s accelerator floored, it was only slightly faster than Sarah was on foot, and the truck behind her was still in pursuit. Helicopter blades thumped in the air, and the gunshots that followed blew out the rear tires. With the air support so close and the fact that she was outnumbered, she chose not to fire back. Shooting a federal agent wouldn’t help her in the long run. Evasion was the name of the game.

With the cart maxed out in speed, Sarah didn’t bother slowing down as she careened into the shed connected to a larger hangar filled with trucks. The cart crashed into the fence, sending a mangled heap of metal wires flying up and over her head. She jumped from the cart, landed in a running stride, then shot the lock off the shed door.

A man in an orange jumpsuit shot his hands into the air when Sarah burst inside. He had a piece of sandwich hanging from his mouth, and a small lunchbox sat on the card table in front of him with an US Weekly magazine. “I think that Avis car sales rep sent me to the wrong place,” Sarah said, “but while I’m here…” She grabbed a set of keys and checked the front of the shed where the cart had parked itself, and the agents chasing her had positioned themselves at the hood and the back with their guns aimed at the shed. Sarah looked back at the man in orange, who still had his hands up in the air. “Will you do me a favor?” The man nodded. “When these guys storm through the door, will you tell them I said I’m heading to New York?” Again the man nodded. “Thanks, bud. Sandwich looks good.”

Sarah burst through the shed’s back door, toward the trucks. The helicopter circled overhead, and she heard someone calling her name over a loudspeaker, telling her to come out with her hands up. She found the truck that paired with her borrowed keys and climbed inside. Burger wrappers and empty, coffee-stained Styrofoam cups lined the floorboard. She pushed a pile of plastic Coke bottles off the seat, cranked the engine to life, shifted the truck into drive, and made a beeline for the feeble side door.

The front of the truck crashed through the door, sending a spray of wood and aluminum onto the tarmac. She was met with another flurry of gunfire that peppered the hood and bed of the truck. A line of cop cars headed her way, and the remaining airport traffic had been shut down. The truck offered a four-wheel-drive capability, which she shifted into.

Given the fleet of police vehicles on her tail and the chopper above, with another wall of law enforcement heading from her left, Sarah wasn’t left with a lot of options. “Right it is.” 

Sarah kept her foot glued to the accelerator, aiming for the open space of the airport, which led to a fence that cordoned off a piece of swampland. The rear window shattered from gunfire, and the metallic thump collided with the back of the truck, intertwining with the hum of the helicopter in hot pursuit.

The airport’s perimeter chain-link fence bent and crumpled upon impact, and Sarah kept hold of the steering wheel tight as the wheels dug into the slippery grass, which turned into a thick layer of mud. Red and blue lights flashed in her rearview mirror. She followed the mud until it ran into water. Most of the cars behind her couldn’t make the trip into the swamp, and only a handful of the dozens of vehicles sent after her ventured onto the terrain.

A cluster of trees and waist-deep water were up ahead. Sarah pulled her pistol, keeping one hand on the steering wheel, and fired shots into the corners of the windshield. She pushed out the shattered glass until there was a hole big enough for her body to fit through. The speedometer of the truck pushed past forty, then fifty as the tires struggled to gain traction in the mud. She tipped sixty miles per hour just before the front of the truck splashed into the swamp.

Water filled the cabin as the truck’s forward motion came to a stop. Sarah holstered the pistols and zipped up her jacket. She pushed her way through the opening in the windshield as the police vehicles behind her came to a stop just before the mudbank turned to water. 

Sarah crawled over the hood of the sinking truck and took one look behind her then a deep breath and dove under the murky waters. She paddled her arms and legs as hard as she could. Underneath the water, the gunshots from above the surface echoed lightly in her ears, followed by someone screaming for them to stop, most likely because they wanted her alive. She kept count in her head as she swam along the muddy bottom. She could hold her breath for three minutes at this pace, which would put her at least one hundred yards from the bank. The cluster of trees and the fact that it would take at least ten minutes to scramble some boats gave her confidence that she’d be able to put some distance between herself and her pursuers.

The water rippled lightly as Sarah broke the surface. Her vision blurred from the water rolling off her face, and the water stung her eyes. While she couldn’t see the bank of the swamp any longer, the water still carried the long echo of the shouts of the officers chasing her. The humid stench of waterlogged plants and animals filled Sarah’s nostrils. Her boots reached the ground, and the water level came up to her shoulders. A light wake trailed her. She knew that if she kept heading east, she’d run into the Atlantic. From there, she could get a boat to take her up the coast. The farther away she was from cameras right now, the better.

The whine of a boat engine caused her head to cock to the side. A spotlight bounced off swamp trees, and she heard the echo of voices over the idling engine. “She can’t hold her breath forever.”

“Wanna bet?” Sarah asked. Her voice bounced off the trees and water, making her sound as though she was coming from all directions.

The boat’s engine cut off, and she saw the spotlight swinging and scanning the area, looking for the body attached to the voice. “Give it up, Sarah. We’ve got eyes everywhere. We found you once, and we can find you again. Don’t make it hard on yourself.”

“I could say the same for you.” Sarah maneuvered around the trees, continuing her trek north. The water grew deeper, coming up to her chin. When she rounded the base of a tree, she got a good look at the skiff and the agents on board. Four men, armed with assault rifles, and the spotlight fruitlessly looking for her. From what she saw, there was only one boat, but most likely more were on the way.

“This isn’t what your family would want, Sarah,” the voice called out.

“You have no idea what my family wants.”

“They’re hurting. And you being out here isn’t helping that.”

Sarah had to admit the guy was smart. Most likely CIA, judging by the gear and the haircut. She circled around to the back of the boat, mindful of the pattern of the spotlight. Each agent on board, except for the one speaking, had his gun aimed into the water. She held her breath when she made it to the back of the transom and reached for the blade tucked into her belt, keeping both her pistols holstered. She lifted herself halfway out of the water and slammed the tip of the blade into the instep of one of the men with an assault rifle closet to her. He screamed, and before the rest of the team could turn around, she yanked his foot toward the edge of the boat and tossed him overboard, making sure to retract the blade before she lost the knife.

Sarah ducked underneath the hull of the boat as she watched the bullets fly into the water and the man with the bleeding foot scramble for the side of the boat. She swam up next to him, hovering just below the surface, and when a hand reached out to help him, up she broke through the plane, ramming the knife into the shoulder of the man trying to lift him up, and they both splashed into the water, along with their rifles, which sank to the sandy bottom.

The agents flailed their limbs, trying to get back in the boat, rocking it viciously as the man in charge ordered them to stop. There were still two men on board, with the other two in the water, clutching their wounds and trying to stay afloat. “Sarah! You’re only digging the hole deeper.”

Even under the surface of the water, she could hear the words loud and clear. She watched the shadows shift above her, waiting for the one wielding the last assault rifle to turn his back. When he did, Sarah jumped from the water, flinging the blade into the man’s shoulder, swung herself onto the boat deck, and knocked him overboard—right after retrieving her blade.

Before the man who had been speaking could draw his weapon, Sarah had one pistol aimed at him and the other switching between the three men in the swamp. Water dripped from her jacket, and her hair was plastered to her head. “Looks like I’ve reached the bottom of that hole.”

The agent kept his hands up and at his sides. Even though Sarah focused on the man on the boat, her peripherals watched one of the men in the water try and sneak around back. Sarah fired a bullet, which splashed the water by his head. “I’m gonna need you to stay right where you are.”

“Sarah, think about what you’re doing,” the agent on the boat told her.

“You should have asked that question yourself before you tried to come after me. How many men do you have watching my sister-in-law’s house?”

The man didn’t answer at first but finally said, “Four.”

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Sarah said. “You’re going to call off your watchdogs and leave my sister-in-law and my niece and nephew alone. They can go anywhere they want and do anything they please. In exchange, I’ll bring you the head of the man responsible for the blackout and the war with China and Russia.”

“Sounds like a tall tale.”

The boat rocked as Sarah took a few steps forward, keeping both pistols aimed at her targets. “I’ve been known to tell a few, but if you want to see how this one ends, you’ll need to back off. I didn’t have anything to do with the blackout, and I’ve never directly interfered with any of the United States’ covert missions. We may not be on the same team, but we’re on the same side of the line.”

“If you don’t have anything to hide, then why did you attack my men?”

“I could have killed you, but I didn’t. In our line of work, I’d say that’s a big professional courtesy.” Sarah looked at the bloodied water the downed trio was wading in and gestured for the fourth man to join them. “In you go.” He jumped into the water, and Sarah kept one pistol on them as she started the engines. “Oh, and I’d make sure to clear out soon. The gators get hungry this time of day.” The wake from the boat washed over their faces as Sarah weaved in and out of the swamp trees.








Chapter 8

Each finger Bryce pressed down onto the keyboard had enough force to break the keys in half. The monitors in front of him were scattered with windows displaying hundreds of lines of code. He had to be faster than the federal cyber security trying to track him and make sure he extracted as much information as possible on Taylor Grimes and what he knew about GSF.

Mack had approached him earlier, after Sarah went off grid, about the lawyers who had notified him of a CIA agent attempting to get a construction crew into the area to clear out the debris. The agent had filed the request under “unauthorized tunneling.” Both of them knew he must have seen the elevator shaft. Not that there was much left of the place or really anything for them to recover. Before they had repositioned themselves to Milwaukee, they had gone back and made sure to torch everything.

“Hey,” Johnny said, checking out the screens on Bryce’s monitors. “You need any help over there?”

“I’m fine, Johnny.” Bryce’s tone caused Johnny to put his hands up and he backed off. Bryce was getting sick of people asking him that. Everybody knew what Sarah was doing: unauthorized kills of the people Branston had given her. But both he and Mack knew she would have to come back eventually—although with the CIA now tracking her and having a good picture, getting back to Milwaukee had just gotten a lot harder. Slowing down the CIA’s data processor would help give her some time once she had to start making moves in urban areas with security cameras.

“Bryce!” Mack bellowed, standing outside his office. “I need an update. Now.”

Bryce nodded then cleared out of the windows on his computer and grabbed his phone. He felt eyes on his back as he made his way across the floor. He closed the door behind him, and Mack flipped the privacy screen, blocking them from view.

“What’s the damage so far?” Mack asked.

“They still don’t have anything other than Sarah’s face and the location of the old HQ, and they don’t even really know what it is.”

“Where are we at with the factory’s former employees?”

“They’re solid. Everyone’s got a new identity, and they have enough money to not have to worry about working or talking. The only real piece of evidence they have is Sarah.”

Mack let out a heavy sigh. Bryce could see the stress on the man’s face, more so than usual. “Where is she now?”

“Her tracker has her heading up the eastern Atlantic seaboard. She’ll probably try to cut across somewhere in Virginia. There’s enough wooded area for her to make it through undetected,” Bryce answered. “Sir, I need to know what’s going to happen when she gets back.”

“She’s killing witnesses, Bryce. What would you like to happen?”

“You and I both know there’s more to it than that. You weren’t there when it happened. When she watched Ben die.”

“You weren’t there either.”

“No, but I could see and hear everything. What little family she has left doesn’t want her around and blames her for her brother’s death! If she comes back here and we try to pin her down, I don’t think we’ll ever get her back.”

“We might not get her back now, Bryce.” Mack rubbed the creases on his forehead, his weathered hands no doubt trying to massage the complications out of his mind.

“If she goes, then so do I,” Bryce said.

“Bryce, you can––”

“I’m serious, Mack.” Bryce went rigid like a piece of rebar that refused to buckle no matter how much force came down upon it. The piece of rebar knew its fate was tied to that of the building around it.

“I don’t think she’s going to come back,” Mack said.

The corner of Bryce’s mouth twitched. There was a part of him that believed Mack. He’d seen Sarah go through a lot, but no matter what, there was always a sense of her pulling through. Even the other agents had noticed it. There was an aura around her that couldn’t be explained, no matter how hard he tried to figure out what it was. No, Sarah would come back to HQ, but not as the same woman who had left. “We need to figure out what Branston knows, and we need to do it before Sarah does. We can still get her back. She’s not all the way gone yet.”

Mack gave a light nod that looked as though there was of a thousand tons behind it then glanced back at the holding cells. “Well,” Mack said. “Time to have a talk.”

***

Branston picked at the fabric of the white cloth he had been given as a shirt. The material was heavy, thick, and uncomfortable. It was a tactic used by interrogators to give the illusion that the prisoner’s captors were accommodating but uncaring. He’d reviewed the process himself fifteen years ago. 

The shin where Hill had shot him was dressed and wrapped in a cast. The medical officers that worked on the leg offered Branston something for the pain, but he refused. It’d been too long since he’d felt that rush, the spike of adrenaline that accompanied this line of work. He wanted to savor it, wallow in it.

The room was small enough to cause claustrophobia but large enough for it to take at least two days for it to set in. Poor lighting strained the eyes, forcing the body to either struggle to stay awake, weakening the immune system, or slip into a lethargy that would break whatever will you had left. Branston had chosen to keep his eyes open.

The light flicked brighter, causing Branston to shut his eyes, his pupils straining to filter the brightening light. He heard the swing of his cell door, and when his eyes finally adjusted and he got a good look at who it was, he chuckled. “Mack, I didn’t think you’d come to see me.”

“It’s not something I wanted to do.”

Branston put his arms behind his head and leaned back. No furniture was in the room. Just the two of them, Mack standing and Branston sprawled across the floor. “You look tired. Getting harder to keep up with the rigors of the position now that you’re getting older? You know, I was the one who suggested keeping you in charge during the last review board meeting eight months ago. More hands go up every year in favor of your retirement.”

“Give me the locations of the names,” Mack said.

“Of course, I don’t know what you’d do after retirement.” Branston furrowed his brow. “You know that even I couldn’t get access to your personnel files? It didn’t fall under my jurisdiction, being treasurer.”

“Where’s Demps, Branston?”

Branston shifted his gaze to Mack. The skin under his eyes drooped lower than it had the last time they’d met. His body looked as though it was going to cave in on itself at any moment. “And why would I give away my trump card? The moment you know where Demps is, I’m useless. Although you would have known that if you and Agent Hill were on speaking terms.” He watched the lines of fear and confusion run across Mack’s face, but they only lasted for a moment. Branston pushed himself to a sitting position with his back against the wall to get a better look. “No, Mack, I don’t have any bugs in this room. But I do know that you wouldn’t want the Tuck Investments board members dead, and Agent Hill had a look of murder in her eyes. I may deal with money, but the only reason I’ve been able to make so much in my lifetime is because I know people. Are you trying to save her?”

The only tell Mack gave was a slight twitch of his finger, and Branston clapped his hands together and rubbed them vigorously. “Mack! I’m surprised. I would have thought you would have written her off, sent another agent after her, but no?”

“How long have you been doing this?” Mack asked.

The concrete underneath Branston had a light chalk to it, a grit and dirt that had accumulated on his hands. He picked the granules off his palms and shook his head. “I don’t know if your mind could handle that added stress, Mack. You’re barely holding things together as it is. Do you really want to know how many missions were compromised by my deals? Do you really want to know the true source of over a quarter of the GSF’s funding?”

“I thought I already did,” Mack answered. “If there are others on the board, I’ll take those names along with Demps’s location.”

“I’ve always liked you, Mack. I really have. And if it’s a comfort to you, you should know that I always voted for you to stay in your position, not because I thought it would be easier to get away with the things I’ve done but because you made it a challenge for me. All those new proposals, all those checks and balances—you created a tangled web that would catch anyone! And for that, I thank you.”

“She’ll kill you once she’s done,” Mack said.

Branston noticed that Mack was almost sad to utter those words aloud. Probably more so because of what that would mean for Hill. “Oh, Mack,” he said, shaking his head. “Only after she’s killed you.”

***

The suburban streets contrasted against the Chicago skyline behind Heath. He examined the small yards, the sagging fences, and the trash that littered the road. Cleanup crews were still working on getting most of the city back up and running, and he’d received more than a few looks walking down the street in his suit. But his destination was near the end of the road.

The last piece of GSF satellite data that he had been able to obtain was the location of a few of the safe houses. The tech crew working on them wasn’t able to retrieve all the data, only a handful of the locations: France, England, Australia, and Chicago. Once he saw that name on the list, he didn’t bother checking the other locations.

Heath walked up the driveway, and when he was under the cover of the foyer, he unholstered his pistol and stepped inside. He didn’t think anyone would still be here. Most likely they had moved to another satellite HQ built for such an occasion, but that didn’t mean the place wasn’t rigged.

Heath scanned the rooms, searching for anything that would give him an idea of where to find Hill. But all he found were a few empty gun safes and the furniture that had been left behind. No Sarah and no clue to where she could have gone. He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a small picture. He gently rubbed his thumb over the faces, although Sarah’s had been scratched out. If he couldn’t find her, then he would just make her come to him.








Chapter 9

Andrea’s advisors gave her a rundown of the current state of affairs with the Russian conflict. The majority of the rebel fighters had stood down once they were cornered. With the exception of a few rogues still in play, peace had been restored. “Make sure the Russian president is aware of the individuals responsible,” Andrea said, although deep down she knew that it had really been the president himself who had delayed the search. Pride was a dangerous adversary.

Just before her generals finished their briefing, Alexander burst through the door and made a beeline for her ear. He was out of the room before she was out of her chair. “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me a moment. Something has been called to my attention.” Alexander joined her outside the door, and her service detail escorted the two of them down the hallway. “You’re sure?”

“Finn just found it three minutes ago,” Alexander said. “We confirmed it with the Americans.”

“Then we won’t have a lot of time. Set up a call with the American president. I’ll need to speak with him personally about this.”

Alexander nodded, and Andrea went to speak with Finn. He shot out of his chair when he saw her, but she waved him down. “I want to see it.”

“Yes, Chancellor.” Finn pulled up a few different windows on the monitors in front of him, and she could see the images Alexander had spoken about. “This was less than an hour ago, coming out of a small Virginia port. There was only one camera feed, and the image isn’t great, but look.”

Andrea watched the figure get out of the boat then adjust her jacket, and Andrea could see the flash of something metallic. “Guns?”

“Yes, and then she just leaves the boat there on the shore,” Finn added. “I believe she’s heading back to Chicago.”

“Have you found any other images?”

“No, Chancellor, but I’ve widened our search to see what we can pull out. I’m hoping for something within an hour.”

“That may not be soon enough.” Andrea placed her hand on Finn’s shoulder and gave a light squeeze. “Keep looking.” She found Alexander on the phone in a private anteroom, and he covered the receiver when he noticed her.

“I’m on the line with the White House now,” Alexander said. “The president is doing a PR stunt at a hospital, but they’re putting me through.”

Andrea took the phone from him. Less than a minute later, she heard the click of the lines switching over and a voice informing her that the line was secure. “Mr. President, how are you?”

“I’m fine, Andrea. My chief of staff said it was urgent.”

“It’s about our girl. I need assurance that she won’t be killed or charged or brought into the public light until we know all the facts. And I mean everything.” The pause that followed was filled with a gut-wrenching pain in Andrea’s stomach. “Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. President?”

“Andrea, she attacked some of our agents. None of them were killed, but they were injured and left in a swamp while she stole their boat.”

While the news was alarming, Andrea couldn’t help but smile. Her girl was on the run, but she had managed to stay resourceful. “Frank, you and I both know that if she wanted to kill your men, then she could have. Look at her track record.”

“Oh, believe me, I am. Andrea, all the things that she’s been able to do have been behind our backs. There’s no telling how many missions she’s been on or how many lives she’s put at risk!”

“Or how many lives she’s saved.” The retort was quick. Andrea knew the president was wary about what type of organization Sarah Hill was a part of and how large it could be, but he also hadn’t spoken to her, seen the woman in person. “Frank, we cannot jump to conclusions on this.”

“I’ll note that to my team,” the president replied.

“Thank you.”

The call ended, and even after the president’s words, she still felt troubled. Attacking the CIA wasn’t the best start for trying to establish a relationship with the American government, but Andrea held fast to the hope that it had only been out of self-defense. But even if that was true, she knew the Americans wouldn’t hesitate to do whatever was necessary to protect their interests.

***

Agent Grimes helped the rest of his men through the swamp, keeping a mindful watch on the gators Sarah had mentioned. Despite the sarcastic tone in which she had warned them, the blood that circled the water could attract who knows what type of animals. He brushed the muck from his pants and shoes once they made it to the shoreline.

“I want search boats and choppers for ten miles up the coast, and I want a blockade ten miles up,” Grimes said. “I don’t care what you have to do. Fishing boats, rafts, canoes, anything that can float and search the water, I want out there.”

Mallory handed him a clean shirt and pants, and the two walked over to one of the vans, where Grimes stripped down out of view, drying himself with a towel. “The tracking device on the boat?”

“She ripped it out,” Mallory answered, the fight in his voice deflating slightly. “The swamp stretches for another six miles.”

“Exit points?”

“Too many to cover. We’ve already got patrol boats out there, but it’ll be dark soon, and the swamp trees are too thick for the choppers to get any real coverage of the area. Our best bet is to catch her up the coast. I don’t think we’re going to find her coming out of the swamp, if she even keeps the boat.”

“She’ll keep the boat,” Grimes replied, slipping on his shirt and getting the muck out of his hair. “She’s in a hurry; that’s the only reason she stopped us. She could have just as easily kept swimming.”

“You think she was fishing for info?”

“That and time. Did you check in with the unit at the sister-in-law’s house?”

“Yeah, nobody’s moved.”

Grimes found it odd that Becca hadn’t gone anywhere, made any moves. The last encounter the two of them had had made him think that she’d run. She exhibited all the signs: angry, paranoid, depressed. “Tell our guys to do a checkin. I want to know what’s going on inside that house.”

“On it.”

Once Mallory had left, Grimes found himself alone in the back of the van into which he’d gone to change. He could hear the units of police officers and coordinating agencies searching the area. The shouts and sirens and the barking of dogs were overwhelming, and he felt a sudden chill he blamed on the water and the wind. But deep down, it was something more troubling.

Up until this point, all Grimes had had to go on were the stories from other people who’d retold their experiences upon meeting Hill. Based on that, he had been able to quantify certain abilities, motives, and trajectories. But seeing what she could do firsthand—that was something else entirely. He knew she’d been right when she told them she could have killed them if she wanted to. But she didn’t.

Grimes shrugged it off. The only reason he wasn’t dead was because if he were, the agency would do whatever it took to find her. There’s nothing worse when you’re trying to stay below the radar than killing a federal officer. Her face would have been plastered all over the news.

Even so, Grimes had never seen anyone move that fast, shoot that well, and just do everything she did, by herself. What if there were more like her? Christ. She had made his men look like a bunch of mall cops. If an entire agency full of people like her existed, then Grimes couldn’t image what that would look like. It would be worse than the Cold War or anything he’d read about in history. For the first time in his career, Grimes suddenly felt like he wasn’t the smartest man in the room.

***

The knock came at the door, and all Becca did was keep her eye on the gun in the tall man’s hand. He said nothing when he arrived, made no demands except that they remain quiet or he’d kill all three of them. When he gestured to the door with the pistol, she slowly got up from the kitchen table while he followed.

When Becca reached for the door handle, she saw her hand shaking. The man positioned himself behind both her and the door, the pistol clutched in his hand. Two men in suits, dressed in the same fashion as the CIA agent who had spoken with her earlier, smiled at her.

“Hello, Mrs. Hill. I’m Agent Lukes, and this is Agent Mills. We were hoping we could come in and have a quick word with you?”

“I’ve already spoken to your agency. A man named Agent Grimes came by earlier.” Leave. Just go. In her peripheral vision, the man towered over her, his finger on the trigger.

“I understand that, ma’am, but it was actually Agent Grimes who asked us to check in on you. You don’t need to come anywhere with us, but we’d like to stay in the house with you if that’s all right.”

“No, I’m not comfortable with that,” Becca said. She felt the tall man’s eyes on her. She knew they wouldn’t be fast enough. She’d seen the tall man shoot before. He was quick and never missed. If she let them inside, they would die. Becca kept the door cracked as the two agents exchanged a look. She wasn’t sure if they’d try to force their way in or not, but the longer they lingered, the more she thought they would.

“Mrs. Hill, I’m afraid that we can’t leave here without at least checking the house first.” The tone in his voice hardened, and he unbuttoned his jacket, his hand reaching for the butt of his pistol.

Becca’s heart rate quickened. She dug her fingertips into the edge of the doorframe, turning them white, their warmth replaced by cold. She forced a smile as her voice caught in her throat. “Of course. Just give me one minute to get dressed, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Becca closed the door, leaning her head on the wood. The tall man just stood there holding his gun. When she looked at him, he gave no sign of what he would do. It was like looking at some horrible constant, some god of death and vengeance you couldn’t bargain with, no matter the reason and no matter the cause. Death would cover you like a veil, and you were powerless to stop it. “Please. Don’t do this.”

But the god of death said nothing, gave no mercy, and showed no favoritism. “Let them in.”

Becca’s heart dropped to her stomach. She reached and unchained the lock with a trembling hand. The metal slid against the lock and swung from the chain. She turned the door handle, and her face grew hot. The agents must have known something was wrong. Both rushed inside, reaching for their guns, but the moment the two of them were inside the foyer, the tall man put a bullet into each of their temples, staining the opposite wall red. The gunshots were muffled by the long suppressor at the end of the pistol. Each shot triggered a scream from Becca, and she rushed to the living room, where both Matt and Ella were huddled in the corner. She picked the two of them up and opened the sliding glass door, but before she could make it outside, she felt a hand grab her shoulder and yank her backward, sending her and the children to the floor.

Becca pulled both kids behind her, backing all three of them up against the far wall, as the tall man slid the glass door closed, still wielding his pistol. Ella and Matt’s small bodies trembled against her back, and she heard their faint sobs and cries. “What do you want?” Becca’s words came out in whispered gasps. “Just leave us alone. I haven’t told anyone anything. What do you want?” she screamed, her face flushed red and her body shaking with adrenaline.

The tall man dropped to one knee, his eyes locked on her own, the barrel of the pistol still aimed at her head. He reached inside his jacket and pulled out the picture of Sarah and her family when she was just a child. He laid it on the carpet in front of her and tapped his forefinger on Sarah’s scratched and distorted face. “Her,” he said. “I want. Her.”

After everything that had happened to Becca, being kidnapped by this man, being separated from her husband, spending days not knowing whether she and her family were going to live or die, then being freed at the last moment only to have her husband die—even with all of that, she couldn’t find it in herself to betray Sarah. This wasn’t Sarah’s fault. It was the fault of the man in front of her.

“She’ll come when she finds out where you are,” Becca said. “She’ll kill you.” The words left her mouth with a smile and tears in her eyes. “And when she does, I’ll be here to watch it. You hear me?” The shaking in her body had ceased, and she felt a calm wash over her. “You’re a dead man.”

It was the first time she’d seen any sense of emotion come from him as the corners of his mouth curled upward. He holstered the pistol and grabbed Becca by the jaw. He squeezed hard, and she felt the bone bend. “I’m looking forward to it.”








Chapter 10

Sarah shifted the bag she carried from her left hand to her right. She shrugged her shoulders, and the loose-fitting grey shirt she’d picked up from the Goodwill draped down her right arm. She pulled it back up, feeling the effort in her muscles at performing the simple task. The bill of her baseball cap hung low on her forehead, shielding most of her face from view. At a glance, she looked like nothing more than some local looking for work.

The entire way up the coast and hitchhiking through the mountains to Illinois, she’d fought the urge to contact Bryce. It was easy enough to do, but she knew what he’d tell her. Come in. But the moment she did that, the chance of her getting Demps disappeared, and she’d only get one shot to get Branston to give up the name. She knew he would. And if he didn’t, then she’d chop him up one piece at a time until he told her what she wanted to hear.

The outline of the Chicago skyline appeared in the distance, and she felt a sudden burst of energy return. Her feet found the pavement in quick succession. The small suburban community with the old safe house would at least give her a place to restock on ammo, assuming it hadn’t been burned to the ground by Demps’s men. She did her best to avoid any unnecessary eye contact with the folks in their front yards. The less she had to explain herself the better off she’d be.

Sarah stopped at the front door, and behind the cover of one of the pillars on the front porch, she pulled her pistols out of the bag. She pushed the door open and stepped inside, scouring the room for anyone that could be waiting. On her way to the back of the house, she could see that all the doors were swung open. Someone was here.

Once she checked the perimeter and determined the house was clear, she made her way into what was left of the armory. She’d taken the guns from their earlier stay, but she pulled one of the drawers out and removed a false bottom that hid a few cases of .45 bullets she’d stashed there just in case she ever needed to return. She dumped the empty magazines she’d carried with her and started loading them when the phone on the wall rang, four or five times before Sarah picked it up, and when she did it was Bryce who spoke first.

“Sarah, you need to come in, now.”

“I’m not done with the names yet, Bryce. You know I won’t come back till it’s done, and when I do, it’s just to collect the last one.”

“Something’s happened at Becca’s place.”

The bullet she held between her fingers dropped to the floor. She gripped the phone with both hands. The plastic casing around the phone creaked from the increased pressure of her fingers. She couldn’t find the words, a part of her was afraid to ask, but she mustered the grit to finally speak up. “Are they dead?” The words were hollow, deadpan, as if saying them aloud gave them the possibility of truth.

“No.”

Sarah’s legs almost collapsed from underneath her. Her knees buckled, but she managed to keep herself upright. “What happened?”

“I’ve been watching the heat signatures on the house. It’s been three ever since one of the agents that’s been tracking you visited them. About an hour ago, I got another heat signature that showed up, and it wasn’t one of the agents stationed outside watching them.”

“Who?”

“The man who killed your brother.”

Sarah dropped the phone and left it dangling on the cord, Bryce’s voice still trying to boom through the speaker. She grabbed the box of ammo and magazines and went to the garage, where the car they’d left earlier still sat.

The garage door opened, and she reversed out of the driveway, tires squeaking as she peeled out onto the street. The tires burned out in a cloud of smoke as the onlookers on their porches watched her disappear. She ran stop signs and red lights and disregarded any notion of traffic safety as she sped toward Becca’s house.

Sarah ditched the car half a mile before she made it to Becca’s place. The rest of the way was on foot, giving her the advantage of stealth. If Becca and the kids were still alive, then the man was using them as nothing more than bait. Demps must have caught wind that his board members were going down, and he’d sent his goon after her.

It was smart, going after Becca and the kids. It would draw her in, and the emotional connection would cloud her judgment, but the one thing Demps and his monster had forgotten to consider was how fucking pissed she was. It was an anger that soaked through her bones. She’d been running on it ever since she’d watched the life go out of Ben’s eyes. And now it just needed to burn a little longer.

The CIA agents’ vehicle was easy enough to spot: a grey sedan, inconspicuous and easily forgettable. Sarah kept to the west side of the house, where there were the fewest windows and places for him to spot her approach. The second-floor balcony window would be the best way in, so long as he wasn’t keeping everyone upstairs, which is what she would have done.

Whenever you wanted to kill someone, the best way was surprise, but if you couldn’t do it that way, which the man knew he couldn’t, then pulling them into a kill box and forcing them to fight on your terms was the next best thing.

The house to the left of Becca’s was two stories tall, with a tree on its far west side. She hopped over the gate and shimmied up the tree, her pistols swinging in the shoulder holster underneath her jacket that she’d changed into on the way over. When she passed one of the windows in the house, a toddler spotted her, and his pacifier fell out of his mouth. Sarah pressed her finger to her lips then kept climbing. She dashed around the back side of the roof, keeping her feet light, then crouched on the back corner edge to scan Becca’s house.

The curtains were drawn, blocking her view of the inside, but they were also thick enough that the captor couldn’t see her, either. With a quick sprint, Sarah ran to the edge of the roof, launched herself toward Becca’s house, then shoulder checked the window, shattering it and landing hard on the floor of Ella’s bedroom. When she rolled to her knees, both pistols were out. No point in being coy.

Sarah sat there, waiting for any sound, any creak, any peep that would give away their position. Then, after a solid thirty seconds of silence, she heard the familiar creak of the third step on the staircase. She jumped out the doorway and fired down the flight of stairs. Bullets splintered penny-sized holes in the steps as the tall man retreated around the corner in the living room. Sarah slid down the bannister, both pistols poised to shoot, then landed with a light thud on the wooden floorboards. The steel in her hands shifted as she repositioned her fingers. Her feet avoided the shell casings on the ground, and she edged to the end of the wall of the living room behind which the tall man had disappeared. She slid down, crouching as low as she could, then pivoted on her left foot and turned the corner, but the room was empty. She rose slowly, the ends of her pistols scanning the room, her body moving forward in its programmed fashion, needing little help from her mind, which she used to concentrate on locating Becca and the kids.

The living room fed into a back hallway, off of which opened the utility room and a small office Becca used for side projects. That room connected back around to the kitchen, which lead back to the front of the house. It was like a disjointed circle, and as Sarah stepped into the study, the pistols almost fell out of her hands.

Becca and the kids were tied up at their wrists and ankles, their mouths gagged, and they were blindfolded. She holstered her pistols and ripped the blindfolds off their faces and yanked the stuffed pieces of cloth from their mouths. “Are you guys all right?”

“Sarah!” Becca screamed, and it came in tune with the loud thump of heavy feet behind her as the tall man brought the side of a bat to Sarah’s head, which she half blocked with her forearm, her head taking the rest of the blow. The double vision made it hard to see which hit was coming where, but before another swing could collide with the front of her skull, she rolled to the right, the bat narrowly missing her. Her fingers fumbled for the inside of her jacket as she reached for the pistol at her side. Before she could draw, her elbow was blocked and the tall man was on top of her, pinning both her arms down and slamming his knee into her ribcage.

Shots of pain rang through Sarah’s body while Becca and the kids screamed. Sarah shimmied her right leg between herself and the man’s torso and used the leverage to flip them both to their sides, allowing Sarah to free a fist that she brought to the side of the man’s jaw, giving her enough time to squirm out of his grip.

Again Sarah aimed her guns, but the tall man brought the bat across the steel, knocking both to the ground. Then he charged Sarah and picked her up in a sprint. Dishes and glasses shattered from the slam into the kitchen table. One of the glasses she landed on broke and dug into the meaty flesh of her upper back. With each ounce of pressure the tall man applied, she felt the jagged shard excavate her muscle, each tear and gash weakening her ability to fend off her assailant.

The man’s massive hands choked Sarah, and each second that passed made it harder and harder for her to breathe, the gasps that escaped becoming shorter. A shimmer caught the peripheral vision of her left eye, and she saw one of the shards from the glasses that had busted. She quickly reached for the piece then rammed the tip of the glass into the man’s arm. A gush of blood erupted from beneath his shirt, and the pressure around Sarah’s neck loosened. She immediately brought the blade toward the side of the man’s neck, which he blocked, freeing Sarah from his hold. She used the momentum and wrapped her legs around the man’s torso then rotated her hips, flinging the two of them off the table and onto the tile.

Sarah slammed her fist into his face, and the blows dented the flesh and bone in front of her. Each crunch, moan, and crack that filled the air between them only fueled her rage. She reached for another shard but caught a blow to the stomach, and the two tussled on the ground. Sarah felt the weight and power of the man, who had at least a foot of height and a hundred pounds on her. With each movement across the kitchen floor, she felt her body weaken.

Their tumbling came to an end as they fetched up against the wall. A knee slammed into her stomach, and she felt the rush of wind escape from her lungs. The man grabbed a fistful of hair and flung her body into the living room.

Sarah scrambled to her feet, wobbling as blood dripped down her back. The man smiled at her, gaps showing where a few of his teeth had gone missing. “You know, I’ve killed just as many or even more people than you. Some I’ve done with a bullet, others with a blade. But you”—he gave a light chuckle—“you I wanted to kill with my own hands.”

“That makes two of us.” Blood stained Sarah’s knuckles, and she fought the urge to collapse. The pain in her back was numbing, and she no longer saw two of him. She regained control of her breathing as she slowly circled the living room. Because of the man’s height, he had at least a six-inch longer reach than she did. If she tried staying on the outside, she’d get worked over, but trying to get on the inside was dangerous. She was stuck between a rock and a hard place. Time to break the rock.

Sarah moved in quick and landed two vicious jabs to the ribs before the tall man knew what had hit him. He tried pinning her down, but she spun around to his back faster than his arms could wrap themselves around her. She jumped up behind him and locked her arms like a vise around his neck, yanking him backward, and squeezed.

The thump of the man’s pulse from the vein running down the side of his neck beat against Sarah’s forearm. She increased the pressure, the man squirming underneath her grip, trying to extend what precious life he had left. His hands groped up to Sarah’s face, where she tried to avoid his fingers and thumbs attempting to dig out her eyes. Fingers pressed against her cheek, brow, nose, and jaw like hungry spiders trying to eat their way into her flesh.

The man’s elbow found Sarah’s ribs repeatedly, each blow trying to weaken the hold she had around his neck. The fourth blow caused Sarah’s body to spasm to the right, giving the man just enough wiggle room to wedge his chin between his neck and the crook of Sarah’s elbow. Another blow to the same position on Sarah’s side, and the man had enough room to free himself and flip back on top of her, bringing his fist down onto her face. His knuckles connected to her nose, chin, forehead, eyes, and cheeks, turning her skin into clusters of red welts. The vicious hits cut tiny rivers of blood that ran down her face. The warm claret heated her skin, and she tasted the metallic flavor as streams rolled over the beaten pieces of flesh that were her lips.

Before he landed another blow, Sarah twisted her neck to the left at a hard angle, and his fist smashed into the floor, cracking the wood underneath. She grabbed hold of his arm and rolled left, torqueing his arm harshly until she heard the distinctive pop of it disconnecting from the shoulder. He wailed in pain, and Sarah followed up with her heel to the point of his nose, destroying what was left of the cartilage underneath.

The two grappled on the floor. Each kick, punch, and strained effort from the exertion of her fatigued muscles brought with it a soft cry, her body’s last attempt at digging for energy it was quickly running out of. Her body was running on borrowed time, and it wouldn’t be long before her debtors came to collect.

The tall man rushed at Sarah with a burst of energy and tossed her body across the room, where it landed roughly on the hardwood floorboards. Her arms shook as she pushed herself up, the tall man stumbling over to her, his face bloodied and broken, his right arm sagging from the dislocation.

“You just don’t know when to quit, do you?” the man asked and picked her up by her hair with his good arm and dragged her back over to where Becca and the kids were still tied up. She flopped on the ground at their feet. A lump of something hit her stomach before she fell, and she tried reaching underneath to feel what it was, but her body was so numb that the object underneath was foreign. She lifted her head to look up at Becca, whose mouth quivered as tears streamed down her face. Ella and Matt had the same look, and she tried to force a smile, but with her face numb, she wasn’t sure if she managed to make one.

A loud crack sounded as the man slammed his shoulder back into place, and Sarah felt the vibrations from his steps ripple through the floor. He gripped the back of her head and forced her to look Becca in the eye. “Your husband squealed more than this bitch. I have to admit that I’m impressed.” He slammed her face back into the ground, and the pain that flooded her mind disoriented her past the point of comprehension. When she looked up and saw that Becca had a knife to the side of her neck, she tried to remember how she had gotten here, why Becca and the kids were in the middle of one of her missions. They should be with Ben at home, not here. Not in this place. It wasn’t safe.

But slowly, everything came back, and she remembered why as she started to comprehend the man’s words. “You couldn’t save your brother. Your parents are dead, and now I’m going to slaughter the rest of your family in front of you. You lost, Agent Hill.”

Sarah’s fingers continued to fumble over the object underneath her stomach until her right index finger felt the smooth, thin piece of metal. “You know your problem?” Sarah asked, flecks of blood flying out of her mouth as she spoke. “It’s the same one that keeps popping up on my performance reviews.”

“And what’s that? Letting your family die?”

“No,” Sarah answered. “You talk too much.” Her fingers gripped the handle and, in a motion faster than the blink of an eye, she aimed the barrel of the 1911 and emptied the clip into the man’s chest, sending him backward and onto the floor in a massive heap of meat.

The pistol smacked against the floorboard when Sarah released her grip, and she rolled to her back, finally feeling the pain from all her wounds set in. Between the ringing in her ears and the pounding in her head, she couldn’t make out Becca screaming her name. She finally managed to stagger to her feet and crawl over to Becca to untie her restraints.

It was all the energy Sarah could muster to let Becca out, and once she was free, she untied Ella and Matt while Sarah collapsed on her back again. She felt like she was sinking into the floor, an elephant sitting on her chest. She felt like she was never going to get up until she felt a hand on her shoulder and the lightest touch on her face. When Sarah opened her eyes, Becca’s blurred figure stared back at her.

“Sarah? Oh my god. Sarah, can you hear me?”

Even through Sarah’s blurred vision and swollen eyes, she could see the distress in Becca’s face, the wrinkled lines in her forehead, the redness of her eyes, the downturned smile of grief. She’d seen that face before, but she never thought it would be for her. “Are Ella and Matt okay?”

“I put them in the other room. They’re fine. What do I need to do? Do I need to call the cops? That number your people gave me? You need a doctor.”

Sarah fumbled at one of the compartments around her belt and pulled out a small pill. “Water. I need some water.”

Becca nodded frantically then rushed away and returned with a glass of water, spilling its contents over the side. Sarah popped the pill into her mouth and washed it down. She drank thirstily, draining the entire cup as some of the liquid spilled out from the corners of her mouth. She set the cup down and closed her eyes, breathing slowly through her nose, which was broken, then out through her mouth. She waited for the pill to take effect, restoring some of the faculty of her body and mind. When the clarity kicked in, she managed to push herself off the ground. Her fingers found her nose and, with a quick jerk, pushed it back into place. The crack made Becca wince, and Sarah let out a loud gasp then breathed deeply through her nostrils. “Whew. That’s better.”

Before Sarah had a chance to say anything else, Becca threw her arms around her, her embrace bringing with it the sensation of the bruises and cuts along her body, but the fact that Becca was actually happy to see her alive outweighed the pain. “It’s good to see you, too.”

Sarah felt Becca’s body shake with her sobs. She pulled Becca’s face back and smiled. But before either of them could say a word, tires screeched out front. Sarah pushed herself to her feet and checked the front window to see a cluster of agents rush the front lawn. Sarah grabbed Becca by the shoulders. “I’m going to come back for you. Whatever happens, do not tell them what happened. Demand to speak with a lawyer. They won’t hurt the kids. Trust me. No matter what they tell you, do not say anything.”

“Where are you going?”

“The people that killed Ben, some of them are still out there. I have to find them. I have to finish this.”

Ella and Matt watched Sarah from a distance, and when she reached out her hand to touch Ella, the girl recoiled, hiding behind the chair with her brother. Sarah simply nodded her head. It was too soon. The kids had seen too much. They would understand. But not until later.

The agents surrounded the house, and Sarah ascended the steps to the second floor. When she made it to the top, the front door burst down, and she was back out the window through which she’d entered, hobbling over the rooftops as fast as she could until she made it to the other side of the neighbor’s house. She kept to the backyards, ducking behind fences and cars when she needed to but always moving forward.

Even though the other board members were still alive, she no longer had the time to track them down. Demps would keep sending men to try and kill her family. He had to go, and the last piece of her puzzle to find him was in Milwaukee. That was all she needed. Once he was dead, it would be done. She repeated that to herself like a prayer, but the longer she walked, the more she said the words, the more she felt herself hollow from the inside out.

***

Mack sat behind his desk, his leg bouncing up and down in a blur. He kept his eyes glued to the elevator entrance, the rest of his body frozen. Every now and again he would look to Bryce, whose face was glued to the same spot. He wasn’t sure how it was going to end, but he couldn’t allow Sarah to keep killing witnesses in connection with the world’s worst terrorist attack and the biggest security leak in GSF’s history.

The elevator doors opened, and Sarah stepped off, her jacket and pants caked with red patches, her face beaten, worn, and dirty, dark circles under her eyes. Every pair of pupils watched her, but every bit of concentration on her face was focused on getting to Branston in the holding unit, which Mack had locked down, not letting anyone enter. He didn’t bother calling out to her; he knew she wouldn’t stop, not until there was a barrier in her way that she couldn’t break through, and the fingerprint coded cell that only Mack could open would do the trick. So he waited. And less than sixty seconds later, Sarah turned the corner of his office and nearly broke the door’s glass when she entered. “Let me inside, Mack.”

Bryce watched Sarah come in and wasn’t far behind her. He shut the door behind him, locking the three of them inside. Mack looked at her eyes, the same pair he’d seen a million times before. They’d always been curious, playful, mischievous, but what he saw now was something different. The deaths of her parents and her brother had caused hard callouses to replace the familiar eyes he’d once known.

“You won’t be going back out there anymore, Sarah,” Mack said. “As of right now, you are suspended. Bryce has already pulled your security clearances and blocked passports, accounts, and any other aliases you have.”

“Only the ones he knows about,” Sarah replied. Even though the remark was directed to Bryce, she kept her stare on Mack.

“Sarah,” Bryce said. “We need the board members alive. What Branston is giving us isn’t a hit list, it’s information we need to assimilate.”

“I’ve dealt with Branston in the past,” Mack said. “He was the head of our review board. Politics come easy to him. He understands how to manipulate. He’s using you, Sarah.”

“I don’t give a shit what he’s doing,” Sarah replied. “He won’t give up Demps’s location until the rest of them are dead. The others don’t know anything. All we need is Demps.”

“And what happens when you find him?” Mack asked.

“He’ll get the justice he deserves.”

“And what justice is that, Sarah?” Mack rose from his chair, stepping around his desk. He stood a good half a foot taller than Hill and had at least a hundred pounds on her. But she still looked like she’d break him in half. “Your justice? A bullet through his forehead that kills him and everything he knew about the attack, about Global Power, about his partnership with Branston?”

“There’s only one way for me to figure that out.”

Bryce stepped between the two of them. “Sarah, you can’t keep doing this. It doesn’t matter how many people you kill. You won’t be able to bring Ben back.”

Mack tried to react but was too slow, too old for Sarah’s speed, her tenacity, her anger. He jutted out his hand to try and block Sarah’s fist but did a poor job, as he barely softened the blow that connected to the side of Bryce’s face and sent him to the floor. Mack stepped in front of her, and she pulled her gun.

The rest of the room hurried to Mack’s office, but he waved them off. He checked Bryce on the floor. He was moving and breathing but disoriented from the hit. Sarah held her finger on the trigger, and Mack noticed that the safety was off.

“Get me in the room, Mack,” Sarah said, her words hoarse and wispy. “I need to finish this.” Her face was beet red, the muscles along her forearm rippling from the tight grip on the pistol. Her breathing was labored, her chest heaving in and out. Her eyes were red, glossy.

“If you really want Demps’s location, you’re going to have to shoot your way in that room.”

Sarah’s knuckles turned a ghostly white. The tip of the pistol’s barrel shook, and Sarah’s mouth twisted in pain. “I have to do this, Boss.”

“Then do it.” Mack remained motionless. He heard Bryce fumbling on the ground and then watched Sarah break eye contact with him and look down. He watched her face, the realization, the pain, the grief, and the release of everything she’d been holding in.

Sarah lowered the pistol, and it slammed against the floor, along with her and every single pound of weight she had carried. Her shoulders shook, and she buried her face in her hands. Mack dropped down with her and wrapped her up in his arms. He shot a glance to the rest of the room, which sent everyone else about their business. His secretary triggered the privacy glass. She felt small in his arms yet heavy with a burden. It was a burden he was familiar with.

“I’m sorry,” Sarah said. “I’m so sorry.” The words came out in muffled cries from underneath Mack’s shoulder. Bryce rose from the floor, his cheek slightly swollen, and reached out and set a hand gently on Sarah’s back, which triggered another violent assault of grief. Mack and Bryce sat with her on the floor until she stopped shaking. When she finally looked up to tell Mack he looked like shit, he couldn’t help but smile.








Chapter 11

Bryce watched the doctor patch Sarah up, applying whatever medicines and balms he had to help speed up the healing process. Sarah had let him go first, despite both his and the doctor’s urgency that Sarah be attended to, but he’d finally agreed after Sarah threatened to hit him again. He knew she felt terrible for what she’d done. He just had to make sure she knew it was okay.

Out of all the agents working at GSF, both in the field and in support, none of them had the skills the two of them brought to the table. Since their first day, they were in sync, tuned in. When Bryce had first found out it was Sarah he was paired with, he was nervous. He’d heard stories from the previous support agents she’d worked with. She was reckless, careless, had no regard for the rules or safety. And while all of that was true, there was something else that no one had ever spoken to him about. It was a gentle calmness in the face of insanity he’d never seen before. A courage he didn’t know existed. He’d just hoped he would be able to match what she could do. And so far, he had.

“Here you go.”

Bryce felt a nudge on his arm, and Mack’s assistant, Grace, was next to him with a cup of tea. She pointed to his cheek. “It’ll help with the pain.”

Steam rose from the cup, and Bryce grabbed it, his hand lingering over hers. He just sat there, the cup warming his hand as he stared at her. Grace gave a light giggle, smiled, then walked away. Bryce watched her leave, transfixed on her figure, his jaw slack.

“Do you need a minute?” Sarah asked.

“Huh?” Bryce turned around sharply, swinging the cup and spilling some of the hot liquid on his leg. He pawed at the hot patch as it burned through the fabric of his pants. “Dammit.”

“When are you gonna have the balls to finally ask her out?”

“I’m waiting for the right moment.”

“Bryce, there is no right moment. You just go in and get it done when you can and as fast as you can.”

“I always knew you were a romantic.”

Sarah scoffed. The doctor finished up his work, and by the time he was done, Sarah looked almost normal. Most of the swelling had gone down thanks to the meds, and she had been lucky enough to escape without any fractures, with the exception of her nose.

“Your face looks like a bad watercolor painting,” Bryce said.

“I was just in a fight. What’s your excuse, ugly?” Sarah replied.

This was the first time they had been alone since the power had come back on after the blackout. Bryce sipped at the tea, the heat still strong enough to singe his lips. Sarah fiddled with the tips of her dirty nails, looking down at her feet. There was a vulnerability that he hadn’t seen before. He wasn’t sure if it had just never existed or if she had always hidden it, but it was there now in front of him. He finally had a peek inside the wall that had always been sealed up and locked tight.

“Mack said Becca and the girls will be coming here tonight,” Bryce said. “He’s sending in an extraction team once the CIA finishes questioning them. They’ll be safer here.”

“That’s good.” Sarah looked up, smiling through the light shades of bruises on her face, then cracked her knuckles and got to her feet. She walked over to him and rested her palm gently on his cheek where she’d hit him. “Thank you.”

Bryce didn’t know what to say. His lips moved fruitlessly, trying to form the words that told her it was okay, that he understood. “I’ll always have your back.”

Sarah brushed her thumb up and down the side of his face softly, a light mist in her eyes. Then, as quickly as she’d thanked him, she twisted his nipple hard and gave a playful slap to the other side of his face. Bryce jerked quickly, spilling more of the tea on his pants, and let out a high-pitched shriek. Sarah laughed and then made her way toward the door. When she got there, she stopped and turned back to him. “Well let’s go, Teacup. There’s still a bad guy on the loose.” She disappeared out the door, and Bryce set down the cup and tried drying his legs with a few tissues.

“So much for tender moments.”

***

Grimes paced back and forth, watching Becca from the interrogation viewing room through the one-way glass. He’d been in there for hours, waiting for her to say something, waiting for her to crack, waiting for her to give them anything they could use, but Becca never said a word. The audio from the room poured in through the speakers, and Grimes felt the interrogator losing his footing.

“You don’t even want to know where your kids are, Mrs. Hill? I find it very odd that you wouldn’t want to at least see them, hear their voices. All you have to do is tell me that you saw your sister-in-law kill one of the agents. It’s that simple.”

Becca kept her eyes on some imaginary spot on the wall with a stoic expression, keeping whatever thoughts were running through her mind to herself. Grimes leaned in close to the glass, the very tip of his nose grazing the cold surface. “C’mon. Give us something,” he said, talking to himself under his breath. But with the silence, the interrogator looked at the one-way glass and gave a light shrug.

The only other option that was available to them would be torture, and despite what the media depicted of their agency, they weren’t in the business of hurting mothers who had nothing to do with any of this. Becca Hill had just had the unfortunate luck of marrying a man she loved who had a sister who was an assassin for some organization they still had no way of locating.

Agent Mallory entered the room with a frown on his face and handed Grimes a piece of a paper. Grimes snatched it and looked at the cease-and-desist order that the lawyers had provided in regard to the old Chicago Packing Company’s property. Grimes crumpled up the paper and chucked it at the window. “These people. They think they’re above reproach.”

“Why don’t we just go public?” Mallory asked. “That’ll give us all the leverage we need to pull them out and get into whatever assets they have. We’ll brand them as terrorists.”

“You really think it’s smart to let the media and people know that there is an organization operating within our borders that has better equipment, better intel, and better-trained agents than us?”

Mallory mumbled a few words then focused his attention on his hands. Grimes brushed past Mallory and headed for the interrogation room and buzzed himself in. “I need a minute.” The interrogator left, and Grimes unplugged the camera and drew a curtain over the one-way glass, giving them privacy.

Becca kept her glance on the wall, ignoring him until he repositioned the chair to intercept her eyes. “Becca, I need you to work with me here. We know your sister-in-law is part of some group. We know your husband didn’t die in the blackout riots. Let us help you. We want to find the people responsible for this. Nobody can give you back the life you had, but we could at least help you find some closure.”

It was that last word that caused Becca to shift her eyes to meet his own. The expressionless stare she’d maintained for the past several hours had been replaced by one of anger. “Closure?”

“It’s what you deserve,” Grimes answered. “I know people like your sister. I’ve seen them in action. I’m sure there are some deep-underground field agents in this very agency that have done some terrible things, but you know what separates them from your sister-in-law?” Becca didn’t answer, but Grimes continued during the silence. “They work for the US government to make sure you are safe. To make sure the country you live in remains safe. Now, I’m sure the organization Sarah works for has its own creed and motto, but until we know exactly what it is, we have to assume it is against our nation’s interests. I know you’re angry, and I know who that anger is directed toward. Sign the paper. Tell us Sarah killed one of our agents, and we will have every man and woman in a law enforcement uniform looking to track her down. It’s not a betrayal. It’s your duty.” He held up the pen for her and pushed the piece of paper toward her.

The pen lingered in the air between them, Grimes pinching the end of it between his fingertips. The pen shook slightly from the pressure he applied, and he gave another thrust of the pen into her face. “Sign it.” His words were sharp, pointed. The patience of the past week was wearing off. He wanted to bring Sarah in, he wanted to find out who she worked for, and he wanted to know who these people were.

“There is a large part of me that still hates Sarah for what happened to my husband,” Becca said. “And there hasn’t been a second that’s gone by since he died that I didn’t wish they’d switched places. But she’s hurt just as much as I have. She lost a brother. I lost a husband. My children lost their father. I may still be angry with her, but I will not give her up to you.” Becca picked up the paper and ripped it in half.

Grimes picked up the pieces and placed the pen in his pocket. Before he left the room, he turned back to Becca. “When I find her, and I will find her, you’ll go down with her, and I’ll make sure you never see your kids again.” The door clanked shut behind him, and Mallory followed him down the hallway to his office. When Grimes made it to his chair, he collapsed and tossed the torn document on his desk.

“What now?” Mallory asked.

“I don’t know.” Grimes rubbed his forehead. Every corner he turned led to a dead end. The factory, the sister-in-law, his superiors. He drummed his fingers on the desk while Mallory stood there, swaying awkwardly, waiting for Grimes to give him something to do. Grimes racked his brain, going over everything that they’d found, looking for anything else they could track down. “Give me the flight destinations we tracked coming into Chicago. Just specifically where she was coming from.”

Mallory thumbed through the files and then handed Grimes the flight manifests. “That was everything we found based on video feed we were able to obtain. The analysts are still sifting through all the data, but this is what we have so far.”

Most of the destinations were out of the country, except for one. Grimes found a military transport that had taken her to Alaska, along with two other civilians not named in the manifest. “Did we get back the forensics on those burn samples from the factory?”

“Yeah, they said it went up in smoke on the twenty-seventh,” Mallory answered, handing him the lab results.

Grimes compared the dates on the lab papers and the Alaskan flight departure date. It was for the next day. “They went there to do something. I’m guessing there’s some sort of backup station there that they needed to get their hands on.”

“Alaska’s a big place,” Mallory said, his voice lowering in a foreboding manner. “I don’t know if we’d be able to cover that much land.”

“All we need to do is track down the commander of the military unit that took them there. Or anyone in the unit. There were thousands of men who went to the Alaskan coast to fend off the Russians, many of them who already gave statements about Agent Hill. Maybe one of them knew something more. That’s where we’ll start.”

***

Once the news of Heath’s death reached Rick’s ears, it was all he could do to nod at the man who’d interrupted his research. It was something he’d expected to hear but also something he hoped he wouldn’t. Heath had been a loyal employee, the best security enforcer he’d ever worked with. “What happened to his body?”

“We’re not entirely sure, sir. But we’re assuming the CIA confiscated it as evidence in secret. There’s nothing on the news about any altercations in the suburbs of Chicago.”

“Let me know if you find anything else.” The man gave a slight bow and left the room, closing the door behind him. Rick tapped the pen in his hand absentmindedly, taking in the silence of his office. It was all coming to an end. With Heath gone, Rick didn’t have the same level of confidence in the rest of his staff to keep him alive. All he had left now was to find a bargaining chip, something he could use to lessen the heat on him. But it was proving difficult.

Branston Clark had turned out to be a very interesting individual. He had holdings in a variety of companies ranging from pharmaceuticals to weapons and manned space flight. From a financial standpoint, it was one of the most diverse portfolios Rick had ever seen. He’d spent the past twenty-four hours trying to determine what the connection was, whether any of the Tuck Investments board had possibly collaborated with him, but the deeper he dug, the more he was sure Branston had acted alone.

Every trail Rick followed in regard to Branston only led him to a dead end. All Rick’s contacts had asked the same thing when he called them: Who is Branston Clark? No one seemed to have an answer for that question. Rick had scoured for hours trying to find something, but the only thing he was sure of was that Branston Clark wasn’t Branston Clark.

All the records Rick had been able to find pointed to the fact that Branston Clark had not existed until fifteen years ago, and the face Rick had seen when Clark finally revealed himself was much older than that. He had to be a man in his forties at least. But through all the facial recognition software, he was never able to locate any other file within the computer’s capabilities. 

Rick swiveled in his chair, looking out to the mountains surrounding him. It wouldn’t be long before Agent Hill found him here, no doubt with Branston’s help. How could this have happened? He rose from his chair and pressed his palms flat against the window. The rest of his empire had crumbled. All he had left now were the building and the men around him. He had enough money and supplies to last him until he would die a natural death, but he wouldn’t live long enough to see that happen. Agent Hill would see to that.

***

Sarah and Bryce watched Mack and Branston from the interrogation room. During the questioning, Branston kept glancing over to the one-way glass, and each time, it was as if he could see her. Each time he looked, she felt her body tense and rage boil up.

“You don’t have any friends left, Branston,” Mack said, pulling the man’s attention back to him. “Whatever connections you thought you had were severed the moment we found you. Even if you don’t talk, everyone that’s worked with you will assume you did. If you cooperate with us, we might be able to work out some type of arrangement.”

“What brought this on, friend?” Branston asked. “Of all the things I’ve ever known about you, you’ve never been one to try and negotiate with someone like me. Or have you forgotten what it’s like to kill?”

“I remember what it was like.” Mack’s face was cold, stern, worse than any look he’d ever given Sarah.

“You were a hell of a force back then,” Branston said, shaking his finger at Mack, his head bouncing on his neck like a bobblehead doll. “You didn’t show any mercy then. No. You were a much fiercer monster than you are today. Now, look at you!” Branston leaned back in his chair, his nose upturned in disgust. “I’m wondering if I was blinded by your past to keep you in the position for so long.”

“Where is Demps?”

“And why do you think Demps is so important? Because he helped coordinate Global Power? He’s a numbers man, Mack. He was interested in money, nothing more.”

“He was financing terrorism. We need to know what he knew about the organizations he worked with.”

Branston leaned in, his head ducked low, his hands folded close to his chest as they pressed against the table. “Don’t you want something more than that? The reason I jumped on board with this place when it first started was to be a part of something huge. Something that would change not just our world but the worlds of future generations for the next millennia.”

“Is that what Global Power was supposed to be?” Mack asked. “Your grand vision?”

“Global Power was child’s play.”

Sarah found herself stepping closer to the glass, watching Branston move and speak. His mannerisms, the way he moved, the intensity. She’d seen that before, somewhere.

“Sarah?” Bryce asked.

She stopped herself just before her nose touched the glass. She immediately took a step back. Bryce raised his eyebrows, but she didn’t answer. Before Bryce could stop her, she rushed out the door and entered the interrogation room.

Branston smiled. “Sarah!” He gave her a look up and down, and the smile turned to a grin. “Looks like you’ve been through it.” Branston adjusted his chair so he could view both her and Mack.

“I held up my end of the bargain, Clark. You may not owe Mack anything, but Demps’s location is mine,” Sarah said.

“You don’t seem as angry as you were before,” Branston said. “I find this cause for concern. Have you run out of steam, Agent Hill?”

“I’ve got plenty left. Where is he?”

“I want guarantees,” Branston said, looking back over to Mack. “In writing, with witnesses and video recording and audio.”

“The location first,” Sarah said, “then the paperwork.”

“And why should I believe you won’t kill me once it’s done?”

“The CIA. We need you and Demps alive to negotiate with them to get them off our backs.” Sarah turned to Mack, who looked like he was about to strangle her. “What? You were taking too long.” Branston clapped his hands slowly, giggling to himself, and again Sarah couldn’t help but feel the same familiar feeling crawl up her spine. “Location,” Sarah said. “Now.”

“Demps doesn’t think anyone will find him, but that doesn’t mean he’s not prepared for that particular outcome. As a man who invests, he believes in diversifying his options. He’s currently located in the mountain ranges in northern Tajikistan. It’s a fortress carved into the mountains themselves, and there’s only one way in and one way out. I would suspect that even someone of your caliber would find an extraction difficult.”

“Funny,” Sarah said, turning her back to him and heading for the door. “They said the same thing about you.”








Chapter 12

The wind whipped Sarah’s still-healing face as the sharp cliffs, points, and ridges of the mountains passed beneath her. The air had a sharp bite to it that stung her cheeks. Her head and hands were the only extremities exposed to the cold. The rest of her was wrapped in her black Kevlar jacket and the microfiber black pants, completed with her steel-toed combat boots. Each of her Colt 1911 pistols was tucked neatly inside its holster under her jacket.

The pilot waved his hand and signaled that they were only ninety seconds from the drop point. Sarah nodded, closing her eyelids and shielding her eyes from the cold, dry wind. The churning pit in Sarah’s stomach that had been gnawing at her was still hungry, still waiting to be fed. Neither Bryce nor Mack wanted her to go, but she’d told them she could handle it, and when that didn’t work, the simple fact that Branston would give only her the specific coordinates of Demps’s location sealed the deal.

The trip to the mountains had been a long one, and for most of the journey, Sarah had tried figuring out why Branston had only wanted to speak with her, why he would tell only her the names. What was the connection? It had to be something more than just the blind need for her revenge. She’d seen a lot of bad guys during her tenure at the GSF. She’d run into thugs, henchmen, sidekicks, mob bosses, crooked politicians, slave traders, drug traffickers, terrorists, and every other kind of two-bit criminal that’s ever been locked up. But in all those instances, in all those faces she’d been eye to eye with, there was one type she’d only come across a handful of times. And that was the psychopath.

Psychopathy was the calculated illusion of an individual who appeared to have nothing wrong with them, with the intelligence, charm, and viciousness to make everyone around them believe it. It took a lot to make her queasy, but the times when she’d had to deal with those monsters were enough to make her lunch come up.

The pilot hovered the chopper over the side of the mountain on which there was a somewhat manageable path, six miles from Demps’s fortress. She descended the rope, lowering herself along with the rifle and duffel bag strapped to her back. The blades of the chopper blew up dust and tiny rocks as it flew off, leaving her alone with the mountain.

“Head dead south. The path there seems to run out, but I don’t think it’ll be too rocky.”

And Bryce. Sarah listened to him chuckle to himself, and she shook her head. “You know, for a second, I almost missed you. Almost.”

“It’s because I’m incredibly lovable.”

“Is that what Grace told you?” She smiled as Bryce remained silent. Her feet shifted on the rocky terrain, and the climb was slow. “A girl like her won’t stay on the market for long.”

“It’s complicated.”

“What’s complicated about it? You like her, and she, unbelievably, seems to have some type of attraction toward you. Don’t be a pansy-ass.”

“How do you know she likes me?”

“I’m a spy, Bryce. Reading people is part of the job description. Or if you don’t believe me, just get a read on her with the satellite. It measures people’s moods, right? Based on their body temperature and body language, and whatever other science shit you put in there.”

“That’s actually not a bad idea.”

“Bryce! I was joking, you psycho. What the hell’s the matter with you?” Sarah continued her trek up the mountain, being mindful of her feet and scanning the horizon when she could to make sure no one snuck up on her. Bryce tried to backpedal, stumbling over his words to tell her he had been joking, too, but she didn’t need the satellite feed to know he was six shades of red.

***

The steel around Branston’s wrists had rubbed the flesh underneath raw. His arms and back had grown stiff from the lack of mobility. Every once in a while, he’d find the camera in the room, look it full in the face, and grimace. That piece of technology had been his only constant companion during his stay at GSF. Not that he didn’t enjoy the hospitality. The last time he had visited the GSF headquarters in Chicago, he’d been greeted with the similar cold stares and the same standoffish glances he’d seen over the past week.

The GSF, the world, they had no idea what they had coming to them. They couldn’t possibly understand what needed to be done. But that’s why there were people like him, those rare individuals that acted as the natural balance when the world tilted too far to the left or too far to the right. That balance was what had brought him to the GSF in the first place. An entire organization built for the single purpose of making sure the pipes of the world’s underbelly remained unclogged and all the shit continued to flow through smoothly.

The door opened, and Mack walked in with two individuals, a field agent and a desk jockey. Branston could always tell who worked behind the desk and who pulled the trigger. It was all in the eyes and body language. The desk jockeys would have a light hesitation to their movements, moving clumsily through the motions of simple tasks. Field agents, however, showed no hesitation. They were always three steps ahead to their next move. Everything they did flowed naturally, almost as if they were connected to whatever force was in the room with them.

Mack tossed a folder onto the table, and it slid forward a bit before it stopped on the table’s edge near where Branston sat. The prisoner looked down at the page Mack had opened it to, scanning the lines of legal jargon that no doubt would do him more harm than good. “Not much of a deal, Mack.” The chains around Branston’s ankles and wrists jingled with his movements. “I’m starting to think you don’t want me to be a free man.”

“I don’t want you alive,” Mack said. “But this is as good as it’s going to get. You and I both know that.”

“Well, you know I am going to need a pen pal while I’m locked up. I was hoping you could give me your address. Of course, I’ll have to wait to give you mine. I’m not sure where they’ll put me. Someplace secure, I’m sure.”

Mack pulled a pen from his pocket. “Vince, you can uncuff him.”

Branston watched Vince eyeball him, his face a piece of stone, which Branston reciprocated with a smile. Once free of the metal restraints, he rubbed the red and bruised flesh of his wrists, rotating them in the brief freedom and trying to enjoy the moment. “You never appreciate the simple pleasure of moving until it’s taken away from you.”

Mack extended the pen to Branston, who ignored it. Instead, he flipped through the pages of the document, scanning every line. His hands worked the edges of the folder with each turn of the page, groping the sides with his long fingers. “Well, it appears that I will live but go to jail for a very long time.” He finally reached for the pen and swirled his signature on the appropriate lines, taking a second to appreciate the beauty of his own handwriting. He closed the folder and handed it back to Mack. 

Vince made sure Branston’s restraints were secure and briefly covered Branston’s hand with his own. Vince escorted Branston down the hall, not looking him in the eye until he tossed him into the cell, where the Branston gave Vince a smile and a wink. Vince grimaced and slammed the door shut. “Bye, Vinny.” The lights shut off, casting him into darkness. He knew the camera inside had a night-vision feature that allowed whoever was watching to make sure Branston wasn’t doing anything suspicious. But one of the flaws of the cell and the camera, and the darkness, was the fact that the restraints kept his back to the wall, and since his hands were cuffed behind his back the camera couldn’t see the small pick Vince had placed in his hands. 

***

“Holy. Shit.” Despite the chilly temperature, a thick layer of sweat had covered Sarah from head to toe. The steep inclines and declines of the mountainside were harsh, and the jagged rocks that surrounded them didn’t allow much room for error. One misstep, and they’d have to scrape her body off the rocks like roadkill. “You’d think Demps would install an elevator or something, with all that money he has.”

“I think he was going for something stealthier than that,” Bryce said. “And also making it as inconvenient as possible for anyone trying to get to him.”

“Well, there’s a difference between making it difficult and being a dick,” Sarah replied. “But then again, this guy is a major dick.” Gravel crunched under the soles of Sarah’s boots when she heard the slide of rocks up ahead. Her hand gripped the pistol, and she had it aimed at the tumbling rocks before they stopped their roll. A large ram trekked its way across a narrow ledge, prancing around like it was walking on a flat surface. Sarah lowered her gun and watched the animal. “Think he’ll give me a ride?”

Before Bryce answered, a bullet smacked into the rocks to her right, and Sarah swiveled left, ducking behind the cover of a large shelf that had been cut into the side of the mountain. Sarah peeked over the shelf’s edge, and another spray of bullets hit beside her. It was just one shooter, a scout on the perimeter to check for any bad guys that might be heading toward Demps.

“He just radioed Demps,” Bryce said.

“Shit.” Bullets continued to pepper the top of the shelf, and Sarah felt the vibrations from each shot. “How much farther to the compound?”

“Half a mile.”

The gunshot’s echoes signaled that the shooter was about two hundred yards out. Sarah holstered the Colt and reached around for the rifle on her back. She clicked the safety off and loaded a magazine. After the click of the bullet sliding into the chamber, she laid her finger on the trigger and waited for the rhythmic thumping above her head to stop. When it did, she rolled out from under the shelf and brought the crosshairs to the ridge where the shooter was located.

The shooter ducked just as Sarah’s bullets connected with the stone wall he used for cover. She marched up the path, her feet and ankles wobbling awkwardly from the increased speed on uneven ground, while she kept the muzzle of the rifle aimed at the ridge. She pushed rocks backward on her ascent, continually squeezing the trigger any time the top of a head or an arm decided to venture out into the open. “Any movement at the compound?”

“The chopper on the flight deck is gearing up, and there’s a lot of movement on the south side, where you’d be heading. Looks like they’re getting ready for you.”

“How sweet.” Sarah gave her trigger finger a rest as she inched closer to the wall of stone that concealed the shooter. Her legs burned as her muscles worked overtime. The crosshairs in the scope bounced slightly, waiting for the shooter to show himself. Finally, he jumped up behind the wall, and before he had a chance to pull his trigger, Sarah sent a piece of lead through his left eye, and he dropped to the ground.

Sarah jumped over the ledge and dropped the duffel bag she’d been carrying and opened it up. “Bryce, tap me into their radio frequencies. I want to hear what’s going on.” The shouts and screams that followed were frantic. She could hear the edge in all their voices, the slight tremor in the syllables when they spoke. All of them were screaming her name over the radio. “My parents always warned me about becoming a girl with a reputation.”

“I don’t think this is what they had in mind when they told you that.”

Sarah shrugged and cocked her head to the side as she placed a line of C-4 explosives around the curving side of her belt. “Maybe. How many bad guys am I looking at?”

“Heat signatures are picking up at least twenty, but the numbers keep fluctuating. The mountains are interfering with the satellite’s link. It could be more.”

With her belt almost completely packed, Sarah picked up one more C-4 and wedged it into the last spot. “Can’t be too prepared.” The only things left in the bag were a few medical supplies and rations. She hid the bag in a cluster of rocks. “Bryce, put a GPS marker on my location right now. I’ll need to know how to get back to my buried treasure if things turn south.”

“It’s locked in, and the rest of your path should be clear of any hostiles until you reach the compound.”

Sarah’s feet thumped hard against the rocks, running up small hills then sliding down loose gravel on the other side. Each impact sent a vibration through her legs and back, the hard pounding of her feet only equaled by the pounding rhythm in her chest. She kept the rifle crooked under her arm as she stayed to the north, wanting to keep the high ground. Above her, even farther than she would be able to climb, rested the white peaks of the mountaintops, which were still cold enough to be covered with a thin layer of snow.

“Compound two hundred yards to the southeast,” Bryce said.

“I don’t even see it,” Sarah replied. “How deep did this guy bury his house?” Before Bryce could give her an answer, Demps’s henchmen fired an echoing cluster of gunshots. Sarah ducked low, letting the bullets bounce off the hard granite surfaces of the terrain. “Never mind. Found it.” The bullets echoed against the mountain like thunder. Sarah looked at the clusters of rock formations around her, following the line of sight all the way down to the top of the compound where the goons stood. Sarah heard the chopper’s engine warm up, the blades slowly churning, preparing for Demps’s escape. “Bryce, what’s the avalanche assessment for this area?”

“It’s fairly stable. You shouldn’t have anything to worry about.”

“Right, but what if I wanted to cause one?” The crosshairs of Sarah’s rifle fell between the shoulders of one of the henchmen, and she fired. A small spurt of blood erupted from his chest, the armor-piercing round shredding through the Kevlar.

“Sarah, you wouldn’t be able to control it. The avalanche would be just as likely to kill you as everyone else.”

“Not if we do it right.” She searched for the cluster of guards, but they’d all taken cover, afraid of showing themselves and of the bullet that would no doubt greet them once they did. “All I need is a nice slide to keep my friends below busy.”

“It’s going to have to be very precise.”

“C’mon. I’m the epitome of precision.” One of the guards finally grew brave enough to poke his head out of the rocks, and Sarah split his skull in two for his trouble.

“The satellite will send you an uplink of where to set the charges. It should be enough to disrupt the helicopter but still give you enough room to pull Demps out.”

Sarah’s phone pinged, and she examined the coordinates provided. She studied the map for about thirty seconds. Then her hand found the side of her belt, where she grabbed one of the C-4 bombs and flipped the switch, which caused the explosive to go live. She eyeballed the distance for the first area and chucked the explosive in the vicinity.

“What are you doing?” Bryce’s voice was timid yet stern with concern.

Sarah flipped the switch of another explosive and chucked it to the next location. “Setting the charges.” She continued the pattern and set a piece of C-4 at every location until all the bombs were in place. Then she ducked behind a piece of rock, her back to the bombs she’d just placed.

“Sarah, I told you it has to be specific! You can’t just fling them into a spot that’s close to what I sent you. It has to be exact!”

Sarah activated the device on her mobile that allowed her to detonate the bombs remotely. She tucked herself in a ball. “Close enough for government work.”

“We don’t work for the government!”

“Still.” Sarah pressed the detonation button on her device, and the subsequent explosions rocked the earth behind her. Long sprays of dust and rock erupted from the side of the mountain and crashed down to the compound below. The ground beneath Sarah’s feet rumbled and shifted, and when she looked up behind her, she saw fault lines cut and break the side of the mountain into sheets, and each sheet tumbled down, winding toward the path of the compound, where the henchmen scrambled for cover.

Rocks the size of Volkswagens collided into each other, careening down the mountain at speeds of forty miles per hour. The rumble of the rocks silenced whatever screams and cries the henchmen sounded. It only lasted about thirty seconds but stacked a pile of boulders near the front entrance almost ten feet high and left the helicopter in ruins.

“I hate to say I told you so,” Bryce said.

“And what makes you think you can even say that?” Sarah snatched another C-4 explosive off her belt and flipped the switch.

“Sarah, don—”

“Fire in the hole!” Sarah chucked the explosive into the cluster of rocks at the compound’s entrance, the C-4 arching high until it clunked against the boulders and blasted a five-foot circle into the stone and triggered another small avalanche below the compound. Sarah kept the rifle close, looking to pick off any of the goons that might still have been alive. “You were saying?”

“Nothing.”

“No,” Sarah said, jumping from one boulder to the next, scanning the area. “Go ahead. What were you going to say?”

“How the hell do you get so lucky all the time?”

“It’s not luck, Bryce.” One of the henchmen crawled out from under the rock, bloodied, and from the looks of it, both his legs were broken, crawling toward his rifle. Sarah sent a bullet to the back of his head. “It’s skill. Pure, unadulterated skill.” When she made it to the entrance of the compound, she crawled through the hole cut in the rock and into what looked like some type of foyer in the building.

“From what I can see, the structure itself goes pretty far into the mountain. I can’t get a good read on anything because of the layers of stone, so you’ll be blind for a little bit.”

“Nothing like putting the blindfold on to spice things up. Kinky, Bryce. You should be sure to tell Grace you’re into that stuff.” A wry smile twisted up the corner of Sarah’s face as Bryce refused to dignify her comment with a response. The compound was dark. “Power’s out.” Sarah flicked on the light on her rifle, and the circular white beam hit one of the walls to the side, lighting her path. “I should have packed the glasses.”

“I wouldn’t have let you take them anyway,” Bryce said. “You pretty much toasted them the last time you were out.”

“You know what your problem is, Bryce? You want everything to stay in the package, untouched, unopened, perfectly clean. Just like all those toys in your apartment.”

“I don’t know how many times I have to tell you. They. Are. Not. Toys. They are collectibles, and they’re worth a lot of money, and if you take them out of the box or damage them, they lose their value.”

“You’ve seen the movie Forty-Year Old Virgin, right? Look, all I’m saying is life is messy. You can’t be afraid to get your hands dirty.” Sarah kept a slow pace down the hall, wending her way deeper into the mountain. She flashed the light on either side but found no doors, no pictures, no windows, nothing. “You said there were twenty guards on the heat signature you took?”

“Give or take a few.”

There had been only six guards outside. That would leave at least a dozen hiding, waiting for her. For all she knew, there could be surveillance watching her right now. Finally, another hallway appeared to her left, and she veered in the same direction. 

The new hallway was lined with rooms and doors more decorated to what she would have believed Demps’s tastes would be. The dark lit up with the flashes of gun barrels as bullets swarmed the hallway. Sarah rolled left into one of the rooms, returning fire as she did, providing cover for herself. “Any way you could hack into whatever system is running this place and turn the lights back on for me?”

“Been working on it, but so far I haven’t been able to find a work-around. If the generators are toast, there won’t be anything I can do.”

Sarah flicked her light off then let her eyes adjust to the darkness. The gunshots ceased, the goons no doubt waiting for her to come out. She didn’t think they’d be stupid enough to rush her, although she’d been proved wrong before. She plucked one of the smoke grenades from her belt and chucked it into the hallway. Night-vision goggles can’t see through smoke.

The smoke filtered through the hall and into both her room and whatever rooms were down the hall. She stepped out into the misty camouflage, the hissing canister still emitting its cover. Sarah kept her feet light and moved soundlessly through the smoke. She tossed the rifle over her back and removed the blade from its sheath. She squinted through the smoke, watching and waiting for anyone to appear.

Visibility was less than three inches from her face, and the first body Sarah collided with received the tip of her blade in his neck and her hand muffling his screams. She lowered the body to the floor, letting the smoke cover him as she continued down the hall. Wherever the henchmen were, the boss couldn’t be too far behind.

Another body rammed her shoulder. Sarah brought her right arm around the front of his face and grabbed the back of his head. Her left hand took hold of his chin, and she gave a vicious twist just as the man managed to squeeze off three rounds into the ceiling.

The stampede of feet down the hallway caused Sarah to pull both pistols from their holsters. The bullets that met her own were sloppy, sporadic, the shooters hoping to hit her by chance. The smoke thinned, and the visibility increased. The thicket of bullets heading her way grew denser, and Sarah rolled right, seeking cover in another room. She fired into the clusters of guards, shell casings ejecting from her Colts. The recoil from the .45s felt good in her hands, rippling from her wrists and through her shoulder.

Sarah aimed the pieces of lead at chests, eyes, cheeks, arms, legs, hands, feet, anything and everything she could get a glimpse of in the fading smoke. Each piece of flesh she hit was followed by fewer and fewer gunshots from the enemies in the hallway. The Colt in her right hand went empty, and she ejected the magazine to reload. The Colt in her left went empty, and she quickly reloaded another full mag and continued squeezing the trigger.

It wasn’t long before the moans and cries in the hallway were louder than the gunshots being fired in her direction. Sarah ceased fire, listening to the noises beyond the cover of her room. She heard the thump of footsteps, but they grew softer rather than louder. They’re retreating.

Sarah entered the hallway, keeping the guards on their heels. She passed one guard trying to crawl out of her way. She put two in his back, and the life ran out of him. She stepped over the bodies, the smoke now clear from the hallways. A small point of light flickered from the end of the hall.

The farther Sarah walked, blasting whatever was left in her path to smithereens, the more the light penetrated the darkness around her. She squinted as the light grew, momentarily blinding her to the group of guards that fired at her, and caught a bullet in the chest, which sent her backward onto her ass. She fired blindly in the direction the blast had come from and crawled behind the cover of a table. Her Kevlar jacket had succeeded in stopping the bullet, but she struggled to catch her breath. The altercation at Becca’s house had already left her body bruised.

As she recalled the threat to her family, Sarah’s face grew hot. She gritted her teeth, rage growling from the pits deep within her, and then sprinted down the hallway, turning the wall the three remaining guards were hiding behind into Swiss cheese. Just as each of her Colts clicked empty, she jumped into the room, crashing into two guards and knocking them to the floor.

The third guard raised his rifle, but Sarah kicked it back down with the heel of her boot then brought the other foot across the guard’s face, sending a spray of blood and teeth out of his mouth. The two guards to her left hobbled to their feet, still slightly disoriented. Sarah reached for the pistol at the belt of the guard within arm’s reach and put one in his head. Before she turned to have his comrades join him, a hand slammed into her elbow, blocking her movement.

A crack sounded with the impact of the pistol dropping to the floor. Sarah brought her left arm around and swung a hook, connecting with the side of the guard’s face, stumbling backward. The third guard she’d knocked the teeth out of grabbed her by the arms and pinned them behind her back. The second guard slammed his fist into her stomach, each blow knocking the wind out of her.

When her attacker attempted a swing at Sarah’s face, she pivoted her head right, letting the guard punch his comrade square in the nose. The hold on her loosened, and she wiggled out, brought her elbow up, and slammed it into the already-crushed cartilage of his nose, sending him to the floor. Sarah jammed her hand into the neck of the man in front of her and felt the crunch of his windpipe. The sentry clutched his throat and gasped for air. The guard behind her threw a punch, which she blocked then countered with two quick jabs to his face. She pulled the knife from its sheath and sliced his throat open. Blood spilled between his fingers as he tried to stanch the life leaving him. Sarah quickly turned and flung the blade into the throat of the last guard, finishing him off for good.

Sarah’s breathing was labored, and the tender muscles around her stomach ached from her movements. She picked up the Colts she’d dropped on the floor, holstering one, loading another magazine into the other.

The rest of the hallway was quiet, and the light she’d seen at the end turned into a window of an office. The doors were open, allowing the light to flood in, casting its glow on the desk and furniture. It was simple, small, with only the necessities required for work. The chair to the desk faced the wall, and Sarah made an arching half circle with her Colt aimed at the chair’s back. She sidestepped until she could see the front, and it was empty.

Metal covers slid down the windows. The line of darkness that shielded the light slowly cast over Sarah’s face, chest, and legs. She turned to the door and found it already closed. “Bryce? A little insight would be nice.”

“Sar-h, I ca--- --er y-u.” 

The radio flickered in her ear, and Bryce’s voice disappeared along with the light. Sarah backed up to the wall, limiting the number of angles Demps could come at her. She was down to her last mag, and she blinked furiously, trying to force her eyes to adjust once again to the darkness, but all she saw was black.

A light squeal sounded over a speaker. “It seems you’ve finally found me, Agent Hill.” Sarah tilted her head to the left, trying to pinpoint Demps’s voice. “You’ve killed my best man. You’ve destroyed my company, and you’ve cut off whatever connections and escape I had to the outside world. This room. This mountain. It’s all that remains of my life.”

Sarah worked her way to the right, searching for the corner of the room. “Yeah, well, you know what they say. You can’t take it with you.” Her shoulder bumped against the wall, and she crouched low, trying to make herself a small target.

“That’s not entirely true,” Demps said, his voice still echoing through the speakers. “I can take you with me.” The speaker squealed again, and Sarah heard the sound click off.

That can’t be good. The darkness started to transform into shapes. Sarah saw the desk to her left, the outlines of the walls, the ceiling, her eyes starting to adjust to the lack of light. It was the lightest of clicks that tipped her off, and Sarah rolled right as machine gun fire peppered her corner of the room. 

Flashes from the barrel of Demps’s gun lit up the room like lightning strikes, and Sarah saw him standing in the middle, chasing her around the room, the bullets tearing apart anything and everything in their path. She sprinted as fast as her legs would carry her, weaving and cutting a path to him. The brief flashes of light illuminated a face distorted with rage, his arms and body shaking from the force of the weapon. 

Vibrations from the gunshots rippled through Sarah’s body, and she aimed her Colt on the run, lining the sight up on his right shoulder, her eyes straining in the darkness. She squeezed the trigger, and the bullet flew, just as her left arm was hit. She twisted sideways from the force of the bullet, and Demps was knocked backwards, a stream of gunfire peppering the ceiling as he fell. 

Before Demps could recover, Sarah knocked the rifle away and ripped the goggles off him, and put them on. She saw the wet patches of blood on his shoulder and kept the pistol aimed at him as he labored heavily on the floor. She examined her arm. The Kevlar sleeve of her jacket was torn, and a portion of the bullet had gone through, leaving a gash. 

The walls over the windows retracted, and Sarah peeled the goggles off, letting the sunlight fill the room. She blinked and shook her head. “You need to make up your mind, Demps. First the lights are on, then they’re off. You’re giving me a migraine here.”

“You think you’ve won?”

Sarah glanced around the room, then at the pistol in her hand, then at the bullet she’d put in his shoulder that had him on his back. “Well, considering I’m the only one left with a gun… yeah, I think I did.”

Demps chuckled, shaking his head. “I didn’t know who he was, and neither do you.”

Sarah looked over to his desk, where clusters of papers were spread out, some of them in half-crumpled heaps. She knelt down to Demps and pressed the gun to his head. “It’s over, Demps.” The sunlight bathed him in white and caught the black in his eyes and the blood on his body. Sarah’s hand shook, the pistol shook, and she found her finger unconsciously moving to the trigger.

The radio crackled in Sarah’s ear. “Remember that we need him alive.” Bryce’s voice was shaking, no doubt taking in her vitals at the moment, now that their connection was back up and running.

“I know you want to kill me,” Demps said.

“You’re scum that’s not worth the pieces of shit I scrape off the sole of my boot,” Sarah said, her words harsh, venomous. “You hurt a lot of people. Do you know that? Do you know what you did? And for what? Money?”

“Throughout history, money has been the one constant in life, in whatever form it comes in. For centuries it was gold, now it’s the dollar, and it will change to something else before you and I are dead. I just wanted to have as much of it as I could.”

“Once we hand you over to the CIA, they’re going to tear you a new one, and there won’t be enough money in the world to save you. Not from me or the courts.”

“Whoever he is, he’s smarter than me, smarter than you, smarter than your whole organization.” His words were muffled, and Sarah moved closer so she could hear him.

“Branston? You’re talking about Branston?” Sarah asked.

“Chopper is inbound,” Bryce said. “ETA ninety seconds.”

Sarah glanced back at the papers then to Demps. She gave an aggressive step forward, shoving the pistol’s barrel into his temple and cocking his head at an angle. “What did you find, Demps?”

“The end.” Demps clenched his jaw hard, and Sarah watched his mouth foam and blood drip out of his nose. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he convulsed on the floor, as a bloody froth spilled from the corners of his mouth.

Sarah holstered her pistol, watching the life drain out of his eyes. Bryce was in her ear, hollering about something, but all she could focus on was the dead man in front of her. “He took something.” The words weren’t directed at Bryce, more just so she could say something out loud. And then she started to make sense of what Bryce was screaming. It wasn’t about Demps. It was about Branston. He was gone.








Chapter 13

The steps of the CIA headquarters on the outskirts of Washington were filled with reporters and news vans, causing congestion for all the employees. Agent Grimes could see them from inside the building, and he felt his stomach turn.

“You’re going to have to go out there sooner or later,” Mallory said. “You know what you should say. All you have to do is go out there and do it. It’s like a Band-Aid. You just have to pull it off really quick.”

“Right,” Grimes said, letting out an exhalation that seemed to quiver and shake along with his stomach. “Band-Aid.” He adjusted his tie and checked his reflection in the mirror one last time before he turned the corner into the lobby and marched out the front doors. The reporters flooded him before he even had a chance to get all the way out of the building.

“Agent Grimes! Have you received anything about the autopsy report in Rick Demps’s death?”

“Agent Grimes! How many other employees at Tuck Investments were a part of the attack on the world’s power grids?”

“Any comment on your collaboration with the German government in finding these individuals?”

“Did the US government have anything to do with the death of some of the Tuck Investments board members in addition to Rick Demps’s suicide?”

Grimes held up his hands, blocking the microphones and cameras jutting into his face. “Until we have all the information from the investigation currently taking place, we cannot divulge any information in regard to the deaths of the Tuck Investments board members. What we do know at this time is what we have stated before: Tuck Investments was responsible for financing global terrorism and played a large part in the global blackout that happened three weeks ago. That’s all the information I have for you right now. Thank you.”

Grimes pushed his way through the crowd, the reporters following him like flies on rotting meat, continuing to shout their questions. Once he made it to the gated parking lot, the security detail blocked the press from following him, and he made a beeline for his car. He collapsed in the seat and slammed the door shut. He sat there for a moment, lingering in the silence. He smashed his fist into the dashboard. Then again, harder, each time bringing force that tried to break a hole in the car itself. He screamed, the pain in his knuckles reaching the point to where he thought they would break. He stopped, trying to catch the breath he’d lost. He examined the flesh that was torn away at his knuckles. He closed his eyes, letting his heart rate slow. Then he reached for his keys, started the car, and backed out of his spot.

The reporters again tried to bum rush him with questions, blocking his car until the security guards were able to clear a path, and he drove off. He squeezed his right hand as he drove, trying to bring back some of the feeling he’d lost from the earlier beating. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Despite the neat little bow his bosses had put on the whole package, he knew it was bullshit.

Sarah Hill was still out there, along with the organization she worked for. When he tried prying into receiving more details, he was just told that it was “handled.” He opened the glove compartment and pulled out a package of Nicorette gum. The aluminum covering crinkled as he popped a square out of the packaging and tossed it into his mouth. He chewed viciously. This was the first time in almost three years he felt like he needed a cigarette, but he wasn’t going to let something like this allow the return of old habits. 

All that was left now was paperwork. Grimes had been swimming in it since he’d returned from Chicago. He included as much detail as he could in all his reports, but in the end, he knew most of it would be redacted to whatever kind of story his superiors wanted to tell. If there was one thing he was sure of, it was that he knew he’d see that woman again. It was only a matter of time before she slipped up and exposed herself. People like her didn’t change their habits; they kept going until they were locked up or dead. It was in her nature. Just like it was in his nature to catch her.

***

Much like they had been for the American leaders and the CIA, the press conferences for Andrea had been nonstop. She took a moment between interviews to sit down and rest her mind, eat, and make sure she had enough coffee in her to make it through the next fifteen press sessions. She’d been anxious all day, and not because of the interviews or the coffee. Tonight she’d finally get the answer to the question she’d been waiting for since the attack on the G7 summit.

“Chancellor?” Alexander asked, poking his head into the room. “I’m sorry, but they’re ready for you.”

Andrea nodded and left half the sandwich on the plate then drained the rest of the water in her cup. The reporters rose upon her entrance then sat when she made it to the podium. The sea of faces staring at her comprised members of the press from all different countries, mostly the ones that had been affected by the power outages a few weeks ago. 

“Thank you for coming.” Andrea cleared her throat. “As you all know, the collaboration between the German government and the Americans has been an ongoing affair. Together we have been able to discover the roots of what Tuck Investments’ involvement was in regard to the global grid failure that happened just a few weeks ago. This collaboration will continue at the international level, and we both hope it will last for a long time.”

Hands shot into the air as the press called out her name. She pointed to a young Indian man in the third row. “Chancellor, what is the relationship with China and Russia at this point in time?”

“Both myself and the American president, along with the other members of the G7, are working on making sure we reestablish communications with our eastern neighbors as quickly as possible. Both parties understand that trust will be an issue moving forward, but as long as the lines of dialogue remain open, we’re optimistic that trust will heal quickly.”

Another round of hands went up, accompanied by a flurry of questions filling the room in a crowded roar. She looked toward the back, the lights shining in her face, and pointed to an older woman sporting a CNN badge. “Chancellor, there has been speculation that there may have been a third party involved in the death of the Tuck Investments board. Do you have any comment on that?”

“I can assure you that the only countries and organizations involved in the investigation were the American and German governments with their underlying investigative departments.” Andrea scanned the rest of the room, squinting in the light of the cameras in the back. Then, against the back wall, beyond the cameras and the lights, she caught a glimpse of a figure dressed in black. She tried looking for it again but lost it in the blinding lights. The shouts of questions continued as Andrea frantically scanned the back wall. Then she found the door at the back and watched the figure disappear. “I’m sorry, everyone, but that’s all the time I have. Thank you.”

The press rose and their voices along with them, clamoring for more answers, unsatisfied with the amount of time. Andrea burst into the hallway, looking for the woman who had disappeared. She knew it had to be her; she would recognize her anywhere.

Alexander rushed after her, his opening of the doors bringing with it the roar of angry reporters inside. “Chancellor, what’s wrong? You still had at least another fifteen minutes before you were scheduled to leave.”

Andrea didn’t answer. She walked up and down the hall, looking into doors, searching for the woman she knew was no longer a ghost. “Clear the hall.”

“What?” Alexander asked.

“I want everyone out. Security, press, staff, everyone needs to get out. Now.” 

Andrea didn’t have to repeat herself. Her staff and security escorted everyone out of the hall then disappeared themselves. Once everyone had gone, the hallway fell into a silence. She stood there, waiting, hoping the woman would reveal herself.

“Nice place.”

Andrea spun around, and there she was, dressed in the same outfit as the night she’d broken into her personal quarters, the same outfit she’d worn when she saved her from the Russians at the G7 summit. “I knew it was you. We were scheduled to meet later.”

“Yeah, well, I was in the neighborhood,” Sarah said.

“Do you always show up unannounced?”

“Only for the people I trust.”

Andrea smiled, and Sarah reciprocated. She noticed some light scarring on Sarah’s face that looked like it was still healing, but in those eyes she could still see the same focus and ferocity as before. Seeing those eyes was like a wave of reassurance washing over her, one she hadn’t felt in a long time. “It’s very good to officially meet you, Agent Hill.”

“I suppose I have you to thank for having the American government drop their files on me,” Sarah replied, shaking the chancellor’s hand. “It’s good to know I won’t be on the six o’clock news anytime soon.”

“Consider it a down payment for a favor,” Andrea said.

“Favors tend to lead to bad deeds. Not that I’m putting myself on a high horse. I work for a spy agency, for crying out loud.”

“It won’t be for something petty, I can assure you that. But should the time come that I need your help, I hope you would repay the favor.”

“Technically, I think you helping me makes us even. But—” Sarah stopped, sizing Andrea up, and in that moment, she felt exposed yet unafraid. “I do love German beers. Throw in a case of Hefeweizen when you ask for your favor, and we shouldn’t have any problems.”

“Thank you, Sarah,” Andrea said. “For everything. You saved all of us.”

“I know.”

And with that, Sarah gave one last smile and disappeared down the hall. Andrea stood there alone, just staring at the space Sarah had left. It was quiet, empty, and a staggering contrast to the entity that just occupied it. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed when Alexander poked his head through the door, snapping her out of her stupor. With everything that had happened over the past few weeks, she felt an overwhelming sense of finality. But it wasn’t until that moment that she felt something was just beginning.

***

After a week of government interviews, agents scouring the house, construction workers repairing the damage done, and no privacy, Becca finally had the house to herself again. She stood in the kitchen, and with the exception of Ella and Matt occasionally giggling, which she didn’t mind hearing at all, all was quiet. She drummed her fingers on the kitchen counter, her eyes glancing at the clock on the wall. The doorbell made her jump and caused both Ella and Matt to run downstairs. Becca intercepted them before either of them reached the front. “You two, back upstairs.” She pointed, and they sulked up the steps.

Becca took a breath, closed her eyes, and gathered her nerve. She opened her eyes and opened the door as calmly as she could. “Hi.”

Sarah gave a half smile, her feet shuffling awkwardly on the front porch. “Hey.”

Becca stepped aside and gestured her in. Sarah walked past her, and the two lingered in the foyer for a moment before Becca lead them to the kitchen table. “Coffee?”

“No,” Sarah answered. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

Becca poured herself a cup then sat down. She sipped the liquid and fidgeted nervously. She’d gone over this moment in her head a hundred times before, but with Sarah sitting in front of her, it felt different. “I appreciate you coming over.”

“Yeah, no problem,” Sarah said. “How are the kids?”

“They’re getting better. Ella is talking more. Matt seems to still be having a little trouble, though.” Becca took another sip of coffee and found she was unable to hide the slight tremor in her hand. Sarah gently grabbed her wrist, and the shaking stopped. The two of them stayed locked there in that moment. “Sarah, I really don’t know where to go from here.”

“That makes two of us.” Sarah shook her head, rocking back and forth in her seat. “No matter what, you will always be my family. You, Ella, and Matt. You’re all I have left.”

A mixture of anger and sorrow coursed through Becca’s veins. She still loved Sarah, and that was what made it so hard. “You’ll always have your family.” They stayed quiet for a while, just holding hands, letting the familiarity of normalcy soak in for just a little longer. Finally, Becca let go, and both women let out a sigh.

“Are the kids still up?” Sarah asked.

“You want to help tuck them in?”

Becca didn’t need to ask twice, as Sarah headed up the stairs and Becca followed. She wasn’t sure how the kids would react to seeing her again after what they watched her do. The toys in their hands went to the floor, and just like so many times since New Zealand, Becca watched them freeze up, as if an icy grip had taken hold of them. “Hey, guys,” Sarah said, remaining in the doorway. Then, slowly, Ella pushed herself off the floor and walked to Sarah and gently wrapped her arms around her leg. With his sister breaking the ice, Matt wasn’t far behind.

Becca had known Sarah for a long time, but in all the years she’d known her, she’d never seen her cry. The sobs that escaped Sarah were the happy kind of sad you’re glad you were able to appreciate, despite the events that triggered them. It was a step in the right direction. For all of them.

***

Sarah watched from a distance as Grace gave Bryce a kiss then let out a long whistle that made Grace laugh and turned Bryce a shade of red that would have made a doctor think he’d had heat stroke. Grace walked back over to her desk just outside Mack’s office, and Sarah plopped down at her desk, situated right next to Bryce’s. “Look at you with that shit-eating grin.” Sarah nudged Bryce’s shoulder with her arm. “I’m happy for you.”

“Thanks.”

She gave him a slap on the back that lurched him forward, and he winced from the force behind it. Then Sarah watched Mack go into his office, a trail of steam following him from his coffee mug. Sarah slid in behind him then shut the door and flicked on the glass curtains. “I was wondering when I’d see you in here again.”

Mack let out a sigh as he nestled into his chair, but she wasn’t sure if the squeak came from his bones or the chair itself. “Our review board has been a little hesitant on GSF’s next moves. But with Branston still on the loose, I managed to convince them that we’re still needed.”

“Any luck on the docs I found at Demps’s compound?”

Mack opened one of his drawers then tossed a stack of papers on his desk. “This is what the analysts have come up with based off of Demps’s notes. They think there might be a pattern, but so far it’s nothing but gibberish. Whatever Demps learned about Branston, we won’t know for a while. Once they’re done, I’ll want you and Bryce on that one.”

“I’ll have to check my calendar.”

“You probably will.” Mack pulled out another stack of papers and tossed them on his desk. “These are for you.”

“And what the hell is that?”

“New security protocols. We need to make sure Branston’s escape isn’t duplicated.”

Sarah deflated. “You know how much paperwork makes me gassy.”

“It was one of the conditions from the Review Board for them to consider keeping us open.”

“And what makes you think it worked?”

“We’re getting a new headquarters in New York.”

Sarah flung up an imaginary hat and twirled in a circle, singing “We’re gonna make it after alllll” in Mary Tyler Moore fashion. Mack didn’t bother to watch. She smirked then pulled the envelope from the inside of her jacket and slapped it onto Mack’s desk. “Looks like I didn’t need that after all.”

Mack picked it up and held it between his hands, examining the writing, the seal, then looked up at Sarah. “You didn’t open it.”

“Because you didn’t die. Don’t get me wrong, I wanted to, but at the time, I had some other things on my mind.”

“Open it.” Mack extended it to her, and Sarah eyed it hesitantly.

“I feel like this is a trick.”

“It’s not a trick.”

Sarah snatched it and tore the top off the envelope. She unfolded the paper, read it, tried to stop her jaw from dropping, then read it again just to make sure she hadn’t missed anything. “This is a resignation letter. Your resignation letter.”

“The codes at the bottom were for a file of everything I had on the GSF—its origins, deepest secrets, and any information anyone could possibly want to know about us.”

“Are you kidding me!? ALL our secrets!? I’ve been carrying this thing around the entire time! What if I’d dropped it? What if I’d lost it? Christ, Mack, you gave me a carton of pens a month ago, and by the end of the day, they were all gone!”

“Then I guess it’s a good thing you didn’t lose it.” Mack snatched the paper back then torched it in the trash can next to his desk.

“And people say I’m reckless.”

Mack returned to the paperwork on his desk, grabbed the coffee mug, then took a gulp from the still-steaming black liquid. “Get back to work, Agent Hill.”

“Yes, sir.” Sarah left the office shaking her head. The old man’s just as crazy as I am. 

“And don’t forget the paperwork!”

Sarah was already out the door when she called back to him. “Yeah, I’ll pick it up later.” Bryce popped up from his chair and motioned her over. “Duty calls.” She eyeballed the screen, leaning over the back of Bryce’s chair. “What do we have?”

“A skirmish is getting heated on the Chinese and Mongolian border. It looks like there are some rebels there who aren’t listening to Beijing,” Bryce answered.

“I bet the Mongolians are wishing they had a wall right about now. Send the updates to my mobile.” 

“Will do. And try not to cause any more international incidents, all right?”

Sarah spread her arms out, walking backwards to the elevator. “Hey! I’m the queen of discretion and stealth.”

“Except when it comes to my personal life.”

“That’s because your life is like reality TV, and I’m your producer!”

“God, help me.”

The elevator’s doors pinged shut, and it started its ascent. Sarah reached into her jacket and pulled out one of her Colts. It shimmered in the glow of the elevator’s lighting. She slid the top rack back, clearing the chamber. “Time to go to work.”
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Chapter 1 
Brooke watched the ceiling fan blades circle above her. Beads of sweat rolled down her forehead. A small drop hung from her eyelash. She squinted, the salty sweat stinging her eyes. When she peeled herself off the sheets, a damp imprint formed an outline of her body.

 

Her feet rubbed against the hot wooden floorboards covered in a thin, grainy layer of sand. Footprints from the night before were still etched in the granules. Waging war against the invading dirt was a losing battle, one that she had stopped fighting so rigorously as of late. 

 

Brooke tugged at her shirt in attempt to separate the cotton fabric from her skin. The slowly circling fan in her room did little more than push the already hot air around. She made her way to the bathroom, fanning herself along the way and trying to loosen the strands of hair glued to her forehead. 

 

The digital display of the water gauge, which broke down the level of water usage by day along with their total weekly allowance, beeped on the bathroom wall next to the mirror. It was a constant reminder of their dry world. Brooke tapped the screen, shaking her head. 

 

“That can’t be right,” she said.

 

Rations for her family of three gave them usage of five hundred gallons of water per week. According to the gauge, more than a quarter of that was gone. And it was only Monday. Brooke checked the usage log. The time limit had been overridden three times.

 

“Jonathan!”

 

Brooke almost broke her son's door in half with the force of her entrance. The reflection of the mirror John was using captured the scowl on his mother's face. He was shirtless, a towel draped around his waist, fresh from his morning shower.

 

“Mom, I’m changing!”

 

“Do you know how much water you used this morning?”

 

Water dripped from his elbows and rolled down his legs. The droplets splashed onto the floor. The mixture of sand and moisture formed bits of mud around John's feet. 

 

“You used over one hundred gallons of water. One hundred, John.”

 

John turned to check his reflection in the mirror. He carefully ran the comb through his blond curls, slicking his hair back.

 

“It’s my first day of high school, Mom. I can’t show up dirty.”

 

“And how do you expect us to make it through the rest of the week?”

 

“I’ll make it up over the next few days.”

 

“By not eating or drinking?”

 

“Mom, you’re being dramatic.”

 

Brooke snatched the comb out of her son’s hand.

 

“Hey!” John said.

 

“You’re on filter duty this morning,” Brooke said.

 

“Mom, I’m already clean! That’s not fair!”

 

“Maybe you’ll think of that next time you need to wash your hair.”

 

John stomped after Brooke as she exited his room. John's slamming of the door behind her rattled the entire house and blew a rush of sand against her calves. 


The living room shared the same fine layer of sand that plagued the rest of the house. The only item that Brooke refused to allow any particle of dirt or dust to touch was a triangular case enclosing an American flag. 

 

It rested atop a cherry-finished oak table, the sturdiest surface in the entire house. A picture of Brooke's late husband Jason rested alongside the flag. 

 

Brooke used the bottom of her shirt to clear the table, case, and picture frame of any particles. She kissed the fingertips of her left hand then placed them on her husband's face, revealing the wedding ring she still wore.

 

Emily was still sleeping when Brooke opened her daughter's door. The sheets were stripped from the bed, and Emily rolled around, sensing her mother's presence. 

 

“Time to get up, Em,” Brooke said.

 

Brooke patted Emily's stomach as her daughter stretched, wiggling her fingers and toes, yawning. 

 

“Do I have to go to school today?” Emily asked, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

 

“Yes.”

 

“But I don’t want to go.”

 

“What are you talking about? You’re going to have a blast! You’ll get to see all your friends, learn cool stuff, and you know they always turn the sprinklers on at the end of the first day for all the students to play in.”

 

“Yeah, but everyone is going to make fun of my tooth.”

 

“No, they won’t. And besides, it’s not that bad. Let me see.”

 

Emily smiled, flicking her tongue through the open space where her left front tooth was supposed to be.

 

“Seeeeeeeeee?” Emily asked.

 

“Oh, man. You could fit a train through that thing,” Brooke said, putting her pinky in the gap. “You know what you could do is shoot water out of it like a fountain.”

 

“Cool!”

 

“And guess what?”

 

“What?”

 

“You don’t have to take a shower this morning!”

 

“Really?” Emily asked, smiling from ear to ear.

 

“Absolutely.”

 

“Thanks, Mom!”

 

Emily bounced off the bed. Her tiny feet thumped across the floor as she ran to the kitchen. Brooke wasn't sure how much longer her daughter's disdain of showers would last, but she was going to milk it for as long as possible. 

 

The refrigerator hummed loudly. A cool blast of air greeted Brooke's face as she mulled over the breakfast options. She grabbed the jug of milk and set it on the counter. 

 

Brooke walked over to the thermostat. She wiped the layer of dust from the screen with her thumb. It was only seven o'clock, and it was already one hundred and four degrees outside.

 

“I wonder what the high will be?” she asked herself. 

 

Emily swung her feet back and forth as she sat on the stool. She tilted her head side to side and drummed her hands on the countertop. Brooke poured the cereal and milk into her daughter's bowl.

 

“Thanks, Mom,” Emily said. 

 

John walked into the kitchen and grabbed his own bowl out of the cabinet. He didn't acknowledge anyone's presence. He poured himself some cereal and sat at the table by himself instead of at the counter with his sister and mother. 

Brooke looked him over. Despite how mad she was with him, she had to admit he did look very handsome. He had been lucky enough to receive his father’s genes. 

 

“Did you clean out the filters yet?” Brooke asked.

 

John dropped the spoon, and it clanged against the edge of the bowl. His mouth was full of cereal when he spoke.

 

“Mom, you’re serious? I already got dressed,” John said.

 

“Then you better put on the jumpsuit. Out you go,” Brooke answered.

 

John slammed his hands against the table. He pushed his chair back, and the legs squeaked across the kitchen tile. He mumbled under his breath on his way outside. 

“What was that, young man?” Brooke asked.

 

Her answer was the slam of the back door. 

 

“Teenagers,” Emily said.

*** 
After breakfast, Brooke hurried Emily to her room to get dressed then walked out back to gather her gear for work. She passed John on her way to the shed. 

 

The jumpsuit covered every inch of his body. John scraped the circular sweeper against the vents on the side of the house. They needed to be cleaned daily to prevent the air in their home from becoming completely unbreathable. It was the most hated job in the house. Brooke usually did it herself but was never afraid to use it for punishment.

 

Brooke couldn't see John's face when he looked at her because of the mask, but she imagined there was some irritated gaze staring back at her.

 

The work shed was on its last legs. The roof sagged, and Brooke swore the whole structure tilted farther to the left every day. But there wasn't any room in the budget for a new storage facility, so she made do with what she had. And besides, it wasn't the outside that mattered. It was the inside, which the shed didn't lack in at all. 

 

Brooke opened the lock on the shed's door and pulled the door open. It was small, only around fifty square feet, but it was the perfect size to store her equipment. She checked her phone for the job orders that had come in for today.

 

There were two solar panel repairs in downtown San Diego, four repair orders just north of the city, and six at La Jolla, which ran right along the cliffs at the beach. 

 

Repairs were the only thing Brooke seemed to do these days. It had been a year since she'd done a new installation. The economy was almost as dry as the desert they lived in. 

 

Before she lugged her repair kit out to the cruiser, Brooke pulled one of the tables from the back wall. Hidden underneath was a small hatch. 

 

Brooke pulled the door open and descended the staircase into the basement. There was a flashlight on a tiny shelf at the bottom, which she used to scan the contents around her.

 

The basement was even smaller than the shed above it, and Brooke had to keep her body hunched over to avoid knocking her head against the ceiling. Her late husband, Jason, had kept emergency supplies down here in case something ever happened.

 

The flashlight shone on twenty one-gallon jugs of water, a first aid kit, a case of MREs, and four backpacks stocked with flashlights, batteries, sleeping bags, emergency blankets, fire starters, iodine tablets, sunscreen, lip balm, and aloe.

 

When Jason had been home, he would come down here every Monday morning and check the inventory. It was a tradition Brooke had continued after he was gone. 

 

After inventory was complete, Brooke relocked the shed. John peeled off the cleaning suit as Brooke passed him on her way to drop her tools off in the cruiser. 

 

“C'mon, we don't want to be late,” Brooke said. 

 

Sitting in Brooke's front yard was her Toyota Cruiser 70 series. Most of the paint had worn off, and it had more dents than a kicked soup can, but what it lacked in curb appeal it made up for with performance. 

 

The cruiser's 5.7-liter V8 engine put out 381 horsepower and 401 pound feet of torque. Its belly was lined with reinforced skid plates, and the combination of 4WD with the front and rear live axle allowed her to handle any desert terrain with ease. 

 

Whenever she had to visit any of the solar fields out in the desert, she would always get stuck using one of the company trucks, so she invested in her own. She never regretted it.

***
John insisted on being dropped off a block away from the school. He climbed out of the cruiser, and Brooke watched him shake the dust from his hair on his way to school.  

 

A pang of guilt hit Brooke as she watched her son saunter down the sidewalk. She remembered how nervous she had been on her first day and recalled using quite a bit of shower time that morning herself.

 

But things were different now. Her family didn’t have the same wasteful luxuries as she’d had when she was growing up. 

 

The elementary school was busy with kids walking to class and stepping out of buses and parents waiting to drop their children off in the car lane. Emily gave Brooke a hug then scooted across the seats and climbed down from the cab.

 

“Have fun, baby! And remember to only do the fountain trick outside,” Brooke said through the cruiser's open window.  

 

Emily waved and gave Brooke a missing-front-tooth smile. 

 

Brooke pulled out of the school lot and headed for the water ration facility. She was hoping she could receive an approval for increasing her water usage. There were plenty of weeks when she stayed under the limit. 

 

Traffic was heavy, even for a Monday morning. Brooke turned on the radio to help pass the time. Every station was broadcasting commercials, so she flicked it to one of the AM news channels.

 

“California residents are bound to be upset when they check their water bills this week. The price of a gallon of water quadrupled since yesterday, and water rations have been cut in half.”


Brooke reached for the volume and turned it up.

 

“One of our station reporters attempted to reach out to the southwest regional water management division but was unable to obtain any comment on the matter.”

 

“Jesus Christ,” Brooke said.

 

“The past decade has seen a dramatic decrease in the water levels of the Colorado River, which supplies many of the forty million residents in the southwest United States, as well as Mexico, which government officials continue to set economic sanctions against in hopes of preventing any military conflict.”

*** 
The cars were bumper to bumper, forming a circle around the resource station. The guard post was empty, and Brooke could see a large crowd gathering around closed doors. 

 

Brooke could hear faint shouts and chants. People were screaming, waving their hands, and pounding the doors and barred windows to obtain the life-sustaining water inside.

 

The cruiser's engine idled. Brooke weighed her options. She could risk stepping outside and fighting the angry hordes or head home. But if she left, there wasn't likely to be another resource station that wasn't in similar condition. She was already here, so she might as well take advantage of it. 

 

The chants and shouts grew louder. Her shoes crunched the gravel. Brooke stayed on the perimeter of the crowd. She didn't want to get trampled if things turned south.  

 

An employee of the water station climbed up to the roof. He held a bullhorn and attempted to calm the rioting mob below. 

 

“Ladies and gentlemen, please, form an orderly line, and we will distribute one pint of water per household,” the employee said.

 

“One pint?” a member of the crowd yelled.

 

“That’s not enough to keep my family hydrated for a day!”

 

“We need water now!”

 

“How do you expect us to live off that?”

 

Sweat and dust were caked thick on people's faces. The heat from the clear California sky beat down on all of them. The same conditions that had made this place such a beautiful destination for so long now made it a sandpit of hell. 

 

The mob advanced on the building. Hands grabbed at anything they could pull or tear from the structure. The front door started to buckle. The crowd pushed again, straining to break inside. 

 

Then a gunshot echoed through the air, and the crowd panicked. People sprinted in different directions, running over each other in the process. The employee on the roof swayed, clutching his stomach. A red stain leaked onto his shirt. He collapsed and fell from the roof. 

 

The remaining members of the crowd swarmed the employee’s body. They stole his keys and flooded the station. Once the doors were open, Brooke hesitated. 

 

Before she could make her decision, sirens blared in the distance. The police would be here any minute, and anyone still at the crime scene would be detained. 

 

Brooke sprinted for her cruiser just as the police cars arrived at the entrance of the resource station.








Chapter 2
Brooke wove in and out of traffic. More police vehicles flew past her, joining their peers to contain the situation behind her. 

 

Her heart rate quickened. Her muscles twitched. She drew in deep, steady breaths to try and control the adrenaline pumping through her body. 

 

After a few minutes, her hands stopped shaking, and she turned the radio back on. She wanted to know how the rest of the area was faring. 

 

“San Diego News has just confirmed reports from the southwest regional water management division that the basin for the Colorado River has run dry. In fact, our station has learned that the river has been dry for weeks, and the water that was being used during that time was from our region’s emergency reserve. Government officials chose not to warn the citizens due to fear of panic. Well, Congress, it appears your plan failed.”

 

Brooke lowered the volume. She couldn’t believe this was happening. She had known things were bad, but experts had been predicting their water supply would last for another two decades. 

 

Her mind raced. If all this was true, then the major priority was to leave. The riot at the resource station would be the tip of the iceberg. There were now forty million very angry, very desperate people to contend with. 

 

Brooke turned onto the highway and headed for Emily's school, which was closest at the moment. After that, she'd grab John and run home to collect their gear. 

 

The elementary school was twice as packed as when Brooke had dropped Emily off that morning. A line of parents jutted from the doors of the administrative building. Brooke parked in the back of the lot. She jogged to the building, looking for anyone she recognized. The principal was outside, trying to calm everyone's worries. 

 

“Our superintendent is in talks with members of Congress and the manager of our regional water supply. They have assured us that they are working on a solution and will have it prepared for this afternoon. There is no need to pull your children out, as we have full tanks of water here,” the principal said. 

 

One of the fathers from the crowd stepped forward. His face was a bright red from a combination of his anger and the sun beating down on him.

 

“I don’t care what the superintendent is saying. You don’t have the right to keep me from taking my child,” he said.

 

“The well-being of your children is our number-one priority. I can assure you of that. If anyone would like to pull your child from class, you will have to fill out a form stating the reason for your child’s absence. Ms. Thomas, our clerk, will be distributing those forms at the front,” the principal said.

 

A collective groan left the mouths of everyone in line. It would take Brooke an hour to get her daughter out, and she knew that time was a precious commodity. 

 

Brooke snuck around the side of the building. She remembered which room her daughter was in from the open house she attended before the start of the new school year. 

 

She passed students shuffling through the hallways, smiling and laughing with one another. A few of

the teachers gave her looks, but Brooke ignored them. 

 

Emily’s class was in a portable in the very back. Brooke jogged up the ramp and peeked through the door’s window. She spotted Emily at her desk. Her daughter's hair covered most of her face as she hunched over and scribbled on a piece of paper. 

 

The whole classroom shifted when Brooke pulled the door open. Ms. Fletcher wrote on the chalkboard and stopped when she heard the voices behind her whispering. She looked at Brooke inquisitively. 

 

“Hi, Mom!” Emily said.

 

Brooke slung Emily's backpack over her shoulder and grabbed her hand. 

 

“C’mon, honey, we have to go,” Brooke said.

 

“Um, excuse me, Mrs. Fontanne? We’re in the middle of a lesson right now,” Ms. Fletcher said.

 

Emily waved goodbye to her classmates, and they reciprocated. Ms. Fletcher stepped in between Brooke and the door.  

 

“Mrs. Fontanne, have you checked with the administration building to have Emily pulled from class?” Ms. Fletcher asked.

 

“You need to call these kids' parents and have them picked up immediately,” Brooke said.

 

“Mrs. Fontanne, we had a meeting moments ago regarding the crisis you’re probably worried about. Our leaders have assured us that a solution will be rolled out by this afternoon.”

 

“Do you know what’s happening out there?”

 

“Mrs. Fontanne, I cannot let you take your daughter without following the correct procedures.”

 

Ms. Fletcher grabbed Brooke’s arm. Brooke pushed Ms. Fletcher back, moving her away from the door. Ms. Fletcher’s head thumped against the cabinet behind her. She released Brooke’s arm, her eyes open wide.

 

“I’m taking my daughter,” Brooke said.

 

Brooke flung the door open and disappeared down the ramp. Emily’s stride was a quarter of what her mother’s was, and she was having trouble keeping up. Brooke scooped her up, and they sprinted past the administrative building into the parking lot. 

 

“Stop her! Someone stop that woman!” Ms. Fletcher said.

 

Ms. Fletcher ran past the front office right behind them, nearly tripping in her heels. 

 

The parents in line turned their heads, looking for what the commotion was about. The father from earlier spotted Brooke just as she was getting to her cruiser. 

 

“Why does she get her kid and we don’t?” he said.

 

“Mrs. Fontanne! Stop!” the principal said.

 

Brooke lifted Emily into the passenger side and shut the door. She dug the keys out of her pocket, fumbling to separate the cruiser's key outside the driver's door.

 

The old metal door of the cruiser clanged shut after Brooke piled inside. She locked the door and pulled her seat belt over her shoulder. 

 

“Lock your door, baby,” Brooke said.

 

Emily pushed the lock down just as the principal ran up to the cruiser and pounded on the window.

 

“Mrs. Fontanne, open this door right now,” he said.

 

Brooke cranked the engine to life and shoved the shifter into drive. The principal jumped out of the way, and she sped through the parking lot. She glanced into the rearview mirror. The orderly line of parents now resembled the mob of looters she had seen at the resource station.

 

“You have your seat belt on?” Brooke asked.

 

“Yes. Mom, why did you pull me out? It was show and tell today, and I brought Dad’s dog tags.”

 

Emily held out her palm. The two thin pieces of metal attached to a long, beaded chain barely fit in her tiny hand.

 

Brooke reached out and ran her hands over the indentations of her late husband’s name. She closed Emily’s hand and engulfed her daughter's fist with her own.

 

“I’m sorry, baby, but we have to go on a trip. We’re going to visit Aunt Amy and Uncle Daniel,” Brooke said.

 

“Wow! Really? When are we going?”

 

“Today.”

 

Brooke pushed the cruiser's speedometer to eighty. She pulled out her phone and hit “sis” in her address book. Within two rings, there was an answer.

 

“Are you guys okay?” Amy asked.

 

“Hey, we’re fine. I just pulled Emily from school, and I’m on my way to pick up John,” Brooke said.

 

“I’m glad you two are safe. I just saw the news. Is it as bad as they say?”

 

“It’s not great, but it’s going to get worse, and fast.”

 

“What are you going to do after you pick up John?”

 

“We’re going to head home and grab a few things, then grab the first flight to North Carolina.”

 

“I’ll have the beds ready for you.”

 

“Thanks, Sis. Have you heard anything from Daniel?” 

 

“I’ve tried calling him, but he hasn’t got back to me. I don’t know what they’re planning on doing.”

 

“If you hear anything let me know, okay?”

 

“I will. I love you. Be safe.”

 

“Love you, too. I’ll call you when I have the flight details.”

 

She hung up the phone, scrolled up to “John”, and pressed “call.” She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel as the phone rang.

 

“C’mon, John, pick up,” Brooke said.

 

Emily tugged on her mom’s shirt. When Brooke looked over, she saw her daughter with tears rolling down her cheeks.

 

“Mom, I’m scared,” Emily said.

 

“Shh, it’s okay, baby. We’re going to be fine. Here.”

 

Brooke took the dog tags out of her daughter’s hand and hung them around her neck. 

 

“Just wear this, and Dad will make sure you’re safe,” Brooke said.

 

Brooke rubbed her thumb across Emily’s cheek, smooshing her skin and wiping the tear that lingered on her face. Emily sniffled and played with the chain around her neck. 

 

John’s phone went to voicemail, and Brooke hit the number again. She was getting closer to the high school. If the situation there was anything like Emily’s school, then it was going to be a cluster. There were more than three thousand students at John’s high school.

 

Finally, after six rings on the second call, an exasperated, whispered voice picked up the phone.

 

“What?” John asked.

 

“Johnny, I need you to get your stuff and meet me by Ninth Street in front of your school.”

 

“Mom, I’m in the middle of class. I can’t just leave.”

 

“Johnny, something very ba—”

 

Brooke cut herself off. Emily was worried enough without having her mother lose her cool.

 

“Have you seen the news?” Brooke asked.

 

“Yeah, but our teachers said it’ll get taken care of.”

 

Brooke's knuckles whitened as she gripped the phone tighter. She gritted her teeth, trying to keep her voice calm but stern. 

 

“Jonathan, grab your backpack and meet me on Ninth Street in five minutes. If you’re not outside when I get there, I’m marching into that classroom and pulling you out by your ear,” Brooke said.

 

“Fine!”

 

The call clicked dead, and Brooke dropped the phone into the cup holder. Her eyes floated down to her fuel gauge. The orange line hovered just below three quarters of a tank. It was more than enough to get home and then head to the airport. 

 

When Brooke pulled onto Ninth Street, she saw John with his backpack hanging from one strap. His head was bent toward his phone, and he was typing furiously. Whatever status update he was making about his current situation was no doubt unflattering to his mother. 

 

Brooke stopped the cruiser right in front of him, and he jumped inside. She peeled off, and the three of them headed home.

***
The cruiser's tires screeched into the driveway. Brooke hurried into the house, pulling Emily with her. 

 

“Okay, Em, I need you to pack as many clothes in your suitcase as you can,” Brooke said.

 

“Got it.”

 

Brooke turned around and went into John’s room. He was lying on his bed, shaking his phone in frustration.

 

“This stupid thing never works!” John said.

 

“John, stop playing with that and start packing.”

 

“Why?”

 

“We’re going to North Carolina to stay with your Aunt Amy for a while.”

 

“What about school? What about my friends? What about my life?”

 

“Making sure that life of yours continues is why we're going,” Brooke said, heading upstairs to her bedroom.

 

Brooke was piling clothes into her own suitcase when her phone buzzed in her pocket. It was a text from her sister.

 

“President is on the news.”

 

Brooke ran downstairs and turned on the television. She changed the channel to the local news just as the president walked on screen.

 

“My fellow Americans. Our nation has reached a tipping point in our natural resources. As many of you have heard, the story broke that the Colorado Basin, which is responsible for supplying water to over forty million people, has run dry. Now, I know there have been attempts from rioters and looters to break into the resource stations in that area, but I must stress that you should not panic. I am sending in resources to help stabilize the area to ensure we maintain order. To assist with that task, I am officially declaring the following states under martial law: California, Colorado, Arizona, New Mexico, Nevada, and Utah. To the citizens of those states, hear me when I say your country is with you. God bless you, and God bless the United States of America.”

 

Brooke tried to pay attention to what the president was saying, but her eyes caught the rolling ticker at the bottom of the screen. Her heart sank as she mouthed the words “All planes grounded by executive order.” 








Chapter 3 
Congressman Jones leaned backward in his dark leather chair. He pressed the tips of his fingers against each other, listening to the committee around him. 

 

“The president already made a statement that we’re sending help. This is a ludicrous idea,” Congressman Smith said.

 

Jones had listened to the room go back and forth for hours. The Colorado Basin had been dry for almost a month, and every proposal submitted with a solution to the problem had to pass through this committee, of which Congressman Jones happened to be chairman. Every other solution had been denied except his.

 

“Congressmen, your concerns have been noted, but the fact is the rest of the country will be in a similar condition if we don’t do something now. Texas is barely holding together, and the Midwest is barely producing enough food to feed the country. Drastic times call for drastic measures,” Jones said.

 

“The president said—”

 

“I’m well aware of what the president said, and so are his advisers.”

 

The others were silent. Jones rested his elbows on the table, folding his long, slender fingers together. He flashed his pearly white, veneer smile. The plastic surgery hid most of the lines and creases in his face except when he smiled. That was when his age showed, revealing the crinkling corners of his eyes and mouth. 

 

The Southwest had been a drain on the country for years now. It was sucking what few resources the country had left. Jones wanted to cut their losses.

 

“Once we have all of our strategic points set up, we’ll be making the official announcement. Until then, air traffic is grounded, and martial law will keep the local populations from going anywhere. All we have to do now is keep our fortitude,” Jones said.

 

“You’re sick,” Smith said.

 

“I know this is a difficult decision, but when we leave this room, we can’t have any doubts. It’s important for us to move forward as a unit. That’s why we have our representatives from the Southwest with us now.”

 

Those that were considered key politicians from California, Colorado, Arizona, Nevada, Utah, and New Mexico were present. All of them had their heads down, ashamed to look anyone in the eye.

 

“This meeting is adjourned,” Jones said.

 

Jones smacked the gavel, and the congressmen in the room ran out like cockroaches running from the heel of a boot. Only Congressman Smith lingered behind. He waited until the room had emptied before he spoke.

 

“You’re not going to get away with this,” Smith said.

 

Jones rose from his chair, buttoning the jacket of his suit. He adjusted the American flag pin on his lapel and walked around the end of the table where Smith stood.

 

“Everyone’s on board, Smith. This is for the good of the nation, to ensure the rest of us survive, including you and your family,” Jones said.

 

“I’ll keep fighting this,” Smith said. 

 

Jones put his arm on Smith's shoulder. The smile faded from his face. The pressure of his thin fingers pierced Smith's suit like needles on a pincushion.

 

“Then I will run you over and toss your corpse to the side of the road on my way to your family's house,” Jones said.

 

Jones readjusted his tie then plastered on his winning politician’s smile and headed out into the corridors of the capitol. 

*** 
Smith's staff could barely keep up with him as he hurried down the capitol steps. Both of them were on their cell phones, their thumbs moving rapidly across the screens. 

 

“I want to start back channeling immediately. I don't know how Jones managed to sway the others to support this bill, but he's not the only one with a voice in Congress,” Smith said.

 

His personal assistant, Jake, adjusted his glasses, keeping stride with Smith. Jake stood a good six inches taller than Smith. His large frame made him stand out like a sore thumb and made him quite a sight to see in his suit, which, despite his size, always looked too big for him.  

 

Jake had been with the congressman for more than three years now. He had played a pivotal role in his reelection two years ago, and since then he hadn't left Smith's side. 

 

“We can set up meetings as early as this afternoon. I know a key state in the vote will be North Carolina,” Jake said.

 

“I'll start drafting a statement to make sure the public knows where you stand,” said Beth, Smith's chief of staff, press secretary, and legal adviser. Smith used to have someone in each position, but none of them performed to the level that Beth could. 

 

“We'll have to watch the timing of that. Jones has done a good job keeping this quiet, and I don't want to cause unneeded panic if we're able to squash this thing before it starts,” Smith said.

 

Not a single strand of hair moved as Beth’s trademark blond bun slightly bounced to the rhythmic click of her high heels against the Capitol steps. The way she pulled her hair back tight displayed the sharpness of her cheekbones and chin more prominently. She had served with the congressman since his first election. She was the only other person in the world Smith trusted as much as his wife. 

 

“You think he'll try and swing the sympathy vote for this?” Beth asked.

 

“People are scared, Beth. He'll use that fear to his advantage.”

 

“Ballsy,” Beth answered.

 

Jake opened the congressman's car door, and Smith stepped inside. The leather seats squeaked as he sat down.

 

“I have the meeting set up for two o’clock this afternoon,” Jake said.

 

“That doesn't give us a lot of time before the vote,” Smith replied. 

 

“I know, but you'll be the last voice they hear right before, so make it resonate.”

 

Jake shut the door, and the driver pulled away. Smith looked over to see Beth smiling as she worked the screen of her tablet.

 

“Is it just me, or is he turning into you more every day?” Smith asked.

 

“Somebody has to take care of you when I'm not around,” Beth said.

 

“You're not going to divorce me, are you?”

 

“Only on the day you don't get reelected.”

 

Smith knew it wasn't a joke. Beth didn't have a reputation for staying with anyone who wasn't worth a damn. The fact that Beth recognized he was still useful made him appreciate her more.

 

“This is a dangerous move, David,” Beth said.

 

“It's a necessary move.”

 

“As your chief of staff, it's my job to inform you when your mouth is writing checks your ass can't cash, and this is one of them. You won't be able to get the votes you need to overturn this thing, and by resisting it, you're going to put a target on your back the size of Texas.”

 

Buildings, people, and cars all passed by them as their driver maneuvered the streets of DC. They drove past one of the trees allowed in the city by the water restrictions. The trees were few and far between, and the ones that remained barely carried any vegetation. 

 

Trees weren't the only sparse commodity in the city. The grass of the National Mall was gone. It had been paved over with concrete four years ago, another sign of changing times and dwindling natural resources.

 

He'd been fighting for better water rights for years. There were methods by which the nation could have all the fresh water it needed, but they were blocked by certain individuals afraid to lose what money and power they held. 

 

“I remember the first term I was elected. Remember that? When we arrived here, everything seemed so pristine, so grandiose. I thought DC was the most beautiful city I'd ever seen,” Smith said.

 

“That was over twenty years ago.”

 

“We can bring it back, Beth. I know we can.”

 

Smith felt Beth's hand grab his, and she squeezed. He turned from the window to look at her. She was shaking her head. A shadow of a smile was trying to break through.

 

“Well, it can't be harder than '03,” Beth said.

 

The driver rolled down the partition.


“We're here, Congressman,” he said.

 

Smith reciprocated Beth's squeeze. 

 

“Let's get ready,” Smith said.

*** 
Congressman Daniel Hunter stood behind his desk, bent over, examining the proposal for Jones's bill. He had to read it a few times just to numb the shock of what Jones was proposing.

 

It wasn't just bold. It was psychotic. But he knew Jones had enough sway to pull it off. Daniel's stomach went sour. His state would be a player in the decision on the bill. If he opposed it, then it could affect his state's water distribution rights. If he voted for it, then he would be condemning everything he stood for and the entire legislative process he valued.

 

Meghan poked her head into his office. The quiet of his room was broken by the clatter and bustling of his staff in the anteroom.

 

“You received an invite for a two o’clock meeting,” Meghan said.

 

“With whom?” he asked.

 

“Congressman Smith.”

 

Daniel nodded, and Meghan closed the door, leaving him alone. He sank low into his seat and loosened his tie. He knew what Smith wanted.

 

He twirled his wedding ring around his finger, glancing at the picture of his family on his desk. It had been taken during their vacation last year in Florida. Most families couldn't take trips like that anymore. It was too expensive. However, his position in Congress allowed him special favors—favors that were largely granted by Congressman Jones. If he stood against him now, it wouldn't be just his career that suffered but his family's future.

 

But could Daniel forsake forty million people to do it? Could he betray his oath, his values, and his fellow citizens for the sake of his career?

 

Daniel's arms jolted when his chest started to buzz, breaking his chain of worry. He reached inside his jacket to grab his phone. The screen read “Amy.”

 

“Hey, honey,” Daniel said.

 

“Hey, how is everything going?”

 

“Fine. Have you spoken to your sister?”

 

“I just got off the phone with her. Did you hear about the flights getting grounded?”

 

Daniel rubbed his forehead. He felt himself retreating inward. His voice was muffled when he spoke next.

 

“I did,” he said.

 

He hoped she didn't ask him any more. He hated lying to his wife. There was a pause on the other end of the line. He waited, afraid of the question to come.

 

“Daniel, what's going on?”

 

The sour pit in his stomach returned. His face flushed red, and he broke out in a cold sweat. 

 

“I have to get ready for a meeting,” Daniel said.

 

“Honey, talk to me,” Amy said.

 

Daniel let out a sigh. He buried his face in his hands, shaking his head. 

 

“I can't tell you exactly what's happening, but it's really bad. You need to tell your sister to get out of the Southwest as fast as possible,” Daniel said.

 

“Daniel, what are they going to do?”

 

“Just tell her to get out.”

 

“Can you stop it?”

 

Jones's bill sat on top of his desk. The twenty pages in front of him were some of the most vile legislation he'd ever read. It would put a scar on the face of the country that would rival the Civil War. 

 

The meeting with Smith was in an hour. Daniel knew Smith fairly well. The two of them had served on the military appropriations committee during his first term. Smith was a good man, and smart. He might have something for them to use, something that the rest of them hadn't thought of yet. Maybe there was a chance.

 

“I'll try,” Daniel said.








Chapter 4
Brooke paced the kitchen floor. Her hair was matted to her forehead. The phone felt like it was melting to her ear. 

 

Emily was slouched in one of the kitchen chairs, her head resting on her arm, still clutching the suitcase on the floor next to her with one hand. 

 

“There has to be something, anything that's available,” Brooke said.

 

“No, ma'am, I'm sorry. The FAA has grounded all commercial and private planes. No one is allowed to take off until the ban is lifted,” the operator said.

 

“Where are you located?” Brooke asked.

 

“My office is located in Oregon, ma'am.”

 

“Well, transfer me to someone in the San Diego area. I need to speak with someone that's actually here and has a brain in their head!”

 

After a few moments of silence, the operator spoke very calmly.

 

“Ma'am, I understand your frustration. If you'd like, I can transfer you to my supervisor to help you with your concerns, but I must reiterate that no one can book you a flight right now.”

 

Brooke hung up the phone and tossed it onto the kitchen counter. It skidded to the sink, where it teetered on the edge. She pressed her palms hard into the counter's edge. 

 

“Mommy, I'm thirsty,” Emily said.

 

“I know, baby. You can have some water in a little bit, I promise.”

 

If she didn't do something soon, she wouldn't be able to make good on that promise. Brooke had mentally planned out the water rations from what she had in storage the moment she heard about the river. 

 

All three of them needed at least a gallon of water a day in normal conditions. With the heat they lived in, it would be more. 

 

Brooke had the twenty gallons in the shed. When she made it home she tried filling up the tubs, but the government had beaten her to the punch, cutting off the water flow to the house. She managed to squeeze a few extra gallons of what remained in the pipes, but as far as she was concerned there wouldn’t be any more water coming through the faucets in the house again. 

 

She wanted them to drink a glass every three hours. There was still another hour until the next round. 

 

John came out of his room and went to the fridge. He stood there sifting through what was inside, then shut the door.

 

“Where's the water?” he asked.

 

“I stored everything we had in our spare portable tanks,” Brooke answered.

 

The glasses on top of the fridge rattled when John shut the door.

 

“Mom, you're freaking out over nothing. The president just told us help is on the way. You need to relax.”

 

“Go to your room.”

 

“But I didn't do anything.”

 

“Now, Jonathan!”

 

“You're crazy.”

 

Brooke joined Emily at the table.

 

“I don't think you're crazy, Mom,” Emily said.

 

Brooke ran her fingers through her daughter’s hair. She gathered it together and tied it in a ponytail.

 

“There, now your neck won't be as hot,” Brooke said.

 

Emily let out a relieved sigh and giggled. She pulled her father's dog tags off and handed them to her mother.


“Here, you need them more than I do right now,” Emily said.

 

“Thanks, baby.”

 

Emily scooted off her chair and walked to her room. Brooke could hear her daughter pull out some of her toys from the closet and start talking aloud, coming up with adventures for her dolls to go on.

 

Brooke rolled Jason's dog tags between her fingers. She listened to the rhythmic sound of the two pieces of metal rubbing against each other. They were hot, just like everything else in the house.

 

If her husband were still alive, there would be no doubt the marines would find a way to fly him wherever he needed to go for a mission. The military was never grounded during an emergency. They were the only ones still flying.

 

That's it. 

 

Brooke remembered hearing a while back that one of Jason's old team members was stationed at the naval base in San Diego. 

 

Brooke leaped the stairs two at a time, sprinting for her room. She tore open a box from the closet that stored some of Jason's personal items. She found his old phone and plugged it in. 

 

The screen was cracked, but she prayed it still worked. When the home screen finally came up, she hit contacts. She scrolled through the numbers until she came across the name that said “Scratch.”

 

She hit “call,” praying he still had the same number.

*** 
Waves lapped against the sides of the ships in San Diego Bay. The sun beat down on the hard metal deck of the USS Ronald Reagan. 

 

First Lieutenant Eric Stephenson was propped under what little shade an F-15 wing offered. His hat was tilted down, and his aviators shielded his eyes from the sun's glare. 

 

He felt someone kick his shoe, but he didn't move. When the kick happened again, he remained motionless except for his lips.

 

“You kick me one more time, and I swear I will launch every missile from this jet straight up your ass,” Eric said.

 

“I don't think you'd want to fill out the paperwork, son.”

 

Eric tilted his cap up and saw Captain Howard with his hands on his hips, jaw jutting forward, and a scowl that would cause an Eagle Scout to crap his pants. 

 

Eric shot up from the ground. He smacked his head against the belly of the plane, and his hat fell. He moved his hand hastily to salute, which knocked his sunglasses crooked.

 

“Captain, my apologies, sir. I meant the firing of my missiles in your ass with the utmost respect. Sir.”

 

“At ease, Lieutenant. Walk with me.”

 

The two walked along the deck of the ship. Their boots stepped in unison, a habit from military marches that neither man had outgrown. 

 

“Water, water everywhere, nor any drop to drink,” Howard said.

 

“Yeah, it's hot,” Eric replied.

 

“I heard you had a reputation of being a smartass.”

 

“It's one I'm proud to live up to, sir.”

 

“You're about to be pulled into a briefing for a mission in regard to the president's statement to the American people earlier today. It's not a meeting I will be a part of, as I was relieved of my command twenty minutes ago.”

 

“Sir, I'm sorry to hear that.”

 

“I know you don't give a shit about what happens to me, Lieutenant, but I do know that you give a shit about your country. Remember that.”

 

“I will, sir,” Eric said. 

 

Howard looked out into the massive blue ocean rolling and tossing waves against the iron ship that kept them afloat.

 

“It's going to be a dog fight until the end,” Howard said.

 

Eric hadn't interacted with the captain much, but heard he had a reputation for being a hardass, and when those words left the captain's mouth, it sent chills up the back of his spine. 

 

Eric's pocket buzzed. 

 

“Excuse me, Captain,” Eric said.

 

The number popping up on his phone wasn't one he recognized.

 

“Hello?” Eric said.

 

“Scratch? I mean, Eric?”

 

“I haven't been called that in a long time.”

 

“This is Brooke Fontanne. You were stationed with my husband in Iraq back in '04.”

 

“Fontanne... Fontanne. Wait, Jason Fontanne?”

 

“Yes! That's him.”

 

“I haven't heard from him in a long time. What's that bastard been up to?”

 

When Eric heard the pause after his comment, he realized that whatever answer came next was about to make him feel like a huge asshole. 

 

“He was killed in action last year,” Brooke said.

 

“Brooke, I'm... I'm sorry to hear that.” 

 

It was all he could come up with—a heartfelt “sorry” that she was no doubt tired of hearing. That was one thing the military was really good at: beating a dead horse.

 

“Thank you,” Brooke said.

 

“What can I help you with?”

 

“The last time Jason spoke about you, he said you were training to become a Navy pilot.”

 

“That's right.”

 

“Did you make it?”

 

Eric looked to his left at the massive F-15 jet and adjusted his flight pin.

 

“You could say that,” Eric answered.

 

“I was hoping for a favor.”

 

“Lay it on me.”

 

“I'm trying to get myself and two children out of San Diego and over to North Carolina to stay with my sister.”

 

“I'm not really that kind of pilot, Brooke.”

 

“It's getting bad here, Eric. I'll take anything.”

 

“Look, I have a briefing I need to run to, but once I'm done, I'll see what I can do, but I can't make any promises, okay?”

 

“Thank you, Eric.”

 

“You're welcome.”

 

He stuffed the phone in his pocket and headed inside the ship. So far it'd made for an interesting day. Whatever this debriefing was about that had the captain forced out was sure to add to the excitement.

*** 
For a moment, Brooke let herself believe that things were going to be all right. She didn't like having her future in the hands of someone else, let alone someone she barely knew, but if it got her family out of here, then so be it.

 

 Shouts and screams from downstairs caused Brooke to shift gears. Her feet thudded against the wooden steps as she hurried down. 

 

“Hey, knock it off, you two,” Brooke said.

 

The yelling didn't stop. Brooke let out an exasperated breath and trudged back down the steps. 

 

“Take it back!” Emily said.

 

“You shouldn't have taken them!” John said.

 

“It's not true!”

 

“You know it's true! Don't pretend like it isn't!”

 

“What is going on, you two?” Brooke asked.

 

“John said that I never cared about Dad,” Emily said.

 

Emily’s eyes started tearing up, and the hardened resolve she had showed just moments earlier started to wash away. 

 

“John, why would you say something like that?” Brooke asked.

 

“Because it's true! She said that she took Dad's dog tags to school today. She doesn't deserve to have them. She never cared when he was gone. She never worried what could happen to him. The only time she ever did anything was when he came home,” John said.

 

He was pointing at his sister, his own eyes becoming red. His voice cracked, and his lip quivered.

 

“I missed him every day! I still miss him!” John said.

 

Brooke pulled her son close, and John's shoulders shook as sobs left his body. She held him tight and rocked him back and forth.

 

“I know you miss him, honey. We all do,” Brooke said.

 

Emily wedged herself between the two of them and buried her face in Brooke's hip.

“We're okay. We're going to be okay,” Brooke said.








Chapter 5
Brooke kept Jason’s phone close. She paced the kitchen tile, staring at its home screen, waiting and hoping that Eric would call. The kids were in the living room watching television after making amends with each other. 

 

She had forgotten how hard Jason's passing was on John. He’d never really gone through the grieving process to handle what had happened. He just closed himself off. She knew part of it was hormones, but regardless, it was a lot to handle for a fourteen-year-old. 

 

The phone buzzed in her hand. “Scratch” appeared on the screen, and Brooke brought it to her ear hastily.

 

“Eric?” Brooke asked.

 

“Broo---, yo- --ed to ---t ou-,” Eric said.

 

“What? Eric, I can barely hear you.”

 

“The---- go--- t- -ut every--- -ff.”

 

“Hello? Eric?”

 

The phone beeped in her ear, and the call dropped. She hit recent calls and pressed his name, but it wouldn't ring.

 

Brooke checked the reception bars on her phone. Empty.

 

“Shit,” she said.

 

Brooke rushed outside, her feet sliding in the sand and gravel in the front yard, holding her phone up, searching for any signal she could find.

 

“Come on. Don't do this to me now,” Brooke said.

 

She roamed the yard for ten minutes but found no signal. She collapsed to her knees. Eric’s voice had sounded rushed, loud, nervous. Whatever news he was trying to tell her was bad, but she didn’t have any idea how severe it was.

*** 
Brooke sat on her front porch, lips chapped, phone in hand, making her hundredth attempt to get a hold of either Eric or her sister. And just like the previous ninety-nine tries, it failed. 

 

She dusted the sand off the screen and shoved the phone in her pocket. She tilted her head back on the chair and rubbed her temples. 

 

The sand lingering on her face and the backs of her hands sifted to the ground. She brushed her lips together, feeling the rough skin forming. She picked up the glass of water next to her and drank slowly, savoring the liquid washing over her tongue, bringing a brief moment of relief from the heat before it rushed down the back of her throat. 

 

She wasn't going to hear from Eric or her sister. Even if they tried calling back, there wasn't any signal for them to reach her. There wasn't going to be any more information coming her way. She had to make a decision. 

 

“Hey, Mom!” John said, yelling from inside the house.

 

“Yeah?” Brooke asked.

 

“Something's wrong with the television. It's blank on every channel.”

 

Brooke looked back down at her phone, her brow furrowed. The announcement of martial law, her cell phone not working, the cable down—all of it was leading to something.

 

“Hey, John, do me a favor and check the Internet for me,” Brooke said.

 

“It's not working either,” John said, shouting from the living room.

 

All communications were shut down, a militant state declared, and the government was covering up the information about the Colorado River being dry for weeks. She steadied herself on the arm of the chair, making sure she wouldn’t fall. She felt lightheaded. She closed her eyes, realizing what was happening. 

*** 
Brooke tossed her survival pack in the back of the Land Cruiser. Both John and Emily had similar bags prepared, already loaded inside.

 

“You guys ready?” Brooke asked.

 

Emily trotted out the front door and climbed into the back seat.

 

“I'm ready,” Emily said.

 

“Where's John?” Brooke asked.

 

“I don't know,” Emily said, flipping the pages of a book she had brought with her.

 

Brooke headed back inside. She wanted to get out of here before dark. With martial law now in effect, there would most likely be a curfew, along with roadblocks. She was hoping to miss both.

 

“John?” Brooke yelled.

 

“Coming,” John answered.

 

John came around the corner of the living room holding the American flag that had been given to them when his father died, along with a family picture.

 

“I didn't want to forget Dad,” John said.

 

Brooke's eyes started to water. She walked over to him and wrapped him in a hug. When she let him go, she wiped her eyes and grabbed the picture of her husband out of John's hand. 

 

“Good job, honey,” Brooke said.

 

“How much water are we bringing?” John asked, trying to change the subject.

 

“All of it.”

 

Brooke and John emptied the storage space under the shed. The back of the cruiser sagged a little bit from the extra weight, but they managed to get everything packed. The drive to North Carolina would take four to five days, depending on how much she pushed it and any setbacks they ran into.

 

She knew the extra weight would use more fuel, but if they ran into trouble, the supplies could be the difference between life and death. And in addition to being able to survive, the potable water and supplies they had packed were now the most valuable currency in the Southwest, which could buy her way out of a sticky situation down the road.

 

“Everyone have their sunglasses?” Brooke asked.

 

“Yes,” Emily and John answered.

 

Brooke hopped into the driver’s seat and cranked the engine to life. She clicked her seat belt on and backed out of the driveway.

 

Even though she didn’t think there would be any roadblocks set up until that evening, she decided to take the back roads to the interstate just to play it safe. No reason to call attention to herself with a car loaded down with supplies. 

 

The fuel gauge hovered between three quarters and half a tank. Brooke kicked herself for not filling up earlier. Her NASCAR speed from that morning had drained more fuel than she would have liked. 

 

There was a gas station just before the interstate that she could hit along the way—if it hadn't already been ransacked by looters like the water station.

 

Emily poked her head through the space between her and John's seats.

 

“Mom, when will we get to come back?” Emily asked.

 

The truth was, Brooke didn't think they'd ever come back. John must've felt it too, since he had grabbed his father's flag. But her daughter couldn't sense the finality of it. This was just a trip to go and visit family, a trip that had always warranted a return home.

 

“After staying with Aunt Amy and discovering all the fun things you can do when we get there, you might not even want to come back,” Brooke said.

 

“Fun stuff? Like what?” Emily asked.

 

“Stuff like... well... there's...” Brooke answered.

 

“They actually have lakes where you can swim in North Carolina,” John said.

 

“Really?” Emily asked.

 

“Yeah, and they have more than just water to drink. They have sodas, and juices. It's pretty awesome,” John said.

 

Emily giggled and bounced up and down on the seat. Brooke looked over to her son and mouthed “thank you.” Even through all of the teenage angst, he still had the heart of his father.

 

Traffic was light. She pulled the phone out of her pocket and set it down in the cup holder. Once she made it out of the city, she might be able to pick up a signal somewhere else. 

***
The fuel gauge fell to a quarter of a tank just about four miles before they hit the interstate. They were making good time, but when Brooke pulled the cruiser onto Seventy-Seventh Street, which would take her right to the interstate, her foot found the brake and slowly pressed down.

 

The kids looked up from playing games on their phones, and the three of them saw the line of cars gridlocked on the interstate ahead, most of which were being turned back. Brooke rolled her window down, flagging a truck returning from the roadblock. 

 

“What's going on up there?” Brooke asked.

 

The gentleman behind the wheel of the rusty truck had a greasy face and wore a baseball cap tilted low over his forehead. He kept one hand on the wheel as he leaned out his window.

 

“Police blocked it off. They're not letting anyone out of the city. They just told us to go home and that help would be coming soon,” he said.

 

“Thanks.”

 

Brooke rolled up her window, and the truck continued on its way.

 

“Should we just go home?” John asked. “Maybe help really is coming.”

 

Brooke knew that was a lie. All of it was just talk filled with empty promises to give the government time to do whatever it was planning on doing. 

 

“Hand me the map out of the glove box, John,” Brooke said.

 

She unfolded the map onto the dash. If I-8 was blocked, then it was safe to assume that all other major highways were going to be blocked as well. That meant there were only two other ways out. The first was to fly, which wasn't an available alternative, and the other was to chance the desert. 

 

Brooke ran her finger along the Mojave Desert. There were some old solar cell fields just before the desert began. Her company kept a relay station there for any repairs that needed to be done. Before it had been shut down, she knew it had had a fuel station and other emergency supplies in case anything ever happened when someone was working out there. 

 

If the authorities were blocking traffic, then they were also going to be watching the gas stations. Brooke would bet her last gallon of water that they weren’t going to let anyone fuel up without special permission. 

 

She checked her fuel gauge one more time. The cruiser would get about thirteen MPG on desert terrain. There were probably five to six gallons left, giving her between sixty-five and seventy-eight miles to make the eighty-mile trek to the station. 

 

It was risky. There was no guarantee they'd make it, and even if they did, someone else might have already picked over the supplies at the station. The place had been abandoned for months. 

 

But she knew her cruiser could handle terrain that most other vehicles couldn't, and she knew the police wouldn't waste resources stationing officers in the middle of the desert. 

 

Brooke put the cruiser in reverse and turned around. She switched to four-wheel drive and rolled onto the desert sand. 








Chapter 6
The congressmen and congresswomen moved awkwardly, trying to maneuver through the tiny office. The fine cloth of expensive suits brushed against one another, the air heavy and thick from the number of bodies in the room. Daniel hid in the back corner, his hands fumbling over one another, watching the grimaces on the faces of his fellow politicians. He'd never seen people so eager to hear the words of one man and simultaneously wishing they had never been summoned to listen. 

 

Whenever a pair of eyes found Daniel, he would watch the person who spotted him whisper in the ear of their neighbor, who would then look his way. His attempts to remain secluded failed with every head turned in his direction.

 

Everyone knew about his professional connection with Jones and the position of his state. Once Smith had said his piece, everyone would be looking to hear what he would say. And right now, he didn't have an answer.  

 

The room parted as Smith's office doors creaked open and he walked inside. He patted shoulders and shook hands along the path to his desk, where he used a chair to assist in his climb to stand above the crowd.

 

“Congressmen, Congresswomen, thank you for coming on such short notice,” Smith said.

 

The room went silent. Smith seemed to look at each of them individually and as a group all at once. The tension from Smith's audience was uncomfortable and anxious. Daniel knew that if Smith didn't say something worthwhile, the room would empty faster than a gallon of water in New Mexico.

 

“You all know why I've called you here. Jones's bill cannot pass,” Smith said.

 

“And how do you propose we stop it?” Congressman Edwards said. “Jones has the ear of the president and the Senate.”

 

“He's also the chairman of the resources committee, which controls funds to all states in regard to water, food, and fuel,” another voice added.

 

The apprehension spread like a virus. Mumbles and grunts followed each lamentation. Smith extended his arms out across the crowd, trying to regain control.

 

“Everyone, please. All of us are well aware of Congressman Jones's affiliations. He may have the ear of the president and pull in the Senate, but he does not control the voice of Congress. The people do,” Smith said.

 

Smith paused, letting his words resonate within the bodies surrounding him. Daniel inched forward absentmindedly. His arms unfolded, and he could feel the rest of the room shift forward with him. 

 

“Every single man and woman in this room took an oath. All of us were sworn to support and defend the Constitution of these United States. The moment that bill passes is the moment that we fail not just the people we represent but the entire country,” Smith continued.

 

Every single man and woman in this room also wanted to achieve their reelection next term. All of them had played the game, including Daniel. They were all borrowing time, greasing wheels and shaking hands with one hand while they hid a knife behind their backs with the other one. The ends justified the means. 

 

“The bill won’t disappear unless we have something that can replace it,” Edwards said. 

 

“I know,” Smith said. “And that's why I propose we resubmit bill H.R. 285016.”

 

Daniel closed his eyes, listening to coughs and snorts. He had been foolish to think Smith would have something that could really work. Smith had just thrown up a Hail Mary pass, and Daniel knew he would come up short. 

 

“It didn't work three years ago, so why would you think it would work now?” Edwards said. “Jones dragged that bill through the mud. Even if we were able to pass it, the American people would lynch us for doing it.”

 

“The legislation is solid. And if the American people do not understand the difference between a bill of life and a bill of death, then we have far greater problems than Jones. The allegations against the bill were false, everyone knows that. Jones used fear to block it the first time; we can’t let him use that again.”

 

Smith looked to Daniel, and Daniel's eyes immediately found the tops of his shoes. He could feel Smith's gaze drilling into him. He cursed himself for showing up. The brief moment of courage that had propelled him to attend the meeting dissipated into the room. 

 

“What does our representative from North Carolina have to say on the issue?” Edwards said.

 

Daniel could hear the shift of shoes sliding on carpet and bodies thumping into each other as everyone turned to him. When he looked up, the eyes staring back at him were a mixture of pain, helplessness, and fear. He hated the clinging neediness of their glare, wishing for someone to save them from having to decide on their own. 

 

Daniel cleared his throat and adjusted his tie, which felt like it was strangling him. He could feel the heat from inside his suit boil his skin. His next words would impact millions of people, including the three he loved the most.  

 

“It's obviously a very delicate issue. I think that we all want to drive toward a solution that's best not just for the individual but for the entire country,” Daniel said.

 

The faces looking at Daniel slowly turned away. They all knew what his noncommittal political response meant. If he wasn't voting for Smith's bill, he was voting for Jones's bill.

 

Daniel's eyes caught Smith's for only a moment, but it was enough to have the sour pit in his stomach return. Smith didn't wear a look of anger or fear but one of disappointment. The one man who could help him sway opinion had failed to deliver. 

 

While the rest of the room focused their attention back to Smith, Daniel fidgeted in the corner, a war raging inside him, one side compelling him to speak up and the other begging him to stay quiet. The voice pushing him forward, encouraging him to stand tall, was that of his wife. He could hear her voice, drowning out the fear and apprehension washing over him. 

 

“I vote no,” Daniel said.

 

The words came out as a whisper, unable to break the barrier of conversations booming in the room.

 

“I vote no,” Daniel repeated.

 

This time the words came out firm, loud. Daniel tilted his head up, looking immediately to Smith, who had the upward curve of a smile on his face. 

 

“You're really going to vote against it?” Edwards asked, his eyebrow raised skeptically. 

 

“I am. Congressman Smith is right. Jones's bill will destroy this country. We can't let that happen,” Daniel said. “We need to vote it down.”

 

Daniel's spine straightened. He could feel himself stretching above his peers. The mood of the room shifted. The representatives whispered among themselves, deciding whether it was safe to speak up. 

 

“Congressman Hunter is with us. Who else?” Smith asked.

 

The room remained silent. Maybe Daniel was wrong. Even with both him and Smith leading the charge, it still might not be enough to remove Jones' talons from the rest of them. 

 

“Hell. I'll vote no,” Edwards said.

 

The first drop of hope hit the pavement. Then, with every other congressman and congresswoman who said she or he would stand with Smith, the downpour began to wash over the rest of them. 

 

A few of the congressmen slithered out, afraid of letting any evidence that they had been in the room with such people linger on their persons.

 

The lines were now set. There were those that opposed Jones's bill and those that supported it. Daniel just hoped that everyone's resolve would remain until the actual vote was upon them. 

 

Smith stepped down from his desk and began shaking the hands of everyone who had stayed. Daniel received similar handshakes and eager smiles from colleagues thanking him for being the first to stand up.

 

Afterward, once the room had emptied, leaving only Daniel and Smith, Smith wrapped him in a hug. Smith was only twelve years older than Daniel, but Daniel could sense the fatherly touch in Smith’s embrace.

 

“Thank you, Congressman,” Smith said.

 

“You think we'll have enough votes to stop it?” Daniel asked.

 

“Hard to say. It's going to be close. If some of the people who left without answering come to our side of the aisle, then we might have a chance.”

 

“Right.”

 

With the room cleared of thanks and nods of admiration, the brief moment of courage that had propelled Daniel forward began to fade. They had a lot of work ahead of them and a very short time to accomplish it.

*** 
Daniel and Smith combined their staffs to rework Bill H.R. 285016. The vote for Jones’ bill was in less than two hours. 

 

Beth was hounding the staff, driving them forward like the handler of a dog sled, pushing the interns past their own capabilities.

 

The plan was to have Smith speak before the vote to propose his bill. If H.R. 285016 could pass, then they knew Jones's bill would get downvoted. This bill would be the light in the darkness for everyone to rally behind.

 

“Do you still have the research from the chemicals?” Daniel asked.

 

“Yes, it should be in our files somewhere. Why?” Smith asked.

 

“What's the biggest reason the bill didn't pass last time?” 

 

“Jones introduced some very questionable evidence that the purification process caused cancer and health concerns. I had dozens of scientists debunk it, but it was no use. Once everyone heard the ‘c’ word, it was over.”

 

“People didn't understand the science. It was too wordy. We need to take that research and break it down, make it easier to understand. Then we print those few pages out and give them to the representatives. I think it'll help the confidence level when everyone votes.”

 

“It's smart,” Beth said. “We could give those FBI lab techs a call and have them work something up. They did a good job explaining it to you.”

 

“Make it happen,” Smith said.

 

Beth smacked one of the staff members on the shoulder, barking at him to dial a number. Smith pulled Daniel aside and out of the conference room. He closed his office doors, giving the two of them time to talk in quiet.

 

“Can I get you anything to drink, Daniel?” Smith asked.

 

“No, thank you. I'm fine.”

 

Smith gestured to the chairs circling a small oval table. Daniel leaned back, letting the soft cushions ease the tension of his neck and back. 

 

“I can't thank you enough for what you did today,” Smith said.

 

“You made a very compelling speech,” Daniel said.

 

“I've been known to have a few well-placed words come together every now and then, but even I knew that it was a long shot. It would have taken more than just me to change your mind. So what was it?”

 

“I reversed it. I thought that if it were my family in the Southwest, how would I want my congressman to vote? I would be furious if Jones's bill passed.”

 

“Well, that decision just started the process of saving the lives of millions of people.”

 

“Truth is, I was just thinking of three.”

 

“Your family will be okay, Daniel. I know the ties you have with Jones. I'll make sure nothing happens to them.”

 

“Thank you.”

 

Daniel wasn't sure if Smith would be able to make good on that promise, but it was one he let himself believe. Doubt was a commodity he couldn't afford right now.

*** 
“We have a problem,” Beth said.

 

Both Daniel and Smith were on their way out the door when Beth stopped them. 

 

“What is it?” Smith asked.

 

“We have the bill ready, but I went to check the patent office for the purification process just to make sure we had everything covered in the new bill.”

 

“And?” Daniel asked.

 

“It's gone.”

 

“What?” Smith asked.

 

“There isn't even a record of it being on file. No documents, no financial trail, nothing. It's like it was never there.”

 

“That's impossible,” Daniel said.

 

“Not if Jones knew someone in the patent office,” Smith replied.

 

“If Jones had something to do with the disappearance of the patent, then this bill will be a bluff that he'll call in front of everyone in Congress. We'll lose this fight before it begins,” Daniel said.

 

“What about the inventor? Do we still have his information?” Smith asked.

 

“The number's disconnected, and he's no longer at the address we have listed,” Beth answered. 

 

“Track him down. Text me on my cell when you find him,” Smith said.








Chapter 7 
The Land Cruiser's engine whined, straining to climb the thick sand hill. Brooke shifted gears, giving it some gas.

 

“C'mon, baby,” Brooke whispered.

 

The SUV peeked over the top of the hill, and as it rolled downhill, Brooke downshifted. 

 

Brooke checked the compass on the dash, making sure they were still on course. Her eyes moved from the compass to the fuel gauge. The short orange line teetered on the large “E.” They were averaging forty miles per hour and had been traveling for roughly an hour and a half. They were close. All she needed was to push it just a little farther.

 

Sand splashed across the windshield from a burst of wind. The grains scraped the glass and paint of the vehicle. The sun beating down, even in the protection of the cruiser, was incredibly intense. Brooke kept the A/C on low to avoid overheating the engine. The temperature outside read one hundred and ten.

 

In the distance, she could see the shimmer of the old solar cells. 

 

“We're almost there,” Brooke said.

 

The engine coughed, causing all of them to jerk forward from the sudden stop in acceleration. The cruiser continued to struggle, inching forward in brief bursts of speed before slowing to a crawl. 

 

“No,” Brooke whispered.

 

The fuel gauge hit its final resting place at the bottom of the massive “E.” Brooke pressed her foot down on the gas defiantly, trying to will the cruiser forward. But the steering wheel stiffened as the car gave its last push. They rolled a few more feet in the sand, but the cruiser didn't have anything left to give. 

 

“What happened?” Emily asked.

 

“We're out of gas,” Brooke said.

 

“Are we close?” John asked.

 

Brooke pointed straight ahead to the shimmering in the distance she had seen moments ago.

 

“You see that?” Brooke asked. “That's where the solar station is.”

 

It was easily a four-to five-mile hike. Not something she thought her daughter could make, especially in this heat. And she couldn't leave Emily here alone. John would have to stay with her.

 

“I'll hike there and bring the fuel back,” Brooke said.

 

“You're going there alone?” John asked.

 

“You and your sister will stay here with the car and supplies. I shouldn't be more than a couple of hours.”

 

Brooke opened her door and stomped through the sand to the back of the cruiser to grab her pack. She dumped out only what she needed for the trip there and back. A few pieces of food, some water, and simple first aid supplies. It was dangerous not taking at least twenty-four hours of supplies with her, but she knew the fuel would be heavy on the way back, and she didn't want to add to the burden. She zipped up the main compartment of her pack, and John edged around the corner of the car. 

 

“Mom, it's a long walk,” John said.

 

“You need to stay here and look after your sister.”

 

Brooke pulled the 9mm Ruger LCR double action revolver out of her waistband and handed it to her son. He held it awkwardly. She walked around behind him and adjusted his grip. 

 

“Thumbs over thumbs. Don't place your finger on the trigger until you're ready to shoot. And when you do shoot, you want to squeeze the trigger, don't pull it,” Brooke said. “I don't think you'll run into any troublemakers out here, but I want you to have it just in case. If I'm not back by sundown, then something's wrong. I want you to wait here until tomorrow morning, then take your sister to the relay station, but come at it from the north.”

 

“Mom,” John said.

 

“It'll be a little bit of a longer walk, but you'll be in a better position to scout any trouble. There used to be a satellite phone there. Try and find it and call Aunt Amy. Let her know where you are.”

 

“Mom.”

 

“She'll try and get somebody to come and get you. I know she will. You'll have enough water and food to last you the week.”

 

“Let me go with you. I can help.”

 

“Your help is needed right here. Our lives depend on what's in this car. Without it, we're in serious trouble.”

 

Brooke kissed him on the forehead, receiving a mixture of sweat and sand on her lips. She wrapped Emily in a hug and told the two of them to watch out for each other. Brooke swathed her head in a shemagh, protecting her face from the sun and sand. The cloth combined with her sunglasses covered her entire head. She adjusted the straps on her back, making sure they were snug to reduce chafing, and began the long, hot trudge to the station.

*** 
Despite the sun lowering behind her, it was still brutally hot. Brooke's skin felt like it was melting under her clothes. But even with the heat, she was making good time. The long days working on solar cells had allowed her body to adjust to the high temperatures. Even though it was unpleasant, it was still bearable. She was mindful to not use more than half her water on the way there. 

 

Brooke walked through the fields of solar panels, most of which were peeling and corroded from neglect. The engineering feat that surrounded her had once powered cities, towns, and suburbs when the water from the Colorado Basin flowed freely down from the Rockies before the shortages. Everything seemed to have snowballed over the past six years.

 

When Congress started restricting the water supply, it impacted businesses, which hurt the economy, which drove people out of the area, which meant fewer buildings to power, which meant fewer solar cells to maintain and install.

 

Brooke's engineering firm had been laying people off every year for the past three years. She had managed to stay on board only because she was the best engineer in her division. She could do the work of four individuals in half the time. 

 

She loved her job. The idea of being able to harness the power of the sun above them for their own personal uses gave her purpose. The solar cells she helped design and make came from the power of her mind and were put into use by the efficiency of her hands. She could feel her heart ache as she walked through the graveyard around her. 

 

The main building was just up ahead. She crouched low, hiding behind one of the cells, and scanned the perimeter. She looked for any signs that someone was already there, but it looked vacant. 

 

The door was locked, which she expected, but she knew there was a tool shed around back with a very flimsy door.

 

Brooke's heel pounded into the door, sending vibration into both her body and the rest of the shed. On the third try, it finally cracked open. Shovels, rakes, wrenches, and hammers all rattled at the abruptness of her entrance. She found a crowbar in the belly of an old wheelbarrow and made her way back to the main building.

 

Brooke jammed the thin, wedge-shaped end of the crowbar between the door and the frame. Her muscles strained, pulling the stiff piece of iron backward. The wood splintered and cracked from the pressure Brooke applied. Finally, the door burst open, sending broken pieces of wood hurtling through the air.

 

A burst of heat greeted her upon entrance. Months of inactivity had turned the building into a hotbox. Brooke's boot prints cut a trail through the sand and dust covering the concrete floor. 

 

The first room she walked through was the main office. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she recognized the familiar shapes of desks lining the walls. All of the computers had been taken, but the furniture remained. 

 

Brooke continued to the back of the station, her hands outstretched, feeling her way through the darkness. The storage room was in the very back and housed the circuit box. While the solar cells outside were in bad shape, they should still be able to produce enough power to get the station back up and running.

 

Her fingers fumbled over the hot metal of the circuit box until they found the handle. She pulled it open and flicked the breakers on.

 

The lights came on, and the vents puffed dust as air burst through them for the first time in months. She snatched the fuel key, which still hung next to the supervisor's station, and made her way out to the fuel tank, grabbing an empty gas can along the way. 

 

The fuel tank rested on the side of the station. She pulled the nozzle from the hatch and stuck the key into the lock, which granted her access to the diesel inside the long, rusted cylinder that would provide her with the fuel to get out of this hell hole.

 

Brooke closed her eyes, took a breath, and squeezed the trigger on the pump. The fuel tank gurgled, and after a few seconds, she could hear the splash of diesel fuel filling the can. She let out a sigh, relieved the tank still had some left. 

 

Just before the diesel reached the rim, Brooke removed her finger from the pump's trigger. She screwed the cap on and headed back inside, leaving the filled can outside. 

 

Brooke searched for the satellite phone, pulling open the drawers of filing cabinets, rifling through what had been left behind. She turned the place upside down, but she couldn't find it. The company must have collected it along with the computers when it shut the station down. 

 

The gas can was right where Brooke had left it as she rewrapped her shemagh, struggling to tie it in the gusty desert wind. She picked up the filled gas can and started the long walk back to the cruiser, smiling underneath the scarf at the fact that things were starting to go their way. 

*** 
All of the doors to the cruiser were open. It was Emily and John's attempt to let the heat escape and give any breeze that might come their way a chance to cool them. The breezes did come, but they were blasts of oven heat instead of the cool, refreshing gusts the siblings were hoping for. 

 

Emily lay completely flat on her back across the rear seats. Her hands were neatly folded over her stomach as she stared at the roof of the cruiser. 

 

John sat with the front passenger seat reclined while his feet rested on the dash. He had to remove them after a few minutes, though, as the windshield acted like a magnifying glass for the sun, heating his feet to the point of melting.   

 

John's watched beeped, signaling for them to drink. It went off every fifteen minutes to ensure they didn't become dehydrated. He brought the bottle to his lips and counted to ten, then extended it to Emily in the back seat, where it lingered in the air.

 

“Em, you have to drink,” John said. 

 

“I'm not thirsty,” Emily said.

 

“That's because you're staying hydrated. When you start to feel thirsty, it means that your body is already dehydrated. Mom wants us to drink, so take it.”

 

Emily propped herself up on her elbows and grabbed the bottle. She slurped for ten seconds and handed the container back to John. She flopped her head down, and it bounced against the cushioned seats, her hair falling over her face in the process.

 

“Let's play a game,” Emily said, brushing the hair out of her eyes.

 

John kept his eyes closed, barely moving his mouth when he spoke, hoping to exemplify his false excitement about not wanting to play.

 

“What do you want to play?” John asked.

 

“How about 'I spy'?”

 

“Okay.”

 

“You go first.”

 

“I spy something brown.”

 

“No, you have to start with 'I spy with my little eye.'”

 

“Fine. I spy with my little eye something brown.”

 

Emily got up, scanning around, then frowning once she realized what it was.

 

“Sand?” she asked.

 

“Yup. Your turn,” John said, still keeping his eyes closed. 

 

Emily looked around, attempting to locate something more colorful. What she couldn't see was the bark scorpion that had crawled its way into the back seat through the open doors.

 

The scorpion's pincers clicked together, and the stinger curled up and around its back. The eight legs scurried across the cloth seats.

 

“I spyyyyyy with myyy little eyyyyyye,” Emily said.

 

The cuffs of Emily's jeans were pulled up, exposing the flesh between where the jeans’ protection ended and her sock began. The scorpion crawled up the sole of her shoe and onto her ankle.

 

Emily felt the tickle of the scorpion's legs, and when she brought her hand down to scratch it, the scorpion jammed its venomous stinger into the puffy flesh between her thumb and index finger. 








Chapter 8
The gas can in Brooke's right hand hovered inches from the ground, pulling her down. She moved the can to her left hand, giving her right arm some rest. The thirty-five-pound, five-gallon drum felt like it weighed one hundred pounds the closer she moved to the cruiser.

 

After another fifteen minutes of walking, she felt the handle slip from her fingers. The can hit the sand and Brooke soon followed, collapsing to her knees. She pulled her backpack off and dug through the main compartment. She pulled out her water bottle. 

 

The remaining liquid sloshed around at the bottom of the container. She pulled the cap off and tilted the bottle back, draining the rest of her supply. 

 

Brooke gasped after drinking the liquid and her hand holding the bottle dropped to the sand. She looked behind her. The relay station was firmly in the distance. She had followed her own tracks back, and she knew the cruiser had to be close. She put the cap back on the container and shoved it into her pack. 

 

Brooke pushed herself off the sand, picked up the gas can, and continued her march to the cruiser. A hot blast of wind caused her to wobble, almost knocking her over. She steadied herself, bracing for another gust that was sure to come. 

 

But instead of another hot gust of wind, something else made its way through the desert air. Brooke could hear something in the distance. She stopped walking, trying to listen for it again. The sound was faint, but she could hear the distinct sound of a child screaming. Her child.

 

The rush of adrenaline gave her a burst of energy, driving her forward. She could see the reflection of the sun hitting the cruiser's window.

 

“John!” Brooke said.

 

“Hurry!” John replied.

 

Five yards from the car, Brooke dropped the gas can and ran to the rear passenger-side door, where John was standing, mopping Emily's forehead with a damp rag.

 

“What happened?” Brooke asked.

 

“She said something stung her,” John replied.

 

“An ant, scorpion, spider? What was it?”

 

“She didn't say. After she was bit, she started to feel lightheaded, and her speech became slurred. She collapsed on the back seat, and that's when I started yelling.”

 

Brooke cupped Emily's face in her hands. Her daughter wheezed, struggling for breath. 

 

“Em, can you hear me? Em?” Brooke asked.

 

Emily didn't respond. Her eyes rolled aimlessly, never focusing on one thing.

 

Brooke sprinted back for the gas can. She carried it back over her head in both hands so she could run faster. She ripped the gas cap off and dumped the diesel into the cruiser's tank. 

 

“What are we going to do?” John asked.

 

“There's a first aid kit at the relay station. Inside, there should be a scorpion antidote that we can give her,” Brooke said.

 

“But what if it wasn't a scorpion that stung her?”


“We'll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

 

The last few drops of gas emptied into the cruiser, and Brooke tossed the empty can into the back with the rest of her gear. 

 

John climbed into the back seat with his sister, holding her steady while the cruiser bounced along the desert dunes and brush, kicking up sand behind them.

 

It took them only ten minutes to get to the station by car. Brooke wove in and out of the solar cells, narrowly missing a few that could have wiped them out. She slammed on the brakes, and the cruiser slid forward a few feet through the sand, stopping them right in front of the station's entrance. Brooke ran around to the back and picked Emily up in her arms.

 

The lights were still on, which was a good sign that the solar cells were retaining energy. Brooke pointed to one of the desks in the main room.

 

“John, clear off that table,” Brooke said.

 

In one sweeping motion, John knocked all of the random items off the desk, and they clanged to the floor. Brooke gently set Emily down and ran for the first aid kit she had seen in the back.

 

“Keep an eye on her,” Brooke said.

 

Brooke flipped the latches open on the first aid kit and sifted through the contents. She pushed aside bandages, creams, and pills until she pulled out the tube of liquid holding the scorpion antivenom. She poured it into a syringe, sprinting back to Emily.

 

“Roll up her sleeve,” Brooke said.

 

John slid Emily’s sleeve all the way up to her shoulder, and Brooke pierced her daughter's skin with the end of the needle. She pressed down on the syringe, and the medicine entered her daughter's bloodstream.

 

“Is it working?” John asked.

 

“It'll take some time,” Brooke answered.

 

Emily's breathing continued to be labored. Brooke placed the back of her hand on her daughter's forehead. 

 

“She's burning up,” Brooke said. “John, go grab some water out of the cruiser.”

 

John disappeared in a flash, and Brooke bent down and kissed her daughter's head, stroking her hair. She hoped and prayed that it was a scorpion that had stung Emily. If it was something else, she wasn't sure the antidote would work. 

 

Brooke picked up her daughter's hand, holding it gently between both of her own. John returned, holding a one-gallon water jug in each hand. 

 

“There's a compress in the first aid kit in the back. Fill it with water and bring it over to me,” Brooke said.

 

John nodded. She knew that her son felt guilty about what had happened. As much as he argued with his sister, he still loved her. Brooke knew that keeping him busy was the best way to keep his mind from wandering down paths of distress and blame. 

 

“Here you go,” John said, extending the compress to her.

 

Brooke felt it; it wasn't nearly cold enough to do any good. The water was already hot from the sun beating down on it all afternoon. 

 

“We need to cool it down. There was a break room somewhere in here with a fridge. I don't know if they took it with them when they left. See if you can find it,” Brooke said.

 

“Okay,” John replied.

 

The temperature in the building felt like it was going down. The AC was definitely kicking in, which was helpful for her daughter's current condition. 

 

Emily's muscles spasmed. Her head rocked back and forth on the table. The venom was wreaking havoc on her daughter’s nervous system. It was doing its best to shut her major vital systems down until Emily's heart was too weak to keep beating. 

 

“Stay with me,” Brooke said.

*** 
The refrigerator hummed loudly, and John tossed the compress inside. He went back to his mother, who was still bent over Emily.

 

“Found it,” John said.

 

“Good. Why don't you go and grab our gear out of the cruiser?” Brooke asked. 

 

“Even the water?”

 

“Just bring in one more gallon. If we have to get out of here in a hurry, I don't want us to have to worry about loading everything back up.”

 

John's shoes sank in the sand as he trudged to the cruiser and opened the rear hatch. Sand fell from the hatch door like a waterfall, dumping the hot granules over the tops of his shoes. 

 

He placed the gear down inside the station and walked back over to his mom. 

 

“Now what?” John asked.

 

“We wait and see,” Brooke said, not looking at him.

 

“How long will it take?”

 

“I don't know.”

 

“Can I do anything else?”

 

John's voice was soft and an octave higher than usual. The pit of his stomach churned, feeling like it was going to turn inside out. He clutched his belly and stared back down at the sand still lingering on his shoes.

 

“I'm sorry,” John said.

 

“John, this wasn't your fault.”

 

“I should have been paying more attention.”

 

“John.”

 

“I could have warned her if I'd seen it.”

 

“John.”

 

He felt his mother's warm, rough hands cup his face and pull his head up. 

 

“I need you to listen to me. This. Is not your fault. Okay?”

 

John nodded.

 

“This was a freak accident. Nothing more.”

 

“Okay.”

 

“Now, I need you to watch your sister. Wait a little bit longer before you take the compress out and then keep it on Emily’s forehead. If she wakes up, come and get me”

 

“Where are you going?”

 

“To try and make a call.”

*** 
The nozzle from the fuel pump clicked to a stop, signaling the cruiser's tank was full. The gas couldn't have been more than a few months old, but she could have been wrong. If the gas was bad, then it would do more harm than good, but it was all she had at the moment. 

 

The cruiser's engine seemed to run smoothly enough as she drove the vehicle back to the entrance of the station. She peeked inside, checking on Emily before heading around to the rear of the building.

 

Since she couldn't find the satellite phone, she would have to find another way to get ahold of her sister. While she didn't mind making the trek across the rest of the desert without any communications, it would ease her worry if she knew what the hell was going on out there.

 

Brooke's mind kept going back to the phone call from Eric. She had heard the distress in his voice. She wished she knew what he was saying. She wished she could get in touch with her sister. She wished her daughter wasn't fighting for her life. But the world didn't grant wishes. It only granted action, and right now, she had to find her own answers. 

 

Next to the tool shed was an old radio post her company had installed when it was building the place. She knew that the equipment hadn't been used in years, and she had no idea if it would work or if the equipment would even still be there. 

 

Brooke still had the crowbar from earlier, but she didn't need it. The door to the radio post wasn't even locked.

 

“Dammit,” Brooke said.

 

The place had been cleaned out. She doubted the company had come to collect the outdated radios, so it must have been scavenged by whoever had roamed over here in the past few months. 

 

The cabinets creaked as Brooke went through them, trying to find anything useful. After taking inventory, she did manage to find an old handheld radio, which didn't turn on, a circuit board tool kit, and a few empty containers she could use for carrying extra fuel. Whoever had robbed the place must not have had any knowledge of what was valuable. The circuit board tool kit was well into the thousand-dollar price range.

 

It was not exactly what she was looking for, but the radio might be fixable once she cracked it open and had a look. It wouldn't get much range, but she might be able to listen in on any police broadcasts that were nearby.

*** 
The radio was in pieces and Brooke was hunched over on the floor trying to figure out which of the components had gone bad. Emily was sound asleep next to her under the cushion of a sleeping bag, but her arms and legs still twitched, still fighting the scorpion venom coursing through her tiny frame. 

 

John hadn't left Emily’s side the entire time she was recovering. In fact, Brooke hadn't even seen him take his eyes off Emily since she had charged him with watching her. 


A smile crept onto her face. Her favorite moments of her children were when they were together. It made her feel whole, full. It had been her husband's favorite sight, too. When they were younger, Jason would just sit in the kitchen, looking out into the living room, watching them play. She knew he reveled in those moments. It gave him something to hold onto while he was away. 


Brooke hadn’t fully understood that until right then. That force that drove someone forward was different for everyone, but the moment her children had been born was the moment they became her driving force. She had done and would do whatever was necessary to keep the both of them alive. That was the constant in her life. 

 

God help anything or anyone that tried to hurt them.








Chapter 9
Jones sat outside the Oval Office, waiting to speak with the president. He smiled politely at the staff, and they returned more hesitant grins. He'd been waiting for this moment for a very long time. It was a delicate network he had created, but one that he had complete control over. He knew people disliked him, but he didn't care. 

 

When he had been a young boy, he was always very sick, so he spent most of his time by himself in his room, reading books. His favorites had been those of the political figures of the past. He admired the way they could sway people with their words.

 

Throughout high school, he had developed his talents for speech on the debate team. He channeled all of the pain from the jokes people made at his expense into the ordered forum in which people were forced to listen to him.

 

Now, years later, he had the ear of the most powerful man in the world. He was the one who helped the president gain favor with both the House and the Senate. He pulled the strings in this administration, and he delighted in the knowledge that he could end it all with the snap of his fingers.

 

People feared him, but that was the way he liked it. He had no need for friendships or likeability, at least not within the walls of government. The only face of gratitude he was forced to keep was for the public. 

 

That was the one moment he detested more than all the rest. If it were up to him, he would take the people out of the decision-making process. This bill would be the first step toward that. The public didn't care about the matters in Congress. They were all too worried about making sure their own tiny wants and desires were satisfied. Soon their worlds wouldn't matter anyway.

 

“Congressman Jones, the president will see you now,” the office aide said.

 

“Thank you.”

***  
The president flipped through the congressman's bill. He made it to the last page and looked to his advisers.

 

“Do you really think this is the best course of action?” the president said.

 

Joining Jones with the president were his chiefs of staff and the vice president. 

 

“It's radical, Mr. President, but this will save the rest of the country,” one of the generals said.

 

“The army has already been mobilized to the new border, and we've begun removing what resources we had on the west coast,” another general echoed.

 

“Congressman Jones has already spoken to the local police commissioners and sheriffs. He's secured their cooperation with agreements for their extraction and a new position in the Northeast,” Vice President Johnson said.

 

“Is this true, Raymond?” the president asked.

 

“Yes, Mr. President. The process started weeks ago,” Jones answered.

 

“That's not exactly legal, Congressman,” the president said.

 

“What's best for the country is always legal, sir,” Jones replied.

 

The president gave a weary nod. He rose from the chair, and the rest of the room followed suit. He walked to the window.

 

“You’re confident the bill will pass in both the House and Senate?” the president asked.

 

“It will,” Jones answered.

 

“And Colorado will remain with us.”

 

“Yes, Mr. President.”

 

“The martial law sanctions in Colorado were just for show, Mr. President,” one of the joint chiefs said. “NORAD will still be within our borders.

 

The president turned around and leaned forward on the desk. He pointed his index finger into the pages of the bill resting on top of it.

 

“If this fails, we won't just have a water crisis on our hands, we'll have another civil war to worry about. Make sure that doesn't happen,” the president said.

 

“I won't let you down, sir.”

*** 
When Jones made it back to his office, his chief of staff followed him to his chambers and closed the door behind them.

 

“We may have a problem,” Ken said.

 

“What is it now?” Jones asked. “The vote is in less than thirty minutes.”

 

Ken only had thin wisps of hair left on his head. Jones didn't know why he kept them. They made him look far beyond his age, which was already old.

 

“Smith met with a large number of congressmen earlier this afternoon, trying to sway their decision,” Ken said.

 

“With whom?” 

 

“I heard he was able to get Congressman Hunter from North Carolina on board,” Ken answered.

 

The muscle in Jones's jaw flexed. He clenched his teeth and closed his eyes, trying to control his breathing. 

 

“I want a list of every person he met with. I don't care what you have to do to get it,” Jones said, picking up the phone on his desk. “Cindy, bring me the files on Congressman Hunter.”

*** 
Daniel flipped through the pages of the bill with Smith. Both of their staff members were anxiously waiting for them to say anything.

 

Smith tossed the pages onto the conference room table, and they slid across the glossy surface. Daniel closed the last page and rested the bill in his lap.

 

“Good work,” Smith said.

 

The entire staff exhaled simultaneously, and Daniel started clapping, with Smith and everyone else joining in. Jake checked his phone and tapped Smith on the shoulder.

 

“It's time,” Jake said.

 

Daniel and Smith rose from their seats, and the two of them walked down the hallway together. Smith clutched the bill in his hand and patted Daniel on the shoulder.

 

“You ready?” Smith asked.

 

The sour pit in Daniel's stomach was turning into a hurricane. He could feel beads of sweat forming in his armpits. His left hand shook, but he rubbed the wedding band on his finger to disguise it.

 

“I hope so,” Daniel answered.

 

The capitol was buzzing. All four hundred thirty-five representatives were present. There was an uneasy foreboding in the air. Everyone knew the true meaning of Jones's bill, but each seemed to be afraid to acknowledge it.

 

Congressmen and congresswomen formed small groups, talking about anything except the vote. Slack-jawed looks, harsh snorts, and nervous laughter filled the hall. 

 

Daniel and Smith separated once they made it inside, both finding their seats. Once they entered, all eyes were on them. A quiet wave of everyone mouthing their names rippled through the room. The hair on Daniel's neck stood up when he felt the needle-sharp grip of Jones's fingers on his shoulder.

 

“Hello, Congressman Hunter,” Jones said.

 

Daniel tried to turn and stand, but he felt the force of Jones's hand keeping him down. All he could do was turn around to look up at the well-preserved face scowling at him.

 

“Congressman Jones, how are you?” Daniel asked.

 

“I'm well. Looking forward to the vote and how it turns out,” Jones replied.

 

Daniel searched for the resolve that he had found earlier in the day at Smith's office, but it was harder to find in his present company.

 

“I heard you had a meeting earlier today with Congressman Smith. How did that go?” Jones asked.

 

“You know Smith, all big words and fancy speeches,” Daniel said.

 

“Of course. And what were these big speeches about?” 

 

The dryness of Daniel's throat became unbearable. He reached for the glass of water on his desk, gulping it down, some overflowing out of the corner of his mouth. He brushed his coat sleeve over his lips, wiping away the lingering droplets.

 

“I don't think it's a secret that Smith opposes your bill, Congressman,” Daniel said.

 

“No, I suppose it's not,” Jones said, smiling and patting Daniel on the back.

 

Then Jones bent down, whispering into his ear, loud enough for only Daniel to hear.

 

“But there are some secrets that others don't know. Secrets from our past. Secrets from the places we've been. Secrets from walks in the shadows. Secrets like yours, Congressman,” Jones said.

 

Daniel couldn't move his arms or legs. He was paralyzed. He wasn't sure if Jones was bluffing, but Jones didn't have the reputation of being a gambler. Gambling hinted at a chance of losing. 

 

Jones pulled back from Daniel, laughing loud enough for the groups around them to hear, then started patting him on the back wholeheartedly as if the two had shared a joke.

 

“Well, Daniel, it's always a pleasure, and I appreciate your support,” Jones said.

 

The congressmen around Daniel started whispering. Daniel knew exactly what Jones was doing: making a last-ditch effort to try and break what resolve he had left. The only thing he wasn't sure of was if Jones had been successful.

 

Daniel shook it off. There was no way Jones could know about his past. That was buried. He'd taken the necessary steps to make sure no one found out. Jones was just grasping at straws.

*** 
The house Beth pulled up to, which straddled the Maryland state line, was dilapidated. The paint curled off the walls, leaving behind black strips of wood and concrete. Rocks and sand filled a yard surrounded by a sagging fence with broken and slanted boards. Pieces of jagged glass from the broken windows lined the porch. Beth peered inside, looking for any inhabitants. 

 

The furniture, floors, and ornaments were covered in dirt. Trash littered the living room, and the only light that was shining into the house was the fading sunlight behind her. 

 

There was no way anyone still lived here, but this was the address Beth had been able to find for Edwin Carlson, the original inventor of the process turning anything from salt water to toxic water into fresh, drinkable liquid. If he wasn't here, then Beth had no idea where to look. The road ended here. 

 

The front door rattled when she pounded on it. Dust disturbed by the shaking fell to the porch floorboards and onto the tops of Beth's polished black heels.  

 

“Dr. Carlson?” Beth asked.

 

She knocked on the door again, even harder than before. 

 

“Dr. Carlson, my name is Beth Fryar. I'm with Congressman Smith's staff,” she said.

 

A gunshot sounded, and Beth instinctively ducked, covering her head. After a moment she looked up, checking her surroundings and patting herself down, making sure she wasn't hit. 

 

Then another gunshot blast echoed through the air. It was coming from behind the house. 

 

Beth's heels thumped on the wooden steps as she made her way from the porch to the side of the house. She unlocked the gate latch that separated the front yard from the back. Another gunshot sounded, this one louder, as she made it to the rear of the house. 

 

The backyard opened up into a large field of dirt and mostly dead grass. Toward the middle of the field, she could see a man standing with a rifle, aiming at some objects lined up on a table ten yards in front of him.

 

“Dr. Carlson?” Beth asked, yelling and waving her arms.

 

The figure in the field lowered the rifle and turned toward her. She could see him waving his fists and shouting something, but she couldn't tell what it was. He came rushing toward her, but something was wrong. The rifle was aimed in her direction. The next gunshot rang out and hit the backside of the house. 

 

“Holy shit!” Beth said, almost tripping over herself as she ran as fast as she could in her heels to her car.

 

The man's screaming was becoming louder. Another gunshot went off, and the dirt to her left exploded into the air from the bullet that struck it. 

 

“Jesus Christ!” Beth yelled.

 

Beth reached into her purse and ripped her keys out. She fumbled them in her hand while making it to the driver’s-side door of her car. The man shooting at her was running through the front yard now, still aiming his rifle at her. 

 

Before she could stick the key into the door lock, the barrel of the man's rifle was in her face. Beth held her hands up, the keys still dangling from her fingers.

 

“What the hell are you doing on my property?”

 

Beth could smell the booze on him. His face was bearded, and he had long, matted strands of gray hair. His clothes were stained and torn. 

 

“My name is Beth Fryar. I'm a member of Congressman Smith's staff,” Beth said.

 

The end of the rifle's barrel made contact with Beth's blouse, flattening her against the car door. 

 

“The same congressman that tried to help Dr. Edwin Carlson pass his filtration process in Washington,” Beth added.

 

The man's shoulders went slack, and the rifle lowered a bit, but it was still aimed at Beth's stomach. Beth straightened herself, flattened out her suit jacket, and tilted her head up. She knocked the rifle's barrel away from her, and it fell to the man's side. 

 

“Are you Dr. Carlson?” Beth asked.

 

The man wobbled on his feet, and he used the rifle as a cane to help steady himself. 

 

“Once upon a time,” Dr. Carlson said.

 

Past the dirty clothes, wild hair, and dark circles under his eyes Beth could see the dim spark of intelligence. 

 

“Well, I'm here to speak with you about restarting your research. Congressman Smith will be reintroducing the bill to allow your filtration process to be used around the country,” Beth said.

 

Dr. Carlson wheezed in a gasping laugh. Beth could smell his rancid breath, and she backed up as he continued the hacking chuckle until he was bent over with tears running down his face.

 

“Once the bill is passed, we'll need to start producing the water as quickly as possible. The country's in a dire state, Doctor,” Beth said.

 

Dr. Carlson wiped the tears from his eyes, holding his stomach, still struggling to keep his balance.

 

“Lady, the country isn't in a dire state. It's dead,” Dr. Carlson said.

 

Dr. Carlson turned around, dragging the rifle through the dirt of his front yard, barely able to keep his head from hitting the ground. 

 

“I don't think you understand what's going on here,” Beth said.

 

“As long as Congressman Jones is still in office, which I know he is, your congressman's bill will never see the light of day,” Dr. Carlson said.

 

Beth yanked the rifle from the doctor's limp grip, pinned him against the front wall of the house, and aimed the gun at him.

 

“Listen, I don't know how long you've been drinking yourself to death, but I need you to march inside that house, put on a pot of coffee, and sober up. This plan only works if you're able to recreate the filtration process, and you can't do that stinking drunk,” Beth said.

 

“And what if I don't? Are you going to shoot me?” Dr. Carlson asked.

 

Beth slammed the lever of the rifle down, loading a bullet into the chamber, then placed her finger on the trigger.

 

“Then I’ll go home and sleep like a baby,” Beth said.

 

Dr. Carlson's smile faded from his face. He squinted at her, trying to focus on the situation at hand.

 

“You know, I think I do remember you,” Dr. Carlson said. “You were just as mean back then, too.”

*** 
Jones's gavel smacked the podium, calling everyone to order. After the Pledge of Allegiance, the session began. Smith checked his phone. Beth hadn’t texted him. He had no idea whether or not Dr. Carlson was alive. He’d be going into this vote without that knowledge.

 

“Today's session is for the vote on Bill H.R. 395150, exiling California, Arizona, Nevada, Utah, and New Mexico from the Union. We are all aware of the situation with the Colorado Basin and what that means to the natural resources of the country. If the people from those states migrate to the rest of the country, the population influx will decimate what precious resources we have left. Now, I think we all understand the gravity of this decision, but we also understand what will happen if we don't choose to act now,” Jones said.

 

Jones's eyes fell right on Daniel, who shifted in his seat. Finally, Jones looked away, and Daniel felt himself exhaling, unaware he hadn’t been breathing.

 

“I have personally spoken to our representatives from these states, and they have all agreed that while this action is dramatic, it is vital to the preservation of the rest of the country,” Jones said.

 

A group of congressmen from the Southwest rose in unison. 

“Congressman Jones is right. We understand the need for sacrifice in times of crisis. The survival of our nation is at stake, and it's a sacrifice we're willing to make.”

 

“And will you be joining your constituents in their exile, Congressmen?” Smith asked.

 

The room's attention shifted over to Smith, who adjusted the buttons on his suit as he stood up. Whispers broke out, and Jones silenced them with three smacks of his gavel.

 

“Congressman Smith, if you have anything you would like to say on the matter, the floor is yours,” Jones said.

 

“Ladies and gentlemen, Congressman Jones's bill suggests that there is no other course of action. He proposes that there is no other hope than that of sentencing millions of Americans to their deaths,” Smith said.

 

“And you would have those that chose to live where they are by their own free will choke the rest of our nation until there's nothing left,” Jones said, pointing his finger at Smith. “There is no other way.”

 

“There is. That's why I'm introducing a revised version of Bill H.R. 285016,” Smith said.

 

The Congress hall doors opened, and both Daniel and Smith's staffs came in, holding transcripts of the proposed bill. Copies were passed down each row. Conversations broke out, and the room went into a quiet uproar. Jones rapped the gavel on the podium.

 

“Order. I call order in this house. Congressman Smith, we went through this process three years ago. This bill was voted down by Congress due to the toxic nature of Dr. Carlson's formula. Those facts haven't changed,” Jones said.

 

“We haven't changed the facts you presented from the last vote, Congressman Jones, but we have introduced new evidence refuting the information that you provided,” Smith said.

 

“All of the information I provided was from certified experts in the fields of chemistry and biology. Now, if you're telling me that your staff recently obtained their doctorates in those chosen studies, then I will have to bite my tongue, but since they haven't, you have no grounds to argue.”

 

“The evidence we introduced is your involvement with the Strydent Chemical Company—a company which was a major benefactor in your reelection over the past two terms.”

 

Daniel watched the congressmen around him thumb through the pages. Jones kept smacking the gavel, losing his cool. They might be able to pull this off. 

 

“Need I remind the congressmen of the public's distrust of Dr. Carlson's purification process. The expert analysis provided by a committee, which I was not a part of, denounced the process's effectiveness and raised concerns about the potential hazard of increases in cancer and other health ailments. In fact the patent office revoked Dr. Carlson’s designs after the evidence was presented,” Jones said.

 

The murmur through Congress started to sway back in Jones's favor. Daniel could hear the men and women around him second-guessing themselves.

 

“Jones is right. My district will fry me if I vote for this bill.”

 

“Is it really worth the risk?”

 

“I'm not just thinking of my child's heath, I'm thinking of the families with children that elected me to represent them.”

 

Congressman Edwards rose from his seat. He raised his fist to the air, grabbing the attention of the room. “I say we vote!”

 

The rest of the hall mumbled. Some were in agreement, others were not. Jones struck the gavel hard, again silencing the rising temper of the room.

 

“We shall vote on Congressman Smith's proposed bill then move on to mine,” Jones said.

 

The Speaker of the House started roll call, and the voting began. The electronic counters in the Capitol building had long since been removed. The funds to maintain much of the buildings computer systems had been diverted to keeping the water flowing.  Daniel pulled a piece of paper out, tallying each vote into a yes and no column. After sixty votes, it was dead even. His name would be called soon. His mind went back to what Jones had mentioned before the session began. 


He couldn't know. 

 

“Congressman Gene Hart,” the speaker called out.

 

“I vote nay.”

 

I made sure it was buried. The plan was too well thought out. None of it could have been traced back to me.

 

“Congressman Keith Hemen,” the speaker said.

 

“I vote nay.”

 

Daniel rubbed his palms together so hard it felt like the skin would rub off. He adjusted his collar, trying to let some of the heat building under his suit escape into the air.

 

“Congressman Jay Holmon,” the speaker said.

 

“I vote nay.”

 

What if Smith's bill didn't pass? What if the science behind Dr. Carlson's process was incorrect? What if it really was dangerous? Forget what Jones would do to him; if Carlson was wrong, the people from his state would crucify him. 

 

He felt an elbow nudge his side. He looked over to the congressman that shoved him, and the man pointed to the Speaker of the House.

 

“Congressmen Hunter, how do you vote?” the Speaker asked.

 

Daniel felt light headed. The lights in the room seemed too bright. The muscles under his suit spasmed, trembling at the indecision his mind was dealing with. He closed his eyes and listened, searching for that faint voice of courage.

 

“I vote,” Daniel said then paused. “Yea.”

 

He watched Jones's face morph into something more dangerous than hate. It had the calm, cool, collected precision of focus. Regardless of the outcome of this vote, he was a marked man.

*** 
Smith charged out of the capitol building, his face flushed red with anger. Jake followed him down the steps and around to where he knew he was heading: Jones's office.

 

“How the hell did he get those swing votes?” Smith said.

 

“I don't know, sir,” Jake said.


Jake skidded forward from Smith's abrupt stop. Smith pushed his finger into Jake's chest, wrinkling the checkered tie he was wearing.

 

“I want to know how it happened, and I want to know now,” Smith said.

 

“Yes, sir,” Jake said, burying himself in his phone, searching for answers for which he had no idea where to start looking.

 

When Smith made it to Jones's office, Cindy stood up to try and stop him from entering, but Smith shoved the doors open and saw Jones sitting leisurely at his desk, smiling.

 

“Hello, David,” Jones said.

 

“What did you do, Raymond?”

 

“I think it was more of what you did than what I did.”

 

“Did you threaten them? Hmm? Was that it?”

 

Smith had both fists knuckling into the wood of Jones's desk. He could feel the bones in his hands crunching and scraping from the pressure he applied to them. 

 

“Well, whatever you did, you better hope you have more in the tank, because I will fight this bill and push back its Senate date until next year. This bill will not go into law until I stop breathing,” Smith said, pounding the desk before he turned to leave.

 

“The bill will be signed into law before the day is done,” Jones said.

 

Smith had his hand on the doorknob when he froze.

 

“What?” Smith asked.

 

“The Senate is voting on the bill as we speak.”

 

“That's impossible.”

 

“An extraordinary session enacted by the president, which is well within his authority.”

 

Smith felt his legs go heavy, like they were pulling him down, trying to drown him under the sea and bury him in the sand in the depths of the ocean. 

 

“Troops are already being called back from the Southwest, and patrols have been deployed along the United States’ new western border,” Jones said, smiling.

 

Smith's tongue and lips felt numb. He tried to find his voice, but only hoarse whispers would leave him.

 

“You're a monster,” Smith said.

 

Jones threw his head back, his mouth wide open as his laughter erupted into the room. He clutched his belly and tilted his chair back. 

 

“No, David. I'm necessary,” Jones said.








Chapter 10
Emily stirred, mumbling something, pushing herself off the sleeping bag. John helped her sit up, and Brooke dropped the circuit tools she was using.

 

“Em, how are you feeling?” Brooke asked. 

 

“Thirsty,” Emily answered.

 

John poured a cup of water from one of the jugs and handed it to her. Emily grabbed it with both hands and drank greedily. 

 

Emily lowered the cup and rested it in her lap. Brooke brushed Emily's hair back, feeling her forehead. She was still warm, but nowhere near the level of before.

 

“What happened?” Emily asked.

 

“You were stung by a scorpion. Do you remember that?” Brooke asked.

 

“Kind of. I remember something burning my hand, and then I started getting dizzy. After that, I don't know what happened.”

 

Brooke kissed Emily's cheek, and John rubbed her back. 

 

“You had us worried,” Brooke said.

 

“Sorry,” Emily replied.

 

“I'm glad you're okay,” John said.

 

“Where are we?” Emily asked, looking at their decrepit surroundings. 

 

“We're at the solar station,” Brooke said. 

 

“Cool,” Emily said.

 

Emily tried standing but lost her balance. John caught her before she fell and rested her back on the sleeping bag.

 

“You should still take it easy,” Brooke said. “We'll stay here for the night. I think we could all use the rest.”

*** 
After twenty minutes of being awake, Emily passed out. John wasn't far behind. It had been a long day for both of them. 

 

Outside, the sun was sinking below the horizon. The desert sky filled with pinks, blues, purples, and oranges. The remaining glow filtered through the windows as Brooke sat on the ground, still hunched over the radio circuits, trying to repair them.

 

The battery connectors were corroded, and there were a few circuit tracks that had come undone, but after a couple hours, she had it repaired. 

 

Brooke plugged the battery back in and turned the power knob on. The speaker of the radio blew static, waking both her kids.

 

“Mom!” both of them yelled.

 

“Sorry,” Brooke said.

 

She flicked through the channels, searching for any signals within range. It was a long shot but better than anything they had right now. Another blast of static came through, and then the robotic recording of the emergency broadcast system came whispering into her ears. Brooke turned the volume up to get a better listen.

 

“Ladies and gentlemen, the president of the United States,” a voice announced. 

 

Emily and John both got up from their sleeping bags and walked over and crouched down with their mom on the floor. Then, in the silence of waiting for the president to speak, all of their phones started pinging. Brooke took out her cell, and text messages started to roll in, almost all of them from her sister. She had her index finger on the phone's screen when the president finally spoke.

 

“My fellow Americans. I speak to you all this evening with a heavy heart. Early today I informed the nation about the continuing water crisis in the Southwest. Reports confirmed that the Colorado Basin, which provides fresh water to most of California, Arizona, New Mexico, Nevada, Utah, and Colorado had finally run dry. All of my attention today has been directed on coming up with solutions that benefit not just the Southwest but the entire country.”

 

Brooke went back to checking her messages, the president's voice still lingering in her ear. She opened the first couple of unread texts:

 

“I'm trying to call you. Call me back, please!”

 

“Where are you? Are you on the road?”

 

“Brooke, it's important. Please, call me.”

 

“Upon hearing the news of what was happening in the Southwest, I deployed forces to major cities, establishing martial law to ensure that civility and order were maintained during this trying time. Now, we're all aware that the Southwest isn't the only portion of the country suffering from water shortages. The natural resources of our nation are dwindling drastically. It is because of this that Congress proposed a new but radical bill to ensure our great nation continues to survive.”

 

Brooke's thumb stopped scrolling through her sister's messages. She set the phone down. The back of its case ground against the dirty concrete floor. She bent over with her knees and palms resting flat on the floor. The radio was placed on the ground, and the three of them were circled around it. 

 

“The states of California, Nevada, Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico are henceforth no longer a part of the United States of America. The new western border of the United States will run along the current borders of Texas, Colorado, and Wyoming and run up into Idaho and Oregon. All authorities have been notified of this bill, which was passed in both the House and the Senate, and I signed it into law just moments ago.”

 

Brooke felt lightheaded. She wobbled on all fours. Of everything that she imagined, this was something she hadn’t seen coming. 

 

“Patrols have already begun along the border, and any man, woman, or child from these former states that tries to cross our border will be considered an illegal immigrant and deported back to their region. Furthermore, any citizens within our new borders that try and traffic any man, woman, or child from these now banned territories will be punished to the full extent of the law.”

 

Brooke picked her phone up. There were at least sixty messages, but she scrolled up to the newest one she'd received.  

 

“They're exiling the Southwest. Get out as fast as you can. Stay safe. I love you.”

 

Even if Brooke made it through the desert, past the new border patrol, and somehow navigated her way through the rest of the states undetected and made it to North Carolina unscathed, she would be sent back on the first available flight. She responded to Amy's last text, unsure of how long communications would be back up and running. 

 

“We're okay. On our way to North Carolina now. I'll call you as soon as I can.”

 

How could they do this? How could Congress pass something like that? But she knew exactly how. There were deals made to ensure the few that were in power remained safe and secure. She was sure that there were plenty of top officials the president had failed to mention who would be above the law, beyond the repercussions of the decisions made. 

 

“This was not an easy decision to arrive at, but sometimes the hardest decisions are the ones we must make. To all the former citizens remaining in the Southwest, remember that you hold your destiny in your own hands. I know that you will find the courage and ingenuity to live on without citizenship in the United States. Form your own legislation and laws, but above all, keep each other safe. God bless us, and God bless the new United States of America.”

 

The radio squawked static and then was silent. Emily didn't understand, John looked afraid, and Brooke wore a face of anger.

 

Her country had just sentenced them to death. Now it wasn't just a race against running out of water, it was a race against every other person in the region. The moment the president signed that new bill into law was the moment this region became lawless. There were no rules, no courts, and no consequences. 

 

Brooke and her family were stuck in the middle of the desert, surrounded on all sides by people looking for food, water, and transportation. Looking for whatever was left to survive. Looking for exactly what she and her family had. The world had just changed with the stroke of a pen, but she knew there would be people out there like her who could do some good. 

 

Brooke checked the phone, but the one bar that her phone had displayed during the broadcast had disappeared. The authorities must have opened up the communication channels just for the announcement.

 

“Mom, what are we going to do?” John asked.

 

She looked back over to her children. Emily held onto John's arm, her eyes wide with terror. 

 

“Are we still going to see Aunt Amy?” Emily asked.

 

This couldn't stand. People would fight it, and she would be one of them. 

 

“Yes,” Brooke said. “We start tomorrow.”







Exiled No Borders


Chapter 1
Congressman Jones stood in the back corner of the Oval Office, watching the television crew set up the camera for the president's address. His curled smile had seemed permanently glued to his face ever since his legislation made it through earlier in the day. 

 

Jones had conceived Bill HR 395150 more than four years ago, but it had been too radical to introduce then, so he waited. Patiently. The crisis with the Colorado River running dry was the perfect platform to launch it. Everything was starting to line up. 

 

The bill represented the first step toward his ultimate goal. The puppets around him had no idea of its underlying purpose. All it represented to them was a way to save their own skins.

 

Standing there in the Oval Office, the most powerful room in the world, he felt invincible. Nothing could stop him now. Not armies or nations or politicians. No one. 

 

The lights flashed on as the president entered, surrounded by his advisers, on the opposite side of the room from where Jones stood. He made his way around, shaking hands, thanking some key Capitol Hill constituents, until finally he was face to face with Jones. 

 

“Congressman Jones,” the president said, extending his hand.

 

“Sir.”

 

“I think we all owe you a debt of gratitude for saving this country. Your timely action and political reach have ensured our nation will survive.”

 

“It was an honor to provide our people with resolution in this time of crisis, sir.”

 

The president leaned in to Jones’s ear. He kept his voice low. “What about our little problem of the troops that stayed behind? I heard there was some conflict?” 

 

“We ran into a few issues, but I’m working on cleaning that up.”

The president leaned back and patted Jones on the shoulder wholeheartedly, like he’d just heard a good joke.

 

“Why don't you join me during the address? Tammy, you think we can find a spot up there for the Congressman?”

 

“Of course, Mr. President,” Tammy said.

 

The heat under the lamps was intense. The sweat beading on Jones’s forehead caused him to wipe it repeatedly, which reminded him of the sweltering, humid summers in Alabama. The sun would scorch him every day during his chores on the farm. He detested the heat, along with the town.

 

But that small rural community where he had grown up no longer existed. A sign of the times and dwindling resources, and also his sway with the resource committee to pull the town's funding. 

 

Tammy switched a few of the men and women around the president to ensure a well-balanced picture. There was a perfect blend of conservatives and liberals—Republicans and Democrats—behind the president. 

 

Jones knew why. His bill changed the structure of the country. It was a radical move. One that required the American people to know that the different sectors of government stood united behind the new piece of legislation. 

 

Of course, it had to be faces the people could recognize and trust. There was Jones, a twelve-term congressman from the heart of the nation's south, who had worked his way to the top; Congresswoman Ford from Ohio, who had dedicated her life to the continued advancement of women’s rights; Attorney General Marcus Cobb, who was a vocal advocate of the American people's civil rights (as long as it didn't interfere with his delicate network of politicians and big business); Vice President Johnson, who made sure to attend church every Sunday; and Senator Harris, who was the self-made billionaire turned public servant. 

 

The perfectly orchestrated crowd was set to ease the nation's worries. Jones knew the dangers ahead, but people cowered at the sight of their own shadows these days. And those cowering figures gave him confidence. 

 

People could talk about their values and beliefs until they were blue in the face, but the fact was that when push came to shove, people would save themselves over others—the powerful “public servant” crowd around him not excluded. The allure of lavish lifestyles and power had them all intoxicated. Jones only needed to push a little further.

 

“Mr. President, we're live in ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five,” the camera man said then extended his fingers in the air to continue the countdown silently.

 

Once the cameraman's finger hit one, he pointed to the president, and Jones watched the small red dot on the camera flick on, signaling they were live on air.

*** 

White molding cut through the small spaces between the yellow kitchen tile that peppered the wall under the cabinets and around the sink. Ms. Fletcher turned the faucet on and watched the usage meter above the sink count the volume of water pouring into her glass. Once the gauge read eight ounces, she shut it off. The system automatically updated, registering the gallons of water she had left based off her weekly rations. She fanned herself and pressed the side of the glass to her head, attempting to cool the beads of sweat forming on her temple. 

 

A solid ring of sweat circled the top of her blouse, and she tried peeling the clinging fabric off her as she walked to the living room. She passed the thermostat on her way out of the kitchen and only briefly glanced at the one-hundred-and-one-degree temperature. 

 

When Ms. Fletcher turned on the television, the signal was scrambled. None of the channels worked. It had been like that since the declaration of martial law earlier in the day when reports of the Colorado River crisis surfaced. 

 

The elementary school she worked at was a madhouse after the announcement. Parents demanded to pull their children, even though the authorities told them that help and answers would arrive before the end of the day.

 

And from what Ms. Fletcher could tell, that was true. On her way home from school that afternoon, she could see the heightened police presence in the area, which she was thankful for after witnessing the mess she’d had to deal with at work.

 

People were overreacting. They were letting fear get the better of them. She knew there was a process in which these things happened and had faith in her government to fix the problem. She repeated her assurances to herself every few minutes to ease her ever-increasing nerves.

 

Ms. Fletcher reclined in her flower-printed armchair and picked up a worn paperback book from the stand next to her. The living room around her, like the rest of the house, was modest. However, since she was a teacher for the public school board, she was allowed more rations than other citizens. She would have liked a better neighborhood in San Diego, but it could have been worse.

 

As she flipped through the pages of her novel, the television descrambled, and the image of the president, surrounded by politicians, appeared on the screen.

 

“My fellow Americans, I speak to you this evening with a heavy heart. Earlier today I informed the nation about the continuing water crisis in the Southwest. Reports confirmed that the Colorado Basin, which provides fresh water to most of California, Arizona, New Mexico, Nevada, Utah, and Colorado, had finally run dry. All of my attention today has been directed toward coming up with solutions that benefit not just the Southwest, but the entire country.”

 

Ms. Fletcher snapped the book shut. She turned her reading lamp off, casting the living room into darkness. The glow of the television illuminated her apprehensive expression at hearing the president's words.

 

“Upon hearing the news of civil unrest in the Southwest, I deployed forces to major cities, establishing martial law to insure that civility and order were maintained during this difficult time. However, the Southwest isn't the only portion of the country suffering from water shortages. The natural resources of our nation are dwindling drastically. It is because of this that Congress proposed a new but radical bill to ensure our great nation continues to survive.”

 

It was probably nothing more than further restrictions, but Ms. Fletcher wondered where they would pull the water resources from. Northern California must still have some water reserves coming from the Northwest. 

 

“The states of California, Nevada, Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico are henceforth no longer a part of the United States of America. The new western border of the United States will run along the current borders of Texas, Oklahoma, Colorado, and Wyoming then run up into Idaho and Oregon. All authorities have been notified of this bill, which was passed in both the House and the Senate, and which I signed into law just moments ago.”

 

The book fell from Ms. Fletcher's lap and onto the floor as she rose from her chair. She shuffled forward in shock from what the president had just said. The president she had voted for.

 

“Patrols have already begun along the border, and any man, woman, or child from these former states that tries to cross into the United States will be considered an illegal immigrant and deported back across our western border. Furthermore, any citizens within our new borders that try and traffic any man, woman, or child from these now-banned territories will be punished to the full extent of the law.”

 

This can’t be happening. They can’t do this. This isn’t right. This isn’t legal. This isn’t fair!

 

“This was not an easy decision to arrive at, but sometimes the hardest decisions are the ones we must make. To all the former citizens remaining in the Southwest, remember that you hold your destiny in your own hands. I know that you will find the courage and ingenuity to live on. Form your own legislation and laws, but above all, keep each other safe. God bless us, and God bless the new United States of America.”

 

The president's image remained on the screen for a few more moments then disappeared. The scrambled lines returned.

 

Ms. Fletcher stood there slack jawed. Her silhouette was barely visible in the darkness of the living room. Then, outside her window, somewhere in the night, gunshots sounded. She clutched her chest, startled at the foreign noise. 

 

She withdrew further into the darkness of her house. They can’t just abandon us like this, could they? There must be someone doing something right now to fix it, right? 

 

More gunshots fired outside. She backed into the wall of her living room. Her fingers clawed at the plaster behind her. This wasn't how it was supposed to happen. The government was supposed to help her in times of crisis. It was their duty. It was their job. 

*** 

The crowds around a storefront in downtown San Diego watched the president's speech and lingered there for a few moments on the sidewalk after it was over. Some people shrugged and walked away, others started crying, but a few picked up rocks along the street.

 

They grasped the pieces of stone firmly in hands that swung back and forth in a violent cadence. Their footsteps got louder as they ran to the storefronts and the cars that lined the road. Greedy eyes looked longingly at the goods through the windows of the stores. 

 

Finally, the first crash of glass broke the silence of the night, followed by hurried boots that crunched over the shards of glass on the ground. Sporadic echoes of similar crashes reverberated through the streets. Then, just as a thunderstorm starts with a only a few drops, a hail of stones, pipes, and fists rained upon downtown San Diego as the crowds morphed from spectators to participants in the frenzied rush of panic. 

 

Shouts and screams filled the streets. They were cries of anger and fear, pierced with sharp howls of pain. The police in the area halfheartedly tried to control the crowds, but they too were now exiled members of a country that had abandoned them with no prospects of help.

 

There was no longer order, laws, or rules. Everything was about survival now, and that's what the people in downtown San Diego repeated in their minds after every smashed window, stolen good, and punch they threw. I'm doing it to survive.

*** 

Smoke snaked its way up from the tip of the cigar loitering in General Gallo's hand. He brought it to his lips, inhaling the smoke as his cheeks puffed in and out.

 

“It looks like our congressman pulled it off,” Gallo said.

 

The general was surrounded by his officers. All of them turned to him with eager twitches. This was what they had been waiting for. It was time to strike.

 

“Our men are ready, General,” Colonel Herrera said.

 

“Patience, Colonel,” Gallo replied.

 

Gallo's eyelids were half closed as he peered through the wafts of smoke at his men. He ashed the tip of his cigar, and it crumbled to the stone floor.

“We'll let the Americans pull themselves apart, then when they're weak and tired, that's when we crush them. We are about to regain a part of Mexico's powerful heritage. Our nation has waited over one hundred fifty years for this. We can hold for a few more days,” Gallo said.

 

The men nodded, leaving Gallo alone in his office. Photographs lined the walls. The pictures of the men with Gallo included top Mexican officials, his family and estate, and an 1840 map of Mexico which stretched well into California, Nevada, and Utah. His eyes fell to the area of the map that was now Texas with a gaze that could have set it on fire. He took another drag from his cigar then rested it on an ashtray. The tip smoldered. 

 

Gallo reached for his phone and dialed a number he knew by heart. There were a few rings and then a friendly secretary greeted him. “Gallo,” he said.

 

That was all the introduction he needed to utter. The phone rang again, and the general was greeted by a man's voice speaking at a low volume.

 

“I thought we agreed no contact until next week, General,” Jones said.

 

“I was calling to congratulate you, Congressman. It's not every day someone sentences forty million people to die.”

“I appreciate the felicitations, General, but now is not the time. The dust is still settling on my side of the line.”

 

“In our discussions, you said that Texas wasn't off the table.”

 

“I didn't say it was on the table, either.”

 

“Well, now it appears that it is most definitely off.”

 

“General, Texas was never guaranteed. Now, if you're choosing not to honor our agreement, then I would encourage you to reconsider.”

 

“Are you a student of history, Congressman?”

 

“I've had my share of schooling, General.”

 

“I have always been fascinated by history. What we can learn from it, what it teaches us. But throughout history, there is one constant that never changes. Whoever wins gets to tell their version of the story, and it’s the only one people listen to. I will honor our agreement, Congressman. You will still have the Mexican government's allegiance for your conquest in the south.”

 

“It's always a pleasure hearing from you, General.”

 

The line went dead, and Gallo smiled, setting the receiver down. He took a few more puffs of the cigar. Through the smoke, he watched the old map taunt him.








Chapter 2

Brooke pulled the last screw out of the solar panel and lifted it off the plate, disconnecting it from the rest of the solar farm around her.

 

Most of the panels were completely useless due to months of neglect accompanied by sandstorms. The extreme heat didn't help, either. But she had managed to find a few panels scattered around that would still be usable after a little TLC.

 

The shemagh wrapped around her head only left room for her eyes, which were covered by sunglasses. Almost every inch of her was shielded from the sun. The steady stream of heat and ultraviolet waves was her biggest adversary at the moment.

 

She knew the risks working in this type of heat brought, but the only other commodity that was more precious than water was time. Every second spent at the abandoned solar station on the edge of the Mojave was one more second the president's troops had to further establish the new western border of the United States. 

 

The chaos in San Diego Brooke had escaped from had started long before the president's speech. Once word broke out that the Colorado River was dry, people had started looting any resource station in the area. The small thread of civility that still remained was cut with the president's words. 

 

She leaned the solar panel up against the side of her Toyota Land Cruiser 70 Series. Brooke had invested in the SUV for her engineering job at the solar power company. It was one of the best decisions she had made. The cruiser wasn't great on gas mileage, but with its live-action axle, four-wheel drive, and 5.7-L V8 engine, complimented with the thirty-two-inch all-terrain tires made navigating the sea of sand easy. 

 

That car was one of her biggest advantages at the moment. There weren't many vehicles that could handle the terrain and punishment of desert travel, but hers could.

 

The solar panel she brought over gave her a total of six, which she thought was more than enough to provide power to a spare car battery she had found. It could come in handy for bartering or if something happened to the cruiser.

 

All she needed now was the copper wire to rig up the battery. Brooke pulled her sleeve up to check her watch. Lunch time.

Brooke covered the panels with a spare tarp she’d found. She didn't want to leave the panels in worse condition than they already were. Her feet sifted through the sand, sinking in and out as she trudged to the station's entrance. 

 

Both her children were huddled close to the vents, attempting to stay cool with what little air conditioning the building provided.

 

“You guys hungry?” Brooke asked.

 

Emily, her nine-year-old daughter, nodded emphatically. John, her fourteen-year-old son, agreed.

 

“What do we have to eat?” John asked.

 

Most of the station had been picked over by both the company that used to operate it and scavengers looking for a quick score. But there were still some useful items. She had found some of the emergency rations that morning after taking inventory of the first aid supplies left behind. 

 

Brooke picked up one of the MREs and turned it over in her hand. “Looks like beef stew and mashed potatoes,” Brooke said.

 

Emily and John frowned.

 

“Anything else?” Emily asked.

 

Brooke tossed her daughter the pack.

 

“Now's not the time to be picky, Em,” Brooke answered.

 

“Why can't we open up the food we brought?” Emily asked.

 

“I want to work through what we find here first. Once we run out of this stuff, we'll start digging into our own stash,” Brooke replied.

 

They had brought as many supplies as they could stuff into the cruiser, which was packed with filled portable water tanks, canned foods, and more MRE rations. There was enough food to last them a month, but the water supply would only get them through the week.

The three of them choked down their meals. Emily and John made a bigger fuss about it than necessary, but even Brooke admitted it wasn't the best. 

 

“We'll probably be here one more night, so let's try and keep it fairly clean, okay?” Brooke asked.

 

“We still have to clean our rooms even when the world is collapsing around us,” John said, picking up the pieces of litter from their MREs.

 

Brooke pulled a piece of paper from her pocket with random items inked in hurried handwriting. John stopped his cleaning when Brooke extended the paper to him. 

 

“What's this?” John asked.

 

“I need you to check how many of the items on this list we have. It could be a while before we get to see Aunt Amy in North Carolina, so I need you to inventory everything that's on there. If we don't have it, try and find it. The items crossed off are what I found this morning,” Brooke said. “Have your sister help.”

 

Brooke rewrapped her shemagh and headed back outside. She wasn't sure if it had become hotter during the thirty minutes she was inside or if she just got used to being in the shade, but the heat wave that attacked her when she stepped outside felt like it could melt her.

 

Her first step was setting up the cells to capture the light. It was June, so for her latitude, she needed to position the solar cells at eighty degrees. She propped up the four-by-five-foot panels to the appropriate angle then secured them together with clamps.

 

Once she was done securing the panels, all the wires hung off the sides, dangling and smacking into one another from the gusts of hot wind blowing from the west. 

 

Now she needed copper, and lots of it. She picked up a hammer, an empty can she would use for a spool, and wire cutters. Under all of the decomposing solar cells around her was precious copper wire that would help her connect the panels to the spare car battery. 

 

After two hours of dismantling a quarter of the field, the can was fat with copper. It was late afternoon, and she walked backed into the station, copper in hand, to refill her water bottle. 

 

Both John and Emily had food, water, clothes, and equipment spread out on the floor of the station’s main entrance lobby. 

 

“How are we looking?” Brooke asked.

 

“We have almost everything. It looks like the only thing we're missing is the pistol,” John said.

 

Brooke kept the gun on her at all times. She knew John could use it, but she didn't want to put that burden on him. At least not yet.

 

“Whatever the count is on the side of the boxes of ammo, make sure you subtract five bullets. I have them loaded in the revolver,” Brooke said.

 

She was impressed. She thought John would have walked through the motions of getting everything accounted for, but from the organization she saw, he seemed to be doing a good job.

 

“Thank you,” Brooke said.

 

“For what?” John asked.

 

“Helping.”

*** 

After three more hours of working in the heat, Brooke finally had the spare battery wired. She'd let it sit overnight and check the charge in the morning. She wiped her head and turned her attention to the spare tarp she had found to cover the panels.

 

Although it hadn't rained in southern California for almost two years, she wanted to prepare some rain catchers, just in case they'd get lucky with a storm running across the desert. It was a long shot, but she wanted to be ready.

 

Brooke found two old trash cans in the back. One of them was useless with a massive hole in the bottom, but the other was still intact, minus a few aesthetic blemishes. 

 

A ledge jutted out from the side of the building and was close to two cacti of equal height. She pierced the closest cactus with a tent spike from her bug-out bag. She secured one end of the tarp she’d found earlier to the top of the cactus with the spike and tied the other end to its partner a few yards to the left. Then she hammered the last two corners of the tarp, which rose above the cacti, into the roof, creating a slope for the water to slide down and funnel into the barrel at the bottom. 

 

Brooke made sure the tarp was secure then headed back inside. She pulled off the shemagh, panting from the heat. John and Emily had most everything packed neatly back up in their bags, with a few additions they had collected along the way. Most of them were tools, but John had managed to find two knives. Nice ones, too. Both were six inches in length and full tang. Their grips had worn off somewhat, but the blades were still sharp. 

 

“Good job, guys,” Brooke said.

 

Emily collapsed against her mother, using Brooke as a support beam.

 

“I'm exhausted,” Emily said.

 

“Well, I think it's time for din—”

 

Brooke cut herself off. She could hear rumbling in the distance. It was faint but there.

 

“You hear that?” John asked.

The rumble echoed again. All three of them stood in silence, trying to decipher what was causing the noise. The hope on John’s face grew along with the booming outside.

 

“It's rain!” John said.

 

All three of them sprinted toward the door and burst outside into the fading light. Brooke looked up into the sky, searching the horizon for clouds, but was unable to find any. 

 

Brooke looked west into the sinking sun and shielded her eyes as best she could. There, on the backdrop of a beautiful desert sunset, were black dots peppered against the sky. 

 

“What is it, Mom?” Emily asked.

 

The objects grew larger along with the rumbling. A few minutes later, hundreds of fighter jets soared above them, littering the sky.

 

The boom of their engines vibrated her entire body. The station's windows rattled. The cruiser rocked gently from the supersonic speed of the jets above them. Brooke had never seen anything like it. It took five minutes for every jet to pass them. Even after the jets disappeared into the eastern sky, Brooke could still feel the thunder that lingered behind. 

 

“Where are they going?” John asked.

 

They were just following orders. Called back to their country to protect its new borders. A part of her understood that, but the other part cursed the jetwash in the sky, which was the only thing they left behind.

 

Brooke knew federal authorities would be granted permission to cross the border, but not her. Her mind went back to her husband, Jason, who had served twelve years as an officer in the Marines. If he was still alive, they wouldn't be stuck in the middle of the desert picking through scraps to try and survive. They would already be in North Carolina with her sister, waiting for him to come back from base. 

 

“They're going home,” Brooke said.

 

She just hoped that one day, they would get to do the same. 








Chapter 3

A single sliver of light shone through the opening where Eric's meals were shoved. It was his one glimpse to the outside world. His clothes were piled in the corner. He had shed them the first day he was there. The only thing left on his body was his dog tags, which he refused to abandon.

 

Sweat rolled down the front of his chest, face, and legs. He knew it wouldn't be long before the sweat finally stopped. Then dehydration would start to take its toll. 

 

The dryness in his mouth was already there, but he knew it would get worse. His blood pressure would drop, and he would become tired, dizzy, even delirious. His skin would dry, and his urine would sting until he couldn't pee any more. From there his organs would shut down, one by one, unable to function without the hydration needed to keep his body alive. All the while, the pain would increase with every hour he went without water.

 

Gunshots echoed beyond the door of his cell. They were sporadic at first but then accelerated to hurried succession. Boots thumped along the metal deck of the ship above him. Even through the layers of metal, he could still hear the screams of the men above.

 

The skirmish didn't last long. Eric waited to find out who was victorious. Depending on who had attacked the ship, it could get worse for him, but after thirty-six hours in the cell, he didn't think it could get that much worse.

 

The thump of boots smacked against the metal staircase that descended to his cell. The beats grew louder until a figure blocked the light shining through the meal slot. The clank of the metal lock that opened his door would bring either relief or more pain. The door opened. Eric's eyes struggled to adjust to the flood of light entering the room. 

 

“You look like shit, Lieutenant,” Captain Howard said.

 

“I'll make sure I read the fine print next time I sign up for a free spa day,” Eric answered.

 

Two other sailors entered from behind the captain and picked Eric up. The light exposed the cuts and bruises along his face and body. Once he was out of the cell, he felt a blanket fall over him. 

*** 

The IV dripped slowly, replenishing the fluids Eric had lost. Every drop that fed his body brought back the sharpness of his mind. His ribs were bruised but not broken. The cuts on his face were more of an aesthetic nuisance than anything else. It took all his patience not to jump out of the bed immediately and hop in the first jet he could find, but he knew he had to wait on the slow drip of the bag above him. 

 

The smell of chewing tobacco caused Eric to glance at the entrance, where he saw Captain Howard spit into an empty cup.

 

“How are you feeling?” Howard asked.

 

Eric mulled it around, tossing his head from side to side, contemplating the past two days.

 

“At the time, going against my orders to abandon the Southwest seemed like a good idea, but looking back, I probably should have weighed my options a little more,” Eric answered.

 

“Don't think you're out of the woods yet. Once that IV bag runs out, I'll need to get you up to speed on a few things,” Howard said.

 

“Actually, I was hoping to use some of my vacation time this week, but with me being branded as a deserter, I don't know who to go to for the approval process. You think you could work something out for me?”

 

Captain Howard pulled something out of his pocket, hiding it in his fist. He walked over to the bed and dropped Eric's pilot wings into his lap.

 

“That's the best I can do for now,” Howard said. 

 

Eric picked the pin up gingerly between his fingertips. Those wings were better than any medicine the nurses could pump through his veins. He closed his eyes, forming a protective fist around the pin. Howard turned to leave, and he was just at the door when Eric opened his eyes.

 

“Oh, Captain, one more thing. Do you think I could get a female nurse? While I enjoy a good man-handling as much as the next pilot, I think my recovery could use a more... delicate touch?” Eric asked.

 

“I'll see you at the briefing.”

*** 

A new uniform, pressed and spotless, lay on Eric's bunk. A towel hung around his waist, and water dripped by his feet. The shower was with frigid salt water, but it made him feel like a new man. 

 

Eric studied the uniform on his bed, wondering what all those stripes and bars meant now. He'd spent the last decade committed to upholding the country's constitution, protecting its citizens, and following orders. Well, following orders most of the time. 

 

The moment he chose to stay behind after the president’s order to abandon San Diego, he had been locked up, along with anyone else who opposed the decision. Just a reminder that while the decisions he made as an officer were always in the best interest of his duty to protect American citizens, the Pentagon’s was to protect the nation as a whole. Until yesterday, those ideals had never collided.

 

A representation of that dedication was his uniform. It symbolized what he stood for, what he did with his life. He opened his hand. His wings had been clenched in his fist ever since Captain Howard gave them back to him. He pulled the shirt up and pinned the Navy aviator insignia to the fabric. 

 

After dressing, Eric made his way down to the conference room where Captain Howard waited. When he stepped inside, all eyes turned to him. Everyone stood and saluted.

 

“If you guys were trying to throw me a surprise party, you did a terrible job,” Eric said.

 

Laughter rippled through the room, and Eric caught a glimpse of a smile crack across the legendary stone face of Howard.

 

Eric knew what these men and women were offering. It was their respect. And even though he enjoyed hiding behind the smart quips, his humor was betrayed by the glistening redness in his eyes.

 

“Now that everyone's here, we'll get started,” Captain Howard said.

 

The lights dimmed in the room, and a projection of the Mexican border along California, Arizona, and New Mexico appeared.

“We received intelligence that the Mexican military is planning on invading at three points. A group of forces is gathering in the Baja Peninsula, just south of Arizona in Sonora, and south of New Mexico in Chihuahua,” Howard said, pointing at each location on the map with a laser pen.

 

Eric leaned over to the pilot next to him and kept his voice low when he spoke. “You better hope you don't get sent to New Mexico. Those little dogs might not look like much, but they are mean.” 

 

Howard clicked forward to the next slide. A picture of General Gallo appeared. He looked as stony as Captain Howard, refusing to smile.

 

“General Gallo is their lead military strategist. He is a student of war and is hell bent on reclaiming Mexico's lost glory and territories. He also has direct command of thirty thousand troops,” Howard said.

 

Eric looked around, searching for something, but was unable to find it. He leaned back over to his neighbor. “There's more people coming, right?” Eric asked.

 

Howard clicked to the next slide. “This is Luke Air Force base just outside of Phoenix. This will be the heart of where we will be keeping our air fleet. From here, we will fly troops into Tuscon, AZ to what’s left of the Davis-Monthan AFB, which will act as our main point of conflict. Phoenix is our line in the sand. If General Gallo's men make it past that point, they'll have nothing stopping them from marching into Nevada and Utah. We don't lose Phoenix,” Captain Howard said.

 

Eric's thoughts trailed off to the conversation he had had with Brooke almost two days ago. He hoped she’d gotten out. He couldn't imagine what was going on in the cities now that the government had deserted its people. It wasn't just going to be a fight against the Mexicans. It was going to be a fight amongst themselves.

 

“We'll also be keeping troops here in San Diego and at the old Kirtland Air Force Base in Albuquerque. Now, with the exception of a few troops who stayed behind to finalize the moving of equipment at the remaining military bases in the Southwest, most of the places will be abandoned. In addition to General Gallo's movements, I've also received word that there are others who've stayed behind. We don't have the numbers we wished we would, but we're not alone. Now, everyone's main objective is to fend off the Mexicans, but our secondary objective is to help maintain order in the local cities around our posts. I'm working on getting relief supplies sent our way to help with establishing a sense of normalcy, and hopefully that will grant us some goodwill with the people,” Howard said.

The lights clicked back on, and the projection shut off. Eric counted the number of pilots that had stayed behind. The USS Ronald Reagan housed a wing squadron of eighty pilots. After the president’s order to abandon the region, there were only sixteen left. 

 

“Now I know we don’t have the numbers we would like to contend with Gallo’s forces, but we will have to make do with what we have. And while we’re on this ship, there will be no talk of those who left because of the president’s message. They were following orders. Each of us understood the repercussions of staying behind. Even though we are no longer a part of the United States Navy, we will still fight like it,” Howard said, slamming his fist onto the table, knocking over a few pens.

 

The motion snapped the room to attention, and Eric saw a few of the pilots sit up a little straighter. 

 

“General Gallo has been instrumental over the past few years in expanding Mexico's military prowess, so make no mistake, we will have a hell of a fight on our hands. Master Chief Petty Officer Pint will hand out everyone's individual assignments. God speed,” Howard said.

 

When Eric was handed his manila folder, he stared at it a minute before opening it. Phoenix. He figured that’s where Howard would put him, right in the crosshairs. 

 

“You know I never did get that nurse change,” Eric said to Howard. “How many men do we have stationed at Luke AFB?”

 

“Not enough.”

 

As optimistic as Eric had been about people staying behind to help, the reality was that they were going to be on their own. This militia they were forming faced an uphill battle. 

 

“You’re the best pilot I have. I know it's going to be hard, but it's where I need you,” Howard said. 

 

Howard's throat caught. His eyes diverted. Eric wasn't the only one who had had a rough couple of days. After a few moments, Howard regained his composure, and Eric slapped him on the back.

 

“Don't worry, Captain. I'm sure I'll do something to make you angry at me again later,” Eric said.

*** 

Captain Howard stepped out onto the deck of the USS Ronald Reagan and felt the sun and heat beat down upon him. He looked over at the slosh of blood-tinged water being sprayed off the side of the ship. 

 

If this exile continued to stretch out, it would be another civil war. Howard needed to end this as quickly as possible, but he wasn't sure if he would have the resources to do it. He knew his contacts in Washington had the best of intentions for helping him, but well wishes didn't win wars. 

 

Master Chief Petty Officer Pint ran down the stairs from the control deck, holding a satellite phone in his hands. He handed it to Howard.

 

“I could use some good news, Congressman,” Howard said into the phone.

 

“We managed to get a care package sent out an hour ago. It should arrive at your location by this afternoon,” Smith said.

 

“Where are we at with setting up a pipeline for scheduled deliveries? Gallo is on the move. We should be able to handle his first push, but once he regroups, we'll be dead in the water.”

 

“We're working on a permanent solution, but it'll take a little more time.”

 

“Time is a resource more precious than water at this point, Congressman.”

 

“I know, Captain. How many men were you able to gather?”

 

“Not as many as I would like to have, but there are still a few aces up our sleeve.”

 

“Captain, I can't stress enough the importance of making sure the Mexican military does not establish a foothold within the Southwest. If they do, it's going to make this a very long-term problem, which I know is something we both want to avoid.”

 

“I'm well aware, Congressman. I look forward to an update on the scheduled relief deliveries.”

 

Howard ended the call and handed the phone back to Pint. 

 

“How are we looking?” Pint asked.

 

A hose sprayed the remaining pinkish froth from the deck of the ship and into the Pacific. Most of the effects of the conflict had been cleaned away, but Howard knew it was only on the surface. The events that would transpire over the next several days would permeate deep, not just with the people but with the country itself.

 

“It's gonna be a dog fight,” Howard said.

*** 

Eric squeezed his way through the narrow ship halls until he made it to one of the bunkrooms and banged on the door. Eric hoped his friend was still there.

 

The door swung open with an angry pull, and Billy held a scowl on his face. Even after learning it was Eric who had woken him, he still tried to slam the door.

 

“What do you want?” Billy asked.

 

“Billy! Buddy, pal, listen, I need to ask you a favor,” Eric said.

 

Eric stuck his arm out to block the door closing in his face just in the nick of time. The thud from the metal slamming against his forearm rang through the hallway.

 

“I... just... need... a minute,” Eric said, his muscles tensing against the strain of the door.

 

Billy's strength finally gave way, and Eric barreled into the room. 

 

“Get out!” Billy said.

 

“Easy, bud, I just need one thing.”

 

“That's what you said about us not going with the rest of the Navy. You said they wouldn't hurt us. You said people would stand with us!” Billy held up the cast on his arm.

 

“I can sign that for you later, but right now I need to know if you still have access to the San Diego database to look up an address,” Eric said.

 

Billy dropped the cast. As much as he may have hated Eric, he did enjoy hanging his abilities over other people's heads. It made him feel more important than he actually was.

 

“Of course I can. It's child's play,” Billy said.

 

“I need you to look someone up for me. Brooke Fontanne.”








Chapter 4

The small room was cramped even with only three men inside. All of them were dressed in suits, with American flag pins on the lapels of their jackets. 

 

Smith snapped his phone shut. Both Daniel and Edwards had remained silent during the entire conversation. 

 

“Well?” Edwards asked.

 

“The USS Ronald Reagan is his. Now he just needs the supplies to help him defend the border,” Smith said.

 

Daniel let out a sigh of relief. He hadn’t realized he'd been holding his breath in for that long.

 

“So now all we have to do is make sure our supply route is secure,” Smith said. “Edwards, are your people still willing to help?”

 

“They're nervous, but they're ready. Although I would like for us to move sooner rather than later, before they second-guess themselves,” Edwards answered.

 

“The containers of water, along with the ammunition and food rations, are secure at the airport. Once we get the word from Congressman Edwards, we'll notify the pilots,” Daniel said.

 

“You're sure it's a smart move leaving everything in one location?” Edwards asked.

 

“It'll be fine. It's a small airport owned under a shell corporation of one of my businesses. Jones won't be able to trace it,” Daniel replied.

 

“There are a lot of things we didn't think Jones could do,” Edwards said.

 

“We'll start scheduling shipments every other day. That should give Howard the support he needs,” Smith said.

 

Once they left the room, they all walked in different directions. Setting up illegal water deliveries would be enough to land all of them in jail. Adding that to the fact that they were supplying the now-exiled Southwest would add treason to their judgment and ultimately end their lives.

 

The stakes were high, and Daniel was doing his best to hold it together. He found himself looking behind him far too often, and when he was sitting in his office alone, he would catch himself staring at the closed door, just waiting for armed guards to bust it down and carry him away.

 

But once he had voted against Jones’s bill, he knew which side of the fence he set himself on. It might not have been the safest decision, but it was one that he knew his conscience would be able to handle. He just hoped he would live long enough to appreciate it.

 

Smith was smart, and Daniel trusted him. There was no way of knowing the amount of dirt and blackmail Jones had on the other congressmen to help swing the vote his way. They were all blindsided that the annexation of the Southwest had passed. 

 

It was harder now, but not impossible, to save that portion of the country. If Captain Howard could keep General Gallo's men from establishing a foothold in the region, then they still had a chance to work legislation on their end to get the country back on its feet.

 

But even if Howard was able to fend off the Mexican military, and they could pass legislation to reinstate the Southwest, it still wouldn't solve the water crisis. That burden still rested with Dr. Carlson. 

 

That was the one process Daniel was worried about. From what he'd seen of Dr. Carlson, he was not impressed. When Beth had brought him in to meet Smith and Daniel, he’d reeked of whiskey and looked like a homeless man living on the streets. 

 

Still, Smith said he was a genius. Daniel just hoped the doctor would be able to sober up enough to recreate his process. If he even remembered how.

*** 

The sound of retching, followed by splashes into the toilet, from inside the bathroom kept disrupting Beth's concentration on her work. She sat at a small, round table made of some composite material and worked on her laptop. Her blouse and skirt were finely pressed, and her blond hair was pulled back tight in her signature bun. 

 

Jake sat in the corner. He was scrolling through his phone, checking Congressman Smith’s messages.

 

Beth's long nails clicked against the keyboard, and her eyes darted to the closed bathroom door once more after another long moan from Dr. Carlson. 

 

“Not everyone in this hotel room is a recovering alcoholic, so if you could try and keep the griping to a minimum, it would be greatly appreciated,” Beth said.

 

More plunks sounded from Dr. Carlson's puking, and Beth shuddered with frustration. She slammed the laptop closed and almost ripped the bathroom door off its hinges. The smell that flew up her nostrils was warm and sour. It felt as though a wave of death consumed her, but she stood firm.

 

Dr. Carlson had his arms wrapped around the toilet bowl and was curled up in the fetal position, with bits of vomit on the corners of his mouth.

 

“Are you done yet?” Beth asked.

 

“Woman, if there were a reincarnation of Lucifer himself walking around in our world, even he would have more sympathy for me than you do,” Dr. Carlson answered.

 

“You'll have plenty of time with the devil in your next life, but in this one, we need you dried out and working. We've already lost an entire day with you whining about how hard this is.”

“I need to go to the hospital.”

 

“Congressman Jones is looking for you, and you can bet he'll have people watching hospital admissions and every other corner of this country to make sure you're dead.”

 

“If he wanted to kill me, he would have done it already.”

 

“Well, should I give him a call, then, and let him know you're here?”

 

“Go for it. At least he'll put me out of my misery so I don't have to listen to your incessant yapping.”

 

“The clock is ticking, Doctor.”

*** 

After another hour of vomiting, he was dry heaving. Despite his stomach's persistence, the only thing that came out now was hot bile. 

 

Dr. Carlson pushed himself off the bathroom floor. His arms shook, and his legs wobbled. He grabbed the towel rack and used it to help steady himself. 

 

The pounding in his head was extravagant. His entire body felt as if it was under the weight of a semi truck. He took a few shuffling steps forward and then stopped, leaning up against the cool wall of the bathroom for support. 

 

If he could make it to the bed, he would consider it a victory. His entire body was covered in sweat. His muscles twitched from their eager cries for more alcohol. 

 

He landed his feet on the soft carpet of the bedroom and shuffled forward another few steps. He swayed back and forth, using every bit of strength left in him not to collapse. 

 

Another couple short strides and he finally grabbed the thick comforter of the queen-sized bed and pulled himself on top. His face rubbed against the slightly scratchy fabric. 

 

Dr. Carlson felt the weight of sleep crush him, and as his eyelids shut, the only thought that entered his mind was that he didn't think he'd ever wake up.

*** 

The first instinct that Dr. Carlson felt when his eyes opened wearily was that he wanted to inhale the biggest steak that he could find. But he wasn't greeted by the filet mignon of his dreams. Instead he was surrounded by two men dressed in well-tailored suits and the succubus who had dragged him here.

 

“Dr. Carlson?” Smith asked.

 

He didn't respond. Maybe if he pretended he was dead, they would go away. 

 

“Dr. Carlson, it's David Smith. I'm the congressman you worked with three years ago, trying to get your formula passed in the House,” Smith said.

 

“Well, you did a shit job,” Dr. Carlson said.

 

“Apparently the lack of alcohol in his system doesn't diminish his charm,” Beth said.

 

“Dr. Carlson, I know you're probably exhausted, but we need you up and running immediately. I'm sure you've heard about what's happened,” Smith said.

 

They weren't going to leave him alone, no matter how much he tried to ignore them. Dr. Carlson pushed himself up off his stomach and rolled over to his back. 

 

“Let me guess. The country still doesn't have enough water,” Dr. Carlson said.

 

“This is him?” Daniel asked. “This is what we're basing everything on? This drunk pessimist?”

 

“And what do you do, son?” Dr. Carlson asked. “Another politician? Trying to make a name for himself by backing a long shot with potential?”

 

“This was a mistake,” Daniel said, turning to leave.

 

“Daniel, wait,” Smith said.

 

But it was too late. The hotel door slammed shut, and Daniel disappeared. Dr. Carlson slowly rose to a sitting position and rubbed his eyes, attempting to remove the sleep that still lingered. 

 

“I need something to eat,” Dr. Carlson said.

 

“Beth, get him some room service,” Smith said.

 

“What about Daniel?” she asked.

 

“I'll handle him. Just get Dr. Carlson back on his feet as soon as possible,” Smith answered.

 

Smith exited to run after Daniel, leaving Beth, Jake, and Dr. Carlson alone. Beth picked up the room's phone, and it hung limply in her hand. 

 

“What do you want?” Beth asked.

 

Dr. Carlson turned his head and then recoiled. His face grimaced. 

 

“Jesus. And I thought you looked bad when I was drunk,” he said.

 

Jake snorted, and Beth turned her glare at him, which he avoided by continuing to look down at his phone. 

*** 

The elevator doors pinged open, and Daniel had just stepped inside when he heard Smith yelling after him. The door was just about to close when Smith's hand stopped it. 

 

“This is a joke, David,” Daniel said.

 

“I know he's a little rough around the edges,” Smith replied.

 

“Rough around the edges? He's a drunk. All of his research was destroyed by the patent office. You said Beth couldn't find any of his original work in the house, and you expect me to give him the benefit of the doubt?”

 

“He'll get it done. Beth will make sure of that.”

 

Daniel's shoulders slumped. He backed up into the rear wall of the elevator. He buried his chin in his chest. 

 

“I know it's been a lot. I know. But we need to keep pushing forward. Now's not the time to second guess ourselves,” Smith said.

 

“It's a thin line we're walking, David. And it's not just dangerous for me. It's dangerous for my family.”

 

“Nothing will happen to your family as long as I'm still breathing. I promise.”

 

“Okay, David. Let me know when the doctor has something for us.”

 

Smith lifted his hand off the elevator doors, and they closed. The elevator descended. Daniel wasn't sure how Smith was supposed to keep his family safe if things went south, but for the moment, he let himself believe that it was possible.

*** 

Amy held both boxes of cereal in her hand, comparing the nutritional value of each. She tossed the Raisin Bran into the shopping cart already teeming with groceries and exited the aisle. 

 

The checkout lines were long, but she pulled into the shortest one. Amy glanced around at the other shoppers. Almost all of their carts were only half full. Not everyone had the privilege of being married to a congressman. 

 

A young woman pulled up behind her with only a few items clutched in her arms. Her hair was ragged, and dirt rested under her fingernails. 

 

“You can go ahead,” Amy said.

 

The young woman nodded in gratitude, and the cashier scanned the items and placed them in a bag.

 

“That will be forty dollars and two ration cards,” the cashier said.

 

The young woman pulled her purse out and set it on the counter. She rummaged through and collected dollars and coins. She handed the money to the cashier.

 

“I need your ration cards, too, ma'am,” the cashier said.

 

She kept her head down, her eyes on the floor. Her voice came out in an embarrassed whisper.

“I don't have any left,” she said.

 

The cashier extended his hand to give the money back to her, and the woman broke down. Tears rolled down her face as she tried to grab her feeble bag of groceries from the cashier, but he wouldn't relinquish his grip.

 

“P-please,” she said.

 

“I'm sorry, ma'am, but I can't give you these without the ration cards. I could lose my job.”

 

The woman was drawing attention from the other lines as people peeked their heads over the checkout line barriers. Amy dug into her purse and then extended two ration cards in the middle of the tug of war everyone was watching. 

 

“Here, take them,” Amy said.

 

The cashier's eyes grew wide, and his grip on the grocery bag went slack. The young woman pulled the groceries close to her chest.

 

“Thank you,” she said then hurried outside before Amy could say anything else.

 

When Amy turned around, all the other customers in the checkout lines were staring at her. She knew why. The act of charity in the current climate was unheard of, which bothered her. Ration cards and generosity were hard to find these days.

*** 

Daniel pulled into his driveway and let the car idle before coming inside. He'd been gone for almost a week. He took a moment to take in the sight of his house. 

 

The two-story building was the largest on the block. It had a luscious yard of green grass that stood out among the other homes’ patches of brown.

 

When he opened the front door, Amy came out of the living room and rushed over to him. She threw her arms around him. He returned the favor.

 

“I thought you weren't getting home until tomorrow,” Amy said.

 

“I needed to see you,” Daniel replied. “Have you heard anything from Brooke?”

 

“I got a text from her last night during the president's address, but then nothing after that.”

 

She bit her lower lip as she tended to do when she was nervous. Daniel kissed her forehead.

“I'm sure she's fine. All of the cell towers are down in the region, so unless she has access to a satellite phone, she won’t be able to reach us anytime soon,” Daniel said. “Where are the kids?”

 

“They should be coming home from school any minute. They'll be excited to see you.”

 

The worries of the Capitol and the rest of the country began to take a back seat. Daniel was home now, and all he wanted to do was cherish this time for as long as he could.








Chapter 5

Brooke checked the battery attached to the panels. It was only half charged, but it was better than what she had started with. She unhooked the battery and placed it in the back of the cruiser with the rest of the supplies.

 

She picked up her water bottle and pulled her shemagh down to expose her mouth. She chugged the remaining contents and tossed the container back in her bag. 

 

It could be a long trip to North Carolina if things turned south. Beyond the obstacle of keeping fresh water in her family's systems, she also had to worry about bandits, looters, deadly animals, and the other harsh travesties of the Mojave Desert. 

 

“Okay, we're good to go. You guys have everything packed up?” Brooke asked.

 

John zipped up his bag and slung it over his shoulder. 

 

“I'm good,” he said.

 

“Where's your sister?” Brooke asked.

 

“In the back.”

 

Brooke walked to the rear of the station. When she made it to the back, she saw Emily kneeling down, hunched over in the corner.

 

“Em? What are you doing?” Brooke asked.

 

When Emily turned around, she had tears running down her face. Brooke rushed to her daughter as silent sobs escaped Emily's mouth. 

 

“What's wrong, sweetie?” Brooke asked.

 

“I w-want t-to go-o ho-ome,” Emily answered.

 

Brooke hugged her daughter and gently stroked the back of her head, running her fingers through Emily’s hair.

 

“I know, baby. But we can't right now.”

 

“When can we?”

 

The round blue eyes staring up at her were filled with fear and indignation. Brooke knew how hard this was on her kids. John seemed to be handling it okay thus far, but all of this was beyond Emily's understanding. Her daughter didn't understand how deadly the world was or why anyone would want to try and hurt them. All she was thinking about was trying to get back to her friends and sleep in her own bed.

 

“I don't know,” Brooke said.

 

Emily sniffled and then buried her face back in Brooke's shoulder. Brooke picked her up and carried her to the front of the station. 

 

John waited by the door and slumped against the wall.

 

“Grab the map out of the glove box and bring it inside,” Brooke said, setting Emily down on the table.

 

“Already have it,” John said, pulling the map out of his back pocket.

 

John slapped the map on the table and spread it open. Brooke tapped on a spot just outside the desert. 

 

“We're right about here,” Brooke said. “We should have enough fuel to make it across the desert if we keep to the southern edge, but once we make it across, we'll be low.”

 

“Can we make it to Phoenix?” John asked.

 

“It'll be close, but I want us to stay away from the major cities if we can. We'll try and refuel on the outskirts or any towns along the way.”

 

“My friend Ashley lives in Phoenix,” Emily said. “Can we stop and see her?”

 

Brooke held Emily's face in her hand. She smiled at her daughter, trying to look hopeful.

 

“Maybe, but we might not have enough time,” Brooke said, knowing full well that it wasn’t a possibility.

 

Before Brooke got inside the cruiser, she pulled the license plate off the back and tossed it into the sand. Once they made it across the border, she would try and steal a new one, but right now, she didn’t want anyone knowing which state she was from.

*** 

Despite the terrain, they made good time. Brooke's fingers were sweating in her gloves, but the sun beating down through the windows would burn her fingers if she didn't wear them. Brooke turned the A/C off to help conserve fuel, so the cruiser felt like an oven. 

 

The wheels of the cruiser drove through thick patches of sand. With every turn and acceleration, it sent a spray of yellow and beige up in a tail fin behind them. Brooke watched the compass on the dash, making sure they were staying on course. John spread the map over his lap.

 

“What's our speed?” John asked.

 

“We're averaging forty miles per hour,” Brooke answered.

 

“We're still one hundred miles from Phoenix,” John said. “Mom?”

 

But Brooke wasn't looking at him. Her eyes were focused on something shining a few hundred yards to the north. It was heading in the same direction they were.

 

Brooke floored the gas pedal, and the cruiser boosted forward. The compass on the dash shifted south as the shadows in the cruiser drifted along with it.

 

Her eyes darted between the rearview mirror and the terrain in front of her. She could feel her pulse thump in her neck. Then, through the sand being kicked up behind her, she saw the glimmer of metal coming from a truck chasing them under the desert sun.

 

Brooke reached down into her waistband, pulling out the revolver. She balanced the gun in one hand and the wheel in the other, struggling to keep both straight.

 

The vehicle was gaining on them. Brooke checked the speedometer. She was pushing sixty. The cruiser bounced over the Mojave terrain, tossing all three of them around.

 

“Emily, stay down,” Brooke said.

 

Emily lay flat across the back seat. John reached back to make sure the seat belt was still secure around his little sister. 

 

Brooke knew the increase in speed would drain the gas tank faster, but whatever the reason those people were chasing them, it wasn't one she wanted to find out. She scanned the horizon, looking for any place to hide, but the desert was too exposed. There was nothing but shrubs, cacti, and rolling hills. 

 

The truck was now only fifty yards behind them. They must have been pushing seventy, which was incredibly dangerous for the terrain. If the people chasing them were willing to risk crashing their car, then that meant they were desperate, and desperate people were dangerous.

 

There was no way of knowing what they wanted or if they were armed. If they did catch up, Brooke knew she wasn’t a good enough shot to actually hit a target at this speed. She handed John the revolver so she could get a better grip on the steering wheel.

 

“Hang on to that for me,” Brooke said.

 

The cruiser’s steering wheel stiffened in Brooke’s hands. She floored the accelerator. The cruiser's engine roared from the increased fuel intake, and the wave of sand kicked up behind them heightened. 

 

The muscles on Brooke's shoulders bulged. Every bump and dip they hit tested her strength and at times over took her ability to keep the steering wheel steady.

 

The cruiser’s nubby tires slammed into a rock that caused the vehicle’s front to pop up then slam back down onto the sand. Their heads jumbled on their necks like bobbleheads.

 

Brooke checked the rearview mirror again, gauging the distance between them and their pursuers. The other vehicle hadn’t gained on them since she had increased her speed, but she wasn’t sure how long she would be able to keep up this type of pace. Her arms and shoulders were on fire, and the adrenaline in her body was beginning to wear off. Then, in the distance, she could see a beige cloud forming. She squinted and looked at it more closely, making sure it was what she thought it was: a sandstorm. 

 

That was her cover. There was no way her pursuers would be able to find her in that mess. Visibility would decrease to less than a few feet in front of their faces. And even if they kept up their current speed, they would most likely crash.

 

Brooke checked the speedometer again. She was pushing seventy now. With the number of rocks jutting up from the sand, she wouldn't be able to keep this pace for much longer. If they hit one of the massive boulders at the wrong angle, the axle could snap in half. And that wasn’t something she’d be able to repair.

Their mode of transportation was the second most important thing to them right now, with only water exceeding it. If the cruiser broke down, they would be in trouble.

 

Brooke eased off the gas, her speed slowing to a more manageable forty-five. The vehicle behind them started to regain the ground it’d lost when she sped up. She watched it bounce violently around, at times almost tipping completely to its side as the driver kept up his dangerous pursuit. Brooke focused her vision forward. The sandstorm in the distance was closing in.

 

The storm was about half a mile away. The front corner of the vehicle that was pursuing them came into her side mirror. Flashes of the truck’s red paint faded in and out of the waves of sand the cruiser kicked up. 

 

The red truck inched its way forward, finally becoming parallel to the cruiser. A man in the passenger seat had half his body hanging out of the open window. His face was concealed with a bandana and tinted goggles. The only thing that was visible was his black hair, which was blown back by the wind. Grains of sand whipped and ravaged his shirt and body.

 

Brooke could see a metallic silver pistol waving in his hand. She veered right, attempting to put more distance between the two of them, but the driver of the red truck was quick to react. The sandstorm was only a few hundred yards away now. 

 

Just a little farther.

 

A gunshot exploded from the red truck, followed by a loud thump against the cruiser. Emily screamed. Brooke floored the accelerator. The sandstorm was less than one hundred yards away now. The gunshots from the truck became more frequent. Brooke swerved left and right, trying to make them a harder target to hit. 

 

Finally, the walls of sand flung them into darkness, and the truck in Brooke's rearview mirror disappeared. She immediately veered south and slowed her speed to a safer level to navigate the storm. She could hear the particles of sand rip across the cruiser, tearing into the paint. Even though Brooke couldn't see more than five feet in any direction, she found herself checking the rearview mirror, looking for any signs of the glimmering metal of the red truck.

*** 

When Brooke opened her car door, a cascade of sand fell to the ground. She looked to the west and watched the sandstorm consume the land on its way to the coast. She scanned the rest of the horizon, looking for any signs of their pursuers, but there was nothing but a fresh blanket of sand that concealed all their tracks. 

 

A few bullet holes peppered the side of the cruiser, but it was all just aesthetic damage. She ran her hand over one bullet hole in particular. It was six inches from the rear driver-side door that her daughter was behind. Brooke rammed her fist over the hole, and a burst of sand sprayed off the side of the cruiser. John walked around the car sheepishly.

 

“Mom?” John asked.

 

Brooke uncurled her fingers. She let her body relax and did her best to regain her composure. 

 

“Are you okay?” John asked.

 

“I’m fine, honey,” Brooke answered.

 

Brooke could see Emily peeking over the back seat. Only her daughter's eyes and the top of her head were visible. Brooke had to keep it together. Now wasn’t the time to unravel. 

 

“Let’s figure out where we are,” Brooke said.

 

John spread the map out on the cruiser's dash. Emily leaned forward between the two front seats. Brooke ran her fingers along the outskirts of the Mojave. 

 

“We would’ve been around here when the sandstorm hit. Then, based off our speed, we should be”—Brooke ran her index finger south on the map until it landed on the outskirts of Phoenix— “here.”

 

Brooke cranked the engine to life then checked the fuel gauge. It hovered just above empty. Her race with the red truck had cost her a lot of fuel.

 

She got out, grabbed one of the spare gas cans, and dumped the fuel into the tank. Then she threw the empty can into the trunk space, where it rattled when she slammed the cargo door shut.

When Brooke turned the engine back on, the fuel gauge hovered at a quarter of a tank. She wasn’t sure if it was going to be enough to get her to a gas station somewhere outside of Phoenix, but she turned the wheel until the compass on the dash pointed east.








Chapter 6

Eric pounded on the front door to the Fontanne home. Sand drifted from the door to the porch, adding to the growing pile already there. His motorcycle sat parked in the front yard of gravel, dirt, and sand. He pressed his own sand-covered face against one of the front windows. He couldn't tell if anyone was home.

 

“Brooke?” Eric asked.

 

He banged on the window. The glass shook and rattled. There wasn’t a car in the driveway, so Eric went around back, looking for any sign that they were still there. 

 

After circling the house twice and checking the back door, Eric determined they weren’t home. Maybe they got out? Maybe Brooke got my message despite the bad cell connection? If they weren’t here, then there wasn’t anything else Eric could do. He put his helmet back on and headed back to base. As he made his way through the streets of San Diego, his stomach turned. 

 

Everything was trashed. What little semblance of civility had remained in the city was now completely gone. He kept his pistol on him, just in case anyone was foolish enough to try and mug him, but most of the people he passed were on foot. He only ran into one other individual driving around. Eric figured everyone else was out of fuel.

 

The weekly ration shipments had no doubt ceased since the president’s announcement, so anybody that was still here was either hoarding, was trying to eke out what little life they had left, or had completely given up. 

 

Most of the people probably tried to get out despite the president’s warning that they would be deported back to their regions. Eric just hoped there were enough people left to fight.

 

The base security was pretty slack when he made it back. It wasn’t due to lack of effort, just lack of personnel. He parked his motorcycle in one of the hangars and walked over to the administration building, where he’d check in before heading to Phoenix for his assignment. 

 

Eric was surprised and delighted to see more men turn up. They were a mix of veterans, retirees, and new recruits that hadn’t even gone through basic yet. 

 

“Nothing like some on-the-job training,” Eric muttered to himself.

 

There was only one clerk handling the paperwork, so it took a while for Eric to finally make it to the front. The boy was attempting to do four things at once but wasn’t very successful. 

 

“Skeleton crew today, huh?” Eric asked.

 

The boy cracked a smile, then found Eric’s paperwork and checked him off. 

 

“Here you are, Lieutenant,” he said. “You’re all set.”

 

“Thanks, kid.”

 

Eric put his aviators on when he walked back outside. On his way to the aircraft carrier, Eric couldn't stop thinking about Brooke's phone call. Even though he was sure she had made it out, he still felt guilty.

 

Brooke’s husband, Jason, had saved his life in Iraq. He never got a chance to return the favor, even though he knew Jason never expected it. Since he couldn't find Brooke, the next best thing was to help protect the country she was living in. And the best way for him to do that was to make sure the Mexican military didn’t penetrate their defenses.

 

When the carrier moved from port and gained the speed necessary for the pilots to take off, Eric zipped up his CWU 27/P flight suit, stuffed the flight plan into his top pocket, and headed out toward his aircraft. There was never a time when he walked out onto that flight deck and didn’t get a shot of adrenaline when he saw his bird.

 

The F/18 Hornet was originally deployed in the late seventies, and it had been ruling the skies since. The aircraft was equipped with two 17,700-pound-thrust F404-GE-402 turbofan engines with speeds of up to 1,190 miles per hour and a flight ceiling of 50,000 feet. It was armed with a M61A1/A2 Vulcan 20mm cannon, AIM-9 Sidewinder missiles, and AIM-120 advanced medium-range air-to-air missiles. The hornett was an every-type-of-climate fighter, with advanced, integrated avionics that projected onto the windscreen, giving Eric the advantage of not having to look down at his instruments. He wasn’t just a pilot behind the stick of that jet—he was a weapon.

 

Eric was walking through preflight with his crew chief when Captain Howard walked over. 

 

“No flowers? Captain, I’m disappointed,” Eric said.

 

“Lieutenant, there’s no way of knowing what you’re walking into when you get to Phoenix. I have a few men there waiting for you, but what’s happening inside the city could be a problem. It’s unfortunate, but you need to be prepared to fight the battle on two fronts.”

 

“I know, sir.”

 

Captain Howard saluted, and Eric returned it in kind. The hatch of the jet lowered, and Eric pulled his mask on. He waited for the towers’ clearance, and when the jet’s engines accelerated, he could feel the crushing pressure of g-forces thrusting him back into his seat. 

 

Eric climbed to his cruising altitude and took one last look at the USS Ronald Reagan below.

 Never in his life had he wanted to see that ship again so badly.

***

Eric touched down at Luke Air Force Base, and the rest of the pilots that had flown with him began to make their own landings. When he climbed out of the cockpit, Eric was greeted on the runway by a dirty-faced colonel.

 

“Lieutenant Stephenson,” Colonel Brack said. “It’s great to have you here.”

 

“Do we know how close they are?” Eric asked.

 

“The last satellite images we received had Gallo setting up a forward operating base in the border town of Nogales just south of Arizona. We sent a scout team in last night to survey the area. We should receive a report by this afternoon.”

 

“What's our personnel situation?”

 

“Could be better. We have five hundred boots on the ground, and with the addition of your airmen, we have forty planes.”

 

“Everybody loves a good David-versus-Goliath story. Where are we at with the city?”

 

“Phoenix?”

 

“Yeah.”

 

“It's a shit show.”

 

“We need to send a unit into the city to help stabilize it.”

 

Eric pulled the glass door to the main office building open and stepped inside. What was normally a bustling area with uniformed men and women going about their daily tasks was now a ghost town. Five hundred airmen sounded like a lot, but spreading that over a base that was meant to hold five thousand made it look practically empty. 

 

“It's not much, but we're trying to make it work,” Brack said.

 

“Where's your communication post? I need to make a call,” Eric said.

*** 

Eric paced back and forth on the floor. He was alone in the room, as requested. He held the radio firmly to his ear. He wanted to make sure he could hear everything for this conversation. 

“I understand that, Captain, but we barely have enough men to keep this base running. We can't risk sending more men into Phoenix to stabilize the city,” Eric said.

 

“Lieutenant, it's not your call. I understand you’re spread thin, but so is everyone. Now's not the time for excuses. We just need to buckle down and get it done. I don't care how you do it.”

 

“Sir, if Gallo's men attack when we're in the city, we'll have our defenses divided. Timing is everything right now.”

 

“I agree, Lieutenant. That's why you're going to ensure the people left in Phoenix have something to hold onto. They're in the same boat we are.”

 

“Yes, sir.”

 

Eric set the satellite phone on the desk. The rumbling engine of a truck rolled past the window outside, and Eric fell backward into a chair. He buried his face in his palms and tried to rub the impossible task given to him from his mind.

 

He wanted to help the people in Phoenix as much as the captain did, but they didn't have the time right now to scramble a scout party to head into the city. Gallo could attack at any minute. Right now, he was stuck between a rock and a hard place. 

 

If Phoenix was anything like what he had seen in San Diego, then it was going to be bad. Phoenix had already been dying before the president's orders, and now that they were cut off from the rest of the country, with no resource shipments coming in, the likelihood he would be able to get everyone to stand together and sing Kumbaya would err on the side of difficult. 

 

The roar of the base sirens snapped Eric out of his stupor, and he burst out of the office. He sprinted across the tarmac to his jet. His dog tags flung out behind his neck, holding on for the ride. He didn't need to ask what the alarm was for. Gallo's men were heading their way.

 

The honed efficiency of the dozens of scramble drills that each pilot had endured was on full display as everyone rushed to get the fighters into the air as fast as possible. The crew chief was running around finishing his prep on fuel, hydraulic fluid, and liquid oxygen. Normally each jet had its own crew, but right now there was only a handful of crews for forty planes. 

 

Eric climbed inside the cockpit, and the crew chief climbed the ladder after him.

 

“Your fuel tanks aren't completely refilled yet, Lieutenant,” the crew chief said.

 

“Looks like I'll have to kick their asses fast,” Eric said, strapping on his helmet. “And besides, the Navy loves it when I save them gas money.”

 

The crew chief climbed down as the cockpit hatch closed. Eric pulled on his flight mask. His hydraulics and oxygen were good. The crew chief had done his work fast. Eric flipped on the control panels, checked his instruments, and radioed the tower.

 

Eric's hands found the stick. As the jet slowly rolled forward, he watched the signals of the ground control. Eric could see the other jets behind him, lining up in preparation for their takeoff.

 

The roar of Eric's jet boomed as he ascended from the runway. The acceleration to six hundred miles per hour happened in the blink of an eye. He climbed to thirty thousand feet and checked his radar, searching the airspace for enemy aircraft. 

 

“This is Hawk Seven keying in,” Eric said.

 

“Adonis keying in.”

 

“Blue Eagle keying in.”

 

“Coms are good,” Eric said. “We are danger close.”

 

The mix of F/18C Hornets, F/22 Raptors, and F/A-18 E/F Super Hornets pierced the Arizona sky. It was a sight Eric hadn’t seen since his tour in Iraq. 

 

“All right, boys, who's buying the first round of Coronas?” Eric asked.

 

“I'll get the chips and salsa,” Blue Eagle answered.

 

“Keep your eyes peeled, Hawk Seven,” Adonis said.

 

“C'mon, Adonis. It's almost lunchtime. We're just trying to think ahead,” Eric replied through his radio.

 

“Well, get ready to work up an appetite. Migs incoming.” 

 

Eric's radar flooded with dots from enemy aircraft. He banked left, hoping to come up around them. The first bogy he came into contact with barrel rolled out of his vision.

 

“Damn, these boys are fast,” Eric said.

 

Twenty-millimeter cannon fire exploded through the air. They were outnumbered two to one. If Mexican fighters made it past their air defenses, then they'd have a clear path to Luke Air Force Base, and once they wiped that off, there wouldn't be anyone left to stop them. Tower radioed their intelligence.

 

“We have confirmation of enemy bombers. They are priority. Don't let them break into Phoenix airspace.”

 

“Copy that,” Eric said.

 

Eric's jet cut through the sky like a hot knife through butter. The airspace was crowded, with both sides scrambling to prevent each other’s mission. Eric spotted a cluster of enemy migs surrounding a bomber then accelerated to engage. Two broke off from the pack and tried to circle him, but Eric barrel rolled right, splitting the pair in two. 

 

“Adonis, one of the bombers just entered Arizona airspace. I've engaged two of the fighters. It only has one escort left. Take him out,” Eric radioed.

 

“Roger that, Hawk Seven. I have pure lead.”

 

Machine gun fire narrowly missed Eric's jet as he tried to simultaneously lock in the enemy bogy in front of him and outmaneuver the jet trying to take him down.

 

The enemy fighter finally made a mistake, thinking he could bank left. Eric felt the move coming and gambled, maneuvering his own jet in the same direction. The missile system locked on, and Eric fired. The jet exploded in a massive fireball against the blue sky.

 

“Good effect,” Eric said.

 

Then Eric's alert systems signaled he'd been targeted. His instruments flashed. He banked right hard, using the F/18’s superior corner speed to outrun his pursuer. The pressure from the g-forces pounding against Eric's body felt as if it would crush him. The weight sitting on his chest was unbearable. He felt lightheaded. He was having trouble breathing.

 

The missile launched from the Mexican fighter. It cut through the sky, sailing just below Eric's left wing. After the miss, he banked right hard, getting out of his climb and circling around to the aircraft that had fired on him. The turn was sharp, and he narrowly missed colliding with another jet.

 

“It's getting busy up here, fellas. Watch yourselves,” Eric said.

 

“This is worse than chow time on the boat,” Adonis said.

 

“I knew you were getting hungry for lunch,” Eric said.

 

Explosions rocked the sky. Eric and the other pilots might have been outnumbered, but they were better trained. One by one, they picked off the Mexican fighters, exposing their bombers like sitting ducks. 

 

After forty minutes in the air and the loss of more than thirty of their aircraft, the Mexican fighters finally hightailed it out of the airspace. Shouts and cheers filled the radio waves all the way from the cockpits to the tower.

 

“WOOOO!”

 

“We had some tigers up here today, boys.”

 

“Just in time for lunch.”

 

Eric looked down at his fuel gauge. He was low. He wasn't sure if it was enough to get him all the way back to base. 

 

“Hey, Adonis, I'm running low on fuel here,” Eric said.

 

“Head on back, Hawk Seven. We'll keep an eye on things,” Adonis said.

 

“Roger that. Hawk Seven retuning to base.”

 

Eric cruised at twenty-nine thousand feet, attempting to make it to the base as quickly as possible. 

 

“Hawk Seven, we have you on radar. You are clear for landing,” Tower said.

 

“Tower, I'm coming in on fumes, so you might want to have the SIB forms ready,” Eric said.

 

“I don't think the safety board will be investigating you anytime soon, Lieutenant.”

Eric started his approach. The runway was half a mile in the distance. The altimeter's level decreased. He had just engaged the landing gear when his left engine cut out. 

 

“Tower, I've lost engine two,” Eric said.

 

Engine one shut off immediately after his transmission with five hundred feet left to descend. The controls shut down. Eric did his best to glide the aircraft the rest of the way, but it was like trying to land a brick at two hundred miles per hour. 

 

The nose of the F-18 dipped. The lines of the runway came into view. Eric braced himself for impact. The front wheel of the jet hit the runway first then snapped in half from the pressure, causing the front of the plane to smash against the concrete. The cockpit crumpled from the pressure like tinfoil. The rear landing gear broke from the angle of the front of the jet and crashed into the runway. The jet skidded a few hundred feet, sending sparks flying behind it, until it finally came to a stop.

 

Smoke rose from the plane's engines, clouding Eric's view outside the cockpit window. He removed his helmet and pressed his hand to the throbbing pain piercing the left side of his forehead. He could feel the warm, slippery texture of blood.

 

Eric removed his straps and forced the cockpit open manually. He stood up but collapsed back into the pilot seat. He felt dizzy. He coughed from the smoke filling his lungs and the air around him. In the distance, he could see the flashing lights of an ambulance and fire truck heading his way.

 

The lights looked blurry. Eric squinted, trying to steady himself and control the pounding in his head. His fingers gripped the sides of the cockpit, and he forced himself up. He brought one leg over the side of the cockpit, then the other, and slowly set himself down on the runway, where he collapsed after a few steps. 








Chapter 7

Once the sun went down, the temperature dropped dramatically. Brooke was always amazed at how quickly the desert environment changed. During the day, she did everything she could to stay cool, but at night she found herself yearning for the morning sun. 

 

It was their first night camping since they'd left home. The solar station had been equipped with enough power to run the A/C and heat, which all of them were missing at that moment.

 

“Couldn't we have just stayed at the station?” John asked.

 

“I know it's hard, but we have to keep moving,” Brooke answered.

 

Brooke unfolded a space blanket and wrapped it around John's shoulders. The material crinkled and bent like aluminum foil. Emily brought her hands to her mouth and blew on them, trying to warm them up. Brooke wrapped another blanket around Emily.

 

“I'm going to start setting things up,” Brooke said.

 

She had made the wise decision years ago to invest in a quality tent. During one of her first trips into the solar field, the company truck had broken down and their radio cut out. Brooke and her partner didn't have any cell reception since they were in the middle of nowhere, so they had to spend the night. The company-provided “shelter” offered almost zero protection from the desert elements. She'd never been so miserable in her life. 

 

After that, she had purchased the Trango 3. Its packed weight was only eleven pounds, it slept three, and it only had five poles, making it incredibly easy to set up. It contained a large dry-entry vestibule, which helped keep out the sand during storms. The 40D Nylon 238T Ripstop FRDWR fabric that the tent was made of was incredibly durable. This tent could take a beating in any season, which was good, because the deserts of the Southwest were undeniably harsh.

 

Ten minutes later the shelter was ready, and the three of them climbed inside. Even though the tent slept three, it was a bit snug. Luckily for both Brooke and John, Emily didn't take up much space. 

 

Brooke zipped up the rain fly in case another sandstorm decided to head their way in the night. She curled up next to Emily and John and lay down by the door. It took all of sixty seconds before the three of them passed out.

*** 

The tent felt like an oven by the time they woke up. If it hadn’t been for the heat, Brooke could have slept the rest of the day. The frigid desert night had reversed to its normal sweltering heat. 

 

Brooke stirred Emily and John awake. She unzipped the front door of the tent and watched as sand flew into the entrance vestibule. It felt well into the one hundreds already. 

 

The water jugs in the back of the cruiser were hot to the touch. Brooke grabbed a handful of sand from under the cruiser. It was still cool. She dug a small hole underneath and rested the jug inside it. She wanted a chance for it to cool down before they drank it. 

 

John and Emily still looked half asleep when she walked back into the tent, but at least they were sitting upright. Emily's hair resembled a rat's nest, and half of John's hair lay flat on the left side

 of his face.

 

“Are we going to Phoenix today?” Emily asked, her voice echoing into her water bottle as she took a sip.

 

“That's the plan.”

 

Brooke had one spare gas can left, and the cruiser was running on fumes again, part of the reason Brooke had wanted to camp last night. Aside from being exhausted, she needed some time to think about their next move.

 

Phoenix was no doubt turned upside down. If it was anything like what she had seen in San Diego before they left, then it would be risky to venture into the city.

 

Most of the smaller towns that had sprung up during the solar energy boom dried up once the water restrictions were put into place. It was a long shot to find any fuel stations that were still operational, especially now, but she wanted to exhaust all options before heading into Phoenix.

 

Brooke went back outside and dumped the remaining fuel she had brought from the solar station into the cruiser. It was five gallons. They might be able to squeeze another ninety miles out of it. Once it was gone, they'd be traveling by foot. 

 

She checked the water jug in the sand. It was still warm but not as hot as when she had pulled it from the cruiser. She filled three water bottles and made everyone finish them before they started out for the morning. After a breakfast of granola bars, Brooke disassembled the tent. Once their gear was stored securely in the back of the cruiser, they all climbed inside and buckled up. 

“Grab the map for me, John,” Brooke said.

 

John unfolded it on the dash. Emily joined the two of them up front, poking her head between the seats and looking at the vast map of the Southwest spread before her.

 

“We should be somewhere right around here,” Brooke said, pointing to the outskirts of Phoenix. “If we continue east, we should run right into the old riverbed of the Gila River. We can use that as a landmark to make sure we’re headed in the right direction.”

 

“There used to be water here?” Emily asked.

 

“Yup, but that was when you were really little,” Brooke answered.

 

“I can't wait to go swimming in North Carolina,” Emily said.

 

Emily had both elbows wedged on the corner of Brooke and John’s seats. She pressed her hands against her face, smooshing her cheeks together as she looked longingly into the distance.

 

Brooke wanted to make her daughter's wish a reality more than anything in the world. If she could actually pull this trip off, it could be a fresh start for them. She knew it would be difficult, but with Daniel's connections in Congress, he might have enough authority to arrange for them to stay there permanently. 

 

John folded the map up and tossed it back into the glove box. Brooke turned the steering wheel of the cruiser until the compass on the dash pointed east. All of those goals and wishes were still firmly in the distance. It was nice to hold onto those hopes to keep her going, but right now, she needed to focus on her immediate objective: fuel. 

*** 

The tires of the cruiser crept over the dried, cracked ground of the barren Gila River. It was just another depleted artery of the country that had fallen under the same condition as so many of its brethren. If something wasn’t done soon, the desert would consume the rest of the country just as it had done this region. 

 

Time was as powerful an enemy as the drought. Brooke figured that was the underlying factor behind the president’s decision. He was under pressure to come up with a solution, and instead of trying something that would work long term, he had chosen the quick way. The easy way. 

 

It was survival instincts that had kicked in. One more day. One more hour. Just a few more minutes of life. But what the president failed to see during his blind reaction was the knife slitting his own wrists. The very thing he thought was keeping him alive was slowly going to kill him and the rest of the country. He was a man stranded in the ocean, and he was drinking seawater as fast as he could cup it in his hands.

 

The only real solution she'd seen for the water shortage was a few years ago. She'd never witnessed anything like Dr. Carlson's designs. Some of the chemistry and biology was beyond her schooling, but the engineering that filtered the water was impressive.

 

The moment the bill was voted down due to an outcry over evidence that the water wasn't safe to drink was the moment she should have packed up her bags and moved. Fear and panic had guided the people’s outcry, just as they had guided the president to exile her home.

 

Brooke wanted to believe that people could still break those chains, but that aspiration was dwindling. Soon that small trickle of hope would run dry, like the very river they were crossing.

 

The cruiser climbed the bank on the other side of the river. Then, when the SUV leveled out and there was more than just sand staring back at them through the windshield, she could see the distant beacon of skyscrapers to the northeast.

 

“There it is!” John said.

 

“There should be a highway in just a couple of miles,” Brooke said.

 

It was just in time, too. The fuel gauge was almost completely on empty. Everything was running low today.

*** 

Highway 85 was deserted. No traffic, no people, nothing. Brooke kept her eyes peeled for any signs of a fuel station, old or new. She could chance heading south into Mexico, but with the tension that had sprung up over the past couple years between the two countries, she thought better of it. She doubted she would receive a warm welcome south of the border.

 

With every mile that came and passed, Brooke realized the inevitability of heading into Phoenix. She knew that even before the president’s announcement, the city was barely surviving. Whoever stayed behind was either too stubborn or too poor to move. Both kinds were dangerous.

 

“Mom, look!” Emily said.

 

Emily's hand jutted out into the front seats past Brooke's face. She followed Emily’s finger to where she was pointing. 

 

“What is it, babe? I don't see anything,” Brooke said.

 

“Right there, in the sky,” Emily said.

 

Brooke looked up. John scanned the horizon as well, but neither of them could see what Emily was pointing at. 

 

“Em, I don't see—”

 

Then, just to the left of the Phoenix skyline, she saw the glint of metal hovering in the sky. It was most likely a helicopter, but its function was a mystery. It could be anything from a news chopper covering the situation in the region and reporting it to the rest of the country to a Mexican military craft scouting the newly abandoned territory. 

 

If it was the former, then there was the potential for them to catch a ride. It would cut their journey down to less than a day if they could just fly to North Carolina, and it would eliminate the problem of having to maneuver through the country as illegal immigrants.

 

“Mom, stop!” John said.

 

Brooke slammed on the brakes. Their seatbelts strained against their bodies as the inertia from their motion pushed them forward. John pointed to an exit sign. It was the first they'd seen. The faded paint of symbols for fuel, food, and lodging were etched on top.

 

Brooke looked back to the Phoenix skyline, but the metallic figure had disappeared. Even if she drove to the city, there wouldn’t be a guarantee the chopper would still be there or even give them a ride. 

 

The fuel gauge sank even lower. They’d be out of gas soon. Fuel was still the priority. There was too much uncertainty with Phoenix. She turned the wheel right and merged onto the exit ramp.

 

The signs for fuel signaled for her to turn east. She wasn’t sure how the ride would have been if she’d turned west, but the east side was in rough shape. The road was covered with potholes and cracks. There were sections where entire chunks of the road were missing. 

 

Most of the buildings were derelict. Roofs caved in on walls that struggled to support them. There weren't any people, at least as far as Brooke could see. 

 

“Keep an eye out for the gas station,” Brooke said.

 

The mileage indicating how far down the station was had faded from the sign, so Brooke had no idea the distance she'd have to travel. She couldn't imagine it'd be more than a mile. 

 

Then the distinctive sound of a gunshot pierced their silence. Gravel flew up from the road a few feet in front of the cruiser, and Brooke hit the brakes. She grabbed the back of John's head and shoved it down, concealing him behind the dash.

 

“Emily, get down,” Brooke said.

 

Her daughter unbuckled her seatbelt and rolled to the floorboard. She kept her body flat and covered the back of her head with her hands. Brooke pulled the revolver out of the glove box and shifted the cruiser into reverse. 

 

Brooke scanned the buildings around her, searching for the shooter. One hand gripped the wheel and the other her gun. 

 

Whoever saw them coming had a clear shot. The placement of the bullet was a warning. But the fact that the shooter didn't hit them gave her confidence that whoever was out there hiding wasn't a killer.

 

Brooke unbuckled her seat belt and handed the revolver to John, who took it hesitantly. She pulled the door handle and opened the door slowly.

 

“Where are you going?” John asked.

 

“Climb into the driver's seat. If something happens to me, get back on the highway and look for more fuel farther down the road,” Brooke said.

 

Brooke’s left foot hit the pavement first, followed by her right. She raised both hands in the air.

 

“I'm unarmed,” Brooke said.

 

Each step she took forward was slow, methodical. Sweat stains covered her exposed underarms.

 

“Get back in your car and turn around,” a voice echoed. 

 

Brooke's head shifted to the right, following the sound to where she thought the voice was coming from. Her eyes strained, trying to locate the shooter. The only structure in the area was an abandoned strip mall. 

 

“I have goods to trade,” Brooke said.

 

Another bullet ricocheted off the concrete to her left. She jumped, startled by the proximity of the shot. Whoever was behind the scope of the rifle was an excellent marksman.

 

“We don't want a trade. We just want you to leave,” the voice boomed.

 

“I have water,” Brooke countered.

 

She stood there, arms still in the air, waiting for a response. Then, as if on cue, four armed men in masks revealed themselves. Brooke turned around to the cruiser, motioning for her kids to stay put. 

 

They came at her from different directions, all wielding rifles of some kind. All four guns were aimed at her. She could see their fingers on the triggers once they were close enough.

 

“Who's in the car?” the man in front of her asked.

 

“My children,” Brooke answered.

 

The men surrounding her glanced at one another. One by one they lowered the barrels of their rifles and removed their fingers from the triggers. The man who spoke to her pulled off his mask.

 His hair was greying, but his face looked youthful. 

 

“You said you had water?” he asked.

***

The four men brought her back to the only structure on the road that wasn't falling apart. It looked like an old office building, judging from the signs out front. What used to hold small businesses and doctors’ offices now acted as bedrooms.

 

Inside were families, with children ranging from John's age to younger than Emily. The rags they all wore weren't just because of the recent politics. These people had been living like this for a while.

 

Their leader, Brent, took her to the rear of the building. He was the one who had shot at her.

 

“How much are you willing to trade?” Brent asked.

 

“Depends. Have you been into Phoenix?” Brooke asked.

 

“It's a war zone.”


“What about the military base there?”

 

“Are you kidding me? Anyone that could have done something left. It's just looters and violence now.”

 

“I saw a helicopter in the city when I was on the road. It could be help.”

 

“Could be.”

 

Brent opened the back door, and a wave of nausea hit Brooke. The smell of gasoline was overwhelming. 

 

“What's the exchange rate?” Brooke asked.

 

“We’ll give you a gallon of fuel for every two gallons of water.”

 

Brooke did the math in her head. She had seventeen gallons of water left. If she traded all her gallons of water but one, she'd get eight gallons of fuel. She'd need more than that to make it to Texas. From there she could start to use the money she had. 

 

“What about MREs?” Brooke asked.

 

“Four MREs to one gallon of fuel,” Brent answered.

 

Those she could spare. She had a case of fifty in the back of her cruiser. That would give her another ten gallons.

 

“I'll give you ten gallons of water and forty MREs,” Brooke said.

 

“Done.”

Brent escorted her back to the cruiser, where her children were waiting. They carried the fifteen gallons back together. Brent fueled the cruiser, and Brooke started pulling the water and MREs out of the back.

 

John came around back. His attention was on Brent, who had just emptied the second of four gas cans. 

 

“Mom, what are you doing?” John asked.

 

“We needed fuel.”

 

“So you're giving away all our water?”

 

“We need to get out, and we can't make the journey through the desert on foot. This fuel will give us a chance to at least get to Texas. Once we’re there we’ll have better fuel options.” 

 

“What about Phoenix?”

 

“It's not safe there.”

“But the helicopte—”

 

“John, drop it.”

John spun around, and the cruiser bounced as he climbed back inside. Brent walked around as Brooke pulled the last gallon of water for the trade out and set it on the asphalt. 

 

“Fuel's good to go,” he said, looking from Brooke to John. 

 

“I'll help you carry these back,” Brooke said.

 

John glared at the two of them through the windshield. Brooke hadn't seen him this mad since before they left San Diego. She didn't know what was bothering him.

 

“How old is he?” Brent asked.

 

“Fourteen. He just started high school.”

 

“It's a tough age. I remember butting heads with my folks back then.”

 

“Do you have kids?”

 

“One. She's six.”

 

“Well, it starts to go downhill around twelve or thirteen.”

 

“Let me know when it’s over.”

 

Brooke took in his smile. The dirt and grime smeared across his face masked the kindness in his eyes. For a split second, she thought maybe it would have been better to stay in San Diego. Not everyone was a looter. But the moment passed. In the end, she knew people would do whatever they had to do to survive. It was only just a matter of time. 

 

The residents of the office building came out to form an assembly line, passing the supplies to their storage spots inside. Brooke noticed a woman her age walk up to Brent and kiss his cheek. Behind her legs stood a gangly-armed little girl. 

 

“Is this your daughter?” Brooke asked.

 

“It is,” Brent said, lifting her up into his arms. “This is Kara.” 

 

Kara buried her face into Brent’s shoulder, hiding herself. Brooke smiled.

 

“I have a little girl just a little bit older than her,” Brooke said. 

 

“Brooke, this is my wife, Linda,” Brent said.

 

“Nice to meet you,” Linda replied.

 

“You, too.”

 

Once the supplies were dispersed, Brent handed Kara back over to Linda. He walked over to Brooke and the two shook hands.

 

“Pleasure doing busines—”

 

Brent's eyes were fixated on something behind Brooke. She spun around, and the sight of her cruiser kicking up dust and speeding right toward them met her eyes. John was behind the wheel, blaring the horn. A herd of cars was hot on his tail. Just before he reached the front of the building, he slammed on the brakes, sending the cruiser skidding right to the office building’s entrance. 

 

Brooke rushed to the car doors. She helped John grab Emily out of the back seat. She shielded the two of them as gunshots were fired from the caravan of cars that John was running from. 

 

“Everyone inside, now!” Brent yelled.

 

Brent and a few of his men fired back, offering cover fire for those still outside. The bullets ricocheted off the building, sending puffs of smoke and concrete dust into the air. Once inside, everyone rushed to the back. 

 

Brooke placed a screaming Emily in a small room with Linda and Kara. John still had the revolver in his hand and was eyeing the front of the building, where Brent and his men were fending off the attackers. Brooke snatched the pistol before he could argue.

 

“Stay here and do not move until I come back. Do you understand?” Brooke asked.

Brooke kept low as she rushed to the front. Windows were shattered as bullets peppered the front of the building. She saw Brent crouched by one of the windows to the left, reloading his rifle. Brooke poked her head around the corner to get a better look.

 

“Gangs?” Brooke asked.

 

“Mexicans,” Brent said. “They've plagued our area for a while now. They've never moved this far north, though.”

 

With the Southwest no longer part of the United States, there wasn't any fear of repercussions from the American government to those who wanted to come up from Mexico. Whatever land of plenty the immigrants thought they would enter didn't exist anymore, though. People were just left fighting over scraps.

 

The Mexicans lined up their cars for cover. Every few seconds, their heads popped over the hoods like prairie dogs. Brooke took aim and fired all five shots. The thumping from the bullets tearing through metal echoed back. 

 

The smoke from the guns wafted through the air. Brent had more than fifteen armed men. From what Brooke could tell, the Mexicans had half that. 

 

Brooke leaned back against a worn wooden desk to reload. Splinters poked her through her shirt. Each bullet she dropped into the chambers rattled from the slight tremor in her hand. 

 

One of the Mexicans fired a shot that exploded the window pane next to her. She ducked, feeling the tiny slivers of wood and concrete land on her back. Brooke flicked the chamber into the revolver upon reloading. When she peered back out the window to take another shot, she saw two of the Mexicans break off from their group. 

 

“They're heading around back!” Brooke said.

 

Brooke sprinted down the hallway. Brent was close behind. Her heart pounded in her chest. She wiped away the streaks of sweat rolling down her forehead and into her eyes. 

 

The back door burst open, and one of the Mexicans charged through. Brooke squeezed the trigger twice, and two bullets pierced the man’s chest. He hit the ground while squeezing off another shot that fired into the ceiling. The man’s partner came in next, and Brooke pulled the trigger until there was no other sound than the click of the firing pin. Both men lay stacked over each other. A growing stain of red covered each man’s shirt.

 

Brooke kept the gun aimed at the two bodies on the floor. The muscles in her forearm tensed from the viselike grip she had on the handle. She couldn’t tear her eyes off the scene in front of her. Their faces and blood were etched in her mind. 

 

“They were going to kill us,” Brooke said.

 

The words were said more to herself than to anyone around her. Brent came up behind her and slowly brought his hand to her arms and lowered the weapon. 

 

“It’s all right,” Brent said.

 

Brooke stumbled backward and leaned against the wall. She looked to her left and saw Emily and John poke their heads out of a room. Both their faces were ghost white. She became aware of a slight metal clicking noise. It wasn’t until she looked down at her shaking hand that still held the pistol did she realize it was her. She loosened the grip on the revolver, and it hit the ground with a thud. She slid down the wall until she sat on the floor then covered her hands with her eyes.

 

When she pulled her hands away, her palms had a red tinge. She reached her right index finger to her cheek. A darker shade of red covered her fingertip. It felt warm and had the stench of metallic sweat. It was the blood from her attackers.

 

“They were going to kill us,” Brooke repeated. 

 

Brooke’s fingers wouldn't stop shaking. Her body jolted when she felt Brent's hand touch her shoulder.

 

“C'mon. You can wash up.”

*** 

Brent gave Brooke one four-ounce glass of water. She splashed her face, and streaks of light pink and red washed down the sink. The tan, battered face staring back at her in the mirror wasn’t one she recognized. She wiped the excess water off with her sleeve, which smeared sand back on her face. 

 

“We should check on your cruiser,” Brent said.

 

“Or what's left of it,” Brooke responded.

 

All but the passenger-side windows to the cruiser were smashed. Bullet holes peppered the driver-side doors and engine. Both rear tires were blown out. The sand around the vehicle was mixed with bits of rubber, glass, and shell casings. 

 

The cruiser was tough, but Brooke was skeptical it would run. Still, that didn't stop her from climbing into the driver’s seat and plugging her key into the ignition. When she turned the key, all she heard was a click. It was dead. 

 

Brooke rested her forehead against the steering wheel. She hung from the wheel, afraid that letting go would eradicate any chance of surviving. Then, like a spasm, her fist pounded the dash violently. The sting of the blow lingered. She smashed her shoulder into the door and stomped to the cruiser's hatch. 

 

Bullet holes had pierced the gas cans and remaining water tanks. Both leaked onto the cruiser’s floorboard. Brooke lifted one of the backpacks and found that it dripped water and stank of fuel. Everything was soaked. 

Brooke slammed the hatch 

closed. The cruiser rocked from the force of the swing. Her face was beet red. She kicked the dirt, and an explosion of sand flew into the air. This can’t be happening. Not now. Not when we’re so close. 

 

Brent walked sheepishly up behind her. He took in the damage to the cruiser then looked at Brooke.

 

“Why don't you come inside?” Brent asked.

 

Brooke turned around. Her laughter was desperate. She raised her hands in the air, surrendering to the situation. 

 

“And do what? Stay here for a couple days until more people come and overwhelm us? Or maybe until we run out of water? Or food?” Brooke asked.

 

“It could do you some good to rest,” Brent answered.

 

“You don't fucking get it, do you? This place is dead. We have to leave, and we can't walk out of here with enough supplies to survive.”

 

“We have food and water.”

 

“For how long? Hmm? How fucking long?!”

 

The veins in Brooke's head and neck pulsed. Her face was purple from screaming. She wiped snot and saliva from her mouth, which were replaced by the gritty taste of sand. She was so fucking sick of that taste.

 

“Look,” Brent said. “You have two options right now. The first is to trek into the city to look for transportation and supplies, which we can tell you is a nightmare. Or you can stay here, recoup, and try and figure out a plan to get your family safely to wherever it is you need to go.”

 

Brooke softened. She knew he was just trying to help. The wave of adrenaline that had propelled her for the past hour began to recede. Rest didn’t sound like a bad idea. 

 

Brent escorted Brooke back inside. The room was small. A single window on the far wall provided the only view outside. A tattered mattress rested in the corner. It had no sheets, no pillows, and was slightly warped on the end. Brooke collapsed on the mattress, and Emily walked in and curled up next to her. John entered and sat next to the entrance. When Brooke closed her eyes, they seemed to lock shut.

*** 

It was the faint hint of smoke that woke her. She opened her eyes and blinked several times, adjusting to the darkness. Emily was still curled up next to her stomach, and John was passed out by the door. There wasn't enough space for all of them on the twin mattress. Brooke gently brushed John's hair off his forehead and whispered in his ear.

 

“Hey, why don't you get some rest on the mattress. Get off the hard floor,” Brooke said.

 

John obeyed absentmindedly. He stumbled over to the mattress where his sister lay and collapsed, barely opening his eyes in the process. Brooke kissed the tops of their heads and exited the room.

 

Brooke followed the scent of smoke and the sound of whispering voices. There was a faint glow in the front of the building. It moved like a wave across the beaten walls and worn floors. She kept her steps light. She wanted to hear who was talking and what they were talking about.

 

“I don't know if her being here is such a good idea, Brent. We don't know anything about her.”

 

“And she doesn't know anything about us. Not everyone's out to hurt us, Tim.”

 

“But what if she's part of a scout party? What if she's working with the Mexicans?”

 

“Then why did all of her gear get destroyed? They wouldn't waste all those supplies for a hoax.”

 

“I'm just saying we need to be careful. That's all.”

 

Brooke tiptoed to the back of the building. All of this seemed like a bad dream. She kept closing her eyes, expecting to wake up, but she never did. She'd spent so much time avoiding other people because she knew desperation drove people to do dangerous things. 

 

If these people were really that bad, they would have killed them in the street when she first arrived. But they didn't. They entered an agreement with one another, and both held true. Maybe it was time to ask for help. 








Chapter 8

General Gallo's fist smashed the figurines on his military map. His officers kept their heads down. 

“How could this happen?” Gallo asked. “We have more men, more guns, and more bullets than they do. This is an embarrassment!”

 

Colonel Herrera gently raised his head. His soft eyes found Gallo, and he spoke carefully. The general had a reputation for having a temper and following through on threats. 

 

“General, we were unable to mobilize all of our troops. We underestimated the Americans’ military prowess,” Herrera said.

 

“Military prow—? I don't care what it takes. I don't care if we have to sacrifice one hundred thousand men. That is our land! That is our country!”

 

Each statement the general made was punctuated with the pounding of his fat fist into the table. The wood sounded as if it would break under the force. But it was much more likely that one of the general's council would fall victim to punishment long before the table did.

 

“General, the Americans, they had better planes, better ships. We couldn't contend with them.”

 

The small-faced captain who made the statement shrank back into his seat after seeing the look Gallo gave him. His fellow officers sitting next to him inched their chairs away from him, trying to create as much space between themselves and him as possible.

 

“I gave you the same equipment the Americans have. I know that because I bought it from them. If you couldn't beat them with it, then it was your own incompetence that handed us defeat,” Gallo said.

 

The captain's face flushed red. “General, I'm sorry. We will not fail next time.”

 

“No. You won’t,” Gallo said.

 

The general grabbed the back of the captain’s chair and slammed it to the ground. The captain spilled onto the floor and skidded across the rug.

Gallo pulled the pistol from his belt and fired a 9mm bullet straight into the captain's skull. The flash of the bullet exploding out of the gun illuminated the already-dim room. All of Gallo's officers recoiled at the sight of their comrade's now-exposed innards. Many of the officers crossed themselves and uttered their respects in whispers. 

 

The smoke from Gallo's pistol filled the air. The scent of blood, lead, tobacco, and sweat was powerful. Gallo tossed his pistol onto the captain's body and turned to his men. The lamp's light above them caused shadows to accentuate the darkness under Gallo's eyes. 

 

“We do not lose again. Do we understand?” Gallo asked.

 

The officers at the table nodded emphatically.

 

“Someone clean this up,” Gallo said.

*** 

The machine hooked up to Eric's hospital bed beeped rhythmically. His breath fogged the oxygen mask over his face. His eyes fluttered open and closed. The white fluorescent lights were incredibly bright, and it took Eric a while for his eyes to adjust.

 

Eric pulled the oxygen mask off himself, and the machine beeped wildly. A nurse rushed in and pressed a few buttons, and the noise stopped. 

 

“How are you feeling, Lieutenant?” the nurse asked.

 

“How do I keep winding up in hospitals? When I signed up for the Navy, I was told it was fairly safe,” Eric said.

 

He yanked the tubes and suction cups off him and jumped out of bed. The hospital gown he wore flapped open, exposing his backside.

 

“Lieutenant, your gown,” she said.

 

“It's okay. I don't charge for the first five minutes, but after that it's going to be twenty bucks an hour.”

 

Eric walked down the hallway toward the exit. His lily-white cheeks greeted the remaining staff, and gasps and laughs followed in his wake.

 

The sun was bright outside when Eric opened the doors. After taking a minute to adjust to the sunlight, Eric spotted Colonel Brack and marched over to him, the back of his open gown flowing in the hot wind. 

“Afternoon, Colonel,” Eric said. “Looks like we made it through the first bout.”

 

“Lieutenant, you should still be in the medical facility until your attending physician clears you. And you should be wearing clothes.”

 

“I thought I'd try and get a little sun.”

 

“I'll debrief you when you're released.”

The playfulness in Eric's eyes waned. “Colonel, what were our casualties?”

 

The colonel tucked his clipboard under his arm, giving Eric his full attention.

 

“We lost three jets, one hundred boots on the ground, and six tanks. I'm still waiting to hear from New Mexico and San Diego,” Colonel Brack said.

 

“That can't be as bad as what we thought would happen, right?” Eric asked.

 

“No, but Gallo's forces weren't the massive numbers we expected. Once he regroups, I don't think we'll have the resources to stop him. Now, if you'll excuse me, Lieutenant.”

 

Colonel Brack returned his attention to the clipboard and marched off. He turned to yell back at Eric, who was still standing there in the middle of the base, “Go back to the medical ward, Lieutenant.” 

 

Eric gave him a wave, and a burst of wind blew his gown up, exposing everything. A truck rolled by, and the driver let out a whistle. “Hey, I am NOT a piece of meat!” Eric said, tying the back of his gown together.

 

The colonel was right. If what Eric had seen yesterday was only a fraction of what Gallo had in his arsenal, then they wouldn't be able to survive another fight. Without more men, more planes, and more guns, there wasn’t really any chance. 

 

The nurse attending to Eric watched him walk back inside the hospital, his gown loosely strung together. She put her hands on her hips and cocked her head to the side, looking at him with a sense of bewilderment and curiosity.

 

“Enjoy your stroll?” she asked.

 

“I need to know where you put my uniform,” Eric said.

 

“You're not going anywhere until you're cleared to leave.”

 

“Look. I know this must be hard on you, what with how you must feel about me. The conflict raging inside of you, trying to figure out whether to help the noble, physically fit, incredibly handsome patient that you've fallen in lust-filled love with, or following your chain of command,” Eric said, grabbing the nurse's hand and massaging it between his own. “But sometimes your heart is worth taking a chance on.”

 

Eric felt something pinch his left shoulder. He looked down to see a syringe sticking out with the plunger pressed all the way down.

 

“What's that?” Eric asked.

 

“A sedative.”

 

“At least buy me a drink firs...” 

 

Before Eric could finish, he collapsed to the floor in an unconscious heap.

*** 

The office was dark except for one lamp. The yellow light was filtered through a green lampshade, casting Jones’s office in a similar color. His jacket hung from the back of his chair, and the cuffs from his sleeves were unbuttoned and rolled halfway up his arms. His constant wearing of long sleeves and suits masked his thin frame, but with his sleeves rolled up, one could see the outline of bones covered in liver-spotted skin. 

 

Jones massaged his temples. He was the only one left in the office. He'd been hunched over paperwork examining water prospects in South America for the past three hours. He checked his phone for the time. Nine-thirty. 

 

This was a task he would have normally given to one of the interns, but it would raise questions that he didn’t want to answer at the moment. The climate in the country was incredibly fragile. The vote to exile the southwestern states had brought on some violent backlash, but he knew that was to be expected. 

 

However, the president's address hadn’t had the wide-reaching effect he hoped it would. The protests in different cities along the east coast was something he hadn't predicted. Of all the times for the American people to grow a backbone, now was the worst.

 

Jones knew Smith and Daniel had begun working on their countermeasures as soon as the vote was over. His sources were telling him that they were coordinating with one of the congressmen from Oregon. Water, fuel, and food were being smuggled into the region to help reinforce what little military stayed behind to fend off Mexico’s advancements. It wouldn't matter for long, though. Once Gallo's men took over the southwest region, whatever American military presence was left would be eradicated.

 

After that, the protests would stop and the attention would be turned to either waging war against the expanding Mexican government or forging an alliance, which Jones would assist with. He just hoped that General Gallo was as good at winning wars as he was at spending money on military expenses.

 

The other obstacle in his path was Smith’s acquisition of Dr. Carlson. He knew Smith was trying to get the doctor to recreate his work, but he couldn’t figure out where the congressman was hiding him.

 

Jones’s phone buzzed at the top right-hand corner of the desk. It was an unknown number, but judging by the time of day, he knew who it was.

 

“What is it?” Jones asked.

 

“You told me that all American troops were pulled from the area,” Gallo said

.

“And that was the order given. We couldn't help that some stayed behind in desertion.”

 

“Then why didn't you come in to remove them?”

 

“You're telling me the force of your entire military can't handle a few abandoned military posts?”

“My men can handle it.”

 

“Then I suggest you regroup and crush what's left so we can both get what we want.”

 

Jones clicked the phone dead and tossed it back onto the desk, disgusted that he had to deal with such violent ignorance. That was one thing he had always despised about the general. The general had no tact, no political awareness. He'd spent too much time in the military ordering people around. 

 

Perhaps the biggest difference between the two of them was their weapons of choice. Gallo had chosen the sword, and Jones had chosen the pen. Each needed the other. But just like every other relationship forged in blood and secrecy, there were issues with trust.

*** 

Eric felt groggy when he woke up. His vision was still blurred, but he managed to make out the steel handcuffs around his wrist that were attached to the bed rail next to him. 

 

“Nurse!” Eric shouted.

 

Eric pulled at the cuffs and shook them, clanging the metal together until the same nurse from earlier walked in a few moments later. She wore a sincere smile across her face, and her head was tilted in the familiar cock to the side. 

 

“Lieutenant, how are you feeling?” she asked.

 

“Normally I don't mind foreplay, but I need you to take these off now.”

 

“The doctor will be here in just a minute. Don't go anywhere for me.”

 

The nurse gave a lighthearted laugh that Eric mimicked. He continued the loud barrage of smacking metal, which woke his bedside neighbor, who hushed him.

 

“You shh yourself!” Eric responded.

 

Once the doctor came in, examined him, and gave him the thumbs up, the nurse removed the handcuffs. Eric rubbed his wrist where the tight piece of steel had kept him hostage. Eric jumped out of the bed and landed right in front of the nurse who had locked him down.

 

“It’s always the quiet ones,” Eric said.

 

“Goodbye, Lieutenant.”

 

The moment Eric was dressed, he made a beeline for Colonel Brack’s office. The colonel was alone looking over some paperwork when Eric walked in.

 

“Lieutenant, it's good to see you with clothes on. What can I help you with?” Brack asked.

 

“Sir, I would like to request a unit of men to scout the city,” Eric said.

 

“We can't afford that type of risk right now.”

 

“Colonel, I don't think we can afford to sit here and wait for Gallo to wipe us out. We might be able to recruit some fighters from the city and utilize any supplies that are still there.”

 

Brack took off his glasses and set them down on his desk. He rubbed his eyes. The colonel had relied on the sunlight pouring into his window to help him read, but the sun had almost disappeared beneath the horizon. 

 

“Let me get this straight. You want me to give you a unit of men so you can go into a completely chaotic and disordered environment to recruit people to fight for the same country that abandoned them?” Brack asked.

 

“Yes, sir.”

 

Brack rose from his chair and walked around to the front of his desk, which he leaned back on. He crossed his arms and squinted at Eric for a few moments before he spoke.

 

“Then you better make it count,” Brack said.








Chapter 9

Daniel quietly closed the door to his daughter’s room. Gabby was sound asleep on her bed, and Daniel still had a children’s book tucked under his arm. His slippers patted the wooden floors of the upstairs of his house as he walked down the hallway to his son’s room. A soft smile wavered on his face.

 

The door to Kevin’s room creaked slightly as Daniel pushed it open. Kevin lay on his stomach on top of his bedsheets. The music from his ear buds thumped loudly as he flipped through the pages of a gamer magazine.

 

Daniel knocked his knuckles against the door hard, and Kevin pulled his ear buds out.

 

“Hey, Dad,” Kevin said.

 

“What are you listening to?”

 

“Just some music.”

 

“Don’t stay up too late. You have that math test in the morning.”

 

“I won’t. Night, Dad.”

 

“Night.”

 

Daniel pulled the door closed and headed across the hall to his own bedroom. He flicked the hallway light off, and when he walked into his own room, he could see Amy already in bed. She wore a lacey nightgown, and her hair was curled. 

 

“What’s this?” Daniel asked.

 

“I’m just happy to have you home.”

 

Amy had set the mood with the dim lighting. Daniel took in the sight of his wife’s figure and the softness of her eyes. He approached the bed and lay down next to her. He ran his fingers over the soft skin of her shoulder, circling his fingers around her sun-kissed freckles. He moved his hand south, running to her waist. The silk fabric she was wrapped in was cool to the touch.

 

“I’ve missed you,” Daniel said.

 

Amy pulled him in and pressed her lips against his. Daniel breathed in through his nose, inhaling her scent. As they kissed, she pulled him down on top of her and slipped off his robe. She ran her hands down his back, grabbing hold of him as though they’d been apart for years.

 

Daniel had worked the top of Amy’s nightgown down to her stomach when his phone buzzed. His eyes glanced over for a second, but Amy pulled him back.

 

“Leave it,” she said.

 

He kissed the side of her neck and worked upward to her ear. The phone buzzed again, then again. It wasn’t long before the nightstand it was sitting on was shaking from the vibrations. Daniel reached over to grab it, and Amy slammed her hands into the bed at her sides.

 

“Christ. Can’t they leave you alone for one night?” she asked.

 

“It’ll take two minutes. I’ll be right back,” Daniel said.

 

“Mhmm,” Amy responded.

 

Daniel closed the bedroom door behind him and hurried down the steps to the living room. He dialed the number, and after three rings, Jones answered. He felt chills work up the back of his spine at the sound of Jones’s voice.

 

“Hello, Daniel,” Jones said.

 

“What do you want?”

 

“I just wanted to see how things were faring for you since the vote.”

 

“I’m fine.”

 

“It seems you’ve been having quite a few meetings with Congressman Smith and Congressman Edwards.”

 

Daniel could feel his heart plummet to the bottom of his stomach. He shuffled back a few steps, almost tripping over his slippers. He fell into one of the chairs and let out a breath he hoped Jones didn’t notice.

 

None of those meetings with Smith and Edwards was on any of their official schedules. Only their chiefs of staff knew what was going on. He had to be bluffing.

 

“I have meetings with many members of Congress. What are you getting at, Jones?” Daniel asked.

 

“I want to meet with you tomorrow morning at 7:00 a.m.”

 

“I’m not scheduled to be back in DC for another three days. We can have our meeting then.”

“It’s about Colombia, Daniel.”

 

The phone slid out of Daniel’s grip and landed between his arm and the chair. His face was frozen. He couldn’t move a bone in his body. The ghosts from his past had finally caught up with him. Jones wasn’t bluffing. Whatever he had on Daniel must have been the truth. He wasn’t sure how Jones got it, but the only thing that mattered right now was making sure no one else found out. Daniel scooped the phone out from between the cushions and raised it back to his ear. 

 

“Where?” Daniel asked.

 

“My office. I look forward to seeing you in the morning, Congressman.”

 

The phone lingered by Daniel’s ear for a moment. The living room was dark. All he could see were the outlines of things in the shadows. It all looked so foreign. Everything he did these days felt foreign. 

 

The light flicked on, and Daniel jumped. Amy pulled her robe tight and folded her arms. She looked concerned.

 

“Daniel, what’s wrong?” she asked.

 

Daniel could feel a cold sweat breaking out over his body. All of the blood seemed to withdraw from his skin. 

 

“Who was it?” Amy asked.

 

“What?”

 

“On the phone. Who called you?”

 

Daniel brought the phone down and looked at it as if it was the first time he’d seen it. He shut his eyes hard and shook his head.

 

“I have to head back tonight,” he said.

 

“Tonight? You were supposed to have a movie night with the kids tomorrow. Remember?”

 

“I know. I’m sorry. It’s just… This can’t wait.”

 

Amy wouldn’t look at him as he walked past her up the stairs. With each step, his stomach churned. He could feel the sourness wrenching his gut. He hurried to the bathroom, afraid that he might puke. Daniel splashed water on his face. His hands wouldn’t stop shaking. 

*** 

Daniel’s leg bounced up and down as Jones’s driver maneuvered his way through the streets of DC. The sun wasn’t up yet, but he could still see the dark circles under his eyes from the reflection of the window. He hadn’t slept at all last night. He crumpled another empty cup of coffee and tossed it in the seat next to him. 

 

It was one of the fastest, and longest, drives of his life. The driver sped the entire way. Half of Daniel wanted to hurry up and get it over with, while the other half begged for the man to drive into the next ditch he saw.

 

The car came to a stop, and the driver looked at Daniel through the rearview mirror. “Sir, we’re here.”

 

“Right. Thank you.”

 

Daniel opened the door hastily. There was hardly anyone up, with the exception of a few joggers and eager interns trying to make good impressions on their employers. Daniel just stood there looking up at the steps of the building where Jones’s office was. The passenger-side window rolled down, and the driver called out to him.

 

“Congressman Hunter, is everything all right?” he asked.

 

“Yes. Yes, I’m fine. Thank you.”

 

Daniel forced the first step forward. He felt rigid. He found himself feeling the awkward nature of his neck and limbs. The cold sweat he had experienced last night returned the moment his hand found the door to enter the building.

 

The elevator ride to Jones’s floor felt like an eternity. When the door pinged open, he stepped out onto the beige carpet and was greeted by Jones’s secretary.

 

“Congressman Hunter, how are you this morning?” Cindy asked.

 

“I’m fine. I have a meeting with Congressman Jones.”

 

“Go right in. He just got here a few minutes ago.”

Daniel could hear his heart beating. Each thump of his pulse felt like a shockwave rippling through his body. The cold sweat from moments ago disappeared. In its place was a blast of heat that felt so hot he thought his suit would burst into flames.

 

Jones looked up from his desk when Daniel entered. The sun was just peeking over the horizon, and it cast the office in the morning glow of dawn.

 

“Hello, Daniel,” Jones said.

 

Daniel wore no emotion on his face. The only offer of fear that he would grant Jones was the perspiration collecting on his forehead. He took the seat directly in front of Jones’s desk. He crossed his legs and folded his hands together. Until Jones showed his cards, this was just another meeting.

 

“What do you want from me?” Daniel asked.

 

“I’m not here to ask for anything, Daniel,” Jones said.

 

“You wouldn’t have made me drive through the night to get here if it wasn’t because of something you wanted. Now what is it?”

 

“I know about your operation in Colombia. I know it down to the comma and period of the initial funding report. I know how many people died. I know how much it cost. I know who got the drugs and who got the guns.”

 

Daniel’s lips quivered slightly, betraying his attempt at a stoic expression. It was only for a split second, but once he saw the curled smile forming on Jones’s face, he knew his emotions had given him away.

 

“And what do you plan on doing with that information?” Daniel asked.

 

“Nothing.”

 

“Nothing?”

 

“You did a terrific cover-up of the entire ordeal, Daniel. It really was wonderful. I know good work when I see it. But your biggest mistake wasn’t in bribes or paperwork. It was your goodwill.”

 

“What?”

 

“I have dirt on every senator, congressman, and politician from DC to Seattle. I’ve been in this game for a very long time. Long enough to watch most of my peers who knew my secrets be buried in the dirt. I made more than a few mistakes when I was first starting out, but I was lucky enough to make them before email and the Internet.”

 

“So what was it? Someone from the CIA? One of my staff? Someone on the military appropriations committee?”

 

“It was Smith.”

 

The name resonated in the air for a moment. Daniel lost control of his expression and could feel the distortion of his face become more prominent. 

 

“No, that’s impossible. He didn’t even know the details of the operation. He wanted deniability.”

“Because that’s what I told him to tell you.”

 

“You told him?”

 

“Smith has made some mistakes in his political career, but no doubt the biggest blemish on his sterling record was getting in bed with me during his first term, as many young politicians do. After our first arrangement, he didn’t feel that my methods represented his core values, so he wanted out. I told him I would let him go, but it would be at my convenience. Not his. When he gave me the information on your botched operation that was him clearing his debt with me.”

 

“I don’t… That’s…”

 

After all the speeches, meetings, and secrecy, Daniel had been fed to the wolves by someone who he considered a friend. Someone who he’d stuck his neck out for during the vote of Jones’s bill, someone he trusted.

 

“Why are you telling me this?” Daniel asked.

 

“I know that you’re working with Smith and Edwards. I want to know where they’re keeping the doctor.” 

 

The fear and apprehension that had plagued him all morning slowly began to be replaced with anger. Daniel’s face reddened. He curled his fingers into fists. He pushed himself out of the chair and stormed out of Jones’s office. When the elevator doors closed, he could still hear the faint, violent laughter coming from Jones’s office.








Chapter 10

Brooke wrestled with the decision all night. The dark circles under her eyes were a sign of her struggle. Ultimately, though, she knew she only had one option. She had to go into Phoenix.

 

“I still don’t think it’s a good idea,” Brent said

.

“My family can’t stay here, Brent. I need to get to North Carolina, and I won’t be able to do that without a vehicle. Now, unless you have something around here?”

 

“No. Nothing that I can give you.”

 

“Then it’s settled.”

 

The next order of business was to figure out what to do with her children. She knew that bringing them into the city would be dangerous, but she still wasn’t sure if she felt comfortable leaving her kids with these people. In the end, she knew that if something happened to her, Emily and John would have a better chance of survival with this group. 

 

“I should be coming with you,” John said.

 

“Your job is to protect your sister.” 

 

“But I can help.”

 

“I know you can, and this is how you can do it.”

 

Emily wrapped her arms around Brooke’s legs and squeezed. Brooke picked her up and wiped the dirt away from her cheek before she kissed it. 

 

Brent was kind enough to loan back some of the water and food rations they’d bartered so she could have supplies for the trip. The boxes of ammunition for her pistol were one of the few items that hadn’t been destroyed in the Mexicans’ assault.

 

“If you don’t make it back,” Brent said, “I’ll make sure your kids are well taken care of.”

 

“Thank you.”

 

“It’s a three-hour walk to Phoenix. I would stay off the main roads the closer you get. Make it difficult for someone to find you.”

 

“I will.”

 

“Good luck.”

 

Brooke gave Emily another kiss, and John didn’t grimace when he received one on the cheek. She adjusted the strap on the pack Brent had loaned her and started the long walk to Phoenix.

***

Two miles before she made it to the edge of Phoenix, Brooke moved off the road and trudged through the sand. Each step forward thrust her foot downward into the hot, grainy earth. It took twice as much effort to trek through the desert as it did on the road. 

 

Brooke pulled one of her water bottles from the side carrier of her pack and pulled her shemagh down to take a drink. The water was warm, but she still took the time to down the water for at least ten seconds. Whenever she traveled through the desert on foot, she always made sure to drink in large gulps. People often made the mistake of sipping their water to try and conserve what they had left. There were always horror stories of people dying from dehydration with full canteens still in their hands.

 

The desert ended as Phoenix’s city limits began. Brooke crossed the threshold and traded one desolate wasteland for another. Smoke from fires rose upward into the sky. The smaller fires she passed added to the already-scorching heat. Hell would be cooler than her current location.

 

Brooke’s pistol was holstered on her hip. She’d only ever worn the holster the handful of times she’d made it to the range, but her hazardous surroundings warranted the revolver being closer to her grip. If someone came down on her, she didn’t want to worry about fumbling the gun out of her pocket or waistband. 

 

The streets of the city had long been abandoned. The roads were riddled with cracks and potholes. Whatever money the city had generated before the exile wasn’t being used on road repairs. 

 

She glanced at the skyscrapers above, built during a time when water still flowed through the veins of the city, giving it life. Now, most of the building doors were boarded up, and the massive buildings had wilted from the heat. There wasn’t room for giants here.

 

Most of the city had been migrating east long before the president’s announcement. She knew the population here had dwindled, but she still had yet to see a single soul, which she found odd.

 

Brooke stepped lightly. She checked behind her, to the side, and in front for anyone that could jump out at her. The hairs on the back of her neck kept sticking up. She had the overwhelming sense that someone was watching her.

 

A trashcan crashed in the alley next to her. Brooke pulled her gun. The only thing she saw was a cat crawling out from behind the rolling can. 

Brooke let out a sigh. Her whole body immediately loosened to jelly, and she holstered her pistol. The cat was small, and she could see the animal’s ribcage. She bent down, trying to coax the animal out. 

 

“Come here. It’s okay,” Brooke said.

 

The cat growled and hissed. The hair on its back stood straight up, and it backed up beneath the dumpster into hiding. Brooke shrugged it off.

 

“Well, I was always a dog person anyway,” she said.

 

Brooke’s knee popped when she stood from her crouched position. Her legs were stiff. She was rubbing her thigh when she heard the rumble of an engine at the alley’s street entrance. The truck never crossed by, but she heard the slam of doors and men’s voices.

 

Two men appeared at the end of the alley. Brooke tried making out their faces, but the position of the sun cast them in shadows.

 

“Hello, there,” the man called out.

 

“Hello,” Brooke said.

 

“Are you all right?” 

 

“I’m fine.”

 

“Hey, listen, do you know where we can get to the military base from here? We’re on our way to see my cousin who’s a cadet there, and we got turned around.”

 

Brooke’s hand went to her revolver. She took a few steps forward, looking for any weapons they might have, but she could see both pairs of hands, and they had no visible rifles or pistols on them.

 

“Are you from around here?” his partner asked.

 

“The base is north of here,” Brooke answered.

 

“Thanks. Hey, do you think you could point it out to us on a map? We’ve got our truck with us just around the corner.”

 

Brooke kept her hand on the revolver. When she was close enough for the two men to see the weapon, both of them put their hands in the air.

 

“Whoa. Hey, we don’t want any trouble,” the man said.

 

Both stepped backward. While keeping their hands in the air, they pointed around the corner of the alley. Brooke took her hand off the pistol, and the two men relaxed. They disappeared around the corner, and when Brooke followed them, she saw a red truck caked in sand. The same truck that had chased her through the Mojave.

 

Brooke reached for the pistol again and fired shots at the two men, who were sprinting to the truck. They grabbed rifles out of the truck bed and fired back. Bullets ricocheted off the building walls as Brooke jumped back into the alley for cover.

 

She crouched behind the wall, her knees hovering just above the ground. She aimed the pistol around the corner and emptied the revolver’s chamber. The bullets thumped into the side of the truck as both men ducked.

 

Brooke reached into her pack for more ammo. As she loaded the 9mm bullets into the chamber, she heard the truck engine start up. She sprinted down the alleyway to try and get to the other end. A few of the bullets spilled from her hand as she ran, clinking against the asphalt. 

 

She turned around to see the truck barreling toward her. Brooke aimed the pistol and fired, sending bullets into the windshield. The glass cracked and the truck swerved, slamming into the alley walls, knocking off both side mirrors. Then it crashed into the dumpster, crumpling the truck’s hood.

 

Smoke filled the alleyway, and Brooke kept the revolver aimed at the truck. Her boots crunched over the small shards of glass from the broken driver-side window as she approached. The driver’s head hung limp, and blood soaked his chest. 

 

The man in the passenger seat moaned. He stirred, but Brooke kept her pistol aimed at him.

“I can’t feel my arm,” he said.

 

Brooke could feel the small sliver of steel that was the revolver’s trigger. All she had to do was pull. She had killed those Mexican raiders that attacked her. He was no different than them.

“Hey, lady, don’t do this,” he said.

 

She stepped closer, leaning over the dead driver’s body until the revolver’s barrel was only a few inches from the injured man’s face. Brooke’s heart was racing. The pistol in her hand wavered.

 

“How many people have asked you not to do it?” Brooke asked.

 

Brooke pressed the gun’s barrel into the man’s cheek. He shuddered. She pushed harder. He whimpered. 

 

“Don’t do this,” the man said.

 

Just squeeze. One simple motion. As she jammed the pistol farther into the man’s cheek, spit flew from his mouth as he continued to beg. Then her concentration was broken by the rumble of another engine behind her.

*** 

One Humvee and four men were all that Eric was able to get approved. One armored vehicle against the potential violence of an entire city. He was less than thrilled.

 

They put on as much body armor as was allowed and headed into Phoenix to search for supplies and recruits. Eric knew Captain Howard wanted this excursion to act as an olive branch to the people of the city, but he decided against bringing any supplies with him. He wanted to scout the area before opening up a soup kitchen.

 

Eric had the pleasure of being accompanied by two Marines, an Army Ranger, and a retired Navy SEAL who had headed to Luke AFB the moment he heard the president’s announcement. Despite the odds, he felt confident in the knowledge and experience that surrounded him.

 

Jim Nabb was the Army Ranger. He was only in his late twenties, but the thick beard used to cover the scars on his face made him look ten years older. He had been sent to the AFB when orders came in for him to assist in “relocation” efforts. That was all the information that was given to him. It wasn’t until he made it to Phoenix and heard the president’s speech that he understood what it meant. While the rest of the base was shipping out, he was in the streets of Phoenix, trying to help citizens who couldn’t help themselves. It was a losing battle. 

 

“Aren’t you hot wearing that fur coat on your face all the time?” Eric asked.

 

“A little, but I also never have to wear sunscreen. It irritates my sensitive skin,” Jim answered, smiling.

 

“The ladies won’t let me get rid of mine,” Tuck replied.

 

Tuck was the former Navy SEAL. In addition to the bristly beard, he had a bit of a gut, which Eric chose not to comment on because of Tuck’s sizeable frame. The man had bear paws for hands and towered well over six-four. It didn’t take Tuck long to put two and two together during the morning of the exile. Once the looting started, the safest place in his mind was the Air Force base. He knew most of the people inside, so it was easy for him to get in. 

 

“Our Marines are pretty quiet back there. How are we feeling, jarheads?” Eric asked.

 

“Oo-rah, Lieutenant,” they said in unison.

 

Tuck looked back behind him. 

 

“You don’t have to call him that. Technically, none of us are even in the military right now,” Tuck said.

 

“He’s right,” Eric said. “You don’t have to go through the formalities of ‘sir’ or ‘Lieutenant.’ ‘God of War’ will do just fine.”

 

Eric managed to get a smile out of both Marines. They couldn’t have been older than twenty. Still baby faced and fresh out of boot camp, they were itching for some action. At least that’s what they thought they wanted.

 

“So what’s the plan, God of War?” Tuck asked. 

 

“Our main objective is to search for supplies: food, water, ammo. If we can pull in some recruits to help at the base, that’s a plus,” Eric answered.

 

“And what happens to the people still here?” Jim asked.

 

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. But anyone that fires on us should be considered an enemy. No matter who they are,” Eric said.

 

It wasn’t an easy thing to ask. All of them had joined the military to protect the citizens of their country. Not fight them. 

 

Eric slowed the Humvee. Everyone turned to him as the engine idled.

 

“You hear that?” Eric asked.

 

“Hear what?” Tuck responded.

 

Eric threw the Humvee into reverse. He kept his head to the left, searching for the source of the noise. Down the alleyway, smoke rose into the sky from a wrecked truck. A woman held a gun to a man’s head. The man was screaming for help.

 

“What the hell?” Tuck asked.

 

The three men exited the vehicle and walked slowly toward her. They raised their rifles, and when the woman saw them, she didn’t move her pistol off of the man’s cheek.

 

“Drop it!” Jim yelled.

 

“This isn’t any of your business,” she answered.

 

Eric watched her through the scope of his rifle. She looked familiar. He’d seen that face before. 

 

“I don’t know what he did to you, lady, but put the gun down,” Tuck said.

 

“She’s crazy! Shoot her!” the man inside the truck yelled.

 

“Shut up!” the woman screamed.

 

“Hey, what’s your name?” Eric asked.

 

The woman’s eyes shifted between the man in the truck, Eric, Tuck, and Jim. Eric could see that her finger was still on the trigger. 

 

“Hey,” Eric repeated.

 

This time the woman looked right at him.

 

“He’s not worth it,” Eric said.

 

The woman slowly moved the pistol from the man’s cheek. Her finger slid off the trigger. Finally, she lowered the revolver. Eric relaxed. Then, the moment the woman turned her head away from the man in the truck, the man reached his right arm across his body and grabbed her arm. He yanked her forward, slamming her head into the edge of the truck’s roof. 

 

A shot rang out and pierced the windshield. The bullet flew through the man’s chest, and the woman collapsed to the ground. Eric looked over to see the smoke from Jim’s barrel rising into the air. 








Chapter 11

Eric’s brief foray into recruitment hadn’t gone as well as he had planned. You could hardly call bringing back an unconscious woman, who they dropped off at the hospital, a success. 

 

“Do you need any attention, Lieutenant?” the nurse asked.

 

“Woman, I would rather die than go into your care again.”

 

Eric walked back outside, where Jim and Tuck waited for him.

 

“How’s she doing?” Jim asked.

 

“They’re patching her up now. I guess we’ll know in a little bit,” Eric answered.

 

“Oh, here,” Tuck said, handing Eric a wallet. “I found it in the woman’s pack.”

 

Eric flipped open the wallet. He almost dropped it when he read the name. 

 

“Holy shit.”

***

Brooke’s face felt like an elephant was sitting on it. She could only squint through her right eye, and the room kept spinning. She moved her arm, and she could feel a plastic tube tugging back at her. She looked up at the IV and started to get a feel for her surroundings. Then she started to panic, and the machine monitoring her heart rate beeped loudly.

 

“Whoa, hold on. You’re okay,” Eric said.

 

“Where am I?” Brooke asked.

 

“You’re at Luke Air Force Base in Phoenix, Brooke,” Eric said.

 

“How do you know my name?”

 

“It’s me, Eric.”

 

It took a few moments for Brooke to make the connection.

 

“Scratch?”

 

“I actually spent a long time trying to get rid of that nickname, so if you could keep it to yourself, I’d appreciate it.”

 

“How? What are you doing here?”

 

“When the president made the announcement about exiling the Southwest, I was given orders to abandon San Diego. I stayed behind and went looking for you, but you were already gone.”

 

Brooke’s mind flooded back to what had put her in the hospital. Her heart rate spiked again, and she gripped the bed railings next to her. My kids. The pain from her face dissipated, and she

 started yanking the tubes out of her arm.

 

“Um, I wouldn’t do that. The nurse is pretty strict about procedures,” Eric said.

 

“I have to get out of here,” Brooke said.

 

“Really though, the nurse is a Nazi. She’ll drug you.”

 

“I have to get my children,” Brooke said, ripping the sheets off the bed. 

 

“Make sure you tie the back on that gown. They’re pretty flimsy,” Eric said, rushing after her.

 

Brooke made it into the hallway before Eric finally grabbed her wrist, but Brooke yanked it out of his grip.

 

“Let me go!” Brooke shouted.

 

Eric held up his hands in defeat. 

 

“Look. I know you’re freaking out right now. I get it. But you’re in no condition to go running back out into the city. Tell me where your kids are. I can help,” Eric said.

 

Brooke looked him up and down through her one good eye. The burst of adrenaline that had propelled her out of bed faded.

 

“They’re south of the city off Exit 22,” Brooke said.

 

“What are their names?” Eric asked.

 

“John and Emily.”

 

Brooke’s eyes wetted. Eric walked over to her and put his arms around her. She didn’t protest. A few silent sobs escaped as the events of the past few hours washed over her. 

*** 

The wrecker rumbled along Highway 85. When Brooke told Eric about the cruiser’s condition, he thought they might be able to get it working again, so he chose a tow truck over the Humvee, which Tuck and Jim didn’t like. Brooke had pestered to come with, but the nurse laid the smackdown. 

 

Eric pulled the picture that Brooke gave her from his pocket. The photo had been taken two years ago, when Jason was still alive.

 

“So you served with that woman’s husband?” Tuck asked.

 

“He saved my life,” Eric said.

 

“How’d it happen?” Jim asked.

 

“We were doing building checks with a group of Marines in Iraq. The brass wanted to have ten blocks done before sunset. We were just moving too fast. There was a guy watching from across the street that our snipers didn’t pick up. He sprinted inside with a bomb strapped to his chest. Jason pulled me out. He died in surgery.”

 

“I’m sorry,” Jim said.

 

“Bring back any souvenirs?” Tuck asked.

 

“Four pieces of shrapnel in my abdomen. Took out twenty feet of intestines.”

 

“Well, at least you shit quicker,” Tuck said.

 

“Thanks for the silver lining,” Eric said.

 

Eric pulled off on Exit 22 and shifted gears. The wrecker rolled down the road, and the warning shot Brooke told Eric to expect halfway down the street arrived on queue. Eric parked the vehicle and stepped out, hands in the air, and looked to the strip mall where the shot had 

originated.

“I’m here for Brooke Fontanne’s kids,” Eric called out.

A man popped his head out from one of the store fronts and kept his rifle aimed at Eric. Both Tuck and Jim exited the vehicle, their hands in the air and their rifles hanging from their shoulders.

 

“Where’s Brooke?” he shouted without lowering his rifle. 

 

“She’s in the hospital at Luke Air Force Base. She got banged up a little bit, but she’s all right. Are you Brent?”

 

He nodded, and three other men appeared from buildings, and they circled Eric, Jim, and Tuck. 

 

“You have any proof that you know Brooke, aside from her children being here?” Brent asked.

“I do, but it’s only for the kids’ ears,” Eric said.

 

Brooke had given Eric a safe word that she and Emily had used in case Brooke ever needed to have someone other than herself come and pick Emily up. If Emily didn’t recognize the person, she would ask for the safe word. If the stranger knew the safe word, she’d know the person was okay.

 

Brent led them over to the office building where his group lived and brought both John and Emily out. Eric was amazed at how much John looked like his father. Emily had her head down and was fiddling with her hands. Eric bent down to meet her at eye level, but Emily wouldn’t look up.

 

“Your mom wanted me to tell you something,” Eric said.

 

Eric leaned into Emily’s ear. He whispered so only she could hear, and when he pulled away, she was flashing a gap-toothed grin.

 

“It’s okay! We can go with them,” Emily said.

 

“You guys ready to get out of here?” Eric asked.

 

John and Emily nodded and stepped away from Brent’s group of men. Another man, standing next to Brent, stepped out with the kids.

 

“Was that you guys taking off the other day?” the man asked. 

 

“Yeah, it was us,” Eric said. 

 

“You were fighting the Mexicans?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“I’m coming with you.”

 

“Tim!” Brent said.

 

Brent grabbed Tim’s arm and pulled him back. He kept his voice low and turned both of their backs to Eric and his men.

 

“What are you doing?” Brent asked.

 

“Aren’t you listening? They have soldiers at the base. They have food, water, guns. We can push those wetbacks back across the border where they belong.”

 

“Those aren’t gangs or marauders they’re fighting. They’re trained military soldiers. It’s not something we should get caught up in.”

 

“We can’t keep sitting here in this shit hole, Brent. If you’re too chickenshit to leave, then that’s your choice, but you don’t make decisions for me.”

 

Tim yanked his arm out of Brent’s grip and joined Eric’s group. Eric had noticed they had a good number of armed, well-bodied men. If he could bring back a few more, then it could make up for his failed Phoenix run.

 

“We’re all in this together,” Eric said. “The Mexican army pushed forward, but we were able to turn them back. We can do it again, but we need help. Are there any others with past military, law enforcement, or medical experience?”

 

Everyone shifted awkwardly in place. No one stepped forward. 

 

“How about just anyone that wants to help?” Eric asked.

 

“You have water?” one of the men asked.

 

“We do.”

 

The man was older, his grey hair suggesting that he was in his fifties. The scruff along his face was thin and white, providing poor cover for the lines of time etched along his weather-worn skin. He looked back at a woman and young girl, presumably his wife and daughter. The two of them nodded in agreement.

 

“I never had any military experience, but I was a hunter in Ohio in my youth. My wife’s a nurse,” he said.

 

“What’s your name?” Eric asked.

 

“Mark.”

“Good to have you on board, Mark. Anyone else?” 

 

That was it. Eric could have done worse. In a war like this, every body counted, so he wasn’t going to turn his nose up at a man who could shoot.

 

Tuck finished hooking up the cruiser, and everyone that was coming along loaded into the wrecker. Brent watched two key members of his group leave. The dust from the wrecker kicked up and blew against his face as he watched the armored truck disappear onto the highway.

*** 

Emily was the first to start crying, followed by Brooke, then John. The three of them were hunched on the floor in the middle of the hospital hallway where Brooke had paced back and forth since Eric left. 

 

It was the most stressful two hours of her life. The tips of her fingernails turned raw from her nervous chewing. Her stomach practiced backflips, turning over and over until she thought she would puke. The one relief she had from the worry of her mind was the distraction of the pain in her face. 

 

The moment she saw Emily and John through the window of the door, her feet smacked in rapid succession against the hard tile of the hospital floor. Brooke couldn’t see anything other than the two of them. 

 

“Are you guys okay?” Brooke asked, finally pulling back to look at each of them.

 

“We’re okay. What happened to you?” John asked.

 

“I’m fine. Ran into a little trouble was all,” Brooke said.

 

John lowered his head. Brooke could see the shame on his face. The shame that he hadn’t been there to protect his mom when she was in trouble.

 

“Hey,” Brooke said, lifting his face up, “I’m fine.”

 

Brooke kissed his forehead and did the same to Emily’s cheek. She wrapped them both in another big hug and looked up at Eric, who was giving them some space. He simply nodded and smiled, then turned away. 

 

“All right,” Brooke said. “Who’s hungry?”

 

The hospital food would have been mediocre in any other situation, but having had to choke down canned beans and MREs for the past two days, the piping-hot meat and vegetables were more than welcome. Brooke wolfed the food down in big bites. John inhaled his in a matter of minutes, and even Emily managed to polish off everything on her tray. 

 

Once Brooke and Emily were finished eating, and after John went back for seconds, the nurse finally allowed Brooke to change out of her hospital gown and into her regular clothes. She had even been nice enough to wash Brooke’s clothes first. The nurse apologized for not being able to get all of the dirt out, but Brooke was just happy having her clothes back so she could start walking around a little more freely without feeling exposed. Eric was right. The gowns were quite flimsy. 

 

After Brooke changed, they were escorted to the barracks. Since the base was designed to house almost five thousand men, there was plenty of space. Brooke and her family had an entire building to themselves. The privacy was a welcome attribute. But perhaps the biggest amenity was the air conditioning. After almost three days in the hot desert sun, the crisp seventy-nine-degree temperature felt like an icebox to them. Emily flopped onto one of the beds and sighed.

 

“Even the sheets are cool,” she said.

 

John and Brooke followed her lead and collapsed onto the mattresses. They were firm, but at that point anything was better than the ground. To Brooke, it might as well have been memory foam she was resting on. She lay there for a moment, her eyes closed. The pain in her cheeks began to return, but she was too tired to reach for the meds the nurse had given her. 

 

Brooke had to figure out her next plan. And part of it involved asking Eric for another favor—one she wasn’t sure he would be able to pull off. She knew the conversation she needed to have with him, but right now her full stomach and cozy bed beckoned her to rest. And she did.

*** 

The moment Eric saw Captain Howard’s face, he regretted agreeing to a video call. Howard’s stone-wall expression didn’t make it easier for him to ask for something he knew the military couldn’t afford. 

 

“You want a plane?” Howard asked.

 

“Yes, sir.”

 

“To fly to North Carolina and transport a woman and her two children.”

 

“That’s correct, sir.”

 

“Lieutenant, are you aware of the war that’s happening right now?”

 

“I am, sir.”

 

“You do realize you’ve already destroyed one of my jets.”

 

“I do remember that, sir. I did manage to make it all the way back to the runway, though. I think that should count for something.”

 

“It doesn’t.”

 

“Understood, sir.”

 

“Lieutenant, I understand your personal relationship with the family, but I cannot allow you to take one of our aircraft for the purpose of three individuals. Even if I did, how do you expect to land at an airport without any preadvised flight plans? From a region publicly disowned by the United States government?”

 

“I thought I would just ask nicely… sir.”

 

“I’m sorry, Lieutenant, but your request is denied.”

 

“Then you can consider this my resignation, Captain.”

 

“What?”

 

“I’ll be escorting the family to North Carolina on the ground.”

 

“Eric, we need you here. You taking that family to the east coast won’t help us win this war.”

 

“You told me that winning this war was just as much about giving the people something to believe in as it was fighting in battle. So that’s what I’m doing. I’m giving that family something to believe in.”

 

It was the first moment in the conversation that the captain’s stony expression showed anything but militarized control. Eric could see the slightest hint of a smile and hoped that the conversation was recorded so he could use it as blackmail later.

 

“All right, Lieutenant. Good luck.”

 

“Thank you, Captain. Or I guess I can just call you by your first name now, which, come to think of it, I don’t know. I guess I always assumed your first name was Captain. What is it? Wait! No, don’t tell me. I bet I can guess. Carl? Ben? Frank?”

 

“Goodbye, Lieutenant.”

*** 

When Eric couldn’t acquire the plane ride home, Brooke felt deflated for a moment, but when he added that the mechanics were almost done repairing the cruiser, she felt a little better. It was still going to be hard, but having her cruiser back was better than nothing. 

 

“And I’m coming with you,” Eric said.

 

“What?”

 

“Oh, did your hearing get damaged during the attack? Sorry. I’M COMING WITH YOU,” Eric said, shouting the last part and repeating it slowly. Brooke covered her ears and smacked Eric’s arm.

 

“Don’t they need you here?” Brooke asked.

 

“They do. I’m quite the commodity right now.”

 

“Eric, I can’t ask you to do this. There’s no guarantee that we’ll make it, and if we get caught, we’ll be thrown in jail. You’ll be tried as a deserter, or worse.”

 

“It’s my decision.”

 

“You’ve done enough. Really, Eric, it’s fine.”

 

“It’s too late, Brooke. I already resigned from active duty. Well, technically I guess I resigned from participating in an organized militia, but you get the point. You’re stuck with me for a little longer.”

 

Despite her objections, she was glad he was coming along. Having the experience of a seasoned military veteran couldn’t hurt her chances of making it across the country. 

 

Brooke made sure to replenish their supplies. The base had plenty of water, food, medicine, and ammo to spare at the moment. It would take anywhere from four to five days to get to North Carolina from Phoenix. And that was if they drove consistently with minimal breaks and didn’t run into any trouble. 

 

The mechanics did a great job with the cruiser. The sides were still riddled with bullet holes, and the battery was shot to hell, but the spare battery Brooke had charged at the solar station acted as an excellent substitute. In addition to repairing the engine, they gave her two new tires and replaced the shattered windshield and side windows. Brooke knew the bullet holes would be a problem once they made it into Texas and were driving through the states. It didn’t make for the most inconspicuous mode of transportation, but she would cross that bridge when she came to it.

Everything was loaded up when Colonel Brack started heading their way.

 

“I’ll be right back,” Eric said.

Brooke wasn’t sure what the colonel wanted. Would he try and stop them? Did they want payment? Would they have to return the supplies? She watched the two of them talk. Neither of them raised their voices. And her worries melted when she watched the two men shake hands. 

 

“What was that about?” Brooke asked.

 

“Nothing. Just some well wishes.”

 

Eric avoided looking at her when he answered. Brooke couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw him wipe his eyes. Whatever had been said was meant for his ears. She wasn’t going to pry.

 

After some bickering over who would drive, Eric reluctantly slid into the passenger side while Brooke climbed into the driver’s seat. With John and Emily buckled up in the back, Brooke cranked the engine to life, and a piece of her came to life along with it. She was back in her car, restocked, with her family, and they had an extra person to help them in their journey. North Carolina felt a little bit closer than the day before.








Chapter 12

Captain Howard kept a watchful eye on the four U.S. warships to the west that had yet to leave the area. During his fight with the Mexicans, his former comrades had remained motionless. What was even more odd was the fact that Mexican military ignored the four warships as well. During the skirmish, Gallo’s forces only attacked the men under Howard’s command. They’d lost quite a few jets, but the USS Ronald Reagan remained intact. Howard attributed the victory to Gallo’s lack of presence in the water and his own pilots’ superior training.

 

The aircraft carrier was operating on a skeleton crew. Howard could see the weariness in his men’s eyes. He knew Gallo was regrouping, gathering his resources for a final blow. It wouldn’t be something they would survive.

 

“Captain?” Master Chief Petty Officer Pint asked.

 

“Yes?”

 

“Captain Ford is on the line for you.”

 

Howard grabbed the phone from Pint and pressed it to his ear. Whatever the reason for Ford’s call right now, it couldn’t be good. 

 

“Captain Howard speaking.”

 

“This is Captain Ford of the USS Stockdale. I have been ordered to take your men and reclaim the United States property that you are in possession of.”

 

“Ford, this isn’t the right move.”

 

“We will be approaching your starboard and port sides. If you engage us, we will fire upon you.”

 

The line clicked dead before Howard had a chance to reply. He wasn’t sure what type of leverage the politicians in Washington were pressing on Ford, but Howard knew that he wasn’t going to fight against the sailors he used to command. There had been enough bloodshed. 

 

Howard waited on the flight deck for Ford’s arrival. When the helicopter touched down on the deck of the carrier, the gusts of wind blew Howard’s uniform backward, pressing it tightly against his body. Ford kept his head low while stepping off the chopper. He was escorted by two MPs. 

 

The chopper’s blades slowly wound down, and the gusts of air ceased. Howard kept his aviators on and stood at attention. He knew Ford well. The two of them had gone through officer’s school together. 

 

Ford was a shorter man, but what he lacked in height he made up for in vigor. He had risen through the ranks with discipline and intelligence. Ford worked it by the book. Every time. No exceptions. Howard knew that he had a reputation for being a hardass, but even he bent the rules now and again. Unlike Howard, Ford was a piece of unyielding steel. 

 

“Hello, Captain,” Howard said

.

“Howard, I’ll need to speak with you in private for a moment.”

 

Ford excused the MPs, and Howard and Ford began to walk along the deck of the USS Ronald Reagan. Ford didn’t speak for the longest time. He just kept glancing around the ship. Blood stained the deck. The blood of United States Navy sailors. 

 

“My contacts in Washington have informed me that Gallo’s fleet is regrouping just off the Baja peninsula. They should be arriving here this afternoon,” Ford said.

 

“How many ships does he have?”

 

“Enough to wipe out the rest of your men. Washington doesn’t want to lose any more of its resources in this ‘conflict.’ I’ll be taking command of the ship, and we’ll be heading south through the Panama Canal.”

 

“I assume you’ll want to proceed immediately.”

 

“I do, but per protocol before any long voyage, my men will be inspecting the ship to ensure it’s sea ready. Since this carrier has recently seen battle and has not been under the command of any official United States military officers, the inspection could take some time.”

 

Howard smiled. He slowed his pace and turned to Ford, who was still looking out into the sea. One of the warships under his command was parked straight ahead. 

“I suppose if Gallo’s men choose to engage us, it will be an act of war on the United States, seeing as this ship is now under my command. If that happens, I will have no choice but to retaliate with deadly force,” Ford said.

*** 

Once Jones received word that Ford had taken control of the USS Ronald Reagan, he immediately phoned Gallo. The conversation was brief. “All clear” was all that was said before he disconnected the call. 

 

Howard and his men provided a minor setback, but with that taken care of, Jones knew that the rest of the pestering militia that still plagued the Southwest would be eradicated. Gallo’s next move would be the final blow. 

 

Now Jones could focus his attention on more pressing issues with Smith and his scientist. He had put a tail on Smith and his staff members, but so far nothing had turned up. He had no idea where Smith was stashing the doctor, and he had heard nothing from Daniel after their conversation. Hopefully something would turn up by the afternoon. 

 

Jones sidelined his thoughts on Smith for the moment and headed to his meeting with the vice president. Johnson would play a pivotal role in Jones’s next step. While the vice president lacked certain “political” talents, his popularity with the public was unmatched. The good ol’ boy image still carried a lot of weight, and Jones wanted to capitalize on that quickly.

 

He was to meet the vice president at the Eisenhower Executive Office Building, where his staff resided. When Jones was escorted into the VP’s main office, Johnson was munching on a roast beef sandwich. 

 

“Congressman, you’ll have to excuse the food. Busy day,” Johnson said.

 

“It’s quite all right, Mr. Vice President.”

 

“Can I get you anything?”

 

“No, no. I’m fine. Big breakfast this morning.”

 

“So, what can I help you with?”

 

“Well, honestly, sir, I just wanted to take the time to come over and thank you. Your support of my bill was as important to me as the president’s. The American people are always calmer when you’re able to put your name to something.”

 

Johnson waved him off. A breadcrumb rested on the corner of his mouth. Jones wanted to reach over and smack it off his face, but he refrained and tried to drown out the vice president’s incessant chewing.

 

“I was wondering if I could pick your brain on something else?” Jones asked.

 

Johnson swallowed the bite of his sandwich. “I’ll do my best, Congressman.”

 

“It’s no secret that tensions with the Mexican government have been high. The water shortages have affected the entire continent.”

 

“We’ve tried to extend the olive branch, Congressman, but they were being unreasonable.”

 

“I think we should try again,” Jones said.

 

Johnson wiped his fingers on a napkin. He leaned back in his seat and rested his hands on his stomach. He flicked his tongue against his teeth, making sure there weren’t any remnants of the sandwich stuck there.

 

“What makes you so confident it will work this time?” Johnson asked.

 

“I think a collaboration of sorts could benefit both countries. Now’s the time to band together.”

 

“That’s not exactly what your bill accomplished for our country, Congressman.”

 

“It was unfortunate, but necessary. Much like an alliance with Mexico.”

 

“What do you have in mind?”

 

“Water.”

***

Gallo had almost all of his men in place. He oversaw the preparations personally. There wouldn’t be another embarrassment like the previous battle. This push would be the end of it. He would finally regain the land of his nation. Reestablish the culture that had been stolen and bastardized by the Americans in the Southwest. 

 

Colonel Herrera knocked on the open door. Gallo looked up from his work.

 

“What is it, Colonel?” Gallo asked.

 

“General, I apologize for disturbing you, but there’s been a new development in the situation with San Diego. It seems the American ships have joined forces with the aircraft carrier that stayed behind.”

 

“What?”

 

“Our scouts have counted five warships in the area now.”

 

“Are they in international waters?” 

 

“No, they’re only ten miles off the coast of California. They’re blockading the San Diego port.”

Gallo knew that if the Americans had gone back on their deal, it could only be Jones’s doing. He cursed himself for trusting him. 

 

“What are your orders, General?” Herrera asked.

 

If Gallo attacked a naval ship under the command of a United States officer, it would ignite a war. Hundreds of thousands of men would die. It could break both nations to the point of no recovery. 

 

“If the Americans engage, then we take them down,” Gallo said.

*** 

A map of South America lay spread out on Jones’s desk. The rivers that flowed through Brazil were spilling over with water. The past decade had seen South America grow richer with an unintended natural resource. Rio de Janeiro had become for the continent what Dubai was for the Middle East. It had hundreds of millions of gallons of water just ripe for the picking. All Jones had to do was go down and take it. There was a knock on the door, and Jones’s chief of staff entered.

 

“Congressman,” Ken said.

 

“What is it?” Jones asked.

 

Jones took in Ken’s frail posture. The old man looked worse than usual. His eyes looked more sullen. 

 

“Captain Ford has commandeered the USS Ronald Reagan,” Ken said.

 

“I know. I fail to see how that’s a situation.”

 

“He’s refusing to move.”

 

“What?”

 

“Gallo’s men are advancing, and he’s standing between them and the San Diego port.”

 

Jones balled the map of South America up angrily and threw it across the room. 

 

“Get me Gallo on the line immediately.”

***

“You told me that the military had been evacuated and that anyone remaining would be branded a traitor,” Gallo said.

 

“Ford isn’t deserting. He’s following inspection protocol, which is written in our laws,” Jones replied.

 

“Well, change the laws. That’s what you have the power to do, isn’t it?” 

 

“I’ll need more time.”

 

“I’ve already given the order to my men. They’ll be arriving in San Diego shortly, along with my men penetrating Arizona and New Mexico.”

 

The muscles along Jones’s arm wobbled his wrinkled skin. The weakness of his grip on the phone failed to exemplify the anger coursing through him.

 

“The president will have no option but to retaliate against you with full force, and if that happens, we both lose our advantage into the south,” Jones said.

 

“You’re the one who wanted Brazil, Congressman.”

 

“How long do you think your army will last without water? How long do you expect the country to continue with no water? You’re drying up, General.”

 

“Goodbye, Congressman.”








Chapter 13

A layer of rusty barbed wire rested above the gates of the factory on the edge of the Maryland coast. The factory’s fences were worn, with parts of them completely missing, and massive storage crates littered the property. While some crates were open, most were closed, their contents abandoned long ago.

 

The only light coming from the building illuminated a dirty office window. Inside, Dr. Carlson was hunched over his desk, going over the designs of his filters. He’d spent the past twenty-four hours resketching everything he’d made. The files he had stored at his home had long been destroyed, and since Jones had removed the copies at the patent office, he’d had to start from scratch.

 

Even though Dr. Carlson hadn’t had a drink in almost two days, the effects of his abuse over the past several years had taken their toll. He could feel the lag in his thoughts. It took him twice as long to come up with the simple formulas he’d concocted in his prime. 

 

Dr. Carlson dropped the pencil on the desk and rubbed his bloodshot eyes. The papers scattered underneath had massive generators, pipes, and filters drawn on them. Underneath each sketch were the materials needed and the combinations of chemicals that were involved in the purification process. 

 

He’d spent years on this work. The recreations brought back all the sleepless nights and the calculating and recalculating of every mathematical equation, along with the hours he had spent in the lab, ensuring that the water worked through his process was safe and drinkable. But most of all, he remembered those few weeks when his life’s work had been turned into a sideshow. 

 

His face had been plastered on every major news channel, with taglines of “Eccentric” and “Dangerous Doctor” posted right next to his name. Death threats and hate mail arrived at his home daily. Every time he walked down the street, he could feel violent stares. Eventually, he couldn’t go anywhere in public without being harassed. And when the bill that would have allowed his filtration process to become legal and give the citizens of the country all the fresh water they could drink had been voted down, he shut himself off from the rest of the world. 

 

Dr. Carlson looked around his “office.” The paint was peeling off the walls. No A/C blew through the vents. The air was dry and stale. He rubbed his foot along the floor, where it scraped against the dirt and debris that had made its way in from the broken windows. 

 

“Almost like home,” he said to himself. 

 

He pulled out the cell phone that Smith had given him and dialed his number. 

 

“Hello?” Smith asked.

 

“I’m finished.”

 

“You’re sure everything’s correct? We’re not going to get a second chance with this.”

 

“It took me a little longer than usual, but it’ll work.”

 

Dr. Carlson hung up the phone and looked down at his sketches. He tossed the phone on top and leaned back. 

 

“I’m pretty sure it’s right,” he said to himself.

*** 

Beth kept her eyes on Smith the entire time he was on the phone. Her body was rigid. She became aware that she wasn’t breathing. When Smith smiled, she exhaled.

 

“We’re ready,” Smith said.

 

“I’ll tell Jake to start gathering the materials,” Beth said.

 

“You didn’t think he could do it, did you?”

 

“Well, technically he still hasn’t, but with everything that’s riding on this, I’m willing to look at this with a glass-half-full perspective.”

 

“You’re not going soft on me, are you?”

 

“Don’t think you’re getting that lucky.”

 

Beth jolted as Daniel burst into Smith’s office. His tie was undone. His dress shirt was untucked. He wore his jacket awkwardly with half of the collar flipped up. Pieces of hair randomly jutted out from the rest of his carefully styled head. 

 

“You told him?” Daniel asked, his voice cracking and his words breathless and raspy. He limped forward a few steps. He looked as if he had run to Smith’s office all the way from North Carolina. 

 

“Beth, will you excuse us for a moment?” Smith asked.

 

Beth backed out of the room. The moment she closed the door behind her, she called security.

“Daniel, what happened? Are you all right?” Smith asked.

 

“You told Jones about what happened in Colombia when you were on the military appropriations committee with me. Why?”

 

“Daniel, please, sit down.”

 

“Are you working with him now like you did then? Are you hanging me out to dry? Is this some type of fucking joke?” Daniel yelled, spit flying from his mouth. His face reddened, and random angry spasms caused his arms and legs to jerk. 

 

Smith held out his hands, trying to calm Daniel. “You need to let me explain,” Smith said.

“You know what will happen if Jones lets that information get out? It will ruin me. It will ruin my family.”

 

“He has no proof. I made sure of that. Everything I told him was purely word of mouth.”

 

Daniel took a step back. His right hand reached up to his chest. A searing, stabbing pain ripped through him. His body stiffened. 

 

“So it’s true,” Daniel said.

 

“Yes, but Daniel, you have to let me explain.”

 

Smith didn’t get the chance. Daniel lunged after Smith, pinning him down against the desk. The monitor, phone, pens, and papers crashed to the floor. Daniel wrapped his hands around Smith’s throat. He squeezed tight. 

 

“I trusted you!” Daniel yelled.

 

Beth rushed back into Smith’s office at the sound of the commotion. She ran over and tried to peel Daniel off Smith, but he was too strong. Finally, two security officers rushed inside and apprehended Daniel. It took both of them to break Daniel’s grip on Smith’s neck. 

 

Daniel strained against the two guards, resisting as they pulled him away. Smith still lay over the top of the desk, gasping for breath.

 

“I trusted you! I trusted you!” Daniel’s screams could be heard all the way down the hallway. Even after he was out of the building, Smith could still hear Daniel’s words echoing in the back of his mind.

*** 

The six-by-eight-foot cell didn’t allow Daniel much space to walk. He could feel the walls closing in on him. He had taken off his tie, jacket, and dress shirt. Sweat drenched his undershirt. He walked around barefoot, trying to let the concrete cool his bare feet. Apparently inmates weren’t treated to the same air-conditioning standards as his peers on Capitol Hill.

 

Daniel sat down on the lumpy mattress. The springs squeaked from the surprise of his weight, and he leaned back till his head bumped into the wall behind him. Regardless of what happened with Jones, he knew how this would look. He could read the headlines now: “Congressman snaps under pressure from peers and public opinion. Is he fit for office?” 

 

Am I fit for office? That was something he’d pondered for the two hours he’d been locked in that cell. In his mind he went through all the speeches, votes, and secret meetings. He justified everything he did as trying to help, but for what? Only so he could stay in office? He wasn’t sure if that was a question he wanted answered. 

 

Daniel had joined the political scene roughly ten years ago. He had been working as a defense lawyer when he took on a client charged with kidnapping. The client was a father who had taken his daughter from the mother, who had sole custody, so that the daughter could live with him. 

 

The mother had a lot of money, an inheritance from a grandfather. It was old money. Powerful money. The father, on the other hand, worked as a mechanic making thirty thousand dollars a year. He’d had a history of alcohol abuse way before his daughter was born, but he’d been sober for more than a decade.

 

Despite the father’s plea to have partial custody, the mother denied him. She didn’t want him to have anything to do with their daughter. The man was heartbroken, bleeding to death. When Daniel met with the father for the initial consultation, the father wept like Daniel had never seen a grown man cry. His eyes were desperate, pleading. Daniel took the case and asked for no compensation.

 

After three months at trial, Daniel lost the case. He couldn’t compete with the mother’s resources or influence. The father was sentenced to twenty years in prison. He would never forget the rap of the gavel or the wails of the father as the bailiff carried him away.

 

Daniel appealed the case but was denied. His firm told him that they weren’t going to sink any more of the company’s money into a lost cause. The only reason they’d agreed for him to take the case was because of the publicity, and now that they had lost the case, the only press they received was negative. Daniel quit the firm the following week. 

He stayed in touch with the father for a while after the sentencing. He managed to arrange the delivery of letters to his daughter through her school. Daniel had gone to college with one of the teachers, and the teacher agreed to help out once Daniel told him what had happened. 

 

The next couple of months after the trial were a turning point for him. He had gone to law school to make a difference, but the laws that were in place were so constricting, so binding, that he couldn’t do anything. So three months after he quit the law firm, he decided that if he couldn’t make a difference in the courtroom, he’d make it easier for justice to be served through legislation. 

 

Eight months after that, he became the youngest congressman to ever be elected to the twelfth district of North Carolina. He built his platform on telling everyone that he could make a difference. And for the past two tortuous hours, he had been trying to figure out if he had made a difference or if he was now like that father he had tried to help so long ago.

 

Daniel heard the jingle of keys as the sergeant who had locked him in the cell made his way down the hall, the rhythmic click of his boots becoming louder. Daniel watched as the chubby-faced officer stepped in front of the door.

 

“Here he is, Congressman,” the sergeant said.

 

Then the long, slender hand of Jones wrapped around the iron rods of the cell door. 

“Thank you, Sergeant,” Jones said.

 

Jones’s pearly-white smile stretched across the gaps in the coal-black gate that separated Daniel from freedom. Daniel could feel the swirl of emotions storming up inside of him. He had never wanted to hurt someone so badly yet beg for their mercy.

 

“You made quite a scene today, Daniel,” Jones said.

 

Daniel didn’t get up from the cot, but he leaned forward to rest his face in his hands. If Jones knew about it, then it wouldn’t be long before the news outlets caught wind of it as well. His career was over. His life was over, and all of it was made worse by the fact that his family would be caught in the crossfire.

 

“You still have time, Daniel,” Jones said.

 

“Time for what?”

 

“To save your career. To save your life.”

 

Daniel looked up from his hands. Jones’s smile had disappeared, but his grip on the bars remained. 

 

“Smith betrayed you. He gave you up to save his own skin,” Jones said.

 

Daniel shut his eyes. He shook his head. He knew Jones was playing games with him. This was a power struggle, and right now the scales were tipped generously in his favor. The bed springs squeaked again as Daniel rose from the cot and walked to the back of the cell. He pressed his hands up against the wall, keeping his back to Jones.

 

“Think of your family, Daniel.”

 

Daniel’s hands slid down the rough concrete. Of all the cards to play, Daniel had known Jones would pull that one. He walked to the front of the cell to face Jones. When Daniel made it to the cell bars, Jones removed his hands. 

 

“What do you want? You want to know what Smith is doing? You want to know what I’ve been doing?” Daniel asked.

 

“I already know about Dr. Carlson. I already know about your meetings. All I need is a location where Carlson is working. You give me that, and I can make everything disappear. I can ensure you’re reelected for the next fifteen terms. I can make sure you and your family never want for anything. I can be a powerful friend, Daniel. You know what I can do. Stop fighting me and work with me.” 

 

“Work with you? Work with you to destroy what this country was founded on?”

 

Jones lunged at the bars. The forceful thud of Jones’s hands hitting the iron gate surprised Daniel. He hadn’t thought Jones’s frail body could produce that much force. 

 

“What this country was founded on was the belief in survival. That’s what I’m doing, Daniel. Ensuring that we survive. Now, I’m sorry that my methods don’t represent the same Boy Scout code that you and Smith carry around, but I can tell you that everything I have ever done has been for this nation. Because, despite you detesting me, I live in this country as well, and my fate is attached to its outcome just as much as yours!” Jones said.

 

A dribble of spit flew from Jones’s mouth and landed on his chin. He wiped it away hastily with the back of his liver-spotted hands. 

 

“You really believe that everything you’ve done has been for the good of the country?” Daniel asked. “You’re delusional.”

 

“Don’t go down this road, Daniel. It’s not a journey you’ll survive. You have until tomorrow to give me your answer.”

 

A few moments after Jones left, the sergeant came back and opened Daniel’s cell.

 

“You made bail,” the sergeant said.

 

“Posted by whom?”

 

“Congressman Jones.”








Chapter 14

Brooke had been idling in the cruiser for the past three minutes. Her eyes were fixated on the desert sand in front of her. It wasn’t until Eric waved his hand in front of her face that she snapped out of her trance.

 

“Hey, anybody home?” Eric asked.

 

“The tire tracks. Up ahead. What do you think they’re from?” Brooke asked.

 

“I’m going to go with some type of vehicle.”

 

John snorted, and Emily giggled.

 

“Hey, you two in the back. Don’t encourage him,” Brooke said.

 

“Brooke, I’m sure it’s fine,” Eric said.

 

“I haven’t had the best track record when it comes to crossing deserts this week.”

 

“Regardless of who it is, we still have to cross.”

 

Brooke looked back over to the “Welcome to New Mexico” sign on the left. The sun had worn most of the lettering off, but she could still see the state’s outline, which had once been proudly printed on the sign. Now the state of New Mexico was known mostly for death. 

 

The races had started a few years back. They’d become wildly popular. Fire and blood drew in large crowds, and the large amounts of prize money kept contestants coming back every year. Brooke had watched a race on television once. She turned it off after the first ten minutes. The show was nothing more than perpetuated violence. 

 

Now, with the region in exile, she was afraid what little law remained in the state had now vanished. The trek through New Mexico would be more than just a fight against the elements. Brooke shifted the cruiser into drive and rolled over the state line.

 

It was three hundred miles to Texas, and they had packed enough fuel to last them well into the Lone Star State. Eric suggested keeping to the north, stating that the security closer to Mexico would be stronger. Brooke planned it so that by the time they reached the Texas border, it would be nightfall. Crossing over during the daylight didn’t seem like a viable option.

 

Brooke kept the cruiser at a steady forty miles per hour. At the pace they were running, they’d make the crossing in roughly eight hours. That meant eight hours of watching the horizon for marauders, Mexican military, and the Mexican gangs that had worked their way slowly up to Albuquerque.

 

“You guys ever watch Bugs Bunny?” Eric asked.

 

“Who?” John replied.

 

Eric turned to look at Brooke, who had her eyebrow raised.

 

“I guess they wouldn’t get the Albuquerque joke,” he said.

 

“I think that was a little bit before their time,” Brooke answered.

 

“Such a shame.”

*** 

John’s head bobbled against his headrest. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep when his mom slapped his leg.

 

“John, wake up,” Brooke said.

 

John rubbed the sleep from his eyes and looked out the window. His jaw almost dropped. For miles, all he could see was white sand. For a moment, he thought he was at the beach.

 

“Where are we?” John asked.

 

“White Sands National Park, or at least it used to be,” Brooke said.

 

“Why is everything white, Mommy?” Emily asked.

 

“It’s because of the gypsum in the sand,” Brooke answered.

 

“It’s pretty,” Emily said.

 

John had never seen anything like it. If it wasn’t for the blazing heat, he could have thought they were driving through snow. 

 

“Can we stop to look around?” John asked.

 

His mother didn’t say anything for a minute, then he felt the cruiser start to slow.

 

“Sure, it’s about dinner time anyway,” Brooke said.

 

John stepped his right foot out of the car and smiled when he hit the sand. He turned back around to Brooke and Eric, who were unbuckling their seatbelts.

 

“Cool,” he said.

 

He could hear Emily laughing, chasing after him as he ran up the side of one of the white dunes to get a better look at his surroundings. His jaw almost dropped from the view. Thousands of white, rolling dunes stretched further than he could imagine. He knelt down into the white powder and picked it up, letting it sift through his fingers. Emily finally made it to the top of the hill and fell to her knees next to him.

 

“It feels soft,” John said.

 

Emily scooped up a pile in her hands and rubbed it around in her fingers. “Yeah, it’s weird.”

 

John rubbed the tiny granules of sand off his fingertips. He touched the tip of Emily’s nose, leaving a small dab of white, and she giggled. Then she reciprocated by dropping some of the sand down the back of his shirt.

 

“Emily!” John yelled.

 

He chased after her down the hill and scooped her up. She was laughing, and while he was still mad at her, he couldn’t help but chuckle. He set her down, and she helped him wipe the sand off his back.

 

“Dad would have liked it here,” John said.

 

“What do you guys talk about?” Emily asked.

 

John pulled his shirt back down and turned around.

 

“What?” John asked.

 

“At night. I hear you talking to him.”

 

It was something John had done most nights since his father’s death. He had a lot of questions that he needed answers to. Questions that he didn’t want to talk to his mom about. They ranged from girls to guns to whether or not his dad was proud of him.

 

John’s face flushed red slightly, embarrassed that Emily had heard him. The truth was his dad never answered back, which he was glad of. He couldn’t imagine having to tell some shrink that his dead father spoke to him from beyond the grave. 

 

“It’s kind of a one-way conversation, Em,” John answered.

 

“I tried talking to him too, but he didn’t answer. Why do you keep trying?” Emily asked.

 

“Because I miss him. And, I don’t know, I guess it just makes me feel better.”

 

The father–son talks and trips and the moments that every other son would get to experience would never happen with him. He was going to have to figure things out on his own. He just hoped that he was smart enough to do it.

 

“I’m glad it makes you feel better,” Emily said.

 

John grabbed his sister’s hand, and the two of them walked back over to their mom and Eric, who were setting up lunch.

*** 

It could have been a picnic under any other circumstances. Brooke watched Eric and Emily try to build some militarized version of a sand castle. Eric kept telling Emily that while a princess may love a garden, setting one up outside the defensive walls wasn’t a good strategy. 

 

“Why can’t we just put it behind the wall?” Eric asked.

 

“Because, a princess needs space to run around. She can’t just be cooped up inside the castle all day.”

 

“But wouldn’t it be safer for the princess to garden inside the castle? What if their enemies come storming through while she’s in the middle of planting some carrots?”

 

“She’ll fight them off.”

 

“All by herself?”

 

“Yes.”

 

“Well, I think the princess should try going through basic training before she starts making such reckless decisions.”

 

Brooke chuckled to herself. She looked around for John but couldn’t find him. She panicked for a split second until she saw his feet through the space under the cruiser. She left Eric and Emily to work out the rest of their castle blueprints and joined her son.

 

John was holding the family picture he’d managed to salvage before they left. The glass had cracked in the frame, most likely either from the bumpy ride or the Mexican gunfire they had experienced yesterday. 

 

“That was a good day,” Brooke said, gesturing to the photo.

 

“I don’t remember it,” John said.

 

“You don’t? Well, I do,” Brooke said, taking the photo from him. “It was the week after school let out of your seventh grade year. I’m pretty sure you had just gotten a shot of adolescence the day before because you were in a terrible mood.”

 

John rolled his eyes in response.

 

“Oh, looks like it’s kicking in again,” Brooke said, nudging him with her elbow.

 

“If I was in such a bad mood, why was it a good day?” John asked.

 

“Because your dad came home that day.”

 

“He did? I don’t remember that.”

 

“It was a surprise. He wasn’t supposed to be home for another week.”

 

“I’m sorry I’m difficult sometimes.”

 

John’s response threw her off a bit. He kept his head down when he said it, so she knew he was embarrassed. She tilted his head up by his chin.

 

“Hey. It’s all right. You’re not the only fourteen-year-old with raging hormones. Everybody goes through it,” Brooke said.

 

“Yeah. You should see some of the other kids at school.”

 

“Oh, I have.”

 

Brooke handed the picture back to John and kissed him on the cheek. 

 

“Brooke!” Eric yelled.

 

She rushed around to the other side of the cruiser to the sight of Eric running toward the car with Emily in his arms. Behind them in the distance was a caravan of vehicles heading right for them.

***

The cruiser bounced violently along the sand dunes. Waves of white flew up from the traction of the tires. 

 

Eric slammed a magazine into his AR-15. Brooke kept looking behind her, trying to see if the marauders were gaining on them. The gear loaded down in the back obstructed her view. She looked over to Eric, who was pulling his goggles down and tying a bandana around his mouth. He rolled the window down and pushed half his body outside. 

 

“Eric, what are you doing?” Brooke asked, grabbing his belt to make sure he didn’t fall out.

 

Grains of sand flew past him and whipped into the car as the cruiser climbed up the side of one of the dunes. Brooke squinted her eyes and pursed her lips, trying to block the sand from entering her mouth. She held onto the wheel and Eric’s belt. She jerked the wheel to the left, sending Eric crashing back into his seat. Eric rolled up the window, pulling his goggles down along with the bandana. 

 

“Seven cars. Two-seater buggies. They look like racers,” Eric said.

 

“How close are they?” Brooke asked.

 

“About four hundred yards back, but they’re gaining on us.”

 

They were still one hundred fifty miles from the Texas border. Brooke figured they were just looking for an easy score. The gang behind them would give up if they made it hard. Brooke just needed to give them a reason to turn around.

 

Brooke adjusted her course to head dead east. Eric noticed the shift.

 

“The border patrol is worse closer to the south,” Eric said.

 

“I know, and our friends behind us probably know that too,” Brooke said. 

 

A few of the buggies leapt over the top of one of the dunes and landed wildly halfway down the hill. As fast and tough as Brooke’s cruiser was, it wouldn’t be able to outrun race buggies. The desert was their element, and while the cruiser was able to handle the desert, the buggies were built for no other landscape but this one. 

 

Emily started crying in the back. Eric pulled his goggles off his eyes and looked back at her.

 

“What’s wrong? You’re not scared, are you?” Eric asked, knocking the sand off his spare magazines. 

 

Emily nodded her head.

 

“Hey, there’s no reason to be scared, all right? Remember, princesses always beat the bad guys,” Eric said.

 

Emily wiped her eyes. “Like when we protect our garden?”

 

“Exactly. Those guys back there aren’t any match for you. In fact, you should probably be the one carrying this,” Eric said, lifting up the rifle. “Here, you hold on to this for me.”

“Eric!” Brooke cut in.

 

Eric pulled the rifle back into his lap. “Your mom’s right. You don’t even need a gun. You’re tough enough without one. But do you think you could let me borrow it for a while?”

 

“Okay,” Emily answered.

 

“Thanks.”

 

Brooke checked the side mirror again. The marauders were only three hundred yards out now. She wasn’t going to make it to the border, not unless she could slow the racers down somehow. 

 

“We need a distraction,” Brooke said.

 

Eric reached down into his bag. Brooke watched him pull out one of his MK3A2 offensive grenades. With eight ounces of TNT, it had more explosive power than a frag grenade. Brooke figured that would work just fine. 

 

“Did you ever watch Dukes of Hazzard?” Eric asked.

 

“No,” Brooke answered.

 

“Well, it’ll be something new for you, then.”

 

Outside, the white sands were shifting to shades of orange. They were almost out of the national park. 

 

“The time delay’s six seconds,” Eric said. 

 

“They’re still about one hundred yards behind us,” Brooke said. “You’ll have to wait at least two seconds before you toss it.” 

 

Eric pulled his goggles back down over his eyes and retied the bandana. He turned around to John and Emily in the back seat, and through the muffled bandana he yelled, “If you want a cool profile picture, I’d take out your cameras now.”

 

Eric rolled down the window and pulled the pin on the grenade. He released the safety lever, which stroked the primer, causing a flash of heat that ignited the delay timer inside. Two seconds later, he threw the MK3A2 and watched the long cylinder clunk into the sand. Two seconds after impact in the sand, the delay fuse struck the detonator, igniting the eight ounces of TNT. The explosion, which had a blast radius of three hundred feet, created a crater in the sand. 

 

“WHOOOOA!” Emily and John said simultaneously. 

 

While the explosion disoriented the buggies and slowed them down for a minute, they corrected their course and were back in pursuit. Eric pulled another grenade from his bag. Just then, the cruiser dipped into a trench, causing Eric to slam into the dashboard. His grip on the grenade loosened, causing the safety lever to be released, and it rolled to the floor.

 

“SHIT!” Eric said.

 

Three seconds passed before Eric grabbed the cylinder with his fingertips and tossed it out the cruiser’s window. The explosion that blasted behind them jerked the cruiser. Brooke strained against the steering wheel, struggling to keep them from swerving into a spin. 

 

A solid ringing pierced Brooke’s ears. She managed to keep her foot on the gas, and she looked back to John and Emily, who were both covering their ears in the back seat. When she opened her mouth to check if they were okay, she couldn’t hear herself. Eric shook her shoulder, trying to tell her something, but all she could see was the movement of his lips. 

 

“What?” Brooke asked.

 

The ringing waned. The words from Eric’s lips grew louder. 

 

“Are you okay?”

 

Brooke nodded. Her grip on the wheel tightened. She checked the rearview mirror. The bandits were only forty yards behind now. Gunshots blasted, and Brooke could hear the distinct thump of bullets hitting the back of the cruiser.

 

Eric grabbed another MK3A2 and pulled the pin. He held the safety lever down. One of the buggies was coming up on the left. Just before they were in range, he released the safety lever and chucked the grenade right at their pursuers. The buggy tried to swerve out of the way, but it was too late. An eruption of metal, glass, and fire burst into the air as one of the bandits’ vehicles was destroyed. 

 

When Brooke checked the mirror again, she saw that the rest of the gang had slowed. John, Emily, and Eric cheered. Eric and John exchanged high fives. Brooke let out a noise that was more relief than celebration. 

 

“We’ll keep east to make sure they don’t try and make another run,” Brooke said.

 

“It’s always good to err on the side of caution,” Eric said. 

 

“Caution? This is coming from the man who almost blew us sky high?”

 

“Hey, I wore the proper safety equipment,” he said, pointing to his goggles. 

***

After another hour of maintaining their high speed and keeping east, Brooke slowed the cruiser to a more manageable forty miles per hour. With the bulk of New Mexico behind them, she breathed a little easier. They were only thirty minutes from the Texas border. Brooke continued to ease off the accelerator until the cruiser came to a complete stop. 

 

“What’s wrong?” Eric asked.

 

“If we’re going to try and head north, then this is the time we should do it,” Brooke said.

 

“So what’s stopping us?”

 

“The gangs will be worse the farther north we go.”

 

Eric motioned his hands up and down, weighing the options.

 

“Gangs? Police? We’ve got a regular smorgasbord of shit sandwiches.”

 

If they headed north, they would waste fuel and face the possibility of running into marauders again. But she knew sneaking through the border near the south would be difficult. Once they made it into the States, there wasn’t any guarantee that they would still be able to purchase fuel. The bullet holes in the cruiser, along with all of their packed-down gear, would make them easy targets for law enforcement. Aside from water, fuel was the most important commodity right now.

 

“We’ll stay here till nightfall. Then we’ll continue east and cross in the south,” Brooke decided.

 
   





Chapter 15

Daniel signed the papers to have his belongings released back to him when he left the jail. He passed thieves, prostitutes, and junkies on his way out of the police station. For the past two hours, he’d been locked up with the scum of humanity. Part of him believed it was where he belonged.

 

The sun was beginning to set in the west, and the city was bathed in an orange glow. He walked down the steps of the station and put his hand in the air to flag a taxi. 

 

“Daniel,” Smith said.

 

When Daniel spun around and saw Smith standing behind him, he didn’t know how to react. He found himself calm. The anger from earlier had run its course. He just wasn’t sure if that was because he’d forgiven Smith or because of Jones’s deal.

 

“How are you feeling?” Smith asked.

 

“I’m fine.”

 

“Daniel, we need to talk.”

 

“I’m done talking.”

 

Daniel raised his hand again, and Smith came over and pulled it down. Daniel shoved Smith back, clenching his left hand into a fist and gritting his teeth. 

 

“Don’t touch me again,” Daniel said.

 

Smith raised his hands in submission. “All right, okay. But, Daniel, you have to listen to me. What happened with Jones I…”

 

“What happened with Jones is done. Neither of us can undo it.”

 

“We still have a chance to do some real good here, Daniel. It’s not too late.”

 

A yellow taxi made its way down the road. Daniel whistled, and the car pulled up to the curb next to him. Daniel opened the door and put one leg in before turning around to Smith.

 

“I’m done borrowing time,” he said.

 

Daniel climbed into the back seat and slammed the door shut. 

 

“Take me to Capitol Hill,” Daniel said.

***

Beth waited for Smith inside the car. When he climbed into the back seat with her, she could tell by the sullen expression on his face that the interaction with Daniel hadn’t gone well.

 

“Are you sure you still don’t want to press charges? If he ends up siding with Jones, it could do you some good to damage his credibility. We can get a story out in less than an hour, and it’ll be posted with the evening news,” Beth said.

 

“No. No story.”

 

“Then what do you want us to do?”

 

“We move forward without him. Get Dr. Carlson his supplies and start construction on the site. What are the time estimates of having the factory retooled to his specifications?”

 

“I found a contractor that can do it in a week. He comes very highly recommended.”

 

“That usually means he’s expensive. What’s the cost?”

 

“Ten million.”

 

“What?”

 

“It’s not a job a lot of people are lining up for, David. Whoever we go with is going to be expensive, so we might as well go with someone who will do the job right.”

 

“Transfer the rest of the campaign money to cover the cost.”

 

“Not planning on running next year?”

 

“If we can’t get fresh water flowing at a high volume and affordable rate, then my reelection campaign will be the least of our worries.”

***

After his fifth attempt at reaching Gallo, Jones smashed the phone on the floor. The force of the blow shattered the screen, and he finished the job by driving his heel right on top of it. He also tried getting in touch with Captain Ford on the USS Ronald Reagan but couldn’t reach him, either.

 

Jones kicked the broken pieces of the phone away like a child discarding a toy he was no longer interested in playing with. He slumped into his chair and rubbed his temples. He was in the dark. He had no way of knowing what Daniel and Smith were going to do. Gallo had gone rogue, and the vice president had yet to commit to Jones’s plan. 

 

In less than a day, years of plans were unraveling. That’s all it took. The egos surrounding him were too bruised and prideful to see the bigger picture. Jones loathed the ego. It clouded a man’s ability and turned his ambition into a hell-howling beast. And right now, all of the beasts were rampaging through the world, tearing it apart. 

 

If Gallo ended up attacking official U.S. troops, it would collapse everything he was trying to build. Jones knew that if the United States entered a full-fledge war with Mexico, they wouldn’t have the resources to capitalize on South America. And if he couldn’t pull the water resources from Brazil, then the U.S. economy would collapse within a year. They needed that water now.

 

“Congressman?” Ken asked. “There’s someone here to see you.”

 

Ken’s frail head disappeared and was replaced by the grim face of Daniel Hunter, whose younger face looked how Ken’s must have felt all of the time.

 

“Daniel, I’m glad you came to s—”

 

“Save it,” Daniel said.

 

The room fell quiet, with Daniel’s voice acting as the silencer. Jones became aware of how dark the room was. The sun had finally set, and the windows provided no light for the two of them. Jones’s desk lamp was the only illumination in the office. 

 

“You’re one of the most despicable creatures I have ever laid my eyes on,” Daniel said.

 

Jones’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he tried to clear his throat. His mouth felt dry. He reached for a glass of water but instead knocked it over in his unintentional haste. Daniel’s surprise visit and the tone he was using threw Jones off guard. Jones was in unfamiliar territory. He was now the one with something to lose, but he didn’t know how much Daniel knew.

 

“You manipulate, lie, and cheat to accomplish whatever goal you decide is important. It’s not Congress’s decision or the president’s or the people’s. Just yours,” Daniel continued.

 

Jones replied, “I know you couldn’t care less what I think of you, Daniel. But I do know that your family’s perception of you carries a great deal of importance. How would they react to what you’ve done? How would they see you if they learn what happened?”

 

Daniel reached for the spilled glass on Jones’s desk. Jones leaned back, creating space between himself and Daniel. Daniel twirled the glass in his hand. The color of his fingers turned from a healthy tan to a dark purple from the pressure he applied. 

 

Jones jolted back as Daniel smashed the glass on the edge of the desk, turning it into jagged pieces. Daniel held the bottom of the glass, which was still intact, and thrust the sharp edges at Jones, who recoiled. A drop of blood ran down the side of Daniel’s hand.

 

“If you ever speak about my family again, I will end you. Do you understand me? I will kill you without hesitation, fear, or regret,” Daniel said.

 

Jones grew smaller in his chair. His breaths were short. The collar of his dress shirt and jacket rose to his chin. He had the look of a turtle too frightened to come out of his shell to confront the predator threatening him.

 

“I understand,” Jones answered.

 

Daniel threw what was left of the glass against the wall. It exploded upon impact and sent another shower of sharp pieces across the floor. Daniel fell backward onto one of Jones’s couches and closed his eyes.

 

“Me and my family have immunity against whatever charges are filed. The Colombia case is buried, and my children never have to worry about money again. Understood?”

 

“I’ll have Ken draft the paperwork up right now.”

***

Smith and Edwards were parked in a car just outside the factory where Dr. Carlson’s equipment was being delivered. The two of them exchanged a few documents detailing the costs and materials used. The contractor had all the material he needed. Now Smith and Edwards were stuck with the worst job of all: waiting.

 

“What do you think Daniel will do?” Edwards asked.

 

“I’m not sure.”

 

“You really don’t think he’ll side with Jones, do you?”

 

“I think he’ll do whatever’s necessary to keep his family alive and well. And if he thinks siding with Jones will accomplish that, then it’s in the realm of possibility.”

 

“Christ, David. How did we get here? Secret meetings, treason, exile. All of it is inconceivable.”

 

Smith wished he had an answer, but it was buried under miles of bureaucracy. The nation’s troubles went back farther than before either of them took office. What had happened over the past week had been decades in the making. 

 

“It’s not over yet,” Smith said. The words sounded desperate and hollow. 

 

A figure came walking toward them, and Smith recognized it as Dr. Carlson. He rolled down his window.

 

“Congressmen, so nice of you to join us. Can I interest you in a bottle of water?” Dr. Carlson asked while pulling out two bottles from his coat.

 

“Is the facility up and running already?” Edwards asked.

 

“No, but these were from the smaller-scaled model I created yesterday,” Dr. Carlson answered.

 

“Where’d you get the water for the process?” Smith asked.

 

“Right out there,” Dr. Carlson said, pointing to the Atlantic.

 

Edwards took a sip then set the bottle down. “This is seawater?”

 

“It was. Now, it’s the cleanest, purest, freshest water you’ll find this side of the Mississippi. Or at least what’s left of the Mississippi.”

 

“Thank you, Doctor,” Smith said.

 

“Yeah, well, let’s just hope your construction team can get everything up and running sooner rather than later. I’ve got to head back in and meet with the contractor.”

 

Smith rolled the window back up as Dr. Carlson walked away. He squeezed the water bottle in his hands, and the plastic crinkled. He smiled. Maybe they could pull this off after all. He had just signaled for his driver to take Edwards and him back to the Capitol when police cars surrounded them.

 

“What the hell?” Edwards asked.

 

Both congressmen exited the car and were greeted with drawn pistols. 

 

“Congressman Smith? Congressman Edwards?” one of the officers asked.

 

“What is going on here?” Smith asked.

 

“I’m sorry, sir, but I’m going to need the both of you to turn around and place your hands on the vehicle.”

 

Four other officers began approaching Smith and Edwards, their pistols still aimed with their fingers on the triggers. One of the officers spun Smith around and slammed him into the side of the car. Smith’s chin banged against the sedan’s roof, and he felt the tight steel of handcuffs restrain his arms behind his back.

 

“You have the right to remain silent. Anything you do or say will be held against you in a court of law.”

Smith tried listening to the officer, but all he could see were the dozens of other police officers raiding the factory. The officer continued his speech as he pushed Smith’s head under the roof of his police cruiser and closed the door.

*** 

The moment Dr. Carlson saw the red and blue lights flashing in the distance, he sprinted into the factory. He was looking for one person. Beth. He found her speaking to the contractor, and without any warning or explanation, he yanked her arm and started pulling her toward the back door.

 

“What the hell is the matter with you?” Beth screamed, trying to wrench her arm away from his grip.

 

“We need to go,” Dr. Carlson answered. 

 

Cops burst into the factory and arrested anyone within arm’s reach. Beth’s jaw dropped as Dr. Carlson pulled her out the back door and into the shipyard behind the factory.

 

Despite having heels on, Beth flew past Dr. Carlson and at points needed to slow down for him to catch up.

 

“For Christ’s sake, will you hurry up?” Beth asked.

 

Dr. Carlson leaned up against the side of an old fishing boat hull. Barnacles lined the bottom of the boat, and he pressed his hand to the side of his stomach. It felt as though a knife was stabbing him in the ribs.

 

“You wouldn’t happen to have any whiskey on you, would you?” he asked.

 

Beth grabbed his hand and yanked him forward. The two of them continued their trek until they managed to make it to the small town about a mile inland from the coast. There they hid inside a diner so Dr. Carlson could rest and Beth could make a phone call.

 

“C’mon, pick up. Pick up,” Beth said.

 

Dr. Carlson gulped down a glass of water, and Beth slammed the phone on the table, shaking the condiments and tipping over the ketchup.

 

“Damn it!” she said.

 

Dr. Carlson looked around. The place only had four other people inside it, but every single one looked over at them. 

 

“Tourette's. Sorry,” Dr. Carlson said, then leaned into Beth, who was still cursing under her breath. “So what are we going to do?”

 

“I’ll make a few calls, see how the police found the facility, and find out the charges filed against David.”

***

Orchestra music played lightly in the background of the bar. The polished wood bar reflected the dim glow of the lights and the solemn faces of the patrons. Daniel rested his chin on his forearm. The glass next to him was nothing but ice with a thin layer of whiskey at the bottom. Daniel circled the rim of the glass with the tip of his finger. 

 

The barkeep wiped a dirty rag across the wooden table top then flung it over his shoulder and started cleaning empty glasses. Daniel flagged him down and pointed at his drink. The barkeep nodded.

 

“And make this one a double,” Daniel added.

 

He wanted to make sure he couldn’t remember the next few hours. A small television sat just above the bar, and a news update flashed across the screen. Images of Smith and Edwards in handcuffs as they were escorted to a police station appeared.

 

The bartender placed the double whiskey in front of Daniel and took the empty glass. He looked up at the screen and shook his head.

 

“Can you believe those guys?” the bartender asked.

 

“Do me a favor and turn that off, will you?” Daniel asked.

 

“Sure.”

 

The screen went black, and the bartender headed down to the other end to tend to another refill. Daniel pulled the drink to his mouth, his chin still resting on his arm. He extended his lips and gently tipped the glass of liquor into his mouth. After a few sips, he set it down and licked his upper lip to grab the droplets that had gathered there. 

 

Daniel wasn’t going to feel sorry for Smith and Edwards. They had taken a risk, just like he had, and it didn’t pay out. Such was life. His pocket started buzzing. The phone’s screen read “Amy.”

 

“Hey, baby,” Daniel said.

 

“Daniel, are you okay? I just saw the news.”

 

“Yeah, I’m great. How’s your day?”

 

Daniel’s words came out slow. He could feel the numbness of his tongue. He swayed on the barstool a bit and grabbed the wooden bar top’s edge to steady himself. There was a pause on the other end of the line.

 

“Are you drunk?” Amy asked.

 

“Yeah, you wanna come join me?”

 

“Daniel. What happened?”

 

He picked up the glass of whiskey and drained the rest of its contents. A piece of ice slid into his mouth, and he started chewing it. 

 

“Daniel,” Amy repeated.

 

“Don’t worry, honey. We’re fine.”

***

The photographers outnumbered the policemen escorting Smith ten to one. Smith tried shielding his face and eyes from the flashing lights and the camera lenses shoved inches from his face. The officers pushed their way through the crowd, and Smith bumped along the reporters itching to get an exclusive. 

 

“Congressman, what charges are you being brought up on?”

 

“Congressman, why have you been arrested?”

 

“Congressman, does this have to do with the new bill that was passed last week?”

 

Smith didn’t make any comments. His mind still swirled with unanswered questions. He knew Jones was behind it, but he wasn’t sure how far he was going to take it. All of it could just be a media circus to further damage his credibility, but he wasn’t sure how desperate Jones was. 

 

The officer led him inside and took his fingerprints on a digital scanner, snapped his picture in a mug shot, and locked the door to his cell. They separated him from Edwards, who was taken to another part of the station. The police didn’t want to give them any opportunity to speak to one another. Smith knew Edwards was smart enough to request a lawyer. Now wasn’t the time to put his foot in his mouth. 

 

What really troubled him was what had happened to Beth and Dr. Carlson. He had no idea whether they had been arrested or if they had managed to get out in time. During the commotion at the factory, he had searched desperately to try and find either of them but came up short.

 

Smith took off his jacket and tossed it on the cot. He loosened his tie and rolled up his sleeves. He could already feel the heat of the cell. Police stations ran A/C to every part of their building except the jail cells. It was part of a bill he had voted yes on years ago. 

 

After a few hours of letting him roast in the cell, one of the officers unlocked his door.

 

“You have a visitor.”

 

The officer escorted Smith to the visitors’ room. Cubicles with thick, bulletproof glass formed a grid that separated the inmates from the people coming to see them. Sitting by herself in one of the cubicles in the middle of the room with her hair pulled back in a bun was Beth. Smith was the first to pick up the phone.

 

“I see they let you keep your clothes,” Beth said.

 

“Are you okay?”

 

“I’m fine. I heard about what happened while I was at the office.”

 

Smith picked up on Beth’s deception. She didn’t want whoever was listening to know she had been at the factory during the raid. He knew she would have done some research before coming here. Whatever she had found made her believe that it wasn’t safe to speak the truth.

 

“Tell Kathy and the girls I’m all right. I know she’s probably worried.”

 

“They were my first call, David.”

 

That was Beth. No matter what was happening in his life, she was always a constant. It didn’t matter what the obstacle was. She was always ready.

 

“What about our… intern. Is he all right?” Smith asked.

 

“He’s still incredibly difficult to deal with, but he’s fine. I have Jake looking after him.”

 

Smith let out a sigh. As long as Dr. Carlson wasn’t being held by the authorities, there was still hope. He knew Beth could continue the work without him. Hell, she could easily take his seat in Congress. She was as recognizable as Smith in the Capitol. They could still make a go at another site.

 

“Thank you, Beth,” Smith said.

 

“Don’t thank me, David. It’s my job.”








Chapter 16

The chill of the desert air surrounded Brooke and Eric. Both of them lay flat in the sand. Eric scanned the area about five hundred yards away. The only things standing in their way were four patrol cars roaming the Texas border, a barbed wire fence, and the patrol station just beyond the border.

 

Eric had been right. The patrol and barricades were more excessive closer to the south. The cruiser was ten yards behind them, tucked behind a boulder. Eric lowered the rifle and handed it to Brooke.

 

“To the left, about fifty yards, there’s a gap in the fence,” Eric said.

 

Brooke peered through the rifle’s scope. It took her a few seconds to find the gap, but there it was. The only problem was that it was nowhere near big enough for the cruiser to fit through.

 

“How are we supposed to drive through that?” Brooke asked.

 

“Really fast.” 

 

The two of them scooted backward, keeping low, and headed to the cruiser. Emily was tucked in the back seat, lying down, and John was in the driver’s seat just in case they needed a quick getaway. 

 

“The guards will hear us break through the fence. They have patrol runs every three minutes, and it won’t give us enough time to get away after we break through,” Brooke said.

 

“Well, I guess it’s a good thing they’ll be chasing after something else, then, isn’t it?”

 

“And what exactly would they be chasing?”

 

Eric pulled out an explosive from his pack and held it out in front of him. Brooke mouthed the wording on the front that read, “Front Toward Enemy.”

 

“You’re going to blow the fence up?” Brooke asked.

 

“No. Yes. Well, part of it. We’ll use it as a distraction. I’ll place the Claymore north. Once we set it off, all of the patrol cars will make a run for the explosion. When that happens, we make our run to the gap in the fence.”

 

Brooke pointed at the Claymore in Eric’s hand. “Has this been in the back bouncing around the entire time?” 

 

“Um. No?”

 

“Christ, Eric! What if that thing went off while we were driving through the desert?”

 

“That would have been bad. We’d have been really screwed then. I only brought one.”

 

Brooke punched his arm. 

 

“Hey! Don’t hit the guy with the bomb in his hand! What’s the matter with you? Geesh. And you say I’m crazy,” Eric said.

*** 

Eric crept north, dashing behind boulders and rocks while the border patrol’s lights searched the now-foreign territory of New Mexico. The Claymore and M57 firing device, which would allow Eric to detonate the explosive, were stowed in his backpack. He continued for about one hundred yards and stopped. The fuse he had only ran for fifty yards, so he’d have to sprint back to the cruiser after detonation. 

 

After the next round of patrols had passed, he dashed to the fence, sand flying up behind him. He pulled the backpack around to his front and unzipped the pouch. He landed knee first in the sand next to the fence and placed the Claymore right next to it. The tiny, pronged legs of the Claymore dug into the earth, and Eric made sure it was snug. He connected the firing wire to the fuse well that jutted out at a forty-five degree angle. 

 

The firing fuse unraveled behind Eric as he ran. He didn’t stop until the length of the fuse was stretched to its limit. He pulled the M57 firing device out as the patrols made their way back toward the Claymore in the fence. 

 

Eric waited for them to be just beyond the blast radius before firing. The objective was to escape, not cause loss of life. Once the patrol cars were close but at a safe distance, he clicked the Claymore’s firing device. A massive ball of orange and yellow flames ignited the night sky. Sand, dirt, rocks, and chunks of the fence flew into the air, accompanied by a massive ball of smoke. The explosion echoed through the night sky, and Eric could see the headlights of the patrol cars speeding toward the blast site. 

 

Brooke was waiting for him at the cruiser, and he jumped into the passenger seat without breaking stride. He banged the dashboard hurriedly, out of breath.

 

“Let’s go!” Eric said.

 

Brooke floored the accelerator. She kept the lights off, and the cruiser tore through the desert sand. The speedometer read sixty miles per hour as they approached the fence. Eric braced himself. When the cruiser made contact with the fence, the car jolted, throwing all of them against the pressure of their seatbelts. Metal scraped against metal as they broke through, taking a piece of wire mesh with them. Brooke kept her foot on the gas the entire time, and once they were clear of the fence, all four of them cheered.

 

“We did it!” Brooke shouted.

 

“I told you it would work,” Eric said.

 

The celebration was broken by the sudden flashing lights in the rearview mirror. 

 

“Shit,” Eric said.

 

“Hold on, guys,” Brooke said.

 

Brooke kept the headlights off and swerved left. She knew driving through the dark at these speeds was dangerous, but getting caught by the Texan patrol cars would be worse. 

 

Everybody’s heads bobbed up and down as the cruiser’s tires bounced along the rough Texan desert terrain. The bouncy ride made it hard for Eric to load the magazine into the rifle.

 

“What are you doing?” Brooke asked.

 

“Just a precaution,” Eric answered.

 

In the darkness, Brooke almost didn’t see the massive boulder blocking their path, but she pulled the steering wheel hard right at the last second. The left-hand side mirror smacked into the side of the rock and was left behind. A few moments later, another pair of headlights flashed behind them.

 

“They’ve already radioed their buddies. It won’t be long before they have a chopper out here,” Eric said.

 

“What’s the closest town?” Brooke asked.

 

Eric shuffled through the glove box. He pulled the map out. “I don’t see anything. The only city I know of is Amarillo, but that’s at least one hundred fifty miles north. And I just know that because of the country songs I’ve heard.”

 

“There’s nothing closer?” Brooke asked.

 

“I don’t really listen to country music that often. All I’ve ever heard them sing about is Amarillo.”

 

The patrol cars’ sirens blared through the night sky. One of the patrol cars caught up to the cruiser and nudged the side. The wheel jerked out of Brooke’s grip, and the cruiser did a one-eighty. A tornado of sand whirled into the air as the other patrol car pinned the cruiser down.

***

Brooke was marched forward to the patrol station with her hands cuffed behind her back. She turned around to see where they were taking her kids, but the officers had kept them in the patrol cars. She could see John holding Emily, who was crying, in the back seat. The cruiser was parked right next to the patrol car her children were in, and she watched another officer drive it into the confiscation lot and close the gate. 

 

She was thankful the officers had the decency not to handcuff her children, even though she and Eric were both restrained. The officer pushed her in the back and told her to keep moving. She and Eric had been separated as well once they were brought to the interrogation room. She was pulled in first.

 

A tall, bald, clean-shaven sergeant stood next to Brooke in her chair. He didn’t say anything. He just looked at her. Her eyes found the pistol at the sergeant’s side. She suddenly became very aware of the tightness of the cuffs.

 

“How the hell did a woman with two kids get ahold of a Claymore mine?” the sergeant asked.

 

Brooke remained silent. She eyed the name on his badge. Meyers. He took a seat across from her. There was no table between them. A piece of one-way glass covered half of the wall next to her. She looked slightly to the left. Under the florescent lighting of the interrogation room, she could see her reflection. Her sundrenched cheeks, wind-whipped hair, and the thin layer of sand covering every inch of her made her look as if she was coming home from work after a day in the solar fields. What she wouldn’t give for it to be the end of just another work day.

 

“Looks like you guys have been through it,” Meyers said. “I’m assuming the bullet holes etched across your car weren’t part of some restoration plan?”

 

She’d given all she had to make it across the border. Well, she had done it, but the ending wasn’t what she’d hoped. She’d traveled almost half the length of the country, but her sister’s house felt farther away than ever before. Brooke started retracing the past few days in her mind. Where did I foul up? When did I turn left when I should have turned right? When did I rest when I should have pushed through? 

 

“Look, lady, I know what’s going on is messed up. I get it. But you know that I can’t let you stay here. The federal boys have been hovering around, and I can’t even take a piss without some DC prick checking on me. We’re not going to charge you with anything. You’ll spend the night here, and we’ll be shipping you back to San Diego in the morning. I’m sorry,” Meyers said.

 

“It’s dead.”

“What?”

 

“San Diego. There isn’t anything left there to go back to.”

 

“That’s not my problem.”

 

“Please. There… there must be something you can do. Anything.”

 

Brooke’s voice cracked. Her desperation had peaked. She couldn’t have her family sent back to where they had came from. As bad as it had been before they left, San Diego had no doubt descended to something lower than hell. 

 

“We’ll give you details of the trip in the morning. In the meantime, I can give you and your family a cell together. The man you’re with, is he your husband?” the sergeant asked.

 

“What about my belongings? My car? Will they be returned?”

 

“No. They’ll be staying with us.”

 

Once they were deported back to San Diego, their only hope was to head north, up the coast of California, to what remained of the redwoods. That small sliver of the state was the only green left in the Southwest. She desperately wanted to avoid that area because she knew that’s where everyone would go. That part of the state was the wealthiest, and the only way for someone to get in was with money—or service, which was more akin to slavery. 

 

The sergeant escorted Brooke to a cell where her children were waiting and unlocked her cuffs. She dropped to her knees. John and Emily rushed to her. She clutched her children, pulling them close. This was what she still had, and it was more than enough to get her through whatever happened next. 

***

Brent rubbed his eyes. He’d caught himself nodding off twice already. Since Tim and the others had left, there were fewer people to handle the guard shifts. He’d been pulling double duty to pick up the slack. 

 

He couldn’t get what Brooke had told him out of his mind. It’d plagued him for the past twenty-four hours. This place is dead.

 

Was it, though? Brent had made it this far. His family still had food, water, and shelter. The Mexican gangs were still too unorganized to pose a serious threat. But each time he pushed Brooke’s comments out of his head, a cloud of doubt would reappear, triggered by some primal fear deep within him.

 

Brent tried distracting himself by taking a walk around the perimeter. Loosening up his muscles and breathing the night air might offer some relief. He pulled his jacket tight to fend off the chilled air and walked softly around the building. Everything was quiet. They hadn’t received an attack from anyone since Brooke had been here. The stress of the past few days rolled off him. They were fine. 

 

After a few laps, Brent decided to head back inside. His hand was on the door handle when the roar of jets sounded overhead. He couldn’t see them in the night sky, but the boom from their engines shook his bones. He could hear the fighters zooming back and forth in the sky. The sound of gunfire echoed in the darkness. 

 

The noises stirred the others awake, and Linda came outside, along with a few other group members. His daughter, Kara, rubbed her eyes and held Linda’s hand.

 

“Brent, what’s going on?” Linda asked.

 

“I don’t know. Take everyone back inside. Find a sturdy central room with no windows and stay there. Go,” Brent said.

 

Linda ushered the group inside, and the small cloud of doubt that Brent had had in his mind grew into a raging storm. In the distance, the terrors of his imagination were brought to life as bombs exploded over Phoenix.

 

She was right.

***

Sergeant Meyers scanned Brooke’s and Eric’s IDs into the system. When he saw that Eric had been an officer in the military, he let out a long whistle. “So that’s how they got the Claymore.”

 

Once he notified the federal authorities of the deportation and completed the paperwork on Brooke’s transportation, he tossed Eric’s file onto another officer’s desk.

 

“This one was military. Have fun with that, Chuck,” Meyers said and walked outside. 

 

The condensation from Meyer’s breath puffed sprays of the frigid desert air. He never could understand how it could get so cold after being so hot. He lit the tip of a cigarette, inhaled, and felt the fire burn in his lungs. He let out a long, satisfying drag and watched the still-smoldering brush burned by Eric’s bomb. 

 

Nothing he did sat well with him anymore. There was always a sour pit in his stomach, no matter what he ate or drank. It was a perpetual disdain for the country he was living in. He knew the poison of DC had spread to every corner of the United States. Everyone had made their bed, and now they were stuck sleeping in it.

 

Meyers smoked the cigarette until it was half gone then dropped it to the ground and snuffed it out with the toe of his boot. The twisting motions of his foot stopped when a series of gunshots was fired. His hand instinctively reached for his pistol. He squinted out into the darkness. He could see flashes from gun barrels in the distance. 

 

The headlights of the patrol cars illuminated what looked like hundreds of people marching in their direction. The sound of tank tracks cut through the night air, and one of the tanks blasted a guard tower. The explosion decimated the post, causing a rainfall of glass, wood, and metal.

 

“My God,” Meyers said.

 

Jets roared overhead, and Sergeant Meyers rushed inside the building. Officers were scrambling everywhere. He burst into the captain’s office, where the captain was screaming into the phone. “I don’t care who you have to wake up! We need the goddamn military!” The captain slammed the phone onto its cradle, pulled a gun out of his desk, and loaded a magazine. 

 

“Captain, what the hell is going on?” Meyers asked.

 

“Mexico.”

***

The first explosion sounded distant from inside the cell, but the next one rocked the entire building. Bits of concrete from the ceiling fell to the floor, and Brooke instinctively covered John and Emily’s heads. 

 

Officers ran back and forth down the hallway. She rushed to the front of the cell, reaching her hands through the iron bars, trying to grab somebody’s attention.

 

“Please, let us out of here. Hey. Stop!”

 

Brooke managed to grab hold of the shirt of one of the officers, but with one powerful yank, he escaped. Another explosion, louder than the first, shook the building. The lights flickered on and off. This was too intense to be some gang. Before she had time to think about it further, Sergeant Meyers came barreling down the hallway, fumbling the cell keys in his hand. 

 

“Sergeant!” Brooke said.

 

“You guys need to get out of here now. The Mexican military is marching right toward us,” Meyers said.

 

“The man that was with us. Where is he?”

 

“Look, lady, I don’t have time for this.”

 

Meyers pulled out the keys to Brooke’s cell. 

 

“Please, where is he?” Brooke asked.

 

Meyers’s hesitation gave her hope, and after a few moments he finally headed down the cellblock. Eric was being held at the far end of the hallway. The building continued to shake from the blasts outside. Brooke cradled the back of Emily’s head as her daughter’s arms clutched tight around her. When Meyers returned to unlock the cell, Eric was with him.

 

“I knew I was growing on you,” Eric said.

 

Meyers gave a quick nod, then the four of them rushed outside. The border fence was destroyed. It had been replaced by an advancing army shooting anything that moved. 

 

The soldiers were grouped with tanks that rolled over the Texan soil, blasting into the border patrol compound. In between themselves and the Mexican army, Brooke could see the fenced in-lot where her cruiser was parked.

 

“There!” Brooke shouted. 

 

Brooke tried to stay focused on getting to the cruiser, but with the gunshots and explosions, she found her eyes roving the compound for any soldiers that were close. The compound was completely overrun. Blood-soaked officers retreated to whatever cover they could find. 

 

If what Sergeant Meyers had said was true, and it really was the Mexican army, then this wasn’t a test of defenses. This was a declaration of war. 

 

During the chaos, the guard at the gate of the confiscation compound had abandoned his post. Brooke found the cruiser’s keys stashed in the empty security booth and then rushed to the car with Emily in her arms. She set Emily in the back seat of the cruiser, and John helped buckle her in. She was shaking and crying hysterically. 

 

Brooke cranked the engine to life. She glanced at the fuel gauge. They had a quarter of a tank. It wasn’t enough to get them to North Carolina, but more than enough to put some distance between themselves and the bloodbath. 

 

“Shit!” Eric said as Brooke reversed out of the lot.

 

“What?”

 

“They took the rifle.”

 

The moment they were clear of the confiscation lot, Brooke turned and almost swerved into a patrol car fleeing the scene in the same direction they were headed.

 

Bullets continued to rip through the night air, and explosions lit up the sky in her rearview mirror. Brooke flicked on the headlights. It didn’t matter if they were spotted now. They were the least of the authority’s worries. 

The cruiser was topping almost eighty when the familiar boom of jets roared in the distance. Then Brooke watched as a bomb ignited the entire compound, turning night into day with a blast that shook the ground they traveled on.







 

***

Brooke drove for an hour before she felt comfortable stopping. When the cruiser came to halt, she could feel her arms shaking. 

 

“You all right?” Eric asked.

 

No. She wasn’t all right. She wasn’t okay. Her family wasn’t safe. They had barely escaped with their lives and were fugitives in a country that no longer recognized them as citizens. Her breath came out in pants, and she grabbed her chest. Everything felt tight. 

 

Brooke closed her eyes and focused on drawing in deep, steady breaths. With each expansion and deflation of her lungs, she could feel the tightness loosening. Her pulse slowed. 

 

When she opened her eyes, she could see Emily and John’s reflections in her rearview mirror. Emily had cried herself exhausted. John was in shock. Despite what was behind them, they were one step closer to North Carolina. They had made it onto U.S. soil. They were alive. They still had the cruiser. All wasn’t lost. 

 






Exiled: Sovereign Land

 



Chapter 1
The USS Ronald Reagan’s massive steel-gray hull rested in the open waters of San Diego Bay. Whitecaps rolled and crashed into the ship’s side, sending salty ocean spray into the air. Clouds from overhead shielded the water from the sun in oddly shaped patches. What sunlight did manage to escape the cloud cover illuminated the water in blues and greens, contrasting against the patches of dark where the sunlight was unable to penetrate the clouds.

 

The same shadows were cast in the distance, no more than one thousand yards away, where a fleet of Mexican warships waited ominously in the distance. From the deck of the USS Ronald Reagan, they looked small, weak, easily crushed. But the distance deceived the mounted guns and missile systems primed to follow orders.

 

Captain Howard’s watchful gaze had yet to leave the threat across the horizon. As far as he was concerned, this was still his ship. These were still his waters. And if the Mexicans chose to engage in deadly force, then he would answer in kind.

 

Captain Ford, who had come to Howard’s aid the day prior after an already successful bout of fending off the Mexican ships, walked up behind him. He stood a good six inches shorter than Howard but had the tenacity of a bulldog.

 

“More warships arrived during the night,” Howard said.

 

“What do you think Gallo will do?” Ford asked.

 

“Right now he’s a mad dog foaming at the mouth, and he knows that the rest of the Pacific Fleet has been deployed north to watch over the Alaskan fisheries. If I was him, I would make my move soon.”

Howard had met Gallo years ago, before he was a general, back when the United States and Mexico were beginning talks on how to deal with the water shortages that were then turning into a crisis. The United States had still had the upper hand in brute force, so the Mexican government had no choice but to “comply” with the American president’s course of action. He remembered seeing the revulsion on Gallo’s face. He knew Gallo would give the order. He just didn’t know when.

 

“What’s the word from the Pentagon?” Howard asked.

 

“Since California’s not our problem anymore, they don’t want me to stick around for much longer. But like I told you, we have to make sure this ship is seaworthy. It’s already seen a lot of action.”

“If they attack us while you’re here, we’ll have a full-scale war on our hands.”

 

Both men knew what that meant if it came to pass. Metal. Blood. Death. The two captains had an understanding of when to follow orders and when not too. Those same beliefs led Howard to commandeer the USS Ronald Reagan after he was relieved of duty for not abandoning the Southwest after the exile. Unlike most of the representatives of Congress, the two men standing on the deck of that air wing knew that a country was more than just lines on a map.

 

“Captain!” Pint yelled.

 

Both Howard and Ford turned around to see Pint sprinting toward them across the flight deck. He was barely able to keep his glasses and hat on his head from his pace. He keeled over onto his knees after reaching Howard, heaving deep breaths.

 

“They’ve officially broken out of international waters. They’ve engaged, sir,” Pint said.

 

“Captain, this is still your show,” Ford said.

 

“Master Chief, prepare the flag bridge,” Howard replied.

 

The three of them marched toward the carrier’s island. The harsh shrill of sirens signaled all available sailors to man their stations. The flight deck swarmed, alive with activity. Once the captains were inside the flag bridge, first class petty officer Kent stood to salute.

 

“Officers on deck!” Kent said.

 

“At ease,” Howard said.

 

The flag bridge of the USS Ronald Reagan would allow Howard and Ford to conduct the entire battle from one location. Radar, missile, communications, and defense systems were all integrated seamlessly. The aircraft carrier was more than just a runway strip for the Navy’s jets; it was the epicenter of every naval battle.

 

“How far out are Gallo’s ships?” Ford asked.

 

“Half a mile, sir,” Kent answered.

 

“Scramble the jets,” Howard ordered.

 

Plane directors, arresting gear officers, and catapult officers carried out their duties with efficient mastery. The system in place could launch an aircraft every thirty seconds.

 

“Confirmed enemy missile launch,” Kent said.

 

“Deploy defensive tactics,” Howard replied.

 

A stream of smoke and fire erupted from the missile systems of the two American warships escorting the USS Ronald Reagan. The coordinated launch set a deadly course to intercept the incoming missiles. The missiles twisted and whined through the air at hundreds of miles per hour. Upon their contact with the enemy strike, the sky erupted with fireworks of war. Vibrations from the blasts rippled through the air and into the chests of everyone aboard the ship.

 

“Launch counterstrike,” Howard said.

 

A larger, more lethal volley of missiles set course for the attacking Mexican ships. The enemy warships enacted their own countermeasures but became overwhelmed. Red-and-black explosions of heat and steel rocked the Mexican warships. Howard watched smoke plume from the enemy ships. With the majority of the Mexican warships now burning, the American aircraft controlled the sky.

 

“Good effect,” Kent answered.

 

The blue western horizon became diluted with fires and smoke. The distress signals coming in from the Mexican ships began to fill airways. But there would be no response. Gallo had only attacked the lone USS Ronald Reagan because he thought the surrounding American ships would not engage. The cries for help over the radio waves would fall on deaf ears.

***

The president smashed the phone from his desk against the window of the Oval Office. The outburst was a result of the reports coming out of the Pacific and Texas. The president’s surrounding advisors remained silent, staring at the shattered phone on the carpet.

 

“How did this happen?” the president asked.

 

The joint chiefs, the personnel aides, the vice president, and everyone else who should have answered the president’s question turned their heads to Jones, who was alone in the back corner of the room. Jones needed to choose his next words very carefully.

 

“Mr. President, I think it’s first important to understand the motives behind these attacks. Perhaps Gallo’s men assumed the USS Ronald Reagan was still operating under the deserter Captain Howard’s command?” Jones asked.

 

“And I suppose Texas was an accident as well?”

 

The president’s tone was mocking, and a very noticeable twitch had formed in the corner of his eye. As much power as Jones had in Congress, he still didn’t have absolute control over the presidency. And upsetting the most powerful man in the world was not wise.

 

“I do not suppose in matters of war, Mr. President. That is not my area of expertise,” Jones said, attempting to sway focus back to the joint chiefs.

 

“Jones, I’ll be asking Congress for a declaration of war. I expect you to make sure it’s passed.”

 

“Sir, I understand the need for retaliation, but I would strongly encourage opening a line of dialogue between yourself and the Mexican president. I’m sure there could be some—”

 

The president slammed his fist onto the table. The loud, resonating thump caused half the room to jump. A red tinge filled the president’s cheeks. “There is no agreement to be reached! They have attacked us by land, sea, and air. I want them crushed!”

 

“Of course, Mr. President.”

 

Politicians, generals, and assistants all slithered out of the Oval Office. Amid the hasty retreat, Jones cornered Vice President Johnson out in the hallway.

 

“Mr. Vice President, I’m hoping this doesn’t change what we spoke about,” Jones said.

“Whatever conversations we may have had were completely off the record, Congressman.

 

 Understand?” Johnson said.

 

“Of course, sir, but don’t you agree that we now need diplomacy more than ever? This war will bankrupt us.”

 

“You really expect me to publicly front an alliance with the Mexican government after what they just did?”

 

“I’m not asking for anything, Mr. Vice President. Simply take some time to think about it.”

“I don’t need time, Congressman. This discussion is over, and do not bring it up again.”

 

Vice President Johnson jammed his finger in Jones’s face to accentuate his point. Before Jones could utter another word, Johnson was gone, and he was left alone in the hallway outside the Oval Office. He was now the most marked man in Washington. For the first time in his twenty-five-year career in Congress, he was weak.

 

Years of planning, of putting the right people in place, of establishing the pull and control needed to coordinate such a stunt, had been undone the moment the first shots were fired over the fields of Texas. Jones couldn’t believe Gallo’s actions. All of this over some lost war more than one hundred fifty years ago, during a time when the wetback wasn’t even alive.

 

Jones dialed Gallo on his cell while walking back to his office. “Pick up, dammit!”

 

He tried three more times, but each instance only lead to an endless series of rings in his ear. Jones shoved the phone back into his suit pocket and climbed into the black sedan waiting for him outside the White House. Jones’s chief of staff, Ken, was already in the car waiting for him. Jones harshly unbuttoned the three studs on the front of his jacket, closed his eyes, and exhaled slowly.

 

“What kind of damage are we looking at?” Jones asked.

 

Ken answered by extending a brown envelope pinched between his bony, liver-spotted fingers. Jones snatched it from him and grabbed the contents inside. It was a single piece of paper with nothing more than a number to call and the time to do it.

 

“Have they reached out in a more official manner?” Jones asked.

 

“No. I’m assuming they want to keep this one off the books,” Ken answered.

 

For the past twenty years, Jones had had a very large benefactor making sure that he had the appropriate funds and contacts to stay efficient in Congress. His backer had also been responsible for the majority of his campaign funds and had blackmailed his opponents during reelection when necessary.

 

After a short drive, Jones’s driver came around to his door and opened it for him. Jones hurried up the steps to his office, with Ken lagging painfully behind him. Once behind closed doors, he rested the envelope on his desk and unlocked the bottom drawer. He pulled out a burner phone and dialed the number from the message. Two rings later, a voice answered.

 

“Hello, Jones.”

 

The voice on the other end of the line was hoarse. He’d never met the person on the other end of these calls, and he hoped he never would. Whatever creatures worked in the shadows for the Strydent Chemical Company only revealed themselves in dire circumstances. And Jones didn’t want to be the reason this particular creature emerged.

 

“You know I’m working on it,” Jones answered.

 

“We’re concerned, Congressman.”

 

“This has been a setback, nothing more. It can still be salvaged.”

 

“We have already invested considerable capital in Brazil. Without the muscle to back it up, we will lose every last penny.”

 

“Then I suggest you stop wasting my time with these phone calls so I can get back to work!”

 

Jones snapped the flip phone shut and threw it back into the drawer. He kicked it shut with the side of his dress shoe, and his pointed elbows thudded against the top of his desk as he collapsed into his chair.

His bony fingers rubbed the dark circles underneath his eyes. Those spots had become increasingly darker over the past twenty-four hours, like thunderclouds gathering before the beginning of a terrible storm.

***

The line of people at the Lubbock City Police Station in Texas stretched out the door. Dozens of armed Texans were holding the restraints of their Southwestern captives. Once inside the police doors, the former United States citizens fleeing from California, Arizona, and New Mexico were being readied to be sent back to the now exiled territories.

 

The officer working the front desk of the station was buried behind stacks of documents outlining the personal information of each immigrant trying to sneak across the Texas border, along with the accomplices helping them. Most of them were family members just trying to help get their kids, grandparents, cousins, uncles, or other loved ones out of the mess that was the Southwest.

The chaos of balancing the growing impatience of the line in front of her and the continued ringing of the phone was making her head spin.

 

“Chuck!” the officer called.

 

Her voice wasn’t able to penetrate the storm of voices from officers booking criminals, detectives interviewing suspects, and pleas of innocence from everyone who wasn’t wearing a badge. She stood up and cupped her hands around her mouth.

 

“CHUCK!”

 

A short-haired, mustached, pot-bellied detective with a mustard stain on his beige tie popped up from his desk with a piece of salami hanging out of his mouth.

 

“What?” Chuck asked.

 

“Got a bounty hunter here says he knows you.”

 

The bounty hunter wore a wide-brimmed black cowboy hat with a rattlesnake hide wrapped around the front. The heels of his alligator boots clicked against the laminate floor. He wore jeans with a knife sheath strapped to his right leg. A white t-shirt was hidden by his Rothco Soft Shell Tactical M-65 jacket.

 

The bounty hunter kept his head tilted low, only allowing the people around him to see the stubble running along his jawline and chin. The methodical clack of his boots ended once he arrived at Chuck’s desk.

 

“I want my money, Chuck.”

 

“Terry, listen. You got the reward money. It’s the same for everybody.”

 

With one fluid motion, Terry pulled a blade from the sheath on the side of his leg and slammed the tip into Chuck’s desk. The noise silenced the rest of the station and caused a few of the officers nearby to draw their pistols.

 

“Drop the knife!” the officers shouted.

 

Chuck started to tremble, and the fat under his chin wobbled along with the rest of him. He looked to his fellow officers and put his hands up. He gave a nervous grin.

 

“It’s okay, everyone. It’s just a joke. He’s joking,” Chuck said, laughing.

 

Terry released his grip on the knife, but the blade remained vertical. The officers around him slowly lowered their pistols. The conversation in the room started to pick back up.

 

“Keep your friend in line, Chuck,” one of the officers said.

 

“Yeah, sorry,” Chuck answered.

 

Chuck stood up, ushering Terry into an interrogation room where they could talk. The one-way glass wall was to the left of the entrance, and a small table with four chairs were the room’s only contents. Once Terry was inside, Chuck followed and closed the door behind him.

 

“Jesus H. Christ, are you crazy?” Chuck asked. “You can’t do that in the middle of a police station. Especially in a climate like this!”

 

“I brought in four illegals this morning. It’s one thousand dollars a head. The deposit in my account only registered two thousand. You’re two grand short, Chucky.”

 

“Look, since the Mexicans attacked the other day, funds are being shifted to military applications. They lowered the price of illegal bounties to five hundred this morning because of it. I’m sorry.”

 

“Sorry doesn’t give me my money.”

 

Terry grabbed Chuck by the collar and slammed him against the wall. It was the first time Chuck got a good look at Terry’s eyes. They were dark green. More black than green.

 

“Look, I don’t have the money, but I did just get another notice for some fugitives that escaped border patrol during the Mexican attack,” Chuck said. “One of them was ex-military, which still gives a reward of five thousand, plus the extra five hundred from the girl he’s traveling with.”

 

Terry increased the pressure on Chuck’s throat until the cop’s cheeks turned a light shade of purple then released him. Chuck collapsed on all fours, gasping and hacking. Finally, after a few moments collecting himself on the ground, he rose and opened the door.

 

Chuck led Terry back to his desk and shuffled through the disorganized papers on top. He checked the drawers, then pulled out two sheets of paper and set them down for Terry to see.

 

“There. One female, aged thirty-seven, one male, aged thirty-three,” Chuck said.

 

Terry snatched the papers up and examined them with those dark-green eyes. He flipped through the pages, taking in every detail he could. Once finished, he tossed the papers back onto the desk and collected his knife.

 

Some of the officers kept eyeballing him on his way out, and once Terry was out the front door, Chuck practically fainted into his chair.

 

One of the other detectives leaned over to him. “Who the hell was that?”

 

“That was two hundred pounds of vicious, bloodhound, tracking terror,” Chuck answered.

 

“Bounty hunter?”

 

“Yeah.”

 

“God, those bastards have been coming out of the woodwork since the government started offering those rewards to catch folks trying to sneak over the border.”

 

“Yeah, well, this guy has been doing it for a long time. I feel sorry for these two.”

 

Chuck looked at Brooke and Eric’s pictures, provided by the DMV’s photos from their driver’s licenses.

 

“Terry always gets his mark,” Chuck said.






  
 

Chapter 2

The sunlight reflecting against the skyscrapers of Dallas beggared relief. A trail of footsteps followed Brooke in the Texas sand. Each step forward sank her boots a quarter inch deep. The weight of her backpack straps pressed hard against her shoulders. She could feel the heat of the sun baking her through the shemagh wrapped around her head.

 

Once she had awoken earlier that morning, she knew the closest town was Dallas. And if there were a good place to run out of fuel, this would be it. The drought had drained most of Texas’s economy. The cattle industry plummeted, and farmland become desolate fields of dust as the water levels slowly dissipated. However, the state of Texas had found riches in one of its oldest traditions: oil.

 

Oil reserves once hidden underneath pockets of fresh groundwater were now exposed. Since there was no longer the threat of damaging an underwater ecosystem that didn’t exist, Texas witnessed a massive resurgence in the oil drilling and refining industries.

 

Upon entering the streets of Dallas, Brooke made sure to adjust the shemagh concealing her face. She couldn’t be sure if the authorities were looking for her or how far their reach would go, but she wasn’t going to make it easy for them.

 

Lines of cars clogged the streets of downtown as Brooke weaved through the hordes of people walking along the suit-ridden sidewalks. With resources being shifted to protect the water supply, standards had dropped for air quality.

 

Before she started looking for fuel, she needed to make a call. She entered a small store and purchased a bottle of water with cash, giving her enough change to use the pay phone outside. She slid the coins into the slot and dialed her sister’s number. The phone rang, and Brooke prayed that Amy would pick up.

 

“Hello?” Amy asked.

 

“Amy! It’s Brooke.”

 

“Thank God. Are you okay? Where are you? What happened?”

 

“I’m fine. Me and the kids are fine. I’m in Dallas right now.”

 

“Dallas?”

 

“Yeah, we’re refueling, and then we’re going to head east.”

 

“Brooke, they’re arresting anyone that tries to come across. It’s been all over the news. Police officers, bounty hunters, people just trying to make a quick buck for the reward money are going nuts. It’s bad.”

 

“I know. I’m being careful. Look, can you talk to Daniel? See if there is anything he can do?”

 

“Of course. Should I call you?”

 

“No. If the authorities are watching things that closely, they’ll be looking at my phone records. I don’t want anything to get traced back to you. I’ll give you a call tomorrow, let you know where we’re at.”

 

“Okay. I love you.”

 

“Love you too.”

 

Brooke set the receiver down, and the change inside the pay phone clunked to the bottom. She readjusted her shemagh and continued down the busy Dallas streets. It felt like the entire population of Texas was in the city, which was one of the reasons Brooke had come alone. She wanted to avoid bringing the cruiser here to fuel up. It was her best bet for staying below police radar. Now that she was in the largest fuel capital in the United States, the question wasn’t finding gas but how to bring enough of it back to the cruiser.

 

The din of jackhammers filled the air. Road construction had slowed the traffic to a crawl, and the massive tankers filled with fuel formed clusters from the east. One of the truckers became caught behind the slowing traffic and stopped adjacent to Brooke. She waved at him through his open passenger window. When she caught his attention, she only pulled the shemagh down to expose her mouth. Nothing more.

 

“Hey! Where do you guys fuel up?” Brooke asked.

 

“Forty-Ninth Street. Ten blocks behind me.”

 

If she could convince a trucker to drive out with one of those tankers, then not only would she be able to fill the cruiser, but she could get a free ride home. As she walked, a gust of wind blew pieces of a newspaper against her leg. Before she tossed it into the trash, her eye caught the front page. “The War with Mexico,” was the headline.

 

According to the article, Congress was planning an emergency session to prepare a declaration of war later that afternoon. The president would also be giving a speech to address the nation. Brooke crumpled the newspaper in her fist. She’d heard enough of the president’s speeches.

 

Just below the lead story on the war, another article caught her eye. It highlighted the problem of thieves hijacking tankers. More than twenty thefts had been reported in the last month.

 

The closer Brooke moved to Forty-Ninth Street, the thicker the soot became. Plumes of smoke poisoned the sky above and cast a light rain of black over the city. Tanker truck tires rolled their imprints across the roads, cutting paths along the black pollutants lining the asphalt. Each of those tankers carried fuel that would be shipped to every corner of the country.

 

Brooke wondered how long the oil boom in Texas would last. Once there was no more water to keep the rest of the country alive, the black sludge extracted from the earth would do little but seep back down into the depths from which it had come.

 

Brooke made it to the chain-link fence of the fueling station. Her fingers poked through the patterned diamond spaces between metal wires. She leaned forward, the fence bending as she took in the semi-trucks being loaded down with cylindrical tanks of fuel.

 

A group of truckers stood in front of their rigs. Most of them sipped coffee, each of their faces smudged in grease and dirt. Their clothes were soiled, and those that didn’t wear hats had tangled and matted hair, all the attributes of someone Brooke would have normally avoided.

 

Brooke pinched her fingers in her mouth and let out a whistle that broke up whatever trucker stories the men were telling. They all turned and stared at the woman with her face concealed standing on the other side of the fence.

 

The truckers pointed to each other, shrugged, trying to figure out what she wanted. Eventually, one of them meandered over. Brooke thought he looked too thin to be a trucker. The rest of them were a little wide around the midsection, but he looked like he hadn’t eaten in a week. He took one last drag of the cigarette in his mouth and flicked it to the ground.

 

“Can I help you?” he asked.

 

“I need fuel,” Brooke answered.

 

“There’s a station just down the road.”

 

“I know. But I need a lot of it and a way to transport it. My car broke down outside the city.”

 

“Then call a wrecker.” The trucker spat on the ground and turned on his heel to leave.

 

“I can pay you,” Brooke said.

 

The trucker stopped. He walked over to the fence. This time he came nose to nose with Brooke and poked his own fingers through. Dirt and grime consumed his nails both underneath and on top. He gave a grin, flashing his yellow-stained teeth.

 

“How much?” he asked.

 

“Three hundred now. Another three hundred when we get to the vehicle.”

 

“A grand.”

 

“What? I don’t have that much money.”

 

“Then you’re shit out of luck, sweetheart.”

 

The trucker pursed his lips and kissed the air between them. Brooke recoiled as the trucker’s weight buckled the metal back toward her. He laughed and then started to walk back. She could try another refinery, but she didn’t want to waste more time. Every second spent idling was one more for the police to catch up with her. She rubbed her hand nervously and then felt the small bump under her glove.

 

“Wait!” Brooke said. “I don’t have a thousand in cash, but I have this.”

 

Brooke poked her hand through the fence, pinching her wedding ring. The sunlight caught the diamond, and it shimmered. The trucker’s face changed as he walked back over to her. When his hand went out to grab the ring, she pulled it back through her side of the fence.

 

“Three hundred now, and then you get the ring once we’re there,” Brooke said.

 

“All right. I leave in twenty minutes. I’ll pick you up on that street corner there when I come out,” he said then disappeared.

 

A thin circle of pale flesh was now exposed on her left ring finger. The small, circular golden band resting in Brooke’s palm felt foreign to her. Of all the memories that could have flooded her mind—from her wedding day or when Jason had asked her to marry him to their first date together—the only one that came to mind was Jason’s funeral. The sound of the guns firing. The lowering of the casket. Emily and John crying. The finely pressed uniforms. All of it came rushing back to her, and she felt disgusted with herself. She felt disgusted with the trucker, with the city surrounding her, with everything. This was what the world would cost her now. She had to give up pieces of her life that she would never get back.

***

The barrel of Brooke’s 9mm Ruger LCR double-action revolver wobbled slightly on the hot metal hood of the cruiser. John squinted his left eye shut and peered through the gun’s sight. Orange plugs filled his ears, and Eric stood right behind him, hunched over and making sure John was on target.

 

“Keep it steady. Just line up the sight and squeeze the trigger,” Eric said.

 

John’s finger rested on the trigger and, in one quick motion, pulled it back. The pistol bucked upward, and the 9mm shell ejected and clinked against the cruiser’s roof. A spray of sand flew into the air next to an empty bean can. John let out a sigh, and Eric patted him on the back.

 

“It’s all right. Just try it again,” Eric said.

 

“Yeah, John! You can do it!” Emily said, watching from inside the cruiser. Pieces of two similar orange plugs filled her smaller ears. Her hair flopped up and down as she bounced on the front seat.

John realigned the bean can in the pistol’s sights. He tried to keep the revolver steady, but the sight would slowly waver back and forth from the target. He tightened his arms and shoulders, attempting to stabilize his stance. The bean can finally rested permanently along the tip of the revolver’s barrel. He pulled the trigger, and the bullet made contact, sending the can flying backward into the desert.

 

“Nice shot!” Eric said.

 

John smiled. He could feel the strain of his shoulders and arms from the recoil. He wiped the beads of sweat forming on his forehead and handed the gun back to Eric like he’d showed him, with the barrel pointed away from anyone and his finger off the trigger.

 

“Good job. You’ve got your dad’s eye for shooting,” Eric said.

 

“Really?” John asked.

 

“Yeah, just be thankful you didn’t get his back hair. Gross.”

 

John had always been told he looked like his dad. The similarities grew along with his age. He’d once seen a picture of his father in high school, and even he had to admit the resemblance was unmistakable. A sense of pride rushed through him whenever someone told him he did things like his father. It made him feel like his dad wasn’t completely gone.

 

“What was my dad like when he was younger? Back when he first joined the Marines?” John asked.

“He was one of the toughest… Emily do you still have your ear plugs in?” Eric asked.

 

“What?” Emily asked.

 

Eric turned back to John. “One of the toughest sons of bitches I’d ever seen. He’d be real proud of you for helping take care of the family and making it this far.”

 

The smile across John’s face started to fade. Proud of what? He hadn’t done anything to help. His mother was the one who had saved Emily. Eric was the one who had rescued his mom in Phoenix. All John had done was tag along for the ride.

 

“I haven’t done much,” John said.

 

“Whoa, hey. What are you talking about? You being here, watching over your sister, that’s a big job. One that I know your dad would be glad you’re doing.”

 

“You really think so?”

 

“I do.”

 

John desperately wanted to make his father proud. He’d heard the stories of how Jason had saved people, facing death fearlessly. He knew his dad had saved Eric in Iraq a long time ago. Would I be able to do that? Would I be able to face death and save the people around me?

 

“Is it scary?” John asked.

 

“Is what scary?” Eric replied.

 

“Knowing you might die.”

 

“Hey, that’s not something you have to worry about for a long time.”

***

The trucker picked Brooke up from the corner, and she climbed inside the cab. She handed him the three hundred in cash. He counted it and shoved the money into his back pocket, and the semi jolted forward as he shifted into first gear.

 

The road construction up ahead was still bad, and it took them thirty minutes just to move a few blocks. Once they made it past the construction site, the roads opened up a bit.

 

“So where am I heading?” the trucker asked.

 

“Get on I-20 and head west. I’ll let you know when we’re getting close,” Brooke answered.

 

The sound of the jackhammers faded behind them and was replaced by honking horns and rumbling engines. Brooke wiped the smudge from her window to get a better look at the city. A layer of smog filtered the sunlight that came down in broken rays.

 

“So what did you do?” the trucker asked.

 

“What are you talking about?”

 

“Well, you’re willing to pay a lot of money to fill up one gas tank. You’re hiding from somebody.”

 

“Just drive.”

 

“I’m just trying to make conversation. What happened to your husband?”

 

“That’s none of your business.”

 

“You leave him? That why you’re hiding? So he won’t find you.”

 

“He was killed in action in Afghanistan last year.”

 

The trucker was silent for a moment. Brooke crossed her arms and retreated farther into her seat.

 

“I’m sorry to hear that,” the trucker said.

 

Brooke didn’t say anything. Of all the people she wanted to discuss her dead husband with, some greasy trucker was at the very bottom of her list.

 

“Marines?” the trucker asked.

 

“Yes.”

 

“I lost my brother in Iraq back in ’04. It’s funny, isn’t it? We go over there to stop the desert from spreading and then low and behold, our own goes and decides that it’s time to take over.”

 

“The war didn’t have anything to do with the drought.”

 

“I know. I’m just saying it’s ironic. You got kids?”

 

“Look. If you need conversation, then turn on the radio.”

 

“All right. Geesh.”

 

The radio scrambled as the trucker turned the dial, trying to find a station. He finally settled on a talk show that was discussing the issue of the United States declaring war on Mexico.

 

“Look, Tom. We did not declare war on Mexico. They did that themselves when they attacked our border. All we’re doing now is defending what’s ours.”

 

“You really think we can afford this war, Frank? Water has become so scarce that we exiled the entire Southwest to save ourselves. More farmland is drying up every year, and we have China knocking on our door demanding that we pay up our debt. Retaliating against the Mexican army isn’t just foolish.

It’s suicide.”

 

“Oh, so you don’t think we can’t beat them? Is that it?”

 

“No, no, that’s not what I’m saying. The resources used in war are incredibly costly, and it’s just not a check we can afford to cash right now.”.

 

The two men continued their debate over the radio waves. All of it seemed too surreal to Brooke. A week ago, she was at work, repairing solar panels. Her kids were in school, and she’d been wondering what she would be cooking for dinner. Could that be right? Only a week? It all seemed so long ago.

 

Signs for I-20 began to appear, and the trucker flicked his turn signal on and merged onto the east ramp. Traffic was flowing steadily now. Brooke figured it would take about thirty minutes to reach the cruiser. Once they were refueled, they’d keep along the desert until they made it out of Texas and into Louisiana. From there, her plan was to stay along back roads all the way to North Carolina. She knew it would take longer, but staying out of police custody was more important at the moment.

 

Once out of the city, the traffic began to lighten. Only a few cars surrounded them when another sign for road construction appeared ahead. Orange lights flashed on a barricade, which was only big enough for smaller vehicles to squeeze through. One of the workers flagged the trucker down, and he pulled over.

 

“I swear they’re never going to get this road fixed,” the trucker said.

 

The bustling noise that had accompanied the construction crew in the city wasn’t echoed here. Brooke placed her hands on the cab’s cracked dash, leaning to get a better look out the window. Aside from the signs and barricades, there was nothing else. Only a few of them had safety vests on, and almost none of them wore hard hats.

 

“Where’s the equipment?” Brooke asked.

 

The air brakes squeaked as the tanker came to a stop. Brooke checked the side mirror and saw two men walking up the side of the tanker, hands behind their backs.

 

“Drive,” Brooke said.

 

“Lady, I can’t. It’s a road block.”

 

“They’re hijackers!”

 

Brooke could see the trucker scan the area, putting two and two together. He shifted into first and powered forward. The semi crawled a few feet, and Brooke watched the two men on the side of the tanker run for her door, the pistols they had hidden behind their backs now out in the open.

 

“Do you have a gun?” Brooke asked.

 

“Glove box.”

 

The semi was still hovering below ten miles per hour. Inside the glove compartment was a 9mm Glock with a fully loaded magazine next to it. Brooke loaded the gun and pushed the door open. She aimed the Glock at the two men, who quickly fired at her before she could squeeze a round off.

 

Brooke ducked back inside the truck’s cabin. After a lull in gunfire, she swung her torso out and fired six shots. Bullets peppered the sand in front of the two men chasing after them, and they quickly backed off. Brooke slammed the door shut.

 

“Can’t this thing go any faster?” Brooke asked.

 

“It’s not a stock car!”

 

Gunshots rang out behind them. Bullets thumped into the metal tank, leaking fuel onto the road. The side mirror shattered into jagged shards as the bullets continued to rain down on them. Brooke could still see the figures running after them through the remaining broken glass on the mirror.

 

Brooke opened the door again and fired a few more rounds. The wind and sand whipped her face now that the tanker was gaining speed. She pulled the trigger until the thundering boom of gunshots was replaced by the quiet click of the firing pin. She pulled the door shut again. The force caused the rest of the mirror to fall to the ground, and Brooke set the emptied clip and gun on the floorboard.

 

“Holy shit!” the trucker said.

 

The trucker’s door suddenly opened, and one of the hijackers grabbed him. The hijacker aimed his gun, and Brooke leapt across the seat to intercept him. She grabbed hold of the man’s wrist, shoving the pistol into the ceiling and slamming the hijacker’s hand in the process.

 

In the struggle, the trucker’s foot came off the gas, and the semi slowed. Brooke continued to slam the hijacker’s hand into the ceiling until his grip went limp on the pistol. It dropped to the seat, and the moment Brooke aimed it at the hijacker, he jumped from the cabin.

 

The trucker slammed his door shut and slammed his foot back on the gas. Brooke checked outside her door and saw the same men from before regaining their ground. She took aim and squeezed the trigger, narrowly missing one of them, and again they backed off.

 

“You clear on your side?” Brooke asked, still scanning her side of the tanker.

 

“Yeah, I-I’m good.”

 

“You sure?”

 

The trucker nodded, panting. Brooke could see his arms shaking, his knuckles turned white from his tight grip on the steering wheel.

 

Brooke clicked the safety back on the pistol she had stolen from the hijacker, and her chest rose and fell as she drew in deep breaths. She could feel her heart thumping in her chest. The rapid beats started to slow in pace with her steady breathing. Her skin was coated in a sheen of sweat.

 

“Thanks, lady,” the trucker said.

 

The tanker made the rest of the trip without incident, although it did take a little longer than expected because they had to take back roads, away from the interstate. A leaking fuel tanker heading down the road was bound to raise some concerns, and Brooke couldn’t risk getting caught by the police. 

Eric, John, and Emily waved enthusiastically as the tanker made its way onto the old desert road they were stuck on. The desert terrain was slowly turning into dried, rocky dirt, which allowed the tanker to make the journey. Brooke stepped down from the semi’s cab and wrapped Emily and John in a hug.

 

“Wow, when you get gas. You. Get. Gas,” Eric said, admiring the tanker. When he noticed the shattered side mirror and bullet-sized holes leaking fuel, he raised an eyebrow.

 

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Brooke said.

 

The trucker hooked up the fuel line from the tanker to the cruiser and started pumping. After a few minutes, the pump clicked off, signaling a full tank. Brooke walked over, extending the rest of the cash and the wedding ring. The trucker waved her off.

 

“On the house,” the trucker said.

 

Brooke stuffed the money back into her pocket and put her ring back on. “Thanks.”

 

“Don’t mention it. Besides, I can just say that all the fuel leaked out on my way to the station,” the trucker said, winking.

 

The trucker climbed back into the cabin and returned to his journey to the highway. Brooke, Eric, John, and Emily piled into the cruiser. Brooke checked the map, her finger cutting a path from their location outside of Dallas to north Louisiana.






  
 

Chapter 3

Beth set her phone down and drew a small X over a town in Pennsylvania. It joined a cluster of other Xs that covered the northeast. A pop sounded in the corner of the room, followed by some light chewing. A few strands of blond hair had escaped Beth’s tight bun, and she rubbed her temples.

Beth turned back to her computer for the next listing of factory spaces for sale and clicked on a property in Maine. Another pop sounded. Beth winced. She clicked the link, and it expanded into details of the amenities and size of the land. It was big enough but too close to local police authorities. Another pop.

 

“Will you stop that?”

 

Dr. Carlson was leaned back in a chair with his feet propped up on an ottoman. He peeled away the pink piece of bubblegum that was plastered to his left cheek and stuffed it back into his mouth.

 

“Sorry,” he said.

 

Their small hotel room was starting to feel cramped. Beth didn’t like the fact that she couldn’t go home, and it was compounded by the fact that she was stuck with Dr. Carlson, whose personal habits had given her a strong dislike of the man.

 

“Find anything?” Dr. Carlson asked.

 

“No,” Beth answered.

 

She’d been at it for hours, calling, researching, and trying to find any piece of property that met Dr. Carlson’s needs to continue his work. It seemed the only factories that would have worked had already been seized by the authorities, and each of those places had the familiar fingerprints of Jones all over them.

 

“Why don’t we broaden our search?” Dr. Carlson asked.

 

“To where? The Northeast is the only place left with any type of solid infrastructure.”

 

“What about Canada?”

 

“Canada dislikes us almost as much as Mexico right now. I’m surprised they haven’t tried to declare war.”

 

“I’m serious. I have some colleagues in Halifax who could help. And I’m sure they’d be more than interested in learning about my designs.”

 

“Can you trust them?”

 

“Of course. They’re scientists, not politicians.”

 

“I’ll bring it up with Smith. Speaking of which, I have to go and meet with him.”

 

Beth gathered the papers on the desk and piled them into her briefcase. Before she reached the door, she turned back to Dr. Carlson. “Call your friends. See if they’d be willing to help. Make sure you do it on the cell I gave you. Jake will be by this evening to check on you.” She had one foot out the door before she turned back again. “And I counted the liquor bottles in the minibar.”

 

“Thanks, Warden,” Dr. Carlson replied.

***

The cell block buzzed, and Smith’s door opened. He stepped out, a ring of sweat around the collar of his state-issued orange jumpsuit. The correctional officer chained his wrists and ankles. Smith shuffled forward, struggling to keep up with the officer’s pace and tripping a few times. The physical restriction was what made prison the worst. The food was terrible, the crowd was a rough sort, but the limited mobility trumped everything else.

 

Fellow inmates, degenerates charged with murder and rape, watched Smith parade down the cellblock. The rumors had spread about the congressman charged with treason, a man from the body of government responsible for writing the very laws each of them were charged with. There wasn’t a single face that Smith passed that wasn’t smiling.

 

The correctional officer hit the buzzer. The iron gate rolled along its tracks and opened on a false pretense of freedom into the visitor’s area. Smith’s thoughts had been jumbled over the past twenty-four hours. But earlier this morning, he had finally managed to find his own light at the end of the tunnel. It gave him something to steady himself in the raging storm bellowing within. He found it comforting that the shape the light took was Jones.

 

Beth was already waiting for him when the officer dragged him into the tiny conference room reserved for inmates and their legal advisors. Smith landed in his chair with a forceful thud from the officer escorting him.

 

“That’ll be all, officer,” Beth said.

 

While the correctional officer’s grimace was different than those of his orange-jumpsuited peers, that was where the differences ended. Both inmates and guards offered their own unique form of cruelty. The door clicked shut as the officer left. Beth grabbed Smith’s hand.

 

“Treason doesn’t make you a lot of friends on either side of the aisle here,” Smith said.

 

“How are you holding up?”

 

“I’m fine. Where do we stand?”

 

“I found out today that the attorney general will be handling the prosecution himself.”

 

“Jones’s doing, no doubt.”

 

“It’s a long shot for the charges to stick. I think Jones is just trying to focus attention elsewhere to distract people from the war and exile, and you happen to be a big news story right now.”

 

Beth opened one of the manila folders containing the map she had used earlier. Smith flipped the paper over and took in each red X. The map looked like it was bleeding.

 

“No luck with finding a suitable location?” Smith asked.

 

“No. Any property that would work has already been seized by local authorities. Jones knows we’ll be looking for another spot. He’s giving us the full-court press.”

 

Smith slammed his fists against the table. Beth jumped. “Then we press back!” Smith felt like he could pull the chains around his wrists apart. Smokescreens, misdirection, and lies had tangled him in a web, thwarting any action he could take.

 

“David, there is another option,” Beth said. “Dr. Carlson mentioned to me that he has colleagues in Canada who would be willing to help.”

 

“You want us to take him across the border?”

 

“I know it’s a long shot, but I have tried searching for anything that would work, and there is nothing here. We don’t have a lot of other options.”

 

Smith closed his eyes. He searched for that light he had found earlier in the day, but his mind was so fogged and cluttered that he didn’t think it was there anymore. He could feel the icy grip of panic. He kept thinking, trying to push forward. What could he do?

 

“Where do we stand with Mexico?” Smith asked.

 

“The president will be asking for a declaration of war in a few hours.”

 

“And it’s a sure bet that Congress will give him what he wants. My trial starts in two days. If we can get Dr. Carlson out by then and into Canada for a head start, we might be able to pull it off. Jones won’t be able to touch the doctor if he’s out of the country. It could work.”

 

“You want me to proceed?”

 

“Yes. Grant the doctor’s request. And set up a meeting with the Canadian ambassador for the day after my trial.”

 

“That’s cutting it close. They could extend the hearings.”

 

“You said it yourself: the charges are thin. This is a smear campaign, and when it’s over, we need to be ready to smear back.”

 

Beth jotted her notes onto her legal pad then dropped the pen. She kept her head down, rubbing her hands together. “David, there’s something else we need to discuss. Worst-case scenario.”

“What do you have in mind?”

 

“I was speaking with Edwards’s advisor and he has a plan to get him and his family out of the country. It’s going to be expensive, but I can start setting up the accounts and passports for the trip.”

“Do it. And make sure we have something in place for Daniel.”

 

“What? David, Daniel is a part of the reason why you’re here.”

 

“It’s not for him. It’s for his family. They didn’t ask for all of this, and I won’t have their innocent blood spilled for my mistakes!”

 

Beth exhaled. “Okay. I’ll set it up.”

 

Two different correctional officers entered the room. They were larger than Smith’s previous escort. They crossed their arms, muscles rippling from the movement. “Time’s up,” one of them said.

 

“I’ll contact you as soon as I know more,” Beth said.

 

Beth gathered up her papers and briefcase and walked out the door. Once she was gone, the officer that had spoken unchained Smith’s shackles from the floor. Before Smith could stand, the officer kicked the legs of the chair, causing it to slide from underneath Smith. Unable to brace himself against the fall, he smacked his shoulder on the concrete.

 

“Easy, Congressman,” the chair-kicking officer said. “You don’t want to hurt yourself walking around in those chains.”

 

“Remember what the warden said. Don’t hit him the face.”

 

“Right.”

 

The chains scraped across the concrete floor as Smith crawled on his belly to the other end of the room. Each move forward sent a sharp stab into his shoulder. He could hear the officers laughing at his attempts to escape.

 

“Where are you going? There aren’t any loopholes to pull you out of this one.”

 

The CO drove his heel into Smith’s left hamstring. Smith gritted his teeth, moaning at the impact and strain on his muscles. The CO twisted and dug his heel deeper until Smith could no longer move. Finally he removed it, offering a brief moment of reprieve before the other officer sent the toe of his boot into Smith’s side. Smith curled into himself, his brain diverting signals from his hamstring to his rib cage. Smith placed both palms flat on the floor. His face grew purple from the strain of trying to push himself up, the restraints around his wrists not allowing him to get very far.

 

Both COs pulled out their batons. They brought successive blows down on Smith’s back, each thud followed by a cry or scream. The bulky shoulders of each officer rotated to bring more force with each hit. The officers’ exertion caused drops of sweat to join in the barrage against Smith’s back.

 

After a few minutes, the noises coming from Smith’s body ceased. Each strike into his bones and flesh was answered with unconscious spasms of pain, Smith’s last piece of evidence signaling that while he might be blacked out, his brain was still alive. At last, one of the officers placed his baton back in his belt.

 

“All right. That’s enough,” he said.

 

But the other man didn’t stop. He brought the baton down harder, each clout fueled by a grunt of force.

 

“Frank, stop,” his partner said, grabbing Frank’s wrist before he could land another hit.

 

Frank yanked his wrist out of his partner’s grip and gave one last defiant whack.

 

“Jesus, man. We were hired to hurt him, not kill him. Take it easy.”

 

Frank hawked some phlegm, and the spit stained the orange spot on Smith’s back with a greenish blob. He put his baton back in his belt, breathing heavily after the assault. The medical ward was called, and Smith was picked up by a few nurses and put on a stretcher.

***

Daniel’s office felt quiet. His suit jacket hung on the back of the chair he was slumped in. He fiddled with the end of his tie, an act that had taken up most of his morning. There were piles of papers on his desk, beckoning to be read, but the half-empty bottle of whiskey hiding in his desk drawer drained any ambition to accomplish it. The familiar knock of his assistant hit the door, and Meghan poked her head inside, as she had done all morning, to check on him.

 

“Congressman, I’m heading to lunch. Can I get you anything?” Meghan asked.

 

Daniel gently shook his head and waved her off. She smiled politely, the hint of concern still etched on her face. The click of the door’s handle was the only thing Smith seemed to hear. Every once in a while, his eyes would find the windows. It was sunny outside, and despite him keeping the lights off, the office was still warmly illuminated. He could have risen to shut the curtains, but even that seemed like too much of a task.

 

The news of Smith’s arrest still lingered in the back of his mind. And no matter how much liquor he drank to try and drown it out, there it remained. It was Smith’s own fault. That’s what he kept telling himself. Both of them had danced with the devil. Daniel just so happened to have found the beat a little quicker.

 

I did it for my family. That was the other voice echoing in his head. That’s what he focused on to help rid himself of Smith’s voice. All he needed to do was make the list of justifications longer than his list of sins. 

 

There was another knock on his door. Daniel didn’t respond. Another knock.

 

“Meghan, I told you I didn’t want anything,” Daniel said.

 

The door cracked open, and Daniel straightened himself in the chair when his wife stepped inside. She wore a light sundress with heels. Her cheeks were reddened from the sun outside.

 

“Amy, what are you doing here?”

 

Daniel had only seen his wife in his office a handful of times, most of which had been during his first term. Amy fiddled with her fingers, the tips of her manicured nails scraping against one another. She gave him a half smile.

 

“You didn’t return any of my calls,” she said.

 

Daniel squinted, trying to remember what he had done with his phone. He patted his shirt and pants pockets. He pulled open the top drawer of his desk and found the cell. It was still turned off.

 

“I’m sorry. I turned it off to save the battery. Is everything all right?”

 

“I heard from Brooke.”

 

“That’s great. Is she okay?”

 

“She’s fine. She made it to Dallas. She’s going to call me again tomorrow.”

 

“That’s great news.”

 

“Daniel, we have to help her. She’s a fugitive. There has to be something you can do.”

When Daniel stood up, he felt the room spin. He clutched the edge of the desk to steady himself. He focused on the pen on top of a stack of papers. He clung to it for dear life.

 

“Daniel?” Amy asked.

 

He waved it off. “I’m fine.” He let go of the desk, wobbled a bit more, but remained upright. He smiled, accentuating the dark circles under his eyes. “Just been sitting down all morning.” He walked over to her and gave her a kiss on the cheek. Amy sniffed the air around him.

 

“Daniel, are you dru—”

 

The slam of the office doors finished the sentence for her. Jones stood at the office entrance. Distracted by the noise, Amy couldn’t see the twisted glare tearing across Daniel’s face.

 

“Mrs. Hunter, it’s wonderful to see you again,” Jones said, walking over and giving Amy a light kiss on the cheek. “Come to congratulate your husband?”

 

“Congratulate?”

 

“Daniel. You haven’t told her? So modest. Daniel has just received an appointment on the resource committee.”

 

Amy’s jaw dropped. She turned around, and Daniel forced a smile. “That’s great!” Amy threw her arms around Daniel’s neck, and Jones mouthed, “Get her out.”

 

“Thanks, honey. Look, why don’t we grab dinner tonight. I’m still swamped with work, but we can go over everything then,” Daniel said.

 

“Maybe Congressman Jones can help?” Amy asked.

 

Jones peaked his left eyebrow. “With what?”

 

“Nothing. I’ll handle it. Amy, we’ll talk about it later.”

 

“Oh. Well, all right then.”

 

Daniel gave her another kiss, and Amy closed the door behind her. The moment it clicked shut, Daniel grabbed Jones by the collar. “What the hell do you want?”

 

Jones pushed Daniel off him, and he stumbled backward. “Been having a drink, Daniel?”

 

Daniel staggered to his desk and loosened his tie. He reached for the bottle of whiskey and unscrewed the cap. “I’m celebrating. Remember?” He didn’t bother reaching for the glass, he just tipped the bottle back and took a few chugs.

 

Jones stomped over and ripped the bottle from Daniel’s lips. A stream of brown liquid splashed to the carpet. Daniel reached for the bottle again, but Jones kept it out of reach. “Pull yourself together.” Jones dumped the rest of the liquor into the trash and took a seat in one of Daniel’s chairs.

 

“Make yourself at home,” Daniel said.

 

“We still have work to do.”

 

“No. I’m done. You got what you wanted from me. Smith is in jail. The bill failed. I’m done.”

 

“You’re done when I say you are. The charges against Smith will be hard to stick, even for the attorney general. The damage to his credibility will be extensive, but we have other things to worry about. We have to repair the U.S. relations with Mexico.”

 

“And I thought I was the drunk one.”

 

“If that doesn’t happen, we are dead. And not just us but the country. We can’t afford the war with the Mexicans, and we need their help to obtain the rivers in South America.”

 

Water. Wars. Death. The words floated through Daniel’s mind like fiction. Imaginary concepts that weren’t supposed to be used together in this world. But they were. It was real.

 

“What do you expect me to do about it? The president will be making his address within the hour,” Daniel said, rubbing his face. The effects of the whiskey were beginning to take their toll.

 

“I’m thinking,” Jones said.






  
 

Chapter 4

It was the third fuel station Terry had checked. He stepped out of the building and into Dallas’s downtown. He could feel the city’s smog soaking through his pores. He hated the city. He popped a cigarette between his lips and torched the tip with his lighter then exhaled his own smog that circled his head.

 

The pictures of Brooke and Eric were still in his hand. Terry knew they had to be running low on fuel, and Dallas was the easiest place to find it without people asking a lot of questions. The traffic was busy, and he dashed across the road to his van parked on the other side of the street.

 

It was a rust bucket on the outside. It had no hubcaps, the covers on both side mirrors had fallen off, and there was no telling what the original paint job had looked like. But it was like his Sunday school teacher had always told him when he was a boy: it’s what’s on the inside that counts.

 

Terry pulled the handle, and the sliding door clanged open. He closed it just as quickly after stepping in and flicked on the overhead light. The only seat in the van was behind the driver’s-side wheel. The passenger seat had been ripped out to make room for storage bins that were anchored with an intricate crisscross of bungee cords. The driver’s side of the van had a small shelf that ran along the middle of the wall. On it rested maps, a laptop, a ham radio, a police scanner, a lamp, a filled ashtray, a hook to hang his hat, a whetstone, and a carton of cigarettes. In front of the makeshift shelf was a chair bolted to the metal floor. He sat down and added his nub of a cigarette to the overflowing ashtray.

 

The passenger side of the back of the van was lined with weapons. AR-15s, 12-guage shotguns, a 9mm Glock, .45 Colt, and a briefcase that held his DRD Tactical Paratus .308 rifle; perfect for any jobs where he needed to maneuver a rifle in a crowded area. An array of knives clung to a magnetic strip. Boxes of ammo for each weapon rested next to an assortment of fragmentation, chemical, offensive, and illuminating grenades.

 

Terry snatched a six-inch hunting knife off the strip and grabbed the whetstone. He tilted the blade at a twenty-degree angle and ran the edge along the stone. The metal scraped against the synthetic rock, each motion of the knife down the stone methodical. Terry counted twenty strokes on one side of the blade then flipped the knife for twenty strokes on the other side. He enjoyed the manual process of sharpening his knives. It took skill and precision to maintain the proper angle and force with the whetstone. Whenever he had to sink the blade into another man’s flesh, he wanted the knowledge that he created the razor edge that made it possible.

 

Once the knife’s edge was satisfactory, he placed the blade back on the strip and turned on his laptop. Using decoding software he had purchased, he hacked into the police database to pull up any other information he could on Brooke Fontanne. Her address in San Diego, along with her Social Security number and driving record, popped up. He wrote down the license plate number in case she had been dumb enough to keep it. He examined the specifications of the Toyota cruiser that was registered in her name and the modifications she had made to it. The tires, suspension, and engine type all suggested it was an off-road vehicle, which would allow her to take alternative routes most police vehicles would avoid.

 

Terry reached for the carton of cigarettes and pulled one from the package with his teeth. He flicked the lighter open again, and the rush of nicotine coursed through his veins. He took another look at Brooke’s picture and checked the database one more time. He pulled up a file on her late husband Jason. Military. Marines. KIA. He smothered the smoldering tip of his cigarette in Brooke’s forehead.

His stomach rumbled. A diner’s neon sign glowed through the front windshield. Terry shoved Brooke’s picture into his pocket and made his way back across the street, where the door chimed as he walked inside. The vacant booths and stools were dusted with the grime of black soot that a pregnant waitress tried halfheartedly to wipe down. Two men in trucker hats sat at the end of the diner’s bar. Terry took a seat on the opposite end. The waitress waddled over to Terry and handed him a menu.

 

“Anything to drink, darlin’?” she asked.

 

“Sweet tea.”

 

The waitress nodded and walked back around the other side of the counter. Terry looked over the menu. He gazed over the fifty-dollar burger and down to the chicken. The conversation of the two truckers broke his concentration.

 

“I swear to god,” the skinny trucker said.

 

“They really shot at you?” the fat trucker asked.

 

“Yeah. If that lady wasn’t with me, I might have died.”

 

Terry set the menu down as the waitress brought him his tea. He took a sip and focused on the two men at the end of the bar.

 

“I’ve got to get another job,” the fat trucker said.

 

Terry’s boots clicked against the worn floor tiles. His figure blocked the light coming from the door, and his shadow slowly grew over the two truckers sitting next to each other. He came up behind the two men and dropped Brooke’s picture in between them.

 

“This the woman you were with?” Terry asked.

 

“Who are you?” the skinny trucker asked.

 

Terry thumped his forefinger on the paper forcefully. “Is that the girl?”

 

“Look, pal. I don’t know you. So why don’t you back off,” the skinny trucker said.

 

Terry twisted the skinny trucker’s arm behind his back and slammed his face into the diner’s bar. The fat trucker reached for a pistol on his belt, but Terry pulled the blade from the sheath on his leg and placed the edge right along the man’s throat. The waitress stood frozen, holding a pot of coffee.

 

“Is. That. The. Girl,” Terry repeated, applying more pressure to the skinny trucker’s arm.

 

“Yeah. Yeah, that’s the girl,” he said.

 

“Where was she headed?”

 

“I don’t know.”

 

“Where did you take her?”

 

“I dropped her off just outside the city by I-20. Then I left. That’s all I know. I swear.”

 

Terry released the skinny trucker’s arm and lowered his blade from the fat one’s throat. Both truckers were drenched in sweat. Terry sheathed his blade. He picked up Brooke’s picture and went back to his seat. The waitress was still frozen with the coffee pot in her hand. Terry finished the rest of his sweet tea, threw a five-dollar bill on the table, and left the diner.

***

The Mississippi air was thick with bugs and heat. Red maples and dogwood trees stuck into the air, bare of their colorful leaves. The cruiser’s tires crunched over sticks, dead grass, and mud. Brooke had followed the signs for the small motel, which lay just up ahead.

 

The motel was nestled in the depths of a drying swamp. A single light illuminated the front window next to the door. The shutters around the windows sagged. Chips of paint revealed the rotting wood underneath. Brooke brought the nose of the cruiser to a wooden log, which acted as a perimeter for a makeshift parking lot. The cruiser was the only car there.

 

“Wait here,” Brooke said.

 

She unbuckled her seat belt and headed inside. The door squeaked, and an old, wrinkly woman sat behind a small counter. A tiny fan blew her thin white strands of hair backward, and an old sitcom rerun played on a twelve-inch black-and-white television. Brooke had to hit the small bell on the counter to get the old woman’s attention.

 

“I was hoping to get a room?” Brooke asked.

 

The old woman led Brooke, Eric, John, and Emily around back, each of them carrying their packs. The old woman didn’t say anything when they passed the bullet-riddled cruiser on their way around. Brooke wasn’t sure if that was because the she just couldn’t see it or if she was too eager to get back to her show.

 

The room she gave them was small, damp, dirty, and hot. But all of that fell to the wayside at the sight of the two double beds against the walls.

 

“Awesome,” John said.

 

The sun set, and after a quick dinner of MREs, John and Emily passed out. Eric agreed to take the floor and give Brooke the remaining bed, but neither of them could fall asleep as quickly as the kids. They whispered to one another, trying not to wake either John or Emily.

 

“You know, I’ve always hated MREs,” Eric said. “But for some reason today they were incredibly delicious.”

 

“I’m just glad I was able to get Emily to wolf some down. She’s always been a picky eater.”

Brooke kept adjusting herself on the bed, looking for the cool part of the sheets. The heat was different here than in San Diego. It felt heavier, more humid. She had never sweated so much in her entire life.

 

“I can’t believe this heat,” Brooke said.

 

“Must be all of that sexual tension,” Eric said.

 

Brooke had to cover her mouth to stop the burst of laughter that erupted.

 

“It wasn’t that funny,” Eric said, sheepishly. “Besides. I don’t think Jason would approve.”

 

It was the first time Brooke had heard Eric mention her late husband. She knew the two of them had served together. She knew that Jason had saved his life, but she never understood how the two of them got along. They were polar opposites.

 

“Why didn’t you guys stay in touch?” Brooke asked.

 

“He had you guys, and I had my military career. There wasn’t much else I wanted to do besides fly. The tours in the Middle East were just a pit stop.”

 

“How did you know you wanted to be a pilot?”

 

“Top Gun.”

 

“You can’t be serious.”

 

“What? It was a great movie.”

 

“It’s got to be more than just that.”

 

Eric hesitated. He drummed his fingers on his chest. “Actually, it was my dad. He was a pilot. Commercial. Not military. He would take me up when I was little. When we were up that high, I didn’t feel so small. Everything else looked tiny except me for once. He smoked like a chimney, though. Lung cancer got him while I was in high school, and the flights stopped. I couldn’t think of anything else but getting back in a plane. A recruiter came to my school one day, and that was that. I enlisted the day after my high school graduation.”

 

“I’m sorry about your dad.”

 

“Thanks.

 

“Do you regret it?”

 

“Joining? No.”

 

“I never asked Jason why he joined.”

 

Brooke felt a stab of guilt over that. Of all the things she had learned about her husband, she’d never asked about what was probably the biggest decision of his life. She knew that he’d loved his job, that he found purpose and meaning in it.

 

One night after he came back from his second tour, he broke down while they were lying together in bed. She wasn’t sure if she should pry, but he ended up telling her about a house raid they had gone on. The father pulled a gun on them, and Jason had to take him down. It was his first kill.

 

His superiors told him not to dwell on it. He was on a mission with an objective, nothing else. If someone decided to try and stop that mission, it was his duty to eliminate the threat.

 

Eliminate the threat. Her mind went back to Phoenix and the two Mexicans she had gunned down. They were threatening her children. She eliminated them.

 

“It’s not something you can prepare for,” Brooke said.

 

“What isn’t?”

 

“Killing someone.”

 

Eric propped himself up on his elbow. Brooke wasn’t looking at him. She kept staring at the ceiling, her arms folded on her stomach and her hair spread out on the pillow underneath her head.

 

“What happened?” Eric asked.

 

“It doesn’t matter now. It’s over.”

 

Exhaustion started setting in. Brooke could fee her eyelids sagging. Her body felt heavy, and her mind was foggy. She rolled to her side and closed her eyes.

 

“Good night,” Brooke said.

 

“Night,” Eric replied.

***

The stars peppered the night sky, and the moon’s light struggled to break through the thick clouds hovering below it, making it hard to see the van hidden on the edge of the road forty yards from the cabin’s entrance.

 

Terry held a pair of binoculars and watched the light from the front window go out. His view shifted from the room to the Toyota Land Cruiser parked in the dirt lot. He looked down at his map. This was the only road for five miles. He knew they were heading east, and he would bet his last dollar that they’d be heading out in the morning. Terry pulled back a tarp, and the outline of an axe lay flat against the van’s floor. He picked it up, along with a small rectangular black box, slid the van door open, and closed it behind him.

 

His boots squished against the thick Mississippi mud, and to his surprise, he struggled a bit in the terrain. The head of the axe rested on his right shoulder, while the small black box was gripped in his left hand. He stepped into the ruts from the cruiser’s tire tracks, where the ground was more compact and easier to wade through.

 

Large swarms of bugs engulfed his face, and he smacked the pests away harshly with his free hand. Even with the sun gone, the humid heat was still prevalent in the night. Terry could feel the layer of sweat covering his body. He refused to take his jacket off even in the stifling heat. The fabric of the jacket used his body’s moisture to help cool him.

 

Terry flipped a switch on the black box, and a small red dot blinked silently. He reached under the back of the cruiser, and the magnetic side of the box smacked against the cruiser’s chassis.

 

The incessant buzz of the cicadas masked Terry’s steps as he walked right past the front office where Brooke’s cruiser was parked. The outline of his body and the extension of the axe disappeared down the winding road.

***

It was Emily who woke Brooke. When she opened her eyes she saw her daughter’s toothless grin staring back at her, she rubbed her eyes, attempting to wake up.

 

“Morning, Mom,” Emily said.

 

“Hey, baby.”

 

Brooke checked the clock. It read 9 a.m. She looked around for John and Eric, but it was only her and Emily in the room.

 

“Where’d your brother go?” Brooke asked.

 

“He went with Uncle Eric to get breakfast.”

 

“Uncle Eric. I didn’t realize you guys started calling him that.”

 

“Yup.”

 

Emily bounced up and down on the bed. The room’s door creaked open, and Eric and John stepped inside holding trays of eggs and fruit.

 

“Breakfast was complimentary,” Eric said.

 

Brooke and John pushed the beds together, and the four of them sat around the trays in the center. They dug in. Eric had even managed to get orange juice. After they were done, Emily fell backward onto the bed, holding her stomach.

 

“That was the best meal I’ve ever had,” Emily said.

 

“We should see if they can give us a to-go bag,” Eric replied.

 

“That has my vote,” John said. “I don’t know if I can go back to those MREs again.”

 

“We’re only another day or two from Aunty Amy’s place,” Brooke said.

 

“I’d rather eat the MREs,” John said.

 

Brooke smacked John’s arm, and Emily giggled. They grabbed their gear and loaded the cruiser. Brooke returned the room key to the old woman at the front desk. Eric, John, and Emily were already in the cruiser as Brooked walked down the few steps from the motel’s front porch. As she pulled open the door, she noticed a van, about a half mile away, sitting off the side of the road. She paused for a moment, taking the sight in. She found it odd that someone would have left it in the middle of nowhere, but this was a rural area, so it could’ve been from anyone.

 

She shrugged it off and climbed inside her cruiser. Eric had the map out, and they plotted a course that would continue their journey east along the Gulf Coast until they made it to the Atlantic. From there, they’d head north into Charlotte, where her sister was.

 

The cruiser pulled out of the parking lot and continued down the back road. Brooke kept it slow and steady, making sure to keep an eye on the terrain around her. Everything was different here, and the last thing she wanted to do was break down. Dragging the cruiser to a mechanic shop would raise too many questions given its current condition.

 

The muddy back road was surrounded by dead trees. The leafless branches jutted into the clouded gray sky. Brooke’s eyes found the rearview mirror, and a flash of rust through the trees behind her caught her eye. The cruiser hit a divot in the road, sending the reflection out of view.

 

Once the cruiser leveled out, Brooke frantically checked the mirror again. She turned around and looked out the back window, but there was nothing but the swamp behind her. She pressed the accelerator, pushing the cruiser farther down the road.

 

“Eric,” Brooke said. “Check the map for any other routes.”

 

“What? Why?” he asked.

 

“Just do it. John,” Brooke said, finding her son’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “Grab a case of ammo out of the back.”

 

John didn’t ask any questions. Eric smoothed the creases of the map, running his finger along roads around the area. John pushed the ammo through the space between the two front seats.

“Open it up for me,” Brooke said, balancing the steering wheel with one hand and pulling the revolver from her waistband. “Start loading.”

 

The bullets clinked into the holes of the revolver’s chamber until all five slots were filled. John flicked the chamber shut and handed the gun back to Brooke, whose eyes continued to maneuver between the muddy road in front of her and the rearview mirror.

 

“Em, you have your seat belt on?” Brooke asked.

 

“Yeah,” she answered.

 

“John?”

 

John pulled the belt over his body, and the buckle clicked into place. “Got it,” he said.

 

“If you keep heading east, there’s another path that cuts north,” Eric said, studying the map.

 

“How far is it?” Brooke asked.

 

“Five miles.”

 

The dead trees behind her were still thick, blocking her view. Maybe she was being paranoid. There was no proof that the van she had seen outside the motel was the source of the flash she had noticed. It could have been anything. Wasting energy on what-ifs was too costly right now.

 

Still, Brooke kept her foot on the accelerator. The increased speed splashed mud across the cruiser’s side, wetting the dried sand already there. The streaks of speckled black highlighted the bottom panels underneath. The rusty van flashed in the rearview mirror again.

 

They were being followed. The van was closer now but having a harder time pushing through the mud. She pressed the accelerator down farther. Even though this wasn’t the cruiser’s terrain, Brooke knew she’d be able to outrun the van.

 

“Brooke!” Eric said, bracing his arms against the dashboard.

 

A massive tree rested on the mud, blocking their path. Brooke slammed on the brakes, and the cruiser skidded through the muck. The front bumper stopped inches from the log, and the four bodies in the cruiser strained against their seat belts from the forward motion then slammed backward into their seats.

 

Brooke looked for a way around, but the trees were too thick on either side. The only way through was the path the fallen tree had blocked. Brooke turned around. The rusty van was keeping its steady pace.

“John, Eric, see if we can push it out of the way,” Brooke said, opening her door.

 

Brooke’s foot sank into the mud, and each step felt like pulling suction cups off her feet. She kept the revolver gripped in her hand. The end of the tree was propped up by a cluster of trees on the other side of the road.

 

“We might be able to push it up and then roll it to the side,” Eric said.

 

“Hurry,” Brooke replied.

 

Eric and John shouldered the tree, and both of them pushed up. The lack of vegetation and thin trunk of the tree made it manageable to lift. Once they cleared the cluster of trees that it was propped up against, Eric and John tossed it to the side, and it crashed to the ground.

 

The van was only fifty yards away. Her finger found the trigger on the revolver. “Hurry!”

 

“What’s the ru—” Eric started, but then he saw the van heading for them. He double-timed it, and the log skidded over the mud. Eric and John’s hands rolled it all the way to the side, flipping up mud and dirt along with them that became caked in the tree trunk’s grooves.

 

“Clear,” Eric said.

 

Brooke waited for John and Eric to get back inside before she climbed into the cab herself. Despite the urgent need to floor it, Brooke pressed the accelerator softly.

 

The cruiser lurched forward, slowly gaining traction in the thick mud. The van was only twenty yards behind them and gaining. Brooke pushed the cruiser’s speed to twenty miles per hour, then thirty, but it was too slow. The van’s front bumper smacked into the cruiser’s backside, causing them to fishtail.

Brooke turned the steering wheel left, then right, then left to help compensate for the spin, but the mud was too slick. Just when she straightened it out, the van slammed them again. Everyone’s heads jolted forward like bobblehead dolls.

 

The van’s engine revved and then smacked the right back corner, spinning the cruiser ninety degrees. Brooke’s window was placed directly in front of the van’s windshield. The glare of the sun blocked her view of whoever was inside, but the moment the driver’s-side door opened, she raised the revolver, pressing the window down at the same time, and fired all five rounds. Each bullet pierced the windshield with holes and splintering cracks.

 

Brooke hit the gas and turned right hard, painting the van with a fishtail of Mississippi mud. Retaliatory shots were fired, shattering the cruiser’s rear windshield. Everyone ducked. The cruiser’s tires spun rapidly, trying to gain traction. For a moment, Brooke thought they were stuck, but the cruiser’s powerful four-wheel drive and sheer torque gave them enough traction to keep moving forward.

 

“You guys all right?” Brooke asked.

 

The ringing in Brooke’s ears from the gunshots was slowly replaced by Emily’s crying. Even though her daughter was upset, she appeared to be unharmed. John was also good.

 

“I hope you’re insured for bullet damage,” Eric said, clutching his left shoulder.

 

Before Brooke could laugh, she noticed the red stain spreading across Eric’s torn shirt. “Oh my god. John, grab the first aid kit!”

 

“Got it!” John said.

 

“Put some gauze on Eric’s shoulder. Press down hard.”

 

“Just not too hard,” Eric said, feigning a smile.

 

John hesitated. Eric’s blood poured through the hole in his shirt. John’s face went pale.

“Do it, John!” Brooke said.

 

John reached around and placed the wad of gauze against the wound. The blood slowly soaked the white gauze red and began to stain John’s fingers.

 

Brooke didn’t let up the gas. They flew down the back road. The cruiser’s shocks bounced violently with each dip and drop they passed over. Brooke could see Eric’s eyes fluttering open and closed. His face was slick with sweat. She could see his body start to shake.

 

“We need to go to a hospital,” John said.

 

“We can’t.”

 

“Mom, he’s shot!”

 

“No,” Eric said. “Your mom’s right. Hospitals mean questions. It’s too risky.”

“We have to do something!” John said.

 

“Mobile,” Eric muttered. “Alabama. I have a friend there who can help.”

 

“How far?” Brooke asked.

 

“Sixty miles,” Eric answered.






  
 

Chapter 5

Soldiers dressed in fatigues rushed through the war room, adjusting the multiple screens from their computer stations that projected maps of California, Arizona, and New Mexico. The chatter in the room was loud.

 

Gallo stood in the back, watching his men. The smoke from the tip of his cigar wafted through the air. He wrapped his lips around the layers of tobacco and inhaled deep and slow. Colonel Herrera stood at attention and saluted.

 

“General, we have just received word of the successful siege of Phoenix and Albuquerque,” Herrera said.

 

Gallo continued to watch the maps on the screen that tracked his men and other resources that were now stretching into the Southwest. But his eyes kept falling back to California.

 

“What about San Diego?” Gallo asked.

 

Herrera hesitated then answered, “Our ground forces that entered through the Baja Peninsula have made contact.” 

 

“And?”

 

“The increased U.S. naval presence in the Pacific prevented us from—”

 

Gallo punched the wall behind him, creating a fist-sized crater. He tossed the cigar to the floor, and the room shook as he stamped it out with his boot. The noisy chatter stopped. The room’s gaze shifted to Gallo and Herrera in the back.

 

“Then bring more ships!” Gallo shouted.

 

“Yes, sir,” Herrera answered.

 

“Back to work!” Gallo snapped, and the soldiers went back to their duties. Gallo marched out of the room and headed down the hallway to his office. Once there, he collapsed in his chair. He felt his body sag, melting into the seat.

 

The past twenty-four hours had taken their toll. And now, with the moves made, the weight of a massive war rested on his shoulders. The 1840 map of Mexico had been removed from the wall and was placed on his desk.

 

During the battles the day before, he had let his colonels handle the execution. Gallo had spent his time during the engagements staring at the aging map. He traced his fingers up along the western coast of California all the way to east Texas.

 

Gallo’s eyes glazed over the longer he spent looking at the old borders of the Mexican nation. He would restore glory to his people. He would bring honor back to all of them. And his reward would be his name forever etched in the history books. Mexico would write the next great chapter, because he was going to win.

 

The cell in Gallo’s pocket rang. He didn’t bother checking it. He knew who it was. Jones had been trying to contact him since yesterday. There was no doubt what Jones wanted. Gallo just couldn’t believe the congressman’s persistence. The repeated attempts told him one very important detail: Jones was desperate.

 

Gallo knew how much Jones had riding on Mexico’s cooperation for his planned military strike against the South American countries. The Americans had spread themselves too thin, and the water shortages had only accelerated the United States’ decomposition. However, despite their dire condition, they still had their military prowess. He understood the risk.

 

A knock sounded at Gallo’s door, breaking his fixation on the map. “Yes,” he said.

 

Colonel Herrera entered. “General, President Castell requests your audience.”

 

Gallo scoffed. “Requests. I’ll be with him shortly.”

 

Herrera nodded and left. More politicians. More of the bureaucratic nonsense that he despised. Politicians failed to recognize that wars weren’t won with words. They were won with bullets.

***

A small, fenced-in gate guarded the entrance to a tunnel in the Colorado Rocky Mountains. Nestled just outside the city of Colorado Springs, the Cheyenne Mountain Air Force Station that surrounded the mountains was the epicenter of the intricate air and space defense for North America. NORAD had the capability to detect threats and help mobilize a response anywhere in the country.

 

Deep underneath the thousands of pounds of granite and rocks lay bunkers capable of withstanding nuclear attacks. Those operation rooms were reserved for times of nuclear crisis, but since the water shortage that had begun more than a decade ago, the rooms deep within the mountains now housed most of the base’s staff.

 

Display screens highlighting Gallo’s forces across the Southwest were etched on multiple surfaces around the main control room. United States Air Force officers sat behind their stations, coding and decrypting messages to units stationed along the borders of Oklahoma and Texas.

Air Force Lieutenant Colonel Mink’s eyes hadn’t left the screens in front of him. He maneuvered the thin wire microphone jutting across the side of his jaw from his ear and sipped from a mug of coffee. Steam rose from the cup, fogging his glasses.

 

A cadet entered with a sealed envelope, saluted, and then handed Mink the document. Mink set his coffee down, and the tearing of the envelope caused the heads in the room to turn.

“Calm down, everyone. We don’t know what the orders will be,” Mink said.

 

But even he felt his heart rate accelerate as he flipped the papers open. He scanned the document. The only sounds coming from the room were the beeps from the surrounding computers. Mink folded the orders up, tucked them under his arm, and adjusted the microphone in front of his mouth.

“We are go for operation Sum Zero,” Mink ordered.

 

The quiet in the room was replaced with the buzz of communications with American military units around the Southwest. The display screens at the front of the room lit up with movement. Planes scrambled in Colorado. Army regiments deployed from Texas. And the Pacific Fleet guarding the Alaskan fisheries was called back to San Diego.

 

Mink knew what the orders meant. Congress had made its declaration of war. The ink had barely dried, and now it was time to put that piece of legislation into action. Every word and letter on the declaration was pointed with the spears of soldiers, the bombs from planes, and the artillery of tanks.

 

But Mink also knew the damage it would wreak on the civilians still living in the Southwest. The air strikes wouldn’t just destroy the enemy in Phoenix and Albuquerque; they would hit the former American citizens still holding on to whatever hope they had left.

 

When the bombs dropped, those hopes and prayers would shatter. But Mink had his orders. There wasn’t any emotion in his actions or the actions of his men. The only reactions were the fluid efficiencies of the coordination with which the orders were carried out.

 

Lieutenant Colonel Mink picked his coffee back up and watched the squares and triangles on the display screens move closer to their targets. The United States had officially entered the war.

***

President Castell checked his hair in the mirror outside the conference room before entering. The doors had already been opened by his security detail, and everyone inside was standing. Once each strand of his jet-black hair was subdued, he ventured inside.

 

“Please, gentlemen, sit down,” Castell said.

 

Castell joined Gallo and his other military advisors at the end of the table. He’d insisted on having a meeting to discuss the ongoing strategic mission to retake the Southwest. And it just so happened that he would be making a speech to the Mexican people an hour from now. Whatever news his advisor brought back from their first military campaign, he wanted to ensure he could spin it in a way that would be palatable for the Mexican people.

 

A member of Castell’s security detail pulled his chair back for him, and Gallo rolled his eyes. Castell caught the insubordination but let it slide. Of all his advisors, he feared Gallo the most.

 

“What do you have for me, General Gallo?” Castell asked.

 

“We have secured and established a presence in both Phoenix and Albuquerque. We’re in the process of tying up any loose ends with issues in the local population. Other than a few resisting citizens, most of the people were too weak to put up a fight,” Gallo answered.

 

“Excellent. When can we start harvesting resources?” Castell asked.

 

“Most of the area has dried out, but I’ve authorized scout teams to search the area for anything that might have been left behind.”

 

“So what do we have to show for our efforts? Other than more dried land?”

 

Everyone in the room knew that Castell had only approved the campaign in hopes of gaining access to what water resources the United States had left. Castell also knew that Gallo’s rage could blind him to the facts sitting in front of him. And Castell wasn’t going to be left with egg on his face if things turned south. Gallo was his scapegoat.

 

“I’m sure you know, Señor Presidente, that the sacking of these cities was purely strategic. We needed a base of operations in the area. Now that those are being established, we’ll be able to push farther north,” Gallo answered.

 

“And when can we expect that to happen?”

 

“Soon.”

 

“Soon?” Castell echoed. “Well, I don’t think our people can drink ‘soon.’ I don’t think ‘soon’ will grow their crops. We need water, General. And we need food and fertile land to grow it on. We need something better than ‘soon.’”

 

“Then perhaps you would like to lead your own campaign on the ground. I’m sure it would rally our troops to see their commander in chief perform acts of bravery in such a tremulous time.”

The plastered political face Castell prided himself on was replaced by one of indignation. He looked around the room and caught a few smirks before his advisors were able to wipe them off their faces. He was the president. He wouldn’t be spoken to like that.

 

“Don’t become confused about who’s in charge, General. This might be your war, but this is my country. And if this fails, then there won’t be a single man, woman, or child who doesn’t know your name. It will be you who will go down as the biggest fool in our country’s history,” Castell said.

Gallo rose from his seat, and the brief spate of courage Castell had felt the moment before disappeared as he cowered back in his chair. Gallo seemed too big for the room, and Castell’s chair felt much too confining.

 

“And when I am successful, it will be my name they chant. Not yours,” Gallo replied.

Castell’s eyes went to his security detail, who had their hands on their pistols. The sight restored the courage from earlier. “The people don’t remember tools, General. Only the men that wielded them.”

Before Gallo could retaliate, Colonel Herrera burst through the doors. His face was covered in sweat, and he bent over with his hands on his knees to catch his breath.

 

“General,” Herrera said. “The… Americans…”

 

Castell rose at the abruptness of his entrance. “Yes?” he asked. “What is it?”

 

“The Americans bombed Phoenix and Albuquerque,” the colonel answered. “We don’t know how many men we’ve lost.”

 

Castell collapsed into his chair. The room broke out in shouts and screams. Fingers were pointed. Accusations were made. Only Castell and Gallo remained silent. Amid the chaos of the room, Castell found Gallo’s eyes. The wheels started turning in Castell’s mind. Whoever took the fall for this would no longer have a career. He couldn’t afford that. He raised both hands into the air, attempting to quiet the room.

 

“Gentlemen. Gentlemen, please,” Castell said.

 

The conversations waned, and all heads slowly turned to Castell, who rose from his chair again. The other men took their seats, adjusting their suits and uniforms with the dignity of a two-year-old trying to hide the tantrums they had just thrown.

 

“General Gallo has been charged with the coordination of this war. Everyone can agree on that. General,” Castell said, turning to Gallo, “what is our next step?”

 

Castell’s insides were churning. He was banking on Gallo’s pride. He knew the general wanted to run the country, and the war with the Americans would act as a catalyst for that. Castell couldn’t contend with Gallo if it were to come to muscle. The soldiers were loyal to Gallo, not to him. But if he played his cards right and gave Gallo the nod to direct the next moves without acknowledging support, he might be able to retain his power through misdirection of the Mexican people.

 

Gallo’s face was a blank sheet of paper, unreadable until the moment he decided which words to write across it.

 

“The Americans aren’t the only ones with bombs, Señor Presidente,” Gallo said.






  
 

Chapter 6

Blood had soaked through the gauze John had applied to Eric’s gunshot wound. John’s fingers were now stained red and sticky with blood. His arms were shaking from the continued pressure. He watched Eric’s eyelids flutter open and closed. He pressed his hand to the side of Eric’s face.

 

“Mom, he’s really cold,” John said.

 

“He’s probably in shock,” Brooke answered.

 

Brooke jerked the wheel right and missed a massive pothole on the broken Alabama road. The salty sea air had eroded and worn most of the coastal pavement. John shifted his legs to relieve some of the pressure in his knees from kneeling on them. He could feel the numbness shoot through his legs and almost fell over from the loss of feeling.

 

“Are we close?” John asked.

 

“Eric,” Brooke said. “Eric, we’re almost in Mobile. Where does your friend live?”

 

Eric mumbled something.

 

“What did he say?” Brooke asked.

 

“I don’t know,” John answered.

 

John shook Eric, and his head wavered back and forth on his shoulders. The color had left Eric’s face, and the vibrant eyes that John had seen the day before seemed faded.

 

“Eric! Where does your friend live?” Brooke repeated.

 

Again, the only answer was mumbles. John brought his hand back and smacked Eric across the face. The sharp crack of John’s hand against Eric’s cheek startled Brooke but did its job of waking Eric up.

“Ouch,” Eric answered.

 

When John saw the look on his mother’s face, he shrugged. “Well, it worked, didn’t it?”

 

Eric’s eyes focused on the landscape outside the window. “Where are we?” he asked.

 

“Just outside Mobile, Alabama,” Brooke answered. “Now, where’s your friend?”

 

“Tillman’s Corner,” Eric muttered, then started to fade from consciousness again.

 

“John, check the map,” Brooke said.

 

“But, what about the wound?”

 

“Don’t worry about it.”

 

John peeled his fingers off the bullet hole. Some of the blood had dried, fusing the gauze to John’s skin. He peeled it off, and the dried blood fell off in flakes. He reached for the map and rolled it open. Emily was still buckled into the back seat. She’d cried herself out about twenty minutes ago and just looked tired now.

 

“Em, help me find Tillman’s Corner,” John said, trying to take her mind off things.

John found Mobile on the map, and his finger ran south. Emily tried searching but was distracted by the other cities located around the country.

 

“Found it!” John said. “We need to get on Highway 59 to get to it, though. And I have no idea where we’re at.”

 

“We’re on Coden Belt,” Brooke said. “And we just passed Bayou La Batre a few miles back.”

“We need to head north,” John answered.

 

“You’ll have to find a route for us. Make sure we stay off the main roads. Eric,” Brooke said. “Where exactly does your friend live? What’s his address in Tillman’s Corner?”

 

“4249 South Terrance Street,” Eric answered, his eyes still closed.

 

“Tell me where to go, John,” Brooke said.

 

The map crinkled under John’s fingers as he rubbed the edges of the paper. More bits of dried blood rolled into small, flaky balls off of his fingertips. His eyes were transfixed on those small concentrations of fluid. It all seemed too surreal to him. If John couldn’t help get Eric to his friend’s house, then he was going to die. Eric’s death would rest on his shoulders. He would be to blame. The thump in John’s chest beat harder. It felt like his heart would explode. Was this what his dad had felt like in Iraq?

 

“John!” Brooke yelled.

 

“Huh?”

 

“I need you to tell me where to go.”

 

“Right.”

 

The beating in his chest subsided slightly, but he focused his energy on finding a side street they could cross at. The faded-green street sign they had just passed read Barrett Road. He found that road on the map and looked for the next available crossing.

 

“Take a left on Clark Road. From there, we can follow the river north for a few miles before we have to get on any other main roads,” John said.

 

“Perfect. That’s great, John,” Brooke answered.

 

John traced his finger north, trying to find the street where Eric’s friend lived. He found it sitting on the bay side of the city.

 

Brooke made the left on Clark Road and passed a few pedestrians on the sidewalk. John watched them point at the cruiser. The bullet-riddled doors and smashed rear windshield didn’t make for the most inconspicuous mode of transportation. Lucky for them the area was sparsely populated. The fewer people they ran into, the better off they were. John was trying to figure out their next move when he felt the tug on his shirt sleeve.

 

“Em, not now,” he said.

 

The tugging continued, this time more violently than before. He pulled Emily’s hand off him and tossed it aside. It returned just seconds later.

 

“Emily, I said not n—”

 

It was small splashes of water against the rocks that cut him off. John joined Emily in pressing his face against the window. John had never seen anything like it before. The sheer size of the river made his jaw drop. He’d seen pictures and watched videos in his history class, but there was something different about actually seeing it.

 

“Wow,” he said.

 

All John could think about was ripping off his shirt and diving head first into the water, letting the cool liquid wash over him. At least he thought it would be cool. The humid Alabama heat made it hard to believe that anything could be cold.

 

“John?” Brooke asked, her voice calm.

 

“Yeah?” John answered.

 

His eyes remained glued on the water rushing downstream. He had read somewhere that people used to ride rapids like these in small rafts. Staring at the river rushing past them, he couldn’t help but have that same urge to travel the river the same way others had done before him.

“I need you to help me, John,” Brooke said.

 

John pulled his eyes from the splashing river and back to the tired, defeated face of Eric, whose head bobbed from side to side in a delirious haze. The river could wait. 

***

Brooke squinted through the windshield at the house numbers on South Terrance Street. On her way there, she expected to see more of a residential neighborhood, but what she found the closer they moved to Eric’s friend’s house were large pieces of land, gated off with big houses sitting on them. In between the properties were clusters of thick trees and tall grass. It was the first time she’d seen the color green in a very long time.

 

The odd-numbered houses were on the left, and she kept counting in her head until she saw a half-bent, rusty mailbox with the numbers 4249 written on it in small, faded black letters. A locked gate guarded the driveway to the house.

 

Eric was completely passed out, and the wound was still bleeding. His face was ghost white, and he was no longer sweating. Brooke knew that was a bad sign. Brooke turned around to John and Emily in the back seat. “Hold on.”

 

Brooke shifted the cruiser into reverse and backed up, keeping the gate lined up directly in front of her. She reversed forty feet and slammed on the breaks. She jammed the shifter back into drive and floored the gas pedal. Dirt flew up from the tires, and the engine roared as all eight cylinders pounded furiously.

 

Brooke’s fingers tightened around the groves in the steering wheel. Her arms and shoulders stiffened, bracing for the impact. The speedometer soared from twenty to forty to sixty, and then the front grille of the cruiser smashed through the locked gate, crumpling the front bumper and cracking the headlights.

 

The chain and lock from the metal gate snapped in two and clanked against the concrete. They skidded to a stop just before hitting the bumper of a truck parked outside the house’s garage. Before Brooke could get out of the car, a tall, lanky man dressed in a dirty white shirt and holey jeans stepped out with a rifle aimed right at them.

 

“This is private property! This is your only warning before I sho—”

 

The man cut himself off. He lowered the rifle and squinted at Eric through the passenger window. “Holy shit.”

 

Brooke stepped out of the car, her hands in the air. “Are you Eric’s friend?”

 

“Well, that’s a strong word for it,” the man said rushing to the cruiser’s side. He opened the door and picked Eric up in his arms. Brooke was amazed that the man was able to lift Eric by himself. He looked no heavier than a buck fifty sopping wet. She watched the man disappear with Eric inside the house, and she worked on getting Emily out of the back seat. Before she could stop him, John was out of the cruiser and running after Eric.

 

“John!”

 

Despite Eric’s claim that this man was his friend, Brooke knew nothing else about him. She picked Emily up in her arms and ran after them.

 

The inside of the man’s house was simple, clean. Not exactly what she expected from someone living on a large piece of land like this. Of all the houses she passed, this was definitely the smallest. Brooke found John with the man and Eric in a bedroom on the side of the house. Eric’s shirt was ripped off, exposing the gunshot wound. John watched from a distance.

 

Brooke turned around and set Emily down in the living room on the couch. There was an old television in the corner. She found the remote and clicked it on. Despite its age, it still worked. She handed Emily the remote. “See if you can find anything good on TV, okay? I’ll be right in the other room. Just call for me if you need anything.”

 

Emily nodded, reaching for the remote out of some reflex of watching television for countless hours in the living room at their old house. But Brooke knew her daughter had seen things now well beyond her years. She just hoped that she’d still be okay.

 

Brooke ran into the bedroom, where the man was bent over Eric with what looked like a pair of tweezers in his hand. “How long has he been bleeding?”

 

“A little over an hour,” Brooke answered.

 

“Run into the garage. The door is just past the kitchen. Inside you’ll find a red medical bag. Next to it will be what looks like a coat rack, but for just one coat. Bring them both here.”

 

The man pierced Eric’s flesh with the tweezers, and Brooke cringed. The sound of the metal squishing against the exposed flesh distracted her.

 

“Hurry!” he said.

 

Brooke maneuvered through the foreign house as best she could. When she made it to the garage, it was completely dark. She ran her hands over the wall, feeling for a light switch. She flicked it on and immediately saw the red bag and coat rack he’d described. 

 

When Brooke made it back into the room, the man held the bloodstained bullet pinched in the tweezers. He dropped the 9mm piece of lead on the table and snatched the red bag out of Brooke’s hand.

“Is he going to die?” John asked.

 

“Not sure yet. He’s lost a lot of blood. And the fact that he’s been unconscious so far with very light breathing isn’t boding well for him,” the man answered, whose bloodstained hands sifted through the bag and pulled out a plastic IV bag and attached it to the rack. He ran a tube from the bag and tipped the end with a needle that he placed in Eric’s arm. He then pulled out a sewing needle and thread from a case. “Keep an eye on him. I need to sterilize this.”

 

John and Brooke were on either side of the bed, staring at Eric’s unconscious body. She looked over to her son, who had tears welling up in his eyes. She walked over to him and wrapped him in a hug.

Brooke took John out to the living room to join his sister and let Eric’s friend finish patching him up. She knew John had become attached to Eric over the past few days. It’d been a while since he’d had any strong male presence around. She just wasn’t sure if he was crying tears of guilt or of fear.

***

The van’s tires spun wildly in the mud, sending a spray of brown and black flying behind it. Even though the wheels’ movement was rapid, Terry’s progress was slow. He let off the gas and slammed his fist onto the dash, causing an already large crack in the plastic to widen.

 

The thick Mississippi mud was proving to be too much for his two-wheel-drive van. It wasn’t built for this type of terrain. Terry stepped back out onto the mudded road and saw that his rear right tire was half sunk in the brown muck.

 

Terry grabbed the axe from the back of the van and proceeded to chop down branches. He chose ones that were sturdy but not too thick for the van’s tires to climb over. He figured three pieces of wood could do the job. He levered one end of each branch down between the mud and the tire. He used the back of the axe head to hammer each branch deep enough for the tire to gain traction on it.

 

The rough wooden handle of the axle glided through Terry’s hands with ease, but on the last blow, a splinter caught the palm of his hand, and he winced. The sharp edge of the thin piece of wood jutted out from his flesh. He pinched the end between his fingers and pulled, sliding the splinter out. A small trickle of blood followed, and Terry wiped his palm on the side of his jeans.

 

With the wood firmly in place, Terry jumped back in the driver’s seat. He slowly put his foot on the gas. The van’s tires slipped and crunched against the sticks underneath. Slowly, the van dug itself out of the muddy rut. Terry pulled over to the side of the road, where the ground was more compacted.

 

The front windshield was splintered and cracked from the bullets. The damage made it nearly impossible to see anything. Terry leaned back and brought the heel of his boot up to the windshield and smashed it against the already shattered glass. The glass bulged outward from the force of the impact. He crushed his heel against the windshield again, creating another balloon of broken glass.

 

Glass shards fell to the dash, and Terry reached for the axe. He stepped out of the van and swung the axe violently into the windshield, then pulled the axe backward with one strong yank. The force cut an opening large enough for the rest of the windshield to easily give way.

 

Terry repeated the violent blows until there was nothing left. The front of the van was completely open and exposed. He tossed the axe through the open space, and it crashed into the back of the van. He brushed the shards of glass off the driver’s seat and from the top of the dash. 

 

He booted up his small laptop at the makeshift desk and waited for the screen to load. He glanced down at his fingers, stained with small bits of red from the cut along his palm and the tiny cuts the pieces of glass had inflicted.

 

Terry typed in his password, staining some of the keys with his blood. He opened a program, and a large map of the globe appeared in a three-dimensional graphic. There was a small search box in the top left corner with enough space for a seven-digit number. After the number was entered, the three-dimensional globe on the screen rotated and zoomed in on the United States. It buffered, then zoomed in on the Southeast, buffered again, and then revealed a small red dot traveling along the border of Alabama just outside Mobile.

***

Dave tossed the bloody needle and remaining thread into a biohazard bag and sealed it. The stiches in Eric’s shoulder stretched five across. It’d been a while since he’d sewn anything, or anyone, up, but he didn’t think Eric would mind the scar when he woke, as long as he was alive.

 

“What the hell did you get yourself into?” Dave asked.

 

It may have been the first time in his life that Eric didn’t have a smartass comment, which Dave discovered that he missed. That was also a first. Dave checked the IV bag, which was halfway through its drip, then took a seat at the foot of the bed. He knew the family that had brought Eric here was in the living room. He had heard the familiar sounds of cartoons from the television as he stitched Eric up. He just wasn’t sure how to approach them.

 

Dave grabbed the medical bag and stopped in the hallway bathroom before entering the living room. He figured it best to wash the blood off his hands since the little girl was with them. He figured she’d seen enough blood for one day.

 

When Dave walked out into the living room, Emily was on her stomach right in front of the television, and John was fast asleep on the couch.

 

“Where’s your mom?” Dave asked.

 

Emily didn’t say anything. She simply pointed to her left. Dave could see Brooke outside through his front window. She was walking around her car like she was looking for something. Dave turned back to Emily, unfamiliar with the needs of a child.

 

“Um, are you hungry or anything?” Dave asked.

 

Emily shook her head.

 

“All right then. I’m gonna go talk to your mom.”

 

Brooke stopped her inspection when Dave walked out. She rushed over to him.

“He’s all right for now. Just resting. We’ll have to keep an eye on him, but he should be fine in a day or two,” Dave said.

 

“Thank you,” Brooke said.

 

“So I don’t really know how to say this without sounding like an ass, but… Who are you?”

 

“Brooke. Those are my kids inside. Eric was a friend of my husband in the military.”

 

“What branch?”

 

“Marines.”

 

“Well, then. Oo-rah. I’m Dave.”

 

The two shook hands, and Dave walked over to the cruiser, examining the bullet holes that decorated the sides and back windshield. “Looks like you guys have been through it.”

 

“It’s been a long week,” Brooke said.

 

“Well, since it’s going to be a while before Captain America wakes up, why don’t we have some dinner. Judging by the condition of your vehicle, I’d say you could use a hot meal.”

 

“Thanks.”

 

“I’ll open the garage, and you can pull your car in. I have some nosy neighbors.”

 

Dave pushed a barbeque grill from the middle of the garage to the side to make room. Brooke inched the cruiser forward, barely clearing the garage’s roof. Once it was fully inside, Dave shut the garage door and turned off the light.

 

“I hope you don’t mind chicken,” Dave said.

 

“That’s perfectly fine. Thank you,” Brooke said.

***

Dinner was quick. Eric even woke up halfway through but still wasn’t strong enough to join them. John and Emily didn’t say much. Once it was over, Emily stumbled back over to the floor in front of the television, and John lay on the couch.

 

“I guess you’ve been on the road for a while,” Dave said, taking the plates from the table.

“Yeah,” Brooke answered.

 

Brooke pulled her hair back and gathered it in a ponytail. She had thought the warm meal would energize her, but all it did was make her want to pass out. Her entire body felt like it was made of lead. She watched Dave wash off some of the plates and got up to help.

 

“No, you don’t have to do that,” Dave said.

 

“It’s fine. Really.”

 

Dave washed while Brooke dried. After the dishes, she helped wipe down the table and counters. She tossed the dirty rag into the sink and heard the distinctive crack of a beer opening. Frosty vapor escaped the brown bottle as Dave extended it to Brooke.

 

“Haven’t had one of these in a while,” Brooke said, taking a sip.

 

“I figured you could use one.”

 

The golden liquid washed down the back of Brooke’s throat, cooling the perpetual dryness that seemed to be stuck there no matter how much water she drank. The two of them sat at the kitchen table in silence. With each sip of beer, she could feel herself wake up a little bit. Her kids, however, ended up passing out right where they lay.

 

“I’ve got another bedroom they could sleep in,” Dave said.

 

Brooke carried Emily, and Dave scooped John off the couch. The second spare bedroom was at the opposite end from where Eric was resting. It was slightly smaller, and the two kids barely fit on the twin mattress, but it was better than the floor. Brooke closed the door behind her, and they walked back into the kitchen to finish their beers.

 

One by one, the empty bottles multiplied on the kitchen table. An hour later, thirteen long-neck soldiers joined their brothers, and both Dave and Brooke were rosy cheeked and trying to quiet their laughter.

“Wait. Wait. I’ve been wondering this since I met him. How the hell did he get that nickname?” Brooke asked, swaying back and forth slightly in her chair.

 

“Scratch?”

 

“Yeah.”

 

“It was right before we deployed for our first tour in Iraq. He must have been nineteen at the oldest. If you think he’s a smartass now, you wouldn’t believe what came out of his mouth at that age.”

 

“I can imagine.”

 

“Skinny as a toothpick with the energy of a cracked-up six-year-old. Anyway, the unit went out on the town. We drank, fought, drank, and then drank some more. I think you get the gist. Well, toward the end of the night, Eric sees this girl at the bar we were at. It was almost closing time, and the last-call bell had just rung. He could barely stand, let alone walk over to her, but he was determined to go home with somebody. So after some heartfelt chants from us egging him on, he eventually made it over to her and then disappeared out the back door with the woman pulling him by his shirt collar.”

 

“So why the nickname? He didn’t scratch or strike out.”

 

Dave’s body started shaking as soundless laughs escaped him. His face was all scrunched up and red, and just the sight of him caused Brooke to break out in a giggle fit. Dave attempted to tell the rest of the story through deep breaths between laughs.

 

“She was… a hooker… and he got crabs.”

 

Brooke wobbled and almost fell out of her chair. Her hand slapped against the kitchen table to help stabilize her.

 

“He scratched himself for weeks before he finally went to the medical unit. He didn’t know what it was,” Dave said, wheezing from laughter.

 

Tears formed in their eyes. Brooke’s cheeks started to feel sore from laughing so hard. She rubbed them to try and get the stiffness out. Her fingertips brushed the round edge of the bottle and missed, triggering another laughing fit from both of them.

 

“I can’t… grab it,” Brooke said, clutching her stomach.

 

It took a few minutes before the two of them settled down. Brooke could feel the heavy calmness wash over her after regaining her composure. Her nose was stuffy, and she had to keep wiping away the water still leaking from the corners of her eyes. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed so hard.

 

Brooke tried to think back to when she felt happy. Not just good or content but having the genuine feeling of pure joy. She searched through her beer-soaked mind for memories that would have granted her such a release, but the only things she could find were the fright-filled moments of the past week: the president’s announcement, the desert marauders, the Mexican gangs, the police, the violence, the bullets, the blood, the vibrations from the explosions.

 

The brief moment of escape that the empty beer bottles had granted was merely that: brief. Once the ambrosia wore off, it was back to reality and the dangers that came with it. Brooke could feel the light expression of laughter on her face be replaced by the heavy burden of consequence.

 

“That’s all it is, isn’t it,” Brooke said.

 

“All what is?” Dave asked.

 

“Consequences. Life is about consequences. The choices we make, good or bad, right or wrong, there’s always a consequence on the other side of it. And that’s what this is. A consequence.”

 

The rim of the bottle found Brooke’s lips one more time as she took another sip. The choices of previous generations had led to the consequences that her family and millions of other families were now forced to bear. It all just seemed to be an endless cycle of debt owed to the next generation. And now both Emily and John were charged with the consequences of her debt.

 

“I should have gotten out sooner,” Brooke said.

 

Dave set his bottle down. Brooke could see the lines and creases of his face lose their joyful curves. His face now looked like Brooke’s felt: sad.

 

“You did what you could,” Dave said, reaching out and taking her hand. “Your family’s alive because of you. Eric’s alive because of you. You’re alive. And as long it stays that way, there’s always a chance to make it to the other side. I promise you that.”

 

“Thank you.”

 

Brooke wanted to believe him. She wanted to believe that there was still hope for things to change for the better. But it seemed that every time she was close, every time she thought there was a light at the end of the tunnel, it was stamped out by acts of violent hate.

 

When Jason was alive, he had told her stories of some of the men that were under his command and what they’d seen while on duty. The horrors of war were hard to forget. A lot of them never really came home. He had told her that a man can only compartmentalize so much before he forgets which box he’s supposed to be in, which box is real.

 

Brooke could feel her mind struggling to do the same thing, trying to compartmentalize everything. Home, family, water, survival, death, murder, blood, life, death, life, death. All of it circled round and round. She felt dizzy. She held her head in both arms, trying to stop the room from spinning.

“Oh, God,” Brooke said.

 

“Well, I think we’ve both had enough,” Dave said, finishing his beer.

 

Dave helped her up from her chair and guided her to the couch. Brooke felt herself fall backward onto a cushion and then the cool feeling of cotton being pulled over her body as she gripped the sheet and closed her eyes.






  
 

Chapter 7

The massive marble columns of the Justice building had withstood the test of time. The white and cloudy gray marble shimmered in the glare of the sunlight, and Smith couldn’t help but marvel at the architecture. The building was designed to last for centuries. It held the Romanesque feel of a great empire. But, just like the Romans’ country, his too was beginning to crack and crumble, just as those marble columns eventually would. Smith just didn’t believe it would happen in his lifetime.

 

And the reporters swarming the building diluted the allure that Smith felt when he would walk there on his own. He swatted away the flashes of cameras, the microphones stuck in his face, and the questions from reporters who swarmed like flies.

 

“Congressman! Congressman! How do you plan to defend yourself against such a heavy accusation?”

“Congressman Smith! Why did you commit these acts against your country?”

 

“Congressman! Do you have any comment about the strain this is putting on your family?”

 

The last question triggered the only noticeable grimace on Smith’s face. He turned to the reporter, but Beth jumped in front of him before he could say anything.

 

“The Congressman will have a statement after the hearing. But until that time, we will not be answering any questions. Thank you,” Beth said.

 

She grabbed his arm and plowed her way forward. The sentries at the door blocked the reporters from entering. The media wouldn’t be a part of this hearing. Barring them was a move by Jones to block out any potential sway that Smith may try and gain through the use of such a public forum.

 

“You need to focus, David,” Beth said, the click of her heels echoing in the large marble hall. “Until we come out of this with a not-guilty verdict, we can’t risk letting emotions get the better of us.”

 

“Always taking bullets for me,” Smith replied.

 

“Stop being so dramatic.”

 

The statues of past Supreme Court Justices watched over the halls of the Justice Department like stone sentries. Those great men and women of law had kept the country in balance since its creation. Smith knew that both he and Beth were prepared despite Jones’s hand in whatever case Attorney General Cobb had conjured up. But he couldn’t help but feel that the balance of justice had shifted recently. He just hoped that the judges were still above the influence of those that meant him and the country harm.

Smith and Beth took their places up front. The room was crowded with politicians, both representatives and senators alike. Smith was surprised by the turnout, but from the looks on the faces of his peers, he could tell they had just as much riding on this as he did. If the Supreme Court ruled in Jones’s favor, then it would set a dangerous precedent that could rapidly unravel the thin threads holding the rest of the country together.

 

Attorney General Marcus Cobb pushed his way through the room. He flopped his black briefcase on the table and popped the hinges.

 

“Beth, David. Good to see you.”

 

“Marcus,” Beth said.

 

Smith had only met Marcus a handful of times, most of them in casual settings such as parties or charity events. In those places, Smith always thought Marcus looked so confused, so clumsy. He wondered how the man could have ever been appointed to the position he held. But looking at the clean cut of his suit, the slick sheen of his hair, and the focus in his eyes, Smith felt a chill start to creep up his back.

 

The marshal of the court announced the entrance of the judges with booming enthusiasm. “The Honorable, the Chief Justice and the Associate Justices of the Supreme Court of the United States. Oyez! Oyez! Oyez! All persons having business before the Honorable, the Supreme Court of the United States, are admonished to draw near and give their attention, for the Court is now sitting. God save the United States and this Honorable Court!”

 

The judges entered, their long black robes flowing behind them. Aside from two of them being women and the rest men, they all looked surprisingly alike. The creases and wrinkles along each of their sagging faces seemed unified in representation of the court’s seasoned expertise.

Chief Justice Ruden sat in the middle, with the associate justices balancing him on both sides. They sat down in unison, and then the rest of the room followed. Ruden banged the gavel, officially putting the court in session.

 

“Today’s trial involves David Smith vs. the United States. Before we begin, I would like to remind everyone in this room, including our attorneys, that each of you has sworn an oath. Any disparagement of that oath that defames this court will not be tolerated. Am I clear?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” Beth said.

 

“Of course, Chief Justice,” Marcus replied.

 

“Good. Now, this session will run from 10 a.m. EST to 12 p.m. EST. During this time, each party will have their opportunity to speak, and the opinions of this court will be given. Attorney General Cobb, you have the floor.”

 

“Thank you, Chief Justice. The Honorable Court has been called today to address a most disturbing accusation. The highest form of deception. Treason. Congressman David Smith has forsaken the loyal oath to protect this country and its citizens with his own agenda. His collaboration with Dr. Edwin Carlson, whose water-purification process was denounced by the very Congress and people he represented, had the potential to put millions of Americans at risk to the health effects of Dr. Carlson’s work. I have here with me now signed petitions from multiple members of Congress, that outline meetings held place on federal property, along with government funds used to procure the materials for these acts.”

 

“Attorney General, we have reviewed these documents, and it is this court’s opinion that none of the affidavits signed places any clear accusations supporting your claims,” Ruden said.

“I do believe the breakdown of the funds provides the proper documentation for the affidavits interpretation, Your Honor.”

 

Associate Justice Thomas Dean leaned forward. The thin mustache penciled around his mouth accentuated his lips. Unlike his peers, he still retained streaks of black that peppered what was left of the white hair combed back over his head.

 

“The funds used for such an act are quite concerning. Does the defense have any case for this?” he asked.

 

“We do, Your Honor. In regard to the use of the funds for the purpose of purchasing the materials used, we are in fact guilty,” Beth said.

 

Smith could feel his muscles tightening as the room went into a collective groan. He looked over to see the smile on Cobb’s face waning. Ruden rapped his gavel, and the room silenced.

 

“So you admit to the charges?” Ruden asked.

 

“No, Your Honor,” Smith said. “There is no question that I am guilty of the improper use of political funds. However, these accusations hardly deserve the sentence of treason. An impeachment of office, perhaps, but not this.”

 

“And it is because of that evidence that we request the Honorable Court to dismiss these charges and allow the district courts to handle the financial allegations,” Beth added.

 

“I agree,” Associate Justice Thomas replied.

 

“Very well. All in favor of dismissing charges of treason against Congressman Smith?” Ruden asked.

Nine hands were raised across the bench.

 

“Done. Congressman Smith, you are free to go.”

 

It wasn’t until Smith exhaled that he realized he had been holding his breath. Cobb relocked the latches on his briefcase, and Smith grabbed his arm before he could escape.

 

“Why do this, Marcus? What is Jones trying to accomplish?” Smith asked.

 

“Smoke and mirrors, Smith. I don’t know what he was planning on doing, but it bought him enough time to accomplish it.”

 

Cobb jerked his arm out of Smith’s grip and left. The audience was already dispersing quickly. Smith couldn’t tell whether they were happy or disappointed with the Justices’ decisions. The next group was already entering for their case to be heard. When the Supreme Court was in session, it was extremely busy.

 

“Did you set up the meeting with the Canadian ambassador?” Smith asked.

 

“You have a meeting with him at one p.m.,” Beth answered.

 

“Good.”

 

Beth handed Smith his statement to present to the press waiting for him outside. Beth helped guide him down the hallway and kept him from running into anything as he read the statement over and over. As usual, it contained Beth’s keen sense of purpose and lack of any incriminating detail for the reporters to twist into headlines on the front page.

 

The reporters shifted from Cobb over to Smith as he left the Justice building. For the second time that day, he was met with the flurry of camera flashes, microphones, and questions.

 

“Smith! Why did you admit to the embezzling of funds?”

 

“Congressman, how does it feel to have escaped the cold grip of treason?”

 

“Congressman! Congressman! How do you expect the judicial system to handle the financial charges you admitted to this morning?”

 

“Ladies and gentlemen, please,” Smith said. “I understand your tenacity, but there was never any doubt in my mind that the charges of treason leveraged against me would never stick. As to the financial charges, I will leave that to my legal team to discuss.”

 

Smith turned to leave but stopped. The reporters continued to hound him with questions, but that wasn’t the cause of his hesitation. His mind went back to what Cobb had told him about Jones giving himself more time. But time for what?

 

“And I would also like to make something else very clear. I have no regrets regarding the choices made to bring an alternative solution to our water crisis. The exiling of the southwestern states was nothing short of cowardly, and I will continue to fight that until my last breath. It’s no secret that Congressman Jones was the mastermind behind the bill that made the exile legal, and you can put me on record right here and now that I would like the opportunity to publicly debate Jones and his position on our water crisis. Thank you.”

 

The reporters erupted with questions. Beth gave him a look that would have normally caused him worry, but he was too focused. If Jones needed more time for something, then Smith wasn’t going to lie down and let him stroll by without a fight.

***

The air had a slight nip to it, which Dr. Carlson enjoyed. He began to wonder why he hadn’t moved to Canada years ago, especially since the view from the balcony of the hotel allowed him to see up and down the entire Halifax coast.

 

The coastal waterways were thick with traffic, ranging from massive tanker ships to small fishing boats. The water was unusually calm in the bay, with the only ripples coming from the wakes of the ships that cut through it. Dr. Carlson closed his eyes and listened to the birds, the ships’ horns, and the sound of light traffic coming from below.

 

The people on the sandy beaches below looked no larger than pencil-sized dots. He studied their scurried movements up and down the beach. Each of them had their own worries, their own troubles, but none of them could fathom the scope of responsibility that rested on his shoulders.

 

He walked back into his room and eyed the minibar. It had remained unopened despite his grasping the handle a few times. He didn’t need to look inside. He already knew what was there, and he was afraid that if he looked, he wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation. Even though the alcohol was in the room, he felt better knowing that it was behind closed doors. It gave him a barrier.

 

Dr. Carlson flopped down on the bed and moaned at the release of pressure from his lower back. It was something that had plagued him since he’d stopped drinking. In fact, a lot of pains had plagued him since he’d stopped drinking, pains that had never bothered him while he was still drinking. He lifted his head to glance at the minibar one more time.

 

No. He rested his head back on the comforter and closed his eyes. His hands twitched nervously at his sides until he found his phone. He checked the screen. No missed calls. No texts. Nothing.

 

The bed squeaked slightly from Dr. Carlson’s roll onto his feet. He started calculating the time difference between DC and Halifax until he remembered they were both in the same time zone. He wondered what was taking so long. If Smith didn’t get off on his treason charges, which Dr. Carlson was ninety-nine percent sure would happen, then he would be stuck in Canada with no way of getting back home. Not that he was in any particular hurry.

 

Dr. Carlson took a seat over by the small, round table in the corner of the room. Sketches of his designs were etched on different-colored papers spread out over the table’s surface. He shuffled through them until he found a white napkin with blue phone numbers written on it. He walked over to the hotel phone and began dialing the first on the list.

 

“Hello, Craig? Yes, it’s Edwin. How are you? Good, good. Listen, I’m in town and I was hoping we could grab lunch. Two p.m.? Perfect. Uh-huh. Okay. Got it. I’ll see you there.”

The line went dead, and Dr. Carlson moved down to the next number. There were twenty phone numbers listed on the napkin. The ones at the bottom were all scrunched together, as he had ran out of space to write them.

 

Most of the scientists he called picked up, and the majority that picked up agreed to meet with him, but the ones that he wished the most would come turned him down. However, the last number on his list could redeem all the rest. He considered Dr. Frank Turney the only mind on this continent equal to his own when it came to the world of chemistry and physics. He had completed his doctorate at MIT with Frank, who also happened to be the only other person who could keep up with him at the bar.

 

But they’d had a bit of a falling out once Frank sobered up. Harsh words were exchanged. Objects were thrown. Doors were slammed. And Dr. Carlson vaguely remembered something about sixteen stitches after he came down from his four-day binge. His finger slipped off the last digit from the sweat collecting on his palms. He wiped them on the sides of his pants. The phone rang twice, and then a husky voice answered.

 

“Hello?”

 

“Frank?”

 

“Who is this?”

 

Dr. Carlson paused.

 

“It’s Edwin.”

 

The line was silent for almost a minute. Dr. Carlson thought Frank had hung up. It wasn’t until he heard Frank clear his throat on the other end that he realized that he was still on the line.

 

“What do you want?” Frank asked.

 

“I’m in Halifax.”

 

“Why?”

 

“I was hoping we could talk.”

 

“Then talk.”

 

Dr. Carlson rolled his eyes. He had always preferred Frank when he was drunk. He was much more laid back after he’d had a few.

 

“I’m looking for a partner to help start up my work again,” Dr. Carlson said.

 

He hoped the positive words like “partner” and “help” would tug on Frank’s heartstrings.

 

“I’m not interested.”

 

It didn’t work.

 

“Frank, listen. I’m sorry about my behavior in the past. I should have listened to you and gotten help when you told me to,” Dr. Carlson said.

 

“And you shouldn’t have thrown that coffee pot at my head.”

 

“Is that what it was? I thought it was a remote.”

 

“A remote wouldn’t have given me nine stitches.”

 

“Well, that’s good to hear. I was remembering sixteen stitches for some reason. Where should I meet you?”

***

Plates of fresh salmon, mixed vegetables, and tomato soup covered the table. The steam from the dishes rose through the air, accompanied by the mixture of smells from each. Smith closed his eyes and inhaled, taking in the scent of the fresh food.

 

“It’s good to be on the outside,” he said.

 

“I wasn’t aware you were locked up for that long, Congressman,” Lucas replied.

 

Ambassador Lucas William sat on the opposite end of the table. He was a younger man, appointed by the Canadian president for his “vigor and brains,” according to Lucas. There was a reddish tinge to his hair, which contrasted against his tan skin.

 

“Well, it felt like a very long time, Ambassador,” Smith said. “I can’t thank you enough for agreeing to meet with me.”

 

“Your chief of staff made the appointment with me while you were still in prison. I admired the confidence that you would be able to make it today. I actually lost quite a bit of money betting against you in our office pool.”

 

“How were the odds for not guilty?”

 

“Fifty to one.”

 

Smith grimaced. “Ouch.”

 

“You’ve caused quite a stir in the country by calling out Congressman Jones in a debate. That’s all the media is talking about. Do you think he’ll agree to it?”

 

“If he doesn’t then he’s not just a lunatic, he’s a coward.”

 

The table was long, and Ambassador William felt incredibly far away. The dining room of the Canadian Embassy was surprisingly decadent—although, with the amount of snow Canada still received in the north, which they converted to water, they didn’t rely as heavily on water imports as the United States did.

 

The tension between the United States and Canada hadn’t been nearly as volatile as it was with Mexico, although it should have been after the United States commandeered all of the Great Lakes once things started to get really bad five years ago. Canada didn’t have the military to stop them, and with their snow in the north, they weren’t in a hurry to try.

 

“My debate is one of the reasons I wanted to meet with you, Ambassador. I was hoping we could talk about a mutually beneficial arrangement,” Smith said.

 

“And what type of arrangement did you have in mind?”

 

Smith’s fork clanged against the porcelain plates. He wiped his mouth with the edge of his napkin and rose from his chair. The Ambassador was caught mid-chew as Smith sat down next to him.

“It’s no secret that we’re drying up, Ambassador. If it isn’t obvious by the weather report, then it is by the extreme actions our government has taken. The drought will spread. The deserts are growing, and it won’t be long before the shaky alliance between our two nations dwindles and comes to another military conflict. And I don’t believe that’s what either of us wants.”

 

Lucas swallowed. “No, it’s not.”

 

“The scientist who designed the filtration process that can create clean, drinkable water from any liquid source in cheap, massive quantities is in Halifax. I need your help in acquiring the permits needed for him to build a station on Canadian soil.”

 

Lucas dabbed the corners of his mouth. He rested his back on the velvet-cushioned seat behind him. The food-stained napkin hung limp in his hand. He tossed it on the table next to his half-finished salmon.

 

“If I do this, then the Great Lakes debt is forgiven. All of it. And immediately,” Lucas said.

“Done.”

 

“Then I better get on the phone. Once I see the paperwork with our deal laid out, your scientist can begin his work.”

 

Smith and Lucas shook hands. Smith turned to leave, but Lucas stopped him. “Congressman, if your government doesn’t approve the debt forgiveness, then I’ll have Dr. Carlson detained in a Canadian prison. He’ll never set foot on American soil again.”

 

The boldness of youth was something Smith had always admired. He still liked to consider himself bold, although he found that the older he became, phrases such as “time tested” and “battle proven” seemed to replace it. Smith simply nodded and smiled.

 

Smith buttoned his suit jacket on his way out of the embassy. Beth was waiting for him in the front offices. She snapped her laptop shut and joined him walking out of the building, falling right into stride with him.

 

“We need to get in touch with Senator Harris,” Smith said.

 

“What? Why?”

 

“He’s chair of the budgetary committee that handles all balances owed to the U.S. government. We’re going to need him to sign off on something.”

 

“You know he doesn’t like you, right?”

 

“Yes, Beth. I’m aware. Has Jones reached out to us yet?”

 

“No. Nothing.”

 

“What about Dr. Carlson? Where’s he at with assembling his team?”

 

“He’s setting up some meetings with colleagues.”

 

Dr. Carlson was the final result of a chain reaction, but it all started with Jones. If Smith couldn’t get Jones in front of a camera, then he’d lose momentum. And if he lost momentum, then so would the cause. He needed to strike while the media was still buzzing. It wouldn’t be long before attention would be pulled back to the war with Mexico. And now with the Canadian ambassador’s request, the spinning plates Smith was holding up seemed to keep multiplying. He wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to keep them going.






  
 

Chapter 8

The familiar buzz of the alarm chirped in Dave’s ear. The room was still dark, as the sun was still sleeping. Dave smacked his palm against the button, silencing the din that woke him. He lay in bed for a moment and rubbed his face, which started his morning routine.

 

Get up. Get dressed. Put your pants on. Eat breakfast. Clean the dishes. Check the water gauge. Check the weather. Head into the garage. Check the supplies.

 

It wasn’t necessarily the routine that Dave enjoyed, but the discipline of it. Each day he forced himself to get things done more quickly and efficiently than the day before.

 

Before he left the garage, he grabbed another IV from his medical bag. When he checked on Eric, he was still asleep. Dave replaced the empty IV bag with the fresh one and closed Eric’s door quietly behind him.

 

The sun was starting to peek over the horizon, and the first colors of morning shone through the windows. Brooke was still passed out on the couch. Dave set a glass of water and two aspirin on the small coffee table next to her. He figured she’d probably need them.

 

With everyone still sleeping for what seemed like the foreseeable future, Dave grabbed his rifle and headed out the front door. He nestled the Winchester Model 70 Alaskan over his right shoulder as he made his way out to the side of his fenced yard that separated his property from the surrounding woods.

Dave peered through his scope and into the forest. Every few yards, he had set trip wires loaded with shotgun shells to alert him to danger. Part of his morning routine was making sure that none of them had been disabled.

 

Dave stepped over the vegetation carefully, making sure not to stumble. Each wire he checked remained untampered with. Satisfied with the outcome, he retraced his steps and headed out of the woods the same way he’d come in.

 

Brooke was sitting up with her head hung low between her shoulders when Dave walked back inside the living room. She had both hands cradling her face.

 

“What did I drink last night?” she asked.

 

“It wasn’t so much what you drank, but the amount,” Dave said.

 

The two aspirin were gone and the glass of water was half empty. Brooke’s hair puffed out in all different directions.

 

“You look terrible.” Eric was standing in the hallway entrance to the living room holding his IV stand. “And that’s coming from a guy who has a bullet hole in him.”

 

“Leave the woman alone, Eric. The only reason she was drinking was to forget she ever met your sorry ass,” Dave replied.

 

“Alas, another female casualty in my history of torrid romance.”

 

Brooke grabbed one of the pillows from the couch and slung it at Eric’s head. He ducked, the pillow narrowly missing his face, and almost knocking his IV over.

 

“Don’t worry. You’ll find someone else,” Eric replied. “What’s for breakfast?”

 

After finishing the glass of water, Brooke managed to stand up and took a stroll to wake up the kids. Dave fired up the stove, and Eric sat down, still taking advantage of the fact that he was recovering.

 

“How long do you plan on milking that?” Dave asked.

 

“Are you kidding me? Free room, staying hydrated, decent food. I don’t plan on leaving. Besides, I know you could use the company,” Eric answered.

 

“You use the word ‘free’ like I haven’t been keeping track of everything I’ve had to use for you. You can expect an invoice next week.”

 

Dave cracked a few eggs over the skillet and dropped a few pieces of bacon on it as well. The sizzling pops of grease, bacon, and eggs sent delicious aromas into the air.

 

“Hey,” Eric said. “Thank you.”

 

Dave almost dropped the spatula in the pan. “What was that?”

 

“You heard me.”

 

Dave slid the bacon and eggs onto the plate and smiled. 

 

John and Emily came down the hall, accompanied by Brooke.

 

“That smells amazing,” John said.

 

“I hope you like your eggs sunny side up,” Dave said, setting the plate down and pushing the empty beers from last night aside. The movement caught John’s eye as he made the connection between his mother’s groggy state and the clinking bottles.

 

“Dang, Mom,” John said.

 

“Not so loud,” Brooke replied.

 

“And that, kids, is what a hangover looks like,” Eric said.

 

Brooke, John, Emily, and Eric inhaled their breakfast, and Dave picked up their plates almost as fast as he put them down. John helped grab some of the dishes and joined Dave in washing them in the sink.

“Oh, Brooke. I have a friend up in Mobile that might be able to take a look at your car. He could probably replace your windshield and do something about the bullet holes,” Dave said.

 

“I don’t know if we have that kind of time,” Brooke said.

 

“It wouldn’t take long. He used to do wrap jobs on boats and cars before the economy started to go bad. I think he still has some of the materials left. I’ll give him a call.”

 

“Thanks, Dave.”

 

“Don’t mention it.”

 

“So how about seconds?” Eric asked.

 

Before Dave could fry up another egg, a gunshot echoed outside. Dave immediately went to the rifle still propped up by the front door. Brooke was close behind him.

 

“Where did it come from?” Brooke asked.

 

“East. It’s from a trip wire I have set in the woods,” Dave answered.

 

Brooke nudged past him, looking down the roads.

 

“What it is?” Dave asked.

 

“Someone’s been following us,” Brooke said, still looking around. “The guy who shot Eric. I think it’s him.”

 

“How would he even know you’re here?”

 

“I don’t know. He just…”

 

Brooke trailed off and then sprinted to the garage. Dave followed her through the house, rifle in hand, trying to keep up with her. John and Emily had joined him in pursuit of their mother, and Eric tried to keep up while dragging his IV behind him.

 

The light in the garage was already on when Dave turned the corner. Brooke was bent over, roaming around the cruiser. She checked the tire wells and the undercarriage of the front, sides, and back. The backs of her arms, legs, and shirt were covered in dirt, but when she came up from the back, she held a small, black, rectangular device with a blinking red dot.

 

“It’s him,” Brooke said.

 

The crash of broken glass sounded in the back of the house. Dave stepped forward, aiming his rifle down the hallway. The slight thump of footsteps grew louder until the tip of a boot and the rim of a black cowboy hat edged around the corner.

 

Dave fired a round down the hallway that echoed a deafening roar in the garage but sent the bounty hunter recoiling behind the safety of the wall.

 

“Go! I’ll hold him off,” Dave said.

 

Brooke helped Eric into the car and removed his IV, and John buckled Emily into her seat. Dave hit the garage door opener, and as the door lifted, the morning sunlight slowly seeped inside. Dave backed out of the garage, keeping his rifle aimed down the hallway.

 

The cruiser’s engine cranked to life, and the vehicle peeled out of the garage. Dave heard the sound of broken glass and gunshots again and realized that the bounty hunter was shooting from the front window. He turned the corner and fired a few rounds into his own house.

 

Dave slammed his back against the hard concrete pillar for cover and tried to squint through the shards of glass to get a better look. The black cowboy hat was the first thing Dave saw before the bounty hunter sent three more rounds from his shotgun that sprayed concrete over his right shoulder.

“Shit.” He knew he was in a bad position. And he’d be damned if he was going to let this guy run through his house. Dave sprinted back into the garage and down the hallway. He paused before entering the kitchen, listening for any signs the bounty hunter had moved or opened the front door. After a few seconds of silence, he crept around the corner and edged along the tile that ran up against the living room carpet. He followed that line until he made it to the wall that separated the front hallway down to the living room by the front door.

 

“This is your last chance! Put your gun down and I won’t kill you,” Dave said.

 

The answer Dave received came in the form of a canister that exploded in a flash of light. Dave dropped his rifle, and all he could see was white. Before his eyes could adjust, he felt a hard thump on the back of his head and collapsed to the carpet.

***

For the first few miles, Brooke had no idea where to go. She drove blindly and without purpose. Eric kept his hand clutched over the hole from his hastily removed IV, and Emily wouldn’t stop crying. All Brooke could think about was moving forward, getting out, staying alive.

 

Before she realized it, she was coming up to a major highway. She hit the brakes, thinking about the condition of her car, and the cruiser skidded to a stop.

 

“Everyone all right?” Brooke asked.

 

Emily still had her ears covered from the gunshots and was curled up next to John, who stroked her hair. Brooke reached back and held onto her daughter’s leg. “It’s going to be all right, Em.”

“I can’t believe he put a bug on us,” Eric said.

 

“I know,” Brooke replied. “How’s the shoulder?”

 

“It’s better. Still sore. Although I’m going to need another round of antibiotics soon to keep fighting off the infection.”

 

“Right.”

 

There. Something to focus on. Hospitals were still out of the question, so their next stop would have to be North Carolina. They were still about a full day’s drive away, and that was if she kept to the main roads, which she knew she couldn’t.

 

“You think he’ll be all right?” Brooke asked, thinking of Dave.

 

“Yeah. He’s one tough bastard. I doubt he’ll let some mercenary get the best of him.”

 

Brooke thought about phoning in an anonymous tip to the police, but the police meant questions for both Dave and the man following them, and the authorities wouldn’t stop until they had answers, one way or the other.

 

She pulled the cruiser deeper into a wooded area for cover and decided to take a quick inventory. She knew they were running low on water. She had been hoping they could stock up with some of Dave’s supplies, but that opportunity had come and gone.

 

They were down to their last gallon of water. It was only enough to last the four of them the next couple of hours. They still had a few MREs left, enough for one more day, but they didn’t have any spare fuel. The tankful they’d managed to get in Dallas was almost gone.

 

Water and food would be easy enough to get with the cash they had on hand, but pulling into the gas station with the condition the cruiser was in was bound to raise suspicions. Brooke needed to find a remote location that wouldn’t think twice about allowing a bullet-riddled car the chance to fuel up with no questions asked.

 

Brooke sprawled the map out on her car seat and tried looking for any small towns in the area where she could fuel up. She could squeeze another forty miles out of what she had, but after that, they’d be hoofing it.

 

There were a few back roads north of Mobile if she kept along the outskirts. It was within her range and probably her best bet to remain unseen by local authorities. She did another quick scan of the cruiser’s undercarriage in case the bounty hunter had managed to sneak two tracking beacons on but came up empty. She couldn’t afford another mistake.

***

Terry zip-tied Dave’s hands behind his back and did the same to his feet. He then wrapped a few layers of duct tape around his torso and chair to make sure he wouldn’t be able to go anywhere if he woke up. Once Dave was securely immobilized, Terry checked the rest of the house.

 

He picked up one of the beer bottles on the counter. The dishes were thrown hastily in the sink, other bottles were knocked over, and the water was still running from the faucet.

 

Terry pulled the laptop out of his bag and entered the tracking device’s code in the software. The beacon showed his current location. He slammed the laptop shut, cursing under his breath. He looked back over to Dave, who had a welt forming on the back of his head.

***

The throbbing pain in Dave’s head was what woke him. Then, between the pulses of ache, he slowly became aware of the restraints on his legs and hands. His eyes adjusted to the brightness of the room. He could hear scraping, the drip of water, and the thump of boots. Then, before he could see it coming, he felt the rush of icy water wash over him.

 

Dave’s heart rate accelerated. He could feel the wetness covering his shirt. The water rolled off his face. He blinked repeatedly, trying to focus on the figure appearing in front of him. All he could see was a blur at first, but then an outline formed. The first thing he noticed was the wide brim of a cowboy hat.

 

“Time to wake up,” the cowboy said.

 

The frigid water made it feel like his skin was being poked with thousands of tiny needles. He could feel his body shivering, convulsing from the drastic change in temperature. Dave squinted his eyes shut hard, trying to push the pain aside.

 

“Smart with the trip wires. I didn’t see them,” Terry added.

 

Then the sting of a blow across Dave’s right cheek sent another stab of sharp ache rippling through him. He heard himself let out a cry, and a warming sensation started to replace the coldness in the cheek that was struck. When Dave opened his eyes, he could see the blood on the cowboy’s hand and the stain left on the ring he wore.

 

“Pain in my ass. You know how far I’ve traveled to get those two? Farther than I’ve ever had to go before. Fucking pricks,” Terry said.

 

Dave started to take in his surroundings. The shelves lining the walls, the speckled concrete floor, the light above, the empty ten-gallon bucket next to Terry’s legs. He was held captive in his own garage.

The cowboy grabbed the tuft of hair on Dave’s head and pulled hard, exposing Dave’s jugular. The steel of the blade pressed against his throat felt as cold as the ice water.

 

“Where’d they go?” the cowboy asked.

 

Dave swallowed hard. His Adam’s apple rose from the base of the blade’s edge, then sank back down. His eyes roamed the ceiling, trying to avoid the incandescent lighting from the bulbs above. The brightness only brought more pain.

 

“I don’t know,” Dave answered.

 

The cowboy let go of Dave’s hair and removed the blade from his neck. But the swift action was followed by a blow to the side of Dave’s head, knocking both him and the chair over. A loud crack of bone greeted him when he hit the floor.

 

“AAGH!”

 

Dave’s body trembled. The snap had felt like it was his collarbone. The pain was slowly replaced by numbness. He started to feel tired until the cowboy lifted him back up, causing the broken bone to shift underneath his skin.

 

The cowboy placed his finger on Dave’s broken bone and pushed. Pop and cracks sounded from the pressure as the break in Dave’s bone worsened.

 

“Think hard,” the cowboy said.

 

Dave’s answer was a shot of spit on the cowboy’s forehead. The pressure against Dave’s shoulder stopped. The cowboy wiped the saliva off his face. Dave gasped for breath. Even with the pressure gone, the pain remained.

 

The cowboy punched Dave in the nose. Another crunch accompanied by a spray of blood. His head flew backward. Another blow hit him. Then another. Each thump of pain caused the room to blur and spin until everything finally went black.

***

The gas station Brooke found was deep in the Alabama back country. She hadn’t seen a single soul for almost fifteen miles, and the tank was running dangerously low. She didn’t want to risk pushing it much farther.

 

Both John and Emily had passed out from the rush of excitement from earlier. She wrapped her shemagh around her head, barely exposing her face. The gas attendant inside gave her an odd look but didn’t hesitate in taking the cash for her to fill up.

 

Brooke unscrewed the gas cap and shoved the nozzle inside and squeezed the trigger. The chug of the gas pump filled the air, and Brooke leaned back against the car’s side. She looked through the side window into the back seat and watched the steady rise and fall of her children’s chests.

A smile crept onto her face through the shemagh, but her attention was soon turned to a pair of headlights coming down the road. She eyed the fuel gauge, which was only half full. As the car moved closer, she noticed the red-and-blue lights on the top and the familiar black-and-white paint of a police vehicle.

 

Brooke immediately turned her back to the cop car. She closed her eyes. “Just pass by. Just pass by. Don’t stop. Don’t stop.”

 

The police car’s engine grew louder. Brooke’s hand started aching, and when she looked down, she realized the pressure she was applying might crush the pump with her bare hand. She loosened her grip.

The crunch of the police car’s wheels on the fuel station’s gravel caused her heart to skip a beat. The squeak of the brakes brought the policeman to a stop. The gas tank was three quarters full now. She turned her head to see the police officer step out of the vehicle.

 

The officer eyed the car, taking in the bullet holes and broken rear window. The fuel pump continued to chug. The officer pulled his radio to his mouth.

 

“Can I get a check on a blue Toyota Land Cruiser? License plate number Echo, Foxtrot, Charlie, Niner, X-ray, Seven.”

 

The pump clicked off, signaling that the tank was full. Brooke quickly set the pump back on its holder and jumped back into the driver’s seat. She looked over to see Eric with the revolver in his hand. Brooke shook her head at him, and he set it down.

 

Brooke looked into the rearview mirror and checked for the officer, who made eye contact with her as she peeled out of the gas station. She kept the cruiser at a normal speed until the curve of the road caused the station to disappear. Then she floored it.

 

“You think he’ll follow us?” Eric asked.

 

“He radioed the plate. Once it comes back that it was stolen, he’ll be on us fast. Stay on the lookout for any paths we can jump off on,” Brooke answered.

 

The cruiser fishtailed a bit as Brooke increased the speed. She kept checking the rearview mirror for the police cruiser. Maybe he would let her go. Maybe he was off duty. But the flash of red-and-blue lights that appeared a few hundred yards behind them dashed those hopes just as quickly as they had arisen. The police officer’s sirens wailed as the car gained on them.

 

“I need a path, Eric!” Brooke yelled.

 

John and Emily awoke in the back seat. Both of them had the groggy-eyed look of panic. “Mom?” Emily asked.

 

“It’s all right, honey,” Brooke answered.

 

“There!” Eric yelled.

 

A narrow dirt road opened up thirty yards ahead on the right. Brooke veered to the left for the turn, and just before they came up to the road access, she turned right sharply. The tires kicked up a spray of gravel behind them.

 

The road was in bad shape. The cruiser bounced over the terrain, its shocks absorbing the violent dips and mounds along the way.

 

The police car made the same sharp turn onto the road, but it wasn’t designed to handle the harsh terrain like Brooke’s cruiser was. After the first major bump it came across, the front bumper bent upward and crumpled the hood. Once that happened, the officer ceased his pursuit, but Brooke didn’t let up on the gas.

 

“Where’s this thing take us?” Brooke asked.

 

Eric was scanning the map frantically, running his fingers up and down, trying to find out where they were.

 

“Eric!” Brooke repeated.

 

“I’m trying!” Eric’s finger landed harshly on the portion of the map. “It turns into some farmland about a mile from here. After that it’s nothing but fields.”

 

“Are there any other major roads that lead into that area?”

 

“No.”

 

“They’ll have to call the choppers out if they want to catch us, then.”

 

Brooke wasn’t sure if the police would waste the resources of putting a bird in the air to find them. She was leaning toward no, but then again, catching an illegal who had made it as far as she had would make someone’s career look very good and help establish the precedent that the authorities had a hold on the border. That would be some positive press she knew Congress could use.

 

Eric was right about the path. One mile later, they were in farm country. Nothing but open fields and barns. The last time she had been in Alabama, she was just a little girl. A tractor plowed one of the fields in the distance, but Brooke didn’t think any of the farmers around here would be trouble. As long as she didn’t mess with any of their crops, they would most likely be able to pass through untouched.

Once they were past the farms, the terrain before them just opened up into grass fields. Brooke waited in the cover of the trees for a minute while they could still use it. She listened for the hum of any helicopters or planes overhead that the police might have sent out, but the only sound she heard was the tractor at the farm behind them.

 

Brooke pulled the cruiser into the open fields, and the grass flattened under the tires. They’d continue until it was dark and then camp for the night. She knew they’d still have to stop for gas at least one more time, but until then they’d be staying off the roads. The police might not have wanted to pursue her enough to put a plane in the air, but there was no doubt the officer who had called them in had alerted the authorities in the neighboring states. Brooke’s picture was now in front of every police officer in a two-hundred-mile radius.






  
 

Chapter 9

The phone in Jones’s office wouldn’t stop ringing. Ever since the speech Smith made after his trial, the media wanted a comment on whether Jones would accept the debate. After the first hour, he just told his secretary not to disturb him for the rest of the afternoon. He even had lunch delivered so he wouldn’t have to face the hordes of reporters waiting for him on the steps of his office building.

 

Jones gave a smug smile, cutting into the grilled fish filet. He knew Smith was just baiting him, trying to lure him out, but Jones was patient. The media frenzy would peter out. He just had to keep himself busy with other matters, which, in the current climate, weren’t hard to find.

 

A knock on the door broke Jones’s faint concentration on his lunch, and Cindy poked her head inside the office, breaking the seal of quiet from the noisy anteroom where her desk sat.

 

“Cindy, I told you I did not want to be disturbed,” Smith said.

 

“I’m sorry, Congressman, but there’s a man here who has been incredibly insistent to see you.”

 

“Then call security and escort him out.”

 

“I did, sir… They wouldn’t move him.”

 

The piece of filet that Jones was cutting through hung open and exposed as steam escaped. Jones set the fork down. “Send him in.”

 

Cindy nodded, and a few moments later, a man, completely bald and wearing a fine tailored suit, stepped inside. He wore no flag pin on his lapel, but Jones already knew he wasn’t a politician. There was only one reason security hadn’t escorted him out when Cindy called them. This man was from Strydent.

 

“We need an update,” the man said.

 

“You need to leave. Now,” Jones answered.

 

“My client wants progress. They’re not seeing it.”

 

“You have the audacity to come here? To my office! You tell your client that I will contact them when I am ready. Understand?”

 

The distance between himself and the man was what prompted the courage, but after the first few steps the unwanted guest took, Jones found the foundation of courage shrinking in proportion to his proximity.

 

“Do you know who I am?” Jones asked. “Did they even tell you?”

 

The man reached into an inside jacket pocket, and Jones flinched as he pulled out an envelope. He dropped it on Jones’s desk on top of the plate of fish.

 

“What is this?” Jones asked.

 

“A push. If my client doesn’t have an update by the end of the week, then I’ll be back. And the next time, it won’t be an envelope I give you.”

 

Finally, after it seemed that the fish under the envelope had gone cold, the man disappeared, closing the door behind him. The envelope felt thin. Jones tore the top open, and a plane ticket slid out. It bore a departure time of this afternoon to Mexico City.

 

“Christ.”

 

Jones tucked the ticket inside his jacket and picked up his phone. “Cindy, I need to speak with the president immediately. Don’t take no for an answer.”

 

Before Cindy could respond, he hung up. He fell back into his chair and looked at the half-covered salmon on his plate. The knife still rested in the fillet, splitting it in half. He drummed his fingers on the edge of the desk, staring at his uneaten lunch.

 

The flight was in three hours. Jones knew that he wouldn’t be able to accomplish anything without the president’s support now. The country was screaming for justice for the attacks by Mexico, and the president had inked the declaration of war to appease its appetite.

 

Jones caught his knee bouncing nervously. He chewed the nail on the end of his thumb. If he were to make the flight by four, then he would have to meet with the president within the hour.

 

He reached for the receiver hastily and dialed Cindy again. “Cindy… Well, keep trying. I know he’s in town this week for the war meetings…. Good, well, keep me updated. And I also need to speak with Congressman Hunter. Get him on the line for me immediately, but if the president’s office calls back, that takes priority.”

 

His thumbnail found his teeth once more. A few moments later, the phone rang, and the haggard voice of Congressman Hunter sounded on the other end of the line.

 

“What is it?” Daniel asked.

 

“I need you to come with me to Mexico this afternoon. Our flight leaves at four p.m. Be ready. I’ll have a car come and pick you up.”

 

“I told you we’re done.”

 

“Listen to me, you sniveling hypocrite. You will be on that plane!”

 

Jones slammed the receiver back onto its cradle. The ruckus made Cindy peek inside. “Sir?”

“Don’t bother me unless it’s about the president!” Jones said.

 

Cindy sheepishly closed the door. Jones picked up the plate of fish and flung it across the room, where it splattered on his bookcase. All Jones wanted to do at that moment was rip everything apart. But then he closed his eyes. He drew in three deep, heavy breaths. Now wasn’t the time to fall apart. There was 

still a chance. He wasn’t done yet. The phone on his desk rang. “Yes?”

 

“Sir, the president can meet with you in one hour.”

 

Jones said nothing. He hung up the phone and walked to the office door but stopped with his hand around the doorknob. The press was still waiting for him outside, and there was no way he could get past the media without any comment.

 

When he showed his face on the other side of his office door, all of the interns grew quiet. He buttoned the jacket of his suit and brushed past them without a word.

 

The rush of reporters that swarmed him the moment he stepped out of the building stopped him dead in his tracks. They weren’t going to let him pass without something.

 

“Congressman! What are you going to do about the debate?”

 

“Do you have any comment?”

 

“There has been strong speculation about your relationship with Strydent Chemical. What do you have to say about that?”

 

Jones raised his hands. “Please, ladies and gentlemen. The comments made by Congressman Smith are nothing more than wounded lashes from someone trying to salvage his career. However, the notion that any of my actions have not been in the best interest of the country are outrageous, and I would happily defend them in any platform that Congressman Smith would like.”

 

Another explosion of questions bombarded him, but Jones’s comment was enough to grant him passage through the blockade of bodies. He ignored the microphones and cameras jammed in his face and headed straight for his car, which his driver had ready on the side of the road.

 

Jones knew that the airwaves and social media outlets were going wild with his comments. He just hoped that the president would see them before Jones made it to the White House to meet him. It could buy him some credibility—and some leverage to try and pull the president out of the war.

***

The dark circles under the president’s eyes were a product of his sleepless week. Jones could feel his weariness. The president sat behind the desk with a slight hunch.

 

“They made the first move, Jones,” the president said.

 

“I understand, sir. And no one doubts your retaliation.”

 

“They left me no choice.”

 

Jones noticed the president seemed to be talking to himself more than to anyone else. If the president was this war weary, then now was the time to strike.

 

“Sir, perhaps I could help,” Jones said.

 

The president’s eyes found him on the couch. He was broken, a wounded animal looking for an escape. The president might as well just have broken down and begged on his hands and knees right then and there.

 

“Let me go to Mexico. Before all of this happened, I had been in talks with General Gallo for the purposes of establishing an alliance,” Jones said.

 

“Well, it didn’t work.” The words were harsh. The president’s face twisted in anger and doubt.

 

“I know, Mr. President. However, both we and the Mexican government know that this war isn’t one either side can afford. Let me finish what I started.”

 

“And what if the outcome isn’t desirable?”

 

“Then the blame is on me, Mr. President. I will take full responsibility for what happened. You’ll have your scapegoat if I fail.”

 

It was all on the line now. This was the only way Jones could convince the president to back his visit. And if he had the power of the Oval Office behind him for his talk with Gallo, it could shift the weight of negotiations back in his favor.

 

“It’s on you, Jones. Everything.”

 

“Thank you, Mr. President.”

 

“I’ll phone the Mexican president that you’ll be there this evening.”

 

Jones said nothing else. He was hanging on by a thread. There wasn’t any room for error now. Everything was riding on this trip. The execution had to be flawless. Mistakes wouldn’t just mean the end of his career, they meant the end of his life.

***

Daniel slammed the empty liquor bottle down next to its peers and almost slid out of the airline chair. Jones kept yelling something at him, but he just ignored him. If Jones wanted him here, then there wasn’t any way he was going sober.

 

“Don’t let him have any more,” Jones said, motioning to one of his security detail.

 

“I don’t think you have the majority vote for that proposition, Congressman,” Daniel replied.

 

“And get him some coffee.”

 

The guard cleared off Daniel’s tray, and when he went to remove the rest of the unopened bottles, Daniel grabbed the guard’s wrist.

 

“Don’t. Touch. It,” Daniel said.

 

His teeth were gritted, the liquid courage the four tiny bottles of whiskey had given him on prime display. The security guard looked over to Jones, who shook his head. Daniel felt the guard pull back his arm slightly, and he released him.

 

“Run along now, little doggy,” Daniel said.

 

“It’s easy to act brave when you don’t have the coherence to zip up your fly,” Jones said.

 

Daniel twisted the cap off another one of the whiskeys but paused before putting it to his lips. The smell was starting to get to him. He’d never been much of a drinker, but the past few days had caused him to swim in it.

 

“What the hell happened to you?” Jones asked.

 

“What? Don’t like your handiwork?”

 

“I didn’t do this to you, Daniel. You did.”

 

Daniel snatched the rest of the whiskey bottles and moved to the back of the plane, away from Jones. He didn’t have to sit there and listen to Jones, of all people, berate him about morals. Who was he to judge? Jones had done more backstabbing vile actions in one year than Daniel had done in his entire life. And if drinking was what Daniel needed to do in order to get past all the shit pilling up around him, then so be it.

 

But when Daniel twisted off the cap to the next bottle of whiskey he was about to down, it stopped abruptly a few inches before reaching his lips. The sharp, oaky smell flew into his nostrils, beckoning him to drink it, but he couldn’t. Not now. Because for some reason, his son popped into his mind, and in his liquor-soaked state, he couldn’t remember the boy’s birthday.

 

He squinted his eyes shut, trying hard to sort through the corrupted files of data still stored in his mind. He knew it was in May, but he couldn’t remember the date. It was toward the end of the month. The twenty-fifth? No, that wasn’t it. What was it? What was it? What was it?

 

The tiny whiskey bottle wobbled in his hand. Some of the brown liquid spilled over on to his pant leg, but Daniel didn’t notice. All he could feel was the swelling of tears in his eyes and the lump growing in his throat. He dropped the bottle, and it spilled onto the carpet.

 

All of the things he’d done were for his family. That’s what he had told himself during every decision he made. But for the past few weeks, his family had been the scapegoat for his cowardice, not the foundation of courage. And now he was drinking away the memories of the same family he’d vowed to protect, to keep safe.

 

Daniel clutched his arms around his body, hugging himself as the waves of sobs left him. He didn’t bother keeping them quiet. He didn’t care if Jones heard him. He didn’t care what the security detail would think. It didn’t matter that he would have puffy eyes when standing face to face with the Mexican president and his vicious dog of a general. He couldn’t remember his own son’s birthday.

***

The plane touched down in Mexico City just before 4 p.m. Central Time. Jones managed to get enough coffee and water into Daniel to make him presentable. He wasn’t planning on having him speak anyway. Daniel was there strictly for show.

 

The Mexico City heat and smog made for a terribly uncomfortable combination. All Jones wanted to do was get the meeting over with as quickly as possible. The sooner the meeting was over, the sooner he could start preparing for his debate with Smith. Despite his confidence, he knew Smith would go into the debate with guns blazing. He needed as much time to prepare for it as he could get.

 

The drivers of the sedans that arrived at the airport to pick both Smith and Daniel up avoided the slums of the city, but Jones could still see them on the outskirts. Tens of thousands of people living in trash and filth. Jones gave a slight shudder.

 

This would be the fate of his country if he didn’t act. The people that were left would be pushed into the trash, and he’d be one of them. He refused to let that happen.

 

Most of the faces he passed on the busier city streets looked clean and healthy, but Jones knew that this was an orchestrated route. The Mexican president wanted to be sure to show his American visitors that Mexico was strong, but Jones knew the country was rotting from the inside out.

The sedans pulled into Los Pinos, the official residence of the Mexican president, which was a part of the Chapultepec Forest, now nothing but barren trees. Much like Washington’s National Mall, the dire times had left little for the ceremony of well kept grounds and pedigree.

 

The white stone buildings in Los Pinos had a beige hint of dust to them. And when Jones stepped out of the air-conditioned vehicle, he found that the Mexican president’s residence was not immune to the effects of the terrible smog and heat that plagued the rest of his city.

 

President Castell greeted Jones and Daniel with open arms once they were inside.

 

“Welcome, Congressmen. It’s an honor to have you here in our country. I trust the flight went well?” Castell asked.

 

“Yes, thank you, Señor Presidente,” Jones answered.

 

The rumors about Castell seemed to be true. The man had showmanship. If Jones didn’t need to desperately end this war, he could see himself learning something from him.

 

“Please, gentlemen. This way,” Castell said.

 

Castell lead them through the large halls and into a conference room already set up with refreshments. One of the staff members handed Jones a glass of water. Jones let the glass linger in his hand just a moment too long. Castell noticed.

 

“I can assure you it’s clean, Congressman,” Castell said, raising his left eyebrow.

 

“Of course, Señor Presidente. I didn’t mean to insult you,” Jones replied. “It’s a nasty habit I’ve developed in our current climate. I find myself doing this at my own home.”

 

“Well, I suppose that’s why we’re here. Have a seat.”

 

Before Jones could sit down, General Gallo stomped into the room.

 

“General,” Jones said. “Good to see you.”

 

“Congressman.”

 

There was no shaking of hands, no other formal greeting than the acknowledgement that both men were in the room. Judging by his entrance and lateness, Jones determined that Gallo had not shown up of his own accord.

 

“Shall we get started?” Jones asked.

 

“We can start with the surrender of your men in California, New Mexico, and Arizona,” Gallo answered.

 

“General!” Castell said.

 

Gallo didn’t sit, and Jones was stuck halfway between bracing himself on the chair’s armrests and standing. Jones let gravity take over and finally sat down.

 

“It’s all right, sir,” Jones said. “The general is a proud warrior. Nothing but victory will satisfy him.”

“General, we are here to discuss peace. Surrender implies—”

 

“I’m well aware of what it implies, Presidente,” Gallo answered.

 

The power struggle Jones was caught between could work in his favor. It was evident Castell wanted the war to stop. All he had to do was get Gallo to sign off on it.

 

“Gentlemen, I believe there is a way for all of us to get what we want,” Jones said.

 

The tension between Castell and Gallo eased as they both sat down. Jones continued. “Now, before we start, both of you should know that I come here backed with the full power and authority of the American president. He’s trusted me with securing a reasonable agreement between our two great nations.”

 

“Which is something we would like to pursue as well,” Castell said, looking at Gallo.

“Excellent. Now, as far as the southwest territories go, they are still not under United States protection, and our government has no tie to them whatsoever,” Jones continued.

 

“The United States’ recognition of the Mexican government’s right of ownership of the California, Arizona, New Mexico, Utah, and Nevada territories,” Gallo cut in.

 

“I’m sorry?” Jones asked.

 

“That’s what I want. I want the United States government to recognize Mexico’s authority over those territories to set an international precedent with the other countries around the globe.”

 

“General, perhaps that’s something we should discuss privately,” Castell said.

 

“It’s up for discussion,” Gallo responded.

 

“You think we’re just going to give it up?” Daniel asked.

 

“You gave it up weeks ago. I’m just here to collect,” Gallo answered.

 

Gallo’s face was a block of stone. Jones grabbed the glass of water on the table. He held it up to the light above and examined it more thoroughly than before.

 

“It’s incredible, isn’t it?” Jones asked.

 

“What?” Castell asked.

 

“All of this… war, famine, drought, brought on by a simple combination of particles arranged in a specific way. Life giving.”

 

Jones twirled the glass around. The light refracted through the water, causing the images Jones saw on the other side to appear distorted and misshapen.

 

“We need water, gentlemen. Not land. The United States will recognize the Southwest as under Mexican rule. No further attacks will commence unless provoked,” Jones said, taking his gaze off the water and moving it onto Gallo’s face. “And in exchange, you will help us march south and engage in a coordinated military strike against Brazil.”

 

“They have the support of Europe!” Castell exclaimed. “And the Russians! If we march down there, we will be igniting war!”

 

“The Europeans don’t have the resources for a fight, and as for the Russians, what military they have left is old and tired. The only arsenal they have is nuclear, and they wouldn’t risk destroying one of the last strongholds of fresh water left on the planet. They’ll threaten force, but they won’t be able to back it up. Aside from China, we’re all that’s left of any military presence.”

 

“And you think our men will suddenly fight side by side after what’s happened?” Gallo asked.

“I would expect our soldiers to follow orders, General,” Jones answered. He took a sip then set the water down. “Of course, we’ll need to pull resources for the journey south. What water is left in North California will be provided by your government, and our representative here from North Carolina will be graciously offering his state’s natural resources for the cause.”

 

“What?” Daniel asked, rising from his seat, wobbling a bit. “That is not in part of the deal.”

“What’s wrong, Congressman?” Gallo asked. “Afraid you’ll get thirsty after walking around in those expensive suits?”

 

“We’ll draw up the treaty and send a copy for your approval by tonight,” Jones said, rising and shaking Castell’s hand.

 

“I’m glad we were able to come to a reasonable solution,” Castell replied, understanding the political cue that the meeting was over.

 

Jones went to shake Gallo’s hand, who hesitated before accepting the gesture. Gallo’s grip was firm, and Jones could feel the increased pressure until a slight tinge of pain caused him to tremble.

 

“You know, Jones,” Gallo said, “I, like my people, was born in the desert. Our nation is already hardened from the epidemic the rest of the world is experiencing. The dry tongues of your people seem to have made you weak.”

 

“We’re Americans, General. We adapt,” Jones answered.

 

The pressure from Gallo’s grip loosened, and Jones was released. He massaged his hand, attempting to get the blood flowing again.

 

Before Daniel could protest, Jones grabbed him by the arm, and the two men were out the door and back in the sedan that had driven them here.

 

“The airport. Quickly,” Jones said.

 

“Are you insane?” Daniel asked. “The reason you exiled the Southwest was to prevent water sources from being drained from the rest of the country.”

 

“I know what I said.”

 

“And now you’re just going to give it to a country that attacked us! I won’t let this happen. You hear me! I won—”

 

Jones wrapped his bony hands around Daniel’s throat and slammed his head back against the car window. Lack of food and sleep, combined with the booze still coursing through his veins, made Daniel too weak to peel the vise grip off.

 

“Who do you think controls our country? Hmm? Do you think it’s me? The president? Congress? The people? No, it’s whoever has the most money and the biggest guns. Everyone has someone to answer too. And I’m not going to explain my actions to the likes of a drunk.”

 

Jones pushed off of Daniel’s neck, who clutched his throat, gasping for breath. The driver of the car rolled up the partition after the thousand-yard stare Jones gave him.

 

“We’ll force Mexico to drain the rest of Northern California, and by then, we’ll have made a breakthrough in Brazil,” Jones finished. “That’s why we need to move quickly.”

 

The rest of the ride back to the airport was in silence. Daniel stared impotently out the window, and Jones focused on the headrest in front of him. He just had to keep moving. It was almost done. Just a little bit farther.

***

Once Jones and Daniel were gone, Gallo closed the doors to the conference room and ordered the staff to leave. He was left alone with Castell, who had a nervous twitch in his eye and leg.

 

“What is it, General?” Castell asked, his voice slightly higher than normal.

 

Castell was still seated in his chair at the end of the table. From what Gallo could see of him, it seemed like he wanted to evaporate through the back of the chair and disappear.

 

“After you sign the treaty, my men will attack the United States Pacific Fleet and make our way north to the Washington and Oregon Coast, where we will invade and establish a forward operating base,” Gallo answered.

 

“General, this is mad—”

 

Gallo held up his hand. Castell went mute.

 

“The Americans are bleeding from the inside out. That’s the only reason they’re here,” Gallo answered.

“And are we not, General? Are our men not bloodied? Is our country not dry? Are our people not hungry?” Castell asked.

 

“Yes. But if we make this agreement with the Americans, we will stay that way,” Gallo answered. “I know you’re not a man with much of a spine, Castell, so I’ll explain it in a way I think a politician would understand.”

 

Gallo slid to the edge of his seat, his face inching closer to Castell’s until the president could smell the lingering cigar smoke on Gallo’s uniform.

 

“You’ll put on your political smile. Make your unnecessary speeches. You will be the puppet that you have acted like since your birth, and I will execute what needs to be done. If you don’t do this, then I will still have my men attack, and there won’t be a hole on this earth deep enough for you to crawl down and hide where I can’t find you. Do you understand me?”

 

Castell quickly nodded.

 

“Good,” Gallo said.

 

Gallo turned to leave, and Castell exhaled. Before Gallo made it to the door, he called out to Castell without turning around. “Do your job, Presidente, and I’ll do mine.”






  
 

Chapter 10

Brooke stood on the corner of Fifteenth Avenue and Bakers Street. Despite the dangerous situation, she found herself in she couldn’t take her eyes off of a sprinkler in the front yard of some very large, expensive home.

 

There wasn’t anything extraordinary about the sprinkler. It performed its function to the mediocre standard that was set forth by its manufacturer. But with each drop of water that landed on the green, freshly cut grass of that lawn, she could feel rage swelling up inside her.

 

The movement of a passing car broke her concentration. Brooke shook her head and continued down Fifteenth Avenue. All the houses she had passed on her walk had nowhere near the decadence of this neighborhood. The rest of Charlotte looked more like what she had seen in other cities on her way here: barely getting by, but still alive.

 

The well-kempt lawns, expensive cars, and large homes made her think back to when she was a child. But now watering a lawn was the essence of extravagance. Brooke tried to count in her mind all of the ration cards she would have needed to accumulate over a three-year span to water that lawn for one day.

 

Amy’s car was in the drive, and she hurried up the walkway to the front door and knocked. Brooke looked around her, afraid that the place may be under surveillance, but there didn’t seem to be anyone around. Nobody answered. She knocked again, this time harder.

 

“Coming!”

 

Brooke almost broke down at the sound of her sister’s voice, and when Amy opened the door, she didn’t even have time to gasp before she wrapped her arms around her sister.

 

“Brooke. Oh my god. Are you okay?” Amy said, pulling her inside and shutting the door.

Brooke pulled back slightly, enough to see Amy’s face and the reflection of the tears the two of them shared. She wiped her nose and laughed.

 

“It’s really good to see you,” Brooke said.

 

Amy pulled her in for another hug and then led her into the living room for the two of them to sit down.

“Where’s John and Emily?” Amy asked.

 

“They’re fine. I had them stay with the car. It’s not exactly road safe around here,” Brooke answered.

“Did you just get into town?”

 

“This morning. I walked here from the outskirts near the forest on Highway 49, in the nature preserve.”

“Why didn’t you call?”

 

“I wasn’t sure if your phone had been tapped.”

 

“Jesus, Brooke. We’re not being watched.”

 

“You could be.”

 

“Are you hurt? Hungry? Thirsty? What do you need?”

 

“We need to go and grab the kids and Eric. Is Daniel home?”

 

“No, he’s in DC for work.”

 

“What about Gabby and Kevin? Are they home?”

 

“No, they’re at school. They won’t be home for another two hours.”

 

“Then let’s go now. We’ll need to wait until night to bring the cruiser back though. Do you have room in your garage for me to store it?”

 

“Yeah, Daniel and I can just park in the driveway.”

***

After Amy and Brooke had Eric set up in the guest bedroom and given him some more fluids, they let him rest. As much as he protested, he fell asleep very quickly.

 

Once Amy handed Emily the remote, Brooke knew she wouldn’t see her daughter’s eyes again for the next few hours. John had glued himself to the kitchen stool and feasted on whatever he could find in the freezer.

 

Amy caught Brooke up on what she’d missed. The trial with Smith, the debate scheduled between Smith and Jones, and Daniel’s constant presence in DC.

 

“What about the scientist?” Brooke asked. “Doesn’t he have the solution that’ll get us out of all this?”

 

“That’s what I thought Daniel was working with Smith on, but after Smith was arrested, Daniel… he…”

 

“What?”

 

“He’s been drinking a lot. His secretary’s given me a few calls, and when I went to go and see him the other day, he was drunk in his office. He tried to play it off, but I could smell it on him. I don’t know what’s wrong with him. He has me worried.”

 

“I’m sure it’s been stressful.”

 

“He tried, Brooke. He really did. But whatever it was it caused everything to fall to pieces. Daniel was so sure their bill would pass.”

 

“The one that had to do with the scientist?” Brooke asked.

 

“Yes.”

 

“Where is he now?”

 

“I’m not sure.”

 

It all seemed so simple to Brooke. All they had to do was get Dr. Carlson working again, and all of the country’s problems would be solved. The drought would end. The necessity for exiling the Southwest would be null and void. But politics and hidden agendas were holding it back.

 

“I can’t believe this,” Brooke said.

 

“I know. It’s been insane.”

 

Brooke’s brother-in-law’s actions seemed out of character, though she would never say that aloud to Amy. Not that Daniel was a bad man, but he had never struck her as the type to stick his neck out for something like this. But maybe that’s why he’d been in DC so much lately. He had to patch up the mess everyone had made.

 

The front door opened, and Brooke saw the faces of her niece and nephew light up.

 

“Aunt Brooke?” Gabby asked.

 

“Hey, guys!” Brooke answered.

 

She walked over and gave each of them a hug.

 

“What are you doing here?” Kevin asked.

 

“Your aunt and cousins are going to be staying with us a while,” Amy answered.

 

“John’s here?” Kevin asked.

 

“He’s in the kitchen,” Brooke said.

 

Kevin smiled and sprinted to the kitchen. “And Emily’s in the living room watching television,” Brooke added.

 

“Yaaaay!” Gabby said, and the only thing Brooke could see after that was the bounce of her Barbie backpack as Gabby went to play with her cousin.

 

“It’s good to have you guys here,” Amy said, smiling. “I haven’t heard a whole lot of laughter the past week.”

 

“Amy,” Brooke said, gently holding her sister’s arm, “You need to speak with Kevin and Gabby. No one can know we’re here. It has to be kept secret.”

 

“I know. I’ll talk to them tonight after dinner.”

 

“Do you know when Daniel’s going to be home?”

 

“Tomorrow, I think. I’m going to get supper started.”

 

Amy left Brooke alone in the foyer. The giggles of Emily and Gabby combined with cracking voices of two teenage boys felt a lot like watching the sprinkler on the lawn. It was a magnificent sound to be heard, but the feeling somehow felt odd after everything that had happened.

 

The feeling made her shiver. She stepped into the living room. She became aware of the cushioned couches, the soft fabric that lined the pillows, the clean carpet, and the fine wooden furniture that surrounded her. Much like her sister, everything in the room represented elegance.

 

None of it seemed real. She’d thought that when she made it here, the sense of normalcy would reappear, that there would be some noticeable change, but nothing happened. There was no sense of relief, no increase of hope, and the anxiety that she’d felt during the entire trip had only intensified. It didn’t feel over.

***

The plane landed back in DC at 6 p.m. EST. Daniel had stared at the mini bottles of whiskey the entire trip back. He sat by himself on the plane, away from Jones and his henchmen. They didn’t bother him, and he didn’t cause a fuss. It was a nonverbal agreement they’d entered upon boarding the plane. Once they’d taxied down the runway after landing, the door to Jones’s private jet opened, but Daniel remained in his seat.

 

“Daniel, we’re leaving,” Jones said.

 

He was hunched low in his seat with his back turned to the group, so they couldn’t see him. He was playing with the end of his tie. “I need to go and visit my family.”

 

“We don’t have time for that,” Jones replied.

 

Daniel’s hand found his neck. The red marks from where Jones had choked him still lingered. He ran his fingers over the raised bumps. “Make time.”

 

“Fine. But I need you back by tomorrow,” Jones said. “I’ll have the pilot take you to Charlotte.”

The whine of the jet engines filled the cabin. Daniel remained motionless as the pilot and crew went about their preflight duties. The captain came over to him at one point and mouthed something about refueling and taking off in thirty minutes, but Daniel wasn’t paying attention. He stayed in the same position until they finally landed in Charlotte.

 

Daniel grabbed a taxi and gave the driver his address. The sun had gone down, but the sky still glowed with faint oranges and pinks, the last push of dying light until the night finally took over. He rested his head on the windshield, feeling the vibrations of the cab as it drove him home.

 

The yellow lights from inside Daniel’s house glowed from the windows. He knew Amy wasn’t expecting him until tomorrow, but something was compelling him to come home. He couldn’t explain it. All he could feel was the burning urge to see his family. Like a horse driven to water to drink, he needed to replenish himself with the people he was doing all of this for. He needed to go back to the source.

 

When Daniel walked inside, his jaw dropped. Additional chairs had been added to fit everyone at the kitchen table. Amy was the first to see him.

 

“Daniel?” she asked.

 

Everyone turned to face him. He was standing in the living room, still dressed in his suit and reeking of booze. “Hey.” He couldn’t take his eyes off Brooke. “How did you get here?”

Amy got up from the table and walked over to him. “Honey, I didn’t think you were coming home until tomorrow.”

 

“I was… I mean I did. I just… wanted to come home,” Daniel said.

Brooke got up from her seat and walked over and gave him a hug. He kept his arms at his sides as Brooke squeezed. “It’s good to see you, Daniel.”

 

“Yeah.”

 

“Hi, Uncle Dan,” John said.

 

“Hey, John. Emily.” Daniel turned to Amy and whispered in her ear. “Can I talk to you?” he asked, motioning to the other room.

 

“Sure.”

 

Daniel led her upstairs to their room. He shut the door behind him and turned on this wife. “What is your sister doing here?”

 

“I told you she was trying to get out. She made it. She’s staying with us until this thing blows over.”

“Blows over? This thing isn’t going to blow over, Amy. This isn’t a temporary problem, it’s a permanent one!”

 

Amy sat on the edge of the bed. Daniel could feel himself getting hot. He hastily removed his tie and tossed it on the ground.

 

“Daniel, she’s family. You said yourself that she had to get out. And now she has. What do you expect me to do? Just throw her and the kids back out onto the streets?”

 

“And who was that man she was with? You didn’t tell me she was seeing anyone.”

 

“They’re not together. He was a friend of Jason’s who is helping them out.”

 

“We don’t know anything about him.”

 

“Brooke trusts him.”

 

“Are you stupid?”

 

“Excuse me?”

 

“Are you fucking stupid?”

 

Amy jumped from the bed and got right in her husband’s face. “Are you drunk again?” she asked, the hint of disgust creeping into her voice.

 

“Order is hanging on by a thread. People are turning in any illegals left and right for the reward, and anyone helping them is being thrown into jail alongside the people they help. I can’t protect us from this, Amy, if we get caught. Do you understand? Your sister put our family at risk.”

“She’s staying, Daniel,” Amy said. Then, inching closer and clenching her jaw, she shoved her finger into his chest. “And if you ever speak to me like that again, I will throw you out of this house.”

She turned the door handle angrily and stomped down the stairs. Daniel turned to try and say something, but she was already gone. He stumbled backward until the backs of his knees hit the bed, and he collapsed on top of it.

 

The ceiling above started to spin. He closed his eyes, afraid that opening them would make the spinning worse and he would fly off the bed. Then, after a few minutes, he felt the heaviness of his chest pin him down, sinking him lower. His mind grew foggy, and after a few minutes, he fell fast asleep.

***

Daniel rolled to his side and opened his bloodshot eyes. He felt exhausted. The furniture, walls, and floor looked like they were covered in a fuzzy haze. He blinked and rubbed his eyes until his surroundings came into focus. He was still in his suit, lying on top of the bed. Even his shoes were still on.

 

The clock on the nightstand read eight o’clock. A few thumps sounded downstairs, and he pushed himself up from the bed, his arms shaking as he did. He cradled his head in his hands, trying to support the ten thousand pounds of crushing pressure that seemed to be working against him.

 

A quick shower. That’s what he needed. He stumbled to the bathroom, clumsily disrobing himself, until his hands found the shower handle and turned it to the left on its warmer setting. Daniel stepped inside, letting the warm water cleanse him of the dirt and filth from the previous day. He stood there, watching the gauge tick off gallon after gallon. He could stay in the shower all day if he desired. There were no restrictions for him. Not for a United States congressman.

 

After thirty minutes, he shut the water off and stepped out, dripping onto the tiled floor. He dried himself, then put on a fresh pair of jeans and a shirt. He passed his son’s room and could see both Kevin and John on the floor, playing video games.

 

“Hey, Uncle Dan,” John said. “Feeling better?”

 

“Huh?” Daniel asked.

 

“Last night mom said you weren’t feeling well,” Kevin answered.

 

“Oh. Yeah. I’m better. Why aren’t you at school?”

 

“Mom said we didn’t have to go since Brooke and everyone was here.”

 

“I see you’re making good use of your time,” Daniel said, pointing at the game.

 

“It’s actually harder than it looks, Uncle Dan,” John said.

 

“Right.”

 

When Daniel made it to the bottom of the stairs, he saw Eric propped up on some pillows watching television. Gabby and Emily were on the floor, playing with some dolls. He stood there a while before Eric noticed him.

 

“Congressman Hunter,” Eric said, trying to get up from the couch while nursing his left shoulder, which was wrapped in a bandage.

 

“No, please, you don’t have to get up.”

 

Eric flopped back down onto the couch with exaggerated relief. “Well, it’s good to know that not every congressman is full of himself. Right, girls?”

 

Emily and Gabby giggled.

 

“Call me Daniel.”

 

“Well, Daniel, I’m Eric Stephenson,” he said, extending his right hand. “I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done.”

 

“I, uh… I’m glad.”

 

Daniel didn’t want to try and cut the man off, but he wasn’t going to fight the compliment. He’d learned long ago that compliments held just as much meaning for the person giving them as the person on the receiving end. Sometimes more.

 

“Have you seen Brooke and my wife?” Daniel asked.

 

“They headed to the pharmacy to pick up some medicine for my arm. They left first thing this morning, so they should be back soon.”

 

“Thanks.”

 

Daniel walked to the garage to grab something out of his car, but when he opened the door and flicked the light on, a banged-up Toyota Land Cruiser was in its place. He recognized it as Brooke’s car then shut the door and headed to the kitchen. He poured himself a bowl of cereal. Before he could shovel the first spoonful into his mouth, he heard the front door open, and his heart skipped a beat.

 

“Kids! Donuts!”

 

The thunder of John and Kevin’s feet from upstairs roared as they hurried down the staircase. They came running into the kitchen, attacked the box of fried dough, and shoved the donuts into their faces like they hadn’t eaten in weeks.

 

Brooke came around the corner after them, observing the carnage. “I wish my metabolism still worked like that. Hey, Dan. You look better.”

 

“Thanks. I feel better.”

 

When Amy walked into the kitchen, she didn’t acknowledge his presence. She opened the top cupboard and grabbed a glass then filled it with water. She walked back out into the living room with the glass and a bottle of pills.

 

“You need to take these twice a day until they run out,” Amy said, handing the water and pills to Eric.

 

“Your cereal’s getting soggy, Uncle Dan,” John said.

 

“What? Oh.”

 

Daniel looked down at the bloated bits of shredded wheat floating in his bowl. When he looked back up, Amy was gone. He set the spoon down and headed back upstairs.

 

Amy was taking off her earrings at the dresser. She eyed his reflection in the mirror when he entered.

 

“Amy, about last night. We need to talk.”

 

“We do, but not now.”

 

“Honey, this is important.”

 

Amy slammed her hands on the dresser, and Daniel froze. He could see the strain on her face as she tried to control the anger welling up inside her. She spun around to face him, and he could see the tears in her eyes.

 

“Do you remember what you said last night?” her voice was shaking.

 

Daniel kept his head down. “I’m sorry.”

 

“She is my sister. They are family. And we take care of our family. So whatever you need to do to make sure that happens… do it.”

 

“I will.”

 

Amy wiped the tears from her eyes and walked over to him. Her smooth fingers slid through the spaces of his own, and they held on to each other.

 

“There’s something I do need to talk to you and Brooke about, though. Together,” Daniel said. “And it has to be today.”

***

Daniel told Brooke and Amy everything. He spared no detail in his confession. There were times he wanted too, but despite the look on his wife’s face, he kept pushing through.

 

“I used the excuse that I did it for my family, but I know that doesn’t justify what I did,” Daniel finished.

 

“And you haven’t heard anything from this Congressman Smith?” Brooke asked.

“No, not since he was locked up,” Daniel answered.

 

He kept waiting for Amy to say something, but she remained silent. The only thing worse than condemning him was her silence. His gut twisted and turned. His body felt like it would disappear right then and there, and at that moment he wished he could. Finally, Amy got up from the bed and walked over to him. She cupped her hands around his face and kissed him, softly.

 

“I love you,” she whispered.

 

“I love you, too.”

 

“Daniel, do you think you can get in contact with this Smith character again?” Brooke asked.

 

“I don’t know. We didn’t leave on the best of terms,” Daniel answered.

 

“Try. He might be our ticket home.”

***

Smith dropped the pen in his hands and rubbed his eyes. Beth flipped through the next few pages, crossing words out and adding others as she went.

 

“I think I need a break,” Smith said.

 

“Okay,” Beth replied, still lost in the work.

 

“Getting hungry?”

 

Beth didn’t respond. She kept going through the documents, her pen busy with notations. She was in her own world.

 

“Beth,” Smith said, a little louder.

 

“Yeah?”

 

“Are. You. Hungry?” Smith asked, adding in some dramatic hand movements to act out the definition of his words.

 

“Dr. Carlson is rubbing off on you,” Beth said.

 

“And why do you say that?”

 

“Because you’re starting to annoy me.”

 

Smith’s phone rang. He paused when he saw the number, but he answered it.

 

“Hello?” Smith asked.

 

“Hello,” Daniel answered.

 

“And to what do I owe this pleasure? Giving me a warning this time before the authorities come to arrest me?”

 

“David, I’m sor—”

 

“What do you want, Daniel? If it’s about Jones, I can’t help you with that anymore. You’re too far down the rabbit hole.”

 

“No, it’s not about Jones. I wanted to see if there was anything I can do. To help.”

Smith covered the phone with his hand and grabbed Beth’s attention. “It’s Daniel,” he said quietly. Beth simply shook her head.

 

“No, I’m afraid there isn’t, Daniel. But I appreciate the call.”

 

“Well, then maybe there’s something I can give you.”

 

“Such as?”

 

“I recently took a flight to Mexico with Congressman Jones to discuss a cease-fire with the Mexican government. The paperwork has probably already been drawn up, and I would think Jones will use it in the debate against you.”

 

Smith knew that Jones couldn’t have orchestrated that without the help of the president, and if he was going to the president for help, then he was desperate.

 

“Was there anyone else with you on the trip?” Smith asked.

 

“Just security.”

 

“Thank you, Daniel.”

 

“David,” Daniel paused on the other end of the line. Smith knew what he was going through. There was nothing harder than asking for forgiveness after a betrayal of trust.

 

“It’s fine,” Smith said. “Really. I think we’ve both done enough distasteful deeds for one term. Actually, there is something I could use you for.”

 

“Of course.”

 

“I have Dr. Carlson in the process of setting up a new lab. I could use a pair of eyes at the location if you’re interested?”

 

“Absolutely.”

 

“Good. I hope your passport is still valid.”

 

Before Daniel could ask any more questions, Smith hung up the phone. Beth had stopped her work and stared at him.

 

“What?” Smith asked.

 

“You really think it’s a good idea to involve him again?” Beth countered.

 

“He’s not going to make the same mistake twice, Beth.”

 

“You don’t know if he’s still working for Jones.”

 

“Even if he was, it wouldn’t do any good. Jones doesn’t have any connection or pull with the Canadian government. And the Canadian ambassador isn’t going to forgo the opportunity for a free pass on their water debt.”

 

“I still don’t like it.”

 

“Where are we with the meeting with Senator Harris?”

 

“He hasn’t gotten back in touch with me yet.”

 

“Keep trying. This isn’t going to work without him.”






  
 

Chapter 11

The police officers from the precinct that had called in Brooke’s car were about as useful as tits on a bull. Terry slammed the door to his van shut, and the vehicle rocked back and forth from his violent entrance. He reached around for his laptop and set it on the dashboard. He lit a cigarette waiting for it to boot up, and when it did, he entered Brooke’s information.

 

He knew exactly where she was going: her sister’s house in North Carolina. That’s the trajectory she’d been on since she left Dallas, and by now she was already there. He entered her sister’s married name into Google, and Daniel’s name popped up. Terry clicked on the link to his congressional page and scrolled down.

 

The cloud of smoke filled the van’s cabin, giving everything around Terry a gray haze. He gently squeezed his hand. His knuckles were still bruised from the beating he had given Brooke’s friend Dave.

“Stupid bitch,” Terry mumbled.

 

The open cuts along his hands stung, but another puff of the cigarette, and he could feel the pain recede. He rested his head back and closed his eyes.

 

“So your sister’s husband is a Congressman. That’s what you’re hoping for. A little political favor.”

Terry spent the next twenty minutes reading the congressman’s political views, his background, campaign funds, committees served on, and education background. From what Terry could gather based off of his own findings, the man was clean—or just good at covering up his tracks.

 

If this woman was planning on using family, then there wasn’t a high probability that the family would turn her in. Family was loyal, protective… stupid. All he had to do was find a pressure point, and someone would cave. His money was on the husband. Terry just needed to find something on him.

The phone Terry carried was an old brick. Nothing like the smart phones used today, but he only needed it for one thing: to make calls. He scrolled down and dialed the number of a man he knew in DC. If anyone would have any dirt on a congressman, it would be this guy.

 

Terry’s relationship with his contact wasn’t a cheerful one. It wasn’t even professional. He’d only done a handful of transactions with him. The price was always steep, but the last job Terry did gained him some favor.

 

The phone continued to ring until the voicemail picked up. Terry snapped his phone shut and tossed it on the dash. That’s the way it normally went. His contact never picked up on the first call. He’d always have to wait until the call back before anything happened.

 

The dash vibrated as the phone buzzed. Terry reached for the phone and stubbed his cigarette out in the ashtray.

 

“I need some information,” Terry said, ignoring the pleasantries.

 

“Now’s not a good time.”

 

“It’s never a good time when one of us calls the other. That’s part of the relationship.”

 

“What is it?”

 

“I need some dirt on a congressman.”

 

“Which one?”

 

“Daniel Hunter.”

 

The other end of the line went silent. Terry waited, wondering if the call had been disconnected.

 

“Hello?” Terry asked.

 

“What business do you have with him?”

 

“He’s not the mark, but he’s harboring an illegal.”

 

“Who?”

 

“Santa Claus. What does it matter who it is? Just send me the info. Consider it back pay for the last job.”

 

Terry ended the call and looked back at the picture of Congressman Hunter on his laptop. He brought his massive index finger up and tapped the screen.

 

“You’re about to have a very bad day.”

***

The beep in Jones’s ear signaled that the call had ended. He kept the phone pressed to his ear, his jaw slack. His brain was wild with activity, trying to process everything he’d just heard.

 

The phone eventually slipped from the side of his head and landed on the pile of papers Jones was sifting through to prepare for his debate with Smith.

 

Jones wasn’t sure what Daniel had gotten himself into, but if Terry was after him for something, then it would put Jones at risk. Daniel knew too much about the visit to Mexico. He couldn’t risk leaking that until the treaty was signed, and he still hadn’t received word that it had been finalized. He hit the button on the intercom that signaled for his secretary.

 

“Cindy, get me Congressman Hunter on the line. Immediately,” Jones said.

 

Before Cindy could answer, he clicked the intercom off and leaned back into his chair. His jacket was off, his tie undone, the top button of his shirt open, exposing his white undershirt. The skin on his face looked more flaccid than it had in days prior. He rubbed his eyes and smacked his cheeks, the skin under his neck wobbling slightly. For the first time since his very first term in office, he could feel the disgusting beast of doubt closing in on him.

 

Doubt was the one emotional response that could unravel a man in his position. He’d seen it happen so many times before, even using it to his advantage. He couldn’t risk exposing himself before the debate. If that happened, then there was the potential for the American people to turn against him. And despite how much he loathed the illusion the citizens of this country still controlled it, now was not the time to pull back the curtain.

 

The intercom buzzed. “Congressman Hunter on the line for you, sir.”

 

“Put him through.”

 

Jones kept the phone on speaker, and when Cindy put the call through, the crackling sound of static and wind sounded on the other line.

 

“Daniel?” Jones asked.

 

“What do you want, Jones?”

 

Jones rose from his chair. He placed both hands on the desk to brace himself and leaned over the speaker to make sure Daniel could hear him properly over whatever noise was in the background.

 

“Are you alone?” Jones asked.

 

“Not really.”

 

“Can you find a quieter place? This is important.”

 

“Jones, whatever it is you’re trying to sell, I’m not buying. Take whatever steps you think you need to, but know that if you go near my family, there won’t be a rock or hole in the ground that you can hide in to keep me from finding you.”

 

The call went dead, and the loud background noise disappeared with it. Jones fell back into his chair, his hands rubbing his throat. He felt hot. His laptop sat closed on the corner of his desk, and he grabbed it. He powered it on, opened a file, then started composing an email.

 

Jones dragged one of the files labeled “Hunter” and attached it to the email. The subject was always the same: “CLICK HERE FOR PRIZE!”

 

The body of the email was disguised as nothing more than spam. The email address Jones used was run off of some hacker server halfway around the world. It was used by individuals who had harmful or illegal intentions. He’d only used it a handful of times before, but Terry preferred this method of transaction.

 

Once the file finished encrypting itself, Jones moved the mouse over the send button, but he hesitated. His right index finger was raised to click the button. Jones moved the mouse away from send and moved it back toward the subject line.

 

He started typing, changing the message he’d written earlier to something different. Once he was done, he clicked send, and off it went. Daniel was too much of a loose end. Jones couldn’t risk it. He slammed the lid of the laptop down and removed it from the pile of papers he had been working on before the call. He picked up where he’d left off, but his eyes kept looking back over to the computer.

It wasn’t regret that Jones felt. It wasn’t any feeling of attachment that he had developed toward Daniel. It was simply the acknowledgement of a decision. One that he couldn’t take back now. The wheels were in motion. Jones just hoped that it would happen soon.

***

Terry reclined the driver’s seat, his cowboy hat was tilted over his forehead, blocking out the afternoon sun beating down through the windshield. Despite the shade, the beads of sweat continued to collect around his neck.

 

A ping sounded from his laptop, letting him know the email had arrived. He removed his hat and immediately opened the attached file. Terry scrolled through, examining the information Jones had sent him.

 

Jones didn’t disappoint. The files were extensive, but most of the offenses were minor, nothing headline worthy, until he came to the very last page. What he found there wasn’t just enough to end the congressman’s career but to land him in jail for the rest of his life. He had what he needed.

 

Then, just before Terry closed out the email, he noticed the subject line in bold, capital letters. He had to reread it a few times just to make sure he was looking at it correctly. Each subject line that he and Jones corresponded with had a different meaning. Depending on the job, it could read “YOU’RE A WINNER!”, which signaled that the individual in the attached file would need to be roughed up. Or it could say “JUST ONE CLICK AWAY FROM YOUR PRIZE!”, which meant that the item in the description attached needed to be recovered.

 

But what Terry saw in this subject line baffled him a bit. He realized that Jones had acted a little weird when Terry brought up Hunter’s name, but that was because Terry thought he knew the guy well. What this subject line represented wasn’t something you would do to a friend but to someone you wanted gone.

 

Terry didn’t question it. A job was a job, and it would pay triple the bounty on Brooke and Eric. He knew Jones would pony up the dough once the deed was done. He shut the laptop and stuffed it into the seat cover behind his driver’s seat. 






  
 

Chapter 12

The seagulls hovering around the ship squawked as Captain Howard walked along the flight deck with the rest of the crew. All eyes were on the ground, searching for any foreign debris that could damage the jets during takeoff. With the force and speed with which the jets accelerated during takeoff, even the smallest object could cause problems.

 

Once the inspection of the runway was over, Captain Howard made his way back over to the flag bridge. As he made his way up the steps, he looked south to what was left of the Mexican warships. It’d been quiet since their attack, and Captain Ford had debriefed him earlier in the day about a possible treaty that was being worked on.

 

Howard felt that something was off. Yes, they’d managed to beat the Mexican navy back to the coast of the Baja Peninsula, but their army still had inroads in Arizona and New Mexico. And if Gallo was bold enough to attack the Texas border like he had, Howard had a hard time believing he would give up just like that.

 

The attack on Texas wasn’t a strategic one, it was a battle of passion. Texas represented something to Gallo, and until he got it, Howard knew the fight was far from over.

 

“Officer on deck!” Pint announced.

 

“At ease, gentlemen,” Howard replied. “Any new movement out there?”

 

“No, sir. We haven’t picked anything up on our radar, and our scouts have confirmed that most of the Mexican warships are still stationed in their ports on the peninsula.”

 

“Good. Where are we with our repairs?”

 

“Sir, before we go over that, I was hoping I could speak with you privately.”

 

“Of course. We can use my quarters.”

 

The captain’s office was large by aircraft carrier standards but still small compared to a normal room. Howard took a seat, but Pint remained standing.

 

“You can sit down, Master Chief,” Howard said.

 

“Thank you, sir.”

 

“What’s on your mind?”

 

“Sir, once our communications were operational again, the first call I made was to my wife.”

“Is everything all right?”

 

“Yes, sir. It’s nothing like that. She’s fine. But I was curious about what’s happening back home.

There’s a lot of politics in the news.”

 

“Congress declared war. There’s bound to be a few news articles about it.”

 

“It’s not just that, sir. There seems to be growing support for the Southwest. People are talking. There’s a debate happening tomorrow about what’s been going on.”

 

“What’s your point?”

 

“I guess I’m just trying to make sense of it, sir. Everything that those politicians have done brought this war on us. Each time there is a viable solution available to fix our problems, they shoot it down. That’s what we’ve been fighting to protect? That’s what our nation has come to?”

 

“Our job is not to make or interpret the laws. We just protect the citizens that they impact.”

 

“I know, sir. But I think that when the debate is scheduled, we should have our men watch it. They deserve to know and see what they’re fighting for and who they’re trying to protect.”

 

“I see.”

 

“I understand the need to remain neutral in situations like this, but—”

 

“Master Chief,” Howard interrupted, holding his hand up. “The moment I was discharged before the announcement of the exile was the moment I stopped remaining neutral.”

 

Pint broke his usual formal composure and allowed a smile to stretch across his face.

 

“I think the hangar bay would provide enough room for everyone to gather for the event,” Howard said.

“I think that would work as well.”

 

“Go ahead and set it up.”

 

Pint saluted then exited. The clang of the door rumbled through the room as Howard was left alone. He knew Pint was right about the situation, but even so, it wasn’t one he wished he was in.

 

Howard knew the political factions involved in everything that was happening had more to lose than just votes. He’d been to enough fundraiser parties over the past decade to know that many of the congressmen had deep roots with big businesses. It had gotten so bad over the past few years that most of the congressmen didn’t even bother to hide it.

 

The actions of the men in Washington and the citizens that supported them were finally coming to a head. For years people had cried that it was just words, just pieces of paper, and that those words and pieces of paper couldn’t do anything really bad.

 

It was ludicrous thinking. The politicians and people that voted for them thought that their troubles were thousands of miles away in some foreign land. They thought that their military would always remain the best, even though the money that kept it running was drying up.

 

Yes, they were still the most powerful military might in the world, but the effects of the drought and lack of effort to fix the problems that came with it had chipped away the resources the military used to protect its country.

 

No longer could they ignore the problem. Now it was in their states, their cities, their homes. It was in their schools and their news. It was no longer in some far-off land. It was in their own backyard.

***

Despite the promises of peace, Gallo’s war room was busy. Empty coffee pots and mugs, combined with the mountains of cigarettes in the ashtray, were the results of a very long night.

 

The sunken eyes of Gallo’s officers looked over the maps and computer screens, which tracked the assets they still had in place. Thousands of men represented by a single dot peppered the maps and screens like chicken pox. Each of them were itching, yearning to move, to spread.

 

The chatter and talk ended as Gallo entered. Every soldier stood at attention. There were more than a dozen of his best officers saluting him, and Gallo took in the realization that this could be the last time he received such respect.

 

“Where are we with our progress?” Gallo asked, saluting his men and turning them back to their work.

“Sir, our Atlantic warships are only five hundred miles from the Mexican Pacific coastline heading north from the Panama Canal,” Colonel Herrera answered. “They will arrive at the Baja Peninsula by tomorrow morning.”

 

“Excellent work, Colonel. Have we heard from Presidente Castell?”

 

“No. Still nothing on the treaty, sir.”

 

“Regardless, I want all our men stationed on the borders.”

 

“Yes, General.”

 

Everything was almost in place. This would be his last push, and in less than forty-eight hours, he would be either the biggest fool in Mexican history or its greatest champion. Despite the hesitancy of a few of his advisors, Gallo knew he was making the right decision.

 

There was no doubt the Americans were making similar moves to prepare for a coordinated strike if the talking failed. The only difference would be that if the American president signed off on the treaty, then his soldiers would strike.

 

Gallo stared at his chair. He was afraid that sitting down would cause him to lose the momentum he had. His feet were aching, his back and legs were tired. He could feel his eyelids struggling to remain open. Rest would come soon. It was almost done.

***

Dr. Carlson was just how Daniel remembered him: undeniably obnoxious. The two of them had spent the last three hours in a car together on their way through rush-hour traffic to meet with one of Dr. Carlson’s colleagues.

 

Daniel did have to admit he was slightly impressed that Dr. Carlson had managed to secure a facility to restart his work. Which was primarily why Daniel was there in the first place.

 

Smith had exhausted all of his funds for the first venture and was being watched like a hawk by the authorities for any unfavorable conduct. Daniel agreed to provide funding for Dr. Carlson’s work through one of his old companies he still held stock in. It was enough capital for the first few months, renovations, and a down payment on the property until the plant was operational and self-sustaining enough to start drawing a profit. He was hoping that it would be a good investment in more ways than one.

 

“So you’ve already met with him?” Daniel asked.

 

“Yes. It was… productive,” Dr. Carlson answered.

 

“And you trust him?”

 

“I trust him to do what’s right for science.”

 

“That’s all we are to you people, aren’t we? Just lab rats.”

 

“Oh, no. Of course not. Lab rats are much easier to control. You’re more like a less-sophisticated chimpanzee that stumbled across a fancy suit.”

 

The rest of the trip was in silence. Whatever Smith saw in that man was beyond Daniel’s patience. Everything was riding on Dr. Carlson’s ability to produce fresh water. If he couldn’t do that, then Daniel’s money, Smith’s influence, and the surviving American citizens’ struggle in the Southwest would be for nothing. He didn’t appreciate Dr. Carlson’s lackadaisical attitude toward their efforts.

The driver came to a stop just outside a gate that surrounded a small building with docks stretched out into the bay.

 

“What is this, a marina?” Daniel asked.

 

“Used to be. Hopefully this is where we’ll be setting up shop. As long as you can close the deal,” Dr. Carlson answered.

 

The ground was covered in bird droppings, and the smell that rose from the effects of guano having been baked in the sun for the past several weeks stung Daniel’s nostrils. Most of the building’s windows were broken, and he couldn’t help but think of the number of birds that might have gotten inside and the presents they’d left behind. Another car pulled up beside them, and Dr. Carlson went over to greet the new arrivals. Two men stepped out, one of them more excited to see Dr. Carlson than the other.

 

“Craig!” Dr. Carlson said, wrapping the man in a hug. “Thanks for coming, old friend.”

 

“Happy to be here.”

 

“Daniel, this is Dr. Craig Barley. One of the best structural engineers I’ve ever met. Craig, this is Congressman Daniel Hunter.”

 

Craig was a small man. Daniel had known shorter guys in college, but they had been fairly well-built men. Craig looked like a slight wind would knock him over.

 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Congressman,” Craig said, shaking Daniel’s hand enthusiastically.

 

“Likewise.”

 

The other man that got out of the car with Craig was the polar opposite. He was tall, wide around the waist, and sported a thick red beard and a pair of dark eyes that looked like they would set Dr. Carlson on fire if they could.

 

“And this is Dr. Frank Turney,” Dr. Carlson said. “One of the brightest physicists of the century.”

“Except for you. Right, Edwin?” Frank replied, deadpan.

 

“Too kind, Frank. You’re… too kind.”

 

Daniel didn’t bother extending his hand to Frank, who wore an expression that suggested he might not get it back if he did. Frank simply walked up to the gate and unlocked it.

 

“Are you the owner?” Daniel asked.

 

“No, but I know him. He’s willing to sell if the price is right,” Frank answered.

“Well, I hope he’s reasonable.”

 

The gate scraped across the bird shit, and Daniel took a hesitant first step onto the property. Frank took the lead, with the rest of them in tow.

 

Just as Daniel had predicted, the inside of the building was just as bad as the outside. The birds had had their way with everything, and most of the walls were stained with mold and mildew.

 

“I know it looks bad, but it meets all the requirements on our checklist. Size, structure, proximity to the ocean, and surrounding infrastructure,” Dr. Carlson said.

 

“And how much is this picture-perfect real estate going for?” Daniel asked.

 

“Well, that’s where it gets a little—”

 

“Four million,” Frank answered, cutting Dr. Carlson off.

 

“Excuse me?” Daniel asked.

 

“That’s the asking price,” Frank answered.

 

“No. I’m not pouring four million into this dump. I’d be willing to pay a tenth of that.”

 

“I’m afraid the price is nonnegotiable.”

 

“Then I’m afraid we’re going to look elsewhere.”

 

“Daniel, wait!” Dr. Carlson said running after him. Dr. Carlson grabbed his arm and jumped in front of him. “Listen. We need this spot.”

 

“Carlson, I don’t have that kind of money. And even if I did, we would be getting ripped off. And we would still need enough funds for materials. This just doesn’t make sense. We’ll find something else.”

 

“There isn’t anything else. I’ve looked. Every other spot either doesn’t have what we need, or they’re already running a lucrative business that they wouldn’t sell. We don’t have any other choices.”

 

“Then you better have your friend talk the owner down, because I can’t afford the asking price.”

“Frank! Could you come over here?”

 

The old factory’s smell was starting to make Daniel feel lightheaded. If they were in there long enough, they might get high enough to strike a deal, although he wasn’t sure whose favor it would be in.

 

“Frank, the price is too much. I mean look at this place,” Dr. Carlson said.

 

“That’s the asking price,” Frank replied.

 

“Couldn’t you just try and talk to the owner? See if he’d be willing to come down at all?”

 

“No.”

 

It could have been the heat or the smell or the fact that his body was going through alcohol withdrawal after being soaked in whiskey for the past few days, but Daniel was losing his patience.

 

“Do you know what we’re trying to do? Did Dr. Carlson fill you in at all?” Daniel asked, taking over the conversation.

 

“I’m aware of the situation,” Frank answered.

 

“Then you know that if we don’t get this place up and running, this continent will dry up. Even your ice lakes will disappear. We’re running out of water, Dr. Turney, and there won’t be a soul left on this planet to purchase this shitty property if that happens. So why don’t you get on the phone with the owner, and tell him that if he wants to live, then he should bring down the asking price!”

 

Daniel was panting heavily and out of breath. The deep breaths he drew in just brought in more of the rancid fumes. He started to feel sick. He bent over with his hands on his knees, trying to calm his stomach and clear his head, but it did nothing. He ran out of the factory and moved as far away from it as he could. The more he separated himself from the stench of the factory, the better he felt. He looked behind him, and the factory was a few hundred yards in the distance. He closed his eyes, breathing in and out slowly through his nose and mouth.

 

This is too much. We can’t do this. Not here. This is too much.

 

A slight brush of sea air came over him, cooling the beads of sweat on his forehead. For a moment, he forgot where he was. The cool breeze brought him back to his childhood, when his parents would take him to the Carolina coast during the summer. He remembered the heat, the sand, the caked-on sunblock his mother would douse him with. It was the smell of the salt air that he remembered most. He loved that smell.

 

“Daniel?” Dr. Carlson asked, wheezing from his jog over.

 

Both Dr. Carlson and Frank had followed him. The two men wore faces of concern.

 

“I’m sorry, I just… the smell,” Daniel answered.

 

“You really think this will save us,” Frank said.

 

“Ask him,” Daniel said, motioning to Dr. Carlson.

 

“It will work, Frank.”

 

Frank paused. He took a moment to look back at the factory and then back to Daniel. “All right. Four hundred thousand. But I want profit sharing once everything’s operational.”

 

“Deal,” Daniel said.






  
 

Chapter 13

The television in the living room had been on the same channel for the past three hours. The images that flashed on the screen alternated between the two empty podiums and the news anchors filling in the time with their own predictions of how the debate would occur.

 

Two men and two women, with enough makeup on to hide any sign of age or blemish, went back and forth on the issues at hand. A blonde woman whose hair remained in place no matter how she moved was arguing with an older gentleman whose teeth were as white as his hair.

 

“You really think that we can sustain a war right now on our own turf against an enemy that has nothing to lose?”

 

“We have to play to our strengths, and despite the decline in our military, we still have the best fighters in the world.”

 

“What about Brazil? Their water supplies have made them incredibly wealthy. They could start investing that money in weapons. And China has been a threat for years.”

 

“China’s massive population is causing too much of a problem for them to be able to focus on us. Their people are turning on them, and Brazil is a decade away from posing any kind of military threat. It would do us well to set up an alliance with the Brazilians now.”

 

The other male on the program chimed in. “You mentioned China’s population turning on its government. What’s to say that can’t happen here?”

 

The old man smiled. “Hasn’t it already? Have you not seen the news? The rioting about the exile of the Southwest? The water shortages? The war with Mexico? I would say we’re already on the verge of that.”

 

The blonde woman shook her head. “Those are symptoms. Symptoms of a much larger problem. This debate tonight is not about water or the war or the exile. It’s about the fundamental process of what our country was built on and the preservation of that. Congressman Smith has done everything to try and bring us back from the edge, and all he’s gotten in return are ludicrous allegations of treason, which he was of course cleared of.”

 

The other woman on the program raised her hands, trying to bring the tension down. “All right, guys. We’re approaching the beginning of the debate. It’s time for predictions. Bob?”

 

The old man clapped his hands together and rubbed them thoroughly. “I think Smith has an uphill battle. The treason charges really worked against him, and I don’t know if the American people trust him anymore. I’m going Jones.”

 

“Tim?”

 

“Jones is too much of a seasoned veteran. He’s been around Washington for a very long time. This guy doesn’t lose.”

 

“Kathy?”

 

“Smith. I think he’ll be prepared, and the American people will forgive him once they see the type of plan he has laid out. Jones doesn’t stand a chance.”

 

“Well, there you have it. No matter who our experts are rooting for, it’s going to be a heated debate, and from what I’ve heard so far, it’s going to be close.”

 

The panel of experts was replaced by an advertisement that pictured a family picnicking in a green field of grass. The scene was sunny, with blue skies, and each face was smiling. In the center of the picnic sat a jug of water, from which the son of the make-believe family poured himself a crystal-clear glass. The boy took a sip and smiled. Then the words “Keeping your family’s water safe for over one hundred years” appeared on the screen. The logo of the Strydent Chemical Company flashed on the screen, then the television switched to another commercial.

 

All of the color from Amy’s face had drained away. Her hands wouldn’t stop fidgeting in her lap. Her eyes were glued to the television. Brooke took her hand and placed it over her sister’s. Amy looked up at her and tried to smile.

 

“Have you heard from Daniel?” Brooke asked.

 

“No.”

 

Amy spoke softly. Brooke thought that her sister’s voice would break if she spoke too loud. Brooke squeezed Amy’s hand.

 

“It’s going to be okay,” Brooke said. “Smith is going to wipe the floor with this guy, and afterward, everyone will see what this Jones character really is.”

 

“Right.”

 

A few thumps sounded from above, followed by laughs and giggles.

 

“Hey, be careful up there,” Brooke yelled.

 

A unified “sorry” echoed from Brooke and Amy’s daughters. Amy continued to watch the commercials with focused concentration.

 

“I’m going to check on the boys,” Brooke said.

 

Amy nodded, and Brooke gave her sister a kiss on the side of her head. “I love you.” The only response Brooke received was a faint sniffle. She walked toward the back of the house, where John and Kevin had disappeared. Through the back-door window, she could see the two of them in the yard with their backs turned to her. Both their heads were down, looking at something.

 

“Hey,” Brooke said, opening the door. “What are you two doing?”

 

John and Kevin turned around a little too quickly. John kept his hands behind his back. 

 

“Nothing,” John answered.

 

“What do you have, John?” Brooke asked. The two of them looked like deer frozen in headlights. “C’mon. Give it here,” Brooke said.

 

John pulled his hand from behind his back and opened his palm, which held Brooke’s loaded revolver. Brooke stepped forward and grabbed the pistol carefully out of John’s hand.

 

“What are you doing with this?” Brooke asked harshly. “This isn’t a toy!”

 

“Kevin had never seen one. We weren’t going to shoot it,” John answered.

 

“Don’t tell my mom,” Kevin said, quickly.

 

“Your mother has enough on her plate without having to worry about this. Now go back inside and check on her. The debate’s starting soon anyway,” Brooke said.

 

Kevin headed back inside with his head down, shuffling his feet. John attempted to sneak away with him, but Brooke grabbed his arm. “You hold up a minute.”

 

“Mom, look, I’m sorry, okay? I told you we weren’t going to shoot it.”

 

“John, you shouldn’t have shown your cousin this.”

 

“Why not?”

 

“Because he’s younger than you are, and he’s never had any firearm training. And you’re no expert yourself, either.”

 

“I know how to use it. You don’t think I can handle it? What have I been doing for the past week, Mom? Have I not been able to keep it together?”

 

John’s voice rose. His face flushed red. He seemed taller to Brooke. She hadn’t noticed it until now, but it seemed like he’d shot up a few inches out of nowhere. She felt like she was looking up at him.

“You’re right,” Brooke answered. “I’m sorry. It’s just… with everything that’s happened, I don’t want you to lose the part of yourself that is most important. You’ve grown up a lot, and I just don’t want it to happen too fast. You’ve got a lot ahead of you, so just cool it with the guns. Try talking about girls for a bit.”

 

“Mom,” John responded, a little exasperated.

 

Brooke laughed. “Go inside. Make sure Eric’s still alive.”

 

Brooke gave John a push as he headed back inside. She watched him disappear down the hallway through the back-door window and then turn to climb the stairs. Once John was out of sight, she looked back down at the revolver in her hand. Brooke knew things would be different moving forward, regardless of what happened with everything else. No matter what road they traveled down, she couldn’t make John unsee everything that had happened.

 

One of her biggest fears would be to have John experience the same foreign feeling that Brooke felt in that house. She didn’t want him to be like her. She didn’t want him to feel like there wasn’t any safe place left. She didn’t want him to have his guard up all the time. He needed to be a teenager, not a fugitive in hiding. Brooke just wasn’t sure if she’d be able to join her family in that normalcy.

***

Smith adjusted his tie in the mirror. He was clean, shaved, and dressed to the nines. The dressing room where he waited for the final call from the producers was small. The only other objects that joined him were the mirror, a desk, a chair, and a small couch behind him. He pulled his sleeve up to check his watch. The second hand seemed to stand still.

 

Beth had left him thirty minutes ago so he could be alone. It was their ritual before every debate he’d had. Beth would spend the morning quizzing him, testing him on the subject matter that could be brought up and any curve balls that would be thrown at him from either the moderator or his opponent.

Then, after he’d passed through the final gauntlet Beth made him run, he’d lock himself in solitude. He needed to be alone with his thoughts, undisturbed. He enjoyed the quiet before all the noise, the lights, and the tension. It was during these moments that he could see everything clearly.

 

But this time felt different. Smith wasn’t sure if he would get another chance like this. There was too much at stake. This would be the turning point of the country, where it would either continue down its path of destruction or begin heading down the road of recovery. Smith knew both roads were one-way streets.

 

“Congressman? We’re ready for you,” one of the producers came into say.

Smith nodded and followed the young man through the halls of the studio. Every person he passed stopped what they were doing to watch him walk by. Smith wasn’t the only one who knew the gravity of this debate.

 

The lights nearly blinded him when he stepped out on stage. Jones was already at his podium, looking over some of his notes. The moderator was in place, and the cameras were set. Behind the cameras, there was no audience, just a few other producers and stagehands.

 

“You can take your place right here, Congressman. And if you can put this mic on, we’ll get started.”

“Thank you,” Smith said, pinning the mic on his lapel.

 

“Congressmen,” the moderator said. “When I get the green light, the cameras will open up on me, and as I introduce you, the cameras will move to you. I know this isn’t the first time for either of you, so I’m sure this will go smoothly.”

 

The producer gave a thumbs up and started the countdown.

 

“Okay, and we’re on in five, four, three,” the producer held up his hands signaling two then one and pointed to the moderator as the lights flashed on.

 

“Good evening. Welcome to tonight’s debate between Congressman David Smith and Congressman Raymond Jones. Gentlemen, answers will be limited to two minutes, and rebuttals will be one minute. The timer will begin after the end of my questions. Congressman Jones, you will be receiving the first question. What does the United States have to gain with the war against Mexico?”

 

“Nothing. We have absolutely nothing to gain. It’s a waste of resources and we’re putting our soldiers at unnecessary risk. And I would dare to say that the president agrees with me. Just the other day, I was sent to Mexico City to discuss the terms of a cease-fire. I believe a final draft was just drawn up,” Jones answered.

 

The moderator turned to Smith, who was meticulously taking notes. “Congressman Smith, same question.”

 

“I would have to say I agree with Congressman Jones, but what Jones failed to mention was his prior involvement with the Mexican government in the first place. Congressman Jones has been back-channeling with Mexican officials to work on a military strike against the Brazilians. I think we would all like to know why Congressman Jones is trading one war for another—one that could put us at odds with the Chinese, who have developed a strong relationship with Brazil.”

 

“That’s quite a statement, Congressman Smith. What do you have to say to those allegations, Congressman Jones?”

 

“Well, Congressman Smith, yes, I have been doing some back-channeling, but it’s been to prevent war, not engage in it. All of my talks with the Mexican officials have been to help us come to an understanding of where our two nations exist. Talks of Brazil may have been brought up, but I think we would all agree that Brazil as an ally would be far better than an enemy.”

 

“That doesn’t answer the question,” Smith said.

 

“Congressmen, please,” the moderator cut in. “Moving on to the next question. Congressman Smith, your involvement with Bill HR 285016 was widely publicized three years ago and then again several weeks ago. Why do you think that this bill is the answer?”

 

“The bill isn’t the answer. The only thing the bill offers is the chance for the answer to work. Dr. Carlson’s filtration system is foolproof. The bill would allow him to build a factory and make it legal to sell and distribute the water purified by his process. This would alleviate our water problems, boost the economy, and save our way of life.”

 

“Congressman Jones, same question.”

 

“I remember the hearings on Bill HR 285016, and from what I recall, third-party scientists debunked Dr. Carlson’s method stating, and I quote, ‘inconclusive results from our tests lead us in a direction where we cannot endorse this method due to health concerns’ end quote. And if scientific evidence wasn’t enough, then what about the voice of the people? Public support for the bill plummeted once this research was published. I still don’t understand why Congressman Smith insists on trying to overturn our citizens’ clear statement that they don’t want anything to do with Dr. Carlson’s filtration process.”

 

Jones had always been slippery. It was how he’d survived in politics for as long as he had. Smith looked down at his notes, more out of habit than need. He knew every syllable on those cards like the hairs on the back of his hand. He needed something more. He needed to drive the point home.

“Congressman Smith, rebuttal?”

 

“You know, in my political career, which has spanned almost two decades, I’ve come across a lot of questionable decisions. I’ve been involved in some of them myself. The choices we face as congressmen are supposed to be simple. The people guide our decisions… but the truth is that’s not always the case. Sometimes we choose to go off the beaten path and forge our own agendas. Every congressman has done it, myself included. However, I’ve found that there are two types of paths that a congressman will go down when faced with that crossroads. The first is to go the way of self-indulgence to ascend in his or her career. This road is filled with bribes and lies. This path in no way helps the people or the country, no matter what lies politicians tell themselves. The second is much harder. It takes you down a path that serves the people but, at times, can conflict with your own self-interest. I’d like to say that I’ve chosen this path more times than the other, although I know that wouldn’t be entirely true. But that’s what I’ve done in this case. In fact, right now, off the coast of Canada in the city of Halifax, I have a team working with Dr. Carlson to continue his work. I acted alone in this, but I did so with only the best of intentions for my country and the citizens I serve.”

 

“Congressman Smith, are saying that you’ve set up an illegal water operation on foreign soil?” the moderator asked.

 

“Yes. In fact, I had a meeting earlier today with Senator Harris about establishing a new relationship with the Canadians to allow Dr. Carlson to continue his work in exchange for debt forgiveness on the Great Lakes loans.”

 

The producer behind the moderator was motioning for him to cut to commercial.

 

“Well, we’re getting word we need to take a quick break, but I think I know where we’ll pick up when we return,” the moderator said.

 

The camera stayed on the moderator’s smile for a few seconds, then the lights faded to black.

“Call the authorities. This man has gone behind the backs of every government official and put not just our country at risk but the lives of the Canadians!” Jones said.

 

“Actually, I had a meeting with the Canadian ambassador a few days ago,” Smith said. “The Canadian government is very excited for the opportunity.”

 

Jones’s jaw went slack. He moved his mouth, but no words would form. Jones disappeared backstage and didn’t return.

***

There wasn’t a face in the living room that wasn’t smiling. Amy was so happy she was crying. John and Kevin were fist pumping, Gabby and Emily were running around the couches, and the noise had woken Eric from his painkiller slumber.

 

When the moderator came back on and announced that Jones had left the debate, Brooke was in shock. The fact that he just disappeared like that without explanation said everything she needed to hear. She just hoped that the rest of the country heard it as well.

 

The news anchors from earlier reappeared on the screen to help fill the dead air. The two men were in shock, and the blonde woman who’d chosen Smith to win the debate was all smiles.

“That was the strangest ending to a debate I have ever seen,” the older man said.

 

“We’re receiving analytics from our online polls in regard to the debate, which had more than ninety million viewers. It is the highest-rated debate in history. We had a few questions on our polls tonight to see how the American people felt each of their congressmen performed. The first question was, ‘Which congressman aligned with your personal views?’ And the results are a staggering eighty-three percent for Congressman Smith.”

 

“Wow. That’s unbelievable.”

 

“The next question we polled with our viewers was, ‘Do you agree on the war with Mexico?’ The results here are a little more even. Sixty-one percent say ‘no’ while thirty-nine percent say ‘yes’. And our final question in the polls was ‘Given the chance to support Bill HR 285016, would you?’ This is by far the most interesting statistic: eighty-nine percent of viewers said they would. Eighty-nine.”

Another roar of cheers filled the living room. This was it. This was the beginning of going home. If people were willing to give Dr. Carlson’s method a try, then there was no reason the Southwest couldn’t rejoin the Union. There would be enough fresh water to last for generations to come.

 

Emily came up next to Brooke on the couch and gave her a big kiss on the cheek. Brooke picked up her daughter and lifted her into the air, twirling them both in circles. She pulled Emily in and squeezed her like she would never be able to let her go. Brooke just might be able to go home after all.

***

Once the announcement was made that Jones had left the debate, Terry turned his radio off. He could hear the honking of car horns and the cheers coming from the people in the houses of the neighborhood around him.

 

But Terry was only focused on one house. He pulled his binoculars to his eyes and glanced through the windows of the house he was casing. There, in the middle of the living room, twirling her daughter around in the air, was the woman he’d been chasing.






  
 

Chapter 14

Once Amy regained some semblance of composure, the first call she made was to Daniel. She could hear the relief in his voice from the debate results. With the rest of the country finally on their side, change would happen. If nothing was done, then civil war would break out, and they both knew that would do much more harm than good.

 

Brooke reached for the phone before Amy hung up. “Let me talk to him,” she said. Brooke had to cover her other ear to block out the raging noise the kids were still making. “Daniel, it’s Brooke.”

 

“That’s some pretty good news,” Daniel said.

 

“I know. It’s definitely a step in the right direction. Listen, I know it’s going to be a while before everything gets straightened out, but I was hoping you could make some calls to see if we could stay here for a while—legally, of course.”

 

“Sure. I don’t think it should be a problem now.”

 

“Thank you.”

 

Brooke handed the phone back to Amy, who began to smile and cry all at the same time again. John rushed over to Brooke. “Mom, can I go with Kevin to his friend’s house next door?”

 

“John, I don’t think it’s a good idea. Technically we’re still not supposed to be here.”

 

“C’mon. They don’t even know me. We’ll just tell them I’m visiting from Maine or something. Mom, please.”

 

She had a hard time trying to come up with a reason to say no. With the landslide victory that Smith had been able to land, the stresses of the past week began to ease. “All right, but do not go anywhere else.”

 

“Thanks, Mom!”

 

John gave her a hug and then disappeared with Kevin out the front door. Emily came running up to her, smiling. “I suppose you want to leave me, too?” Brooke asked.

 

“It’s okay, Mom. I’ll stay with you.”

 

“Thanks, baby. Hey, Amy,” Brooke said, calling over to her sister. “What do we want to do for dinner?”

Before Amy answered, the entire house went dark. The TV shut off, the lights went out, and the hum of the A/C through the vents went silent. Brooke walked over to one of the light switches and flicked it on and off.

 

“Where’s your breaker box?” Brooke asked.

 

“It’s down in the basement.”

 

“You have any flashlights?”

 

After fumbling around in the kitchen, Amy managed to find one of the flashlights she kept for emergencies rolling around next to some of her old Tupperware.

 

“You really should have a better-organized and stockpiled emergency stash, Amy.”

 

“I know. It’s just I never have time for it.”

 

The circle of light from the flashlight grew and shrank as Brooke moved it over the wooden floorboards and walls until she came across the basement door along the side of the staircase.

Brooke sniffed the air. It was musty. The old wooden staircase creaked with each added step of pressure she gave on her way down. The beam of the flashlight caught the circling dust floating through the air in the realm of its watchful eye. Once she made it to the bottom of the staircase, she saw the gray box that encased the breakers.

 

She swung the metal door open and flipped the breakers off then on again, but the darkness remained.

 

“Did you find it?” Amy asked, yelling from the top of the stairs.

 

“Yeah, I flipped the switches, but nothing happened.”

 

“Try it again.”

 

Brooke flipped the switches off one more time then pushed them on. Aside from the clunk of the breakers switching back and forth, nothing happened. Brooke closed the breaker box and stomped back up the stairs.

 

“You might want to call the power company. See if a transformer went bad,” Brooke said, walking back into the house. When she looked out the window of the back door, she could see that the lights in the house behind them were still on.

 

Brooke then rushed over to the front living room, checking the other surrounding houses. All of them still had power. “Amy, check the landline.”

 

Amy picked up the phone on the kitchen counter and shook her head. “It’s dead.”

 

Brooke started to feel the rapid beat of her pulse. Her body flushed hot, and she immediately pulled the revolver from her pocket. “Use your cell and call the police,” Brooke said.

 

“Brooke, what’s going on?”

 

“Now!”

 

She went back into the living room to grab Emily and Gabby. She pulled the girls close and led them back over to the basement. Amy had her phone to her ear, waiting for someone to pick up, “Yes, I need a police car to my address.”

 

Brooke knelt down to the girls, both of whom wore looks of terror on their faces. “I need you guys to play a game for me, okay? Whoever is the quietest and bravest gets a big bowl of ice cream. Sound good?”

 

Both of the girls nodded sheepishly.

 

“Okay, so I’m going to have you go downstairs with Aunt Amy, and you guys stay there until I come back down to grab you.”

 

“You don’t think it’s him, do you?” Eric asked, cutting in. Brooke nodded.

 

“Thank you. We’ll be here,” Amy finished, then hung up the call. “They’ll have someone here in ten minutes.”

 

“Ten?” Brooke asked.

 

It was too long. But then again, if it was who she thought it was, then he was only after her. Keeping Amy and the girls downstairs and away from any conflict was the safest option for them.

 

“Is there a cellar door that leads into the basement from the outside?” Brooke asked.

 

“No,” Amy answered, shaking her head. “There aren’t even any windows.”

 

“Eric, take the girls downstairs and stay there until either myself or a police officer shows up. Make them show you their badges before you open the door. Got it?”

 

“Brooke, what’s happening?” Amy asked.

 

“I should be the one staying up here,” Eric said.

 

“You can barely walk, let alone shoot a gun. Now go!”

 

A crash sounded from upstairs.

 

“Hurry!” Brooke said.

 

Eric escorted Amy and the girls into the basement. Brooke raised the revolver to the second floor of the house. She turned the flashlight off, trying to use the darkness as a form of cover. The revolver shook slightly in her hand. She pressed her feet lightly and methodically around to the front of the staircase to get a better look.

 

Brooke tried to control her breathing, avoiding being too loud. She waited at the end of the staircase, the revolver aimed at the second floor. Her entire body felt like it was on fire. She kept having to close her eyes, shaking the flashes of the last time she’d pulled the trigger out of her head. The memories insisted on inserting themselves into her conscious mind. The squeeze of the trigger. The bullets. The shattered bones. The blood. Brooke’s heart raced. She couldn’t control her breathing anymore. A tightness formed in her chest that felt like it would choke her.

 

Then the crash of the back door being broken down brought her back from the memories. Brooke turned the corner to see Terry bolt inside and duck behind one of the counters. She squeezed the trigger, and a bullet pierced one of the cabinets. She cursed under her breath. A wasted shot. She was being too reactive. She took a deep breath and crouched behind a table by the front door. It gave her a clear line of sight from the entrances to the kitchen from the hallway and the living room.

 

“Brooke, this isn’t a good idea,” Terry said, his voice booming, making sure that Brooke could hear him no matter where she was.

 

“The police are on their way,” Brooke replied. “You’ll have to answer to them before you try anything.”

 

Brooke’s eyes darted between each of the kitchen’s entrances. She knew he could come at her at any moment. She just had to keep him busy long enough for the cops to show up.

 

Terry darted into the living room. Brooke drew a bead on him and fired but missed as he ducked behind the sofa. “Shit.”

 

“How many you have left? Probably three, right? Looks like a five shooter,” Terry yelled. “Put the gun down, Brooke. You’re worth more alive than dead.”

 

By now the neighbors would have heard the shots and called the police, only quickening the response time. Brooke was just glad at least John and Kevin were safe.

 

But then, as Brooke was eyeing the couch intensely, she saw movement at the back door. It gently swung open, and her heart dropped as John’s foot crunched on a piece of glass. “Mom?”

 

Brooke sprinted down the hallway. John just kept standing there looking at Terry, his mouth open, speechless. His figure grew closer. Brooke reached out her hand. She was so close to him. Then, just before she reached him, she watched Terry’s gloved hand touch John’s arm and grab him.

 

Brooke stopped. The muscles in her arm spasmed from the grip she had on the revolver. “Let him go!” Spit flew from Brooke’s mouth as she barked the order. She looked for a clear shot, but Terry had pulled her son close. She didn’t trust her aim enough to pull the trigger.

 

“Put the gun down, Brooke,” Terry said, holding the knife to John’s throat. “Put it down, and your son lives.”

 

John’s body was rigid and awkward from the hold Terry had him in. Her son. Her first born. The barrel of the revolver dipped slightly, then she lowered it to her side.

 

“Put it on the ground, and kick it over to me. Keep your hands in the air,” Terry said.

Brooke slowly placed the revolver on the tile floor then kicked it over as instructed.

“Living room. Walk,” Terry said.

 

Whatever happened to her family was on her. And if the outcome wasn’t the one she wanted, she wasn’t sure if she would be able to live with herself.

***

Once the announcement was made that Jones had walked off the set, Gallo knew that it was over. There would be no treaty. The United States would not honor the land that rightfully belonged to Mexico.

Just as the American news anchors were beginning their analysis of the debate, Gallo turned it off. The room was silent. He turned to his advisors, all waiting for the order to be given. But Gallo said nothing. He simply walked over to the ancient map he kept in his office.

 

It was old. Almost two centuries old. The paper the map was printed on was fragile. The print was worn, and the border lines were barely visible. Gallo reached up and grabbed the map’s frame, taking it down from the wall. He turned around, looking down at the map.

 

“You know that during the Mexican-American war in the middle of the 1800s, a famous Mexican general by the name of Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna was living in Cuba, exiled from the very nation he loved. During the war, he convinced the American president to let him negotiate a peace with the Mexican government that would end the war on favorable terms for the Americans. But once General Santa Anna was in his own country, he rallied his men and engaged in a full attack against the Americans. Despite the move, we still lost the war.”

 

Colonel Herrera stepped forward, separating himself from Gallo’s other advisors. “General, all of our men and resources are in place. What is your order?”

 

Gallo could see his reflection in the clean glass surface the map was encased in. Gallo lifted the frame high above his head and smashed it on the floor. The glass shattered, exposing the map. Gallo reached down and picked up the old parchment and clutched it in a fist.

 

“This is our land! It belongs to us! Bring us back our glory!”

***

The Rocky Mountain range in Cheyenne, Colorado, remained quiet and majestic on the surface, but deep within its belly was a hurricane of coordinated countermeasures.

 

Lieutenant Colonel Mink was at the helm, guiding the resources to their destinations to engage the Mexican threat. The tiny blips and beeps on each of the screens in the command room represented the lives of tens of thousands of American soldiers.

 

The noise level of the room never reached above more than a dull roar. Lieutenant Colonel Mink maintained order in the face of chaos. But he knew what was happening on the ground. Bullets pierced flesh. Explosions rocked the earth. The screams of men couldn’t be heard from their command post, but Mink knew they were there.

 

The Mexican strike was quick. Gallo’s forces were hoping to catch them off guard, but they were ready. The only advantage the Mexican army had was the ground they had managed to gain in Arizona and New Mexico from their previous push.

 

“Sir,” one of the officers said, grabbing Mink’s attention. “We have a lot of movement in the Pacific.”

“What do we have?” Mink asked, looking at his officer’s screen.

 

“Multiple enemy warships have entered the area. I count twelve heading north.”

 

“Alert Captain Ford. What’s the status of the USS Carl Vinson?”

 

“They’re still caught up in the Alaskan fisheries, sir. The president didn’t pull it in time.”

***

The cheers in the flight hangar of the USS Ronald Reagan were deafening. There wasn’t a single sailor sitting down. Everyone knew what it meant. The water shortages would end, the states exiled would be reinstated, and the economy would recover. That debate was the start of a chain reaction that would ripple through the rest of the country like an antidote to a poison.

 

But the cheers were quelled by the carrier’s sirens. Every sailor in the hangar scrambled to her or his station in an organized chaos that could only occur through the discipline of control and habit.

 

Captain Howard stormed up to the flight deck, and the boom of F-18s echoed through the air. Once on the flight deck, Howard could see the approaching Mexican fleet in the distance. Once on the command deck, Howard had a full view of the battle around him.

 

Explosions rocked the evening sky as jets were pinned against one another in dogfights. Puffs of smoke burst from the cannons of the warships. The horizon resembled a deadlier version of fireworks on the Fourth of July.

 

“Master Chief, what’s our status?” Howard asked.

 

“Sixty bogeys in our airspace, sir. Four of the Mexican warships are attempting to flank us from the west.”

 

“Alert Captain Ford.”

 

“Yes, sir.”

 

The ignition of the jet engines rotating through their preflight had overtaken the carrier’s wailing sirens. Each boom from the flight deck signaling another takeoff was single beat of a war drum. And Howard could feel every vibration of war ripple through his chest.

 

“Missiles incoming, Captain. Deploying countermeasures,” Pint said.

 

The sophisticated defense system of the carrier had the ability to deflect a barrage of direct attacks. The system calculated velocity, trajectory, and Coriolis effect from the earth’s curvature, all within seconds. The results were sixteen RIM-7 Sea Sparrow missiles launched from the USS Ronald Reagan, intercepting the attacking Mexican missiles.

 

Each missile collided with its target seamlessly and decorated the sky with the ramifications of war. High above the explosions, dogfights between the Mexican and American fighters rocked the atmosphere. The swarm of jets resembled hornets, angered by the violent disturbance of their home.

“Countermeasures effective,” Pint said.

 

The massive show of force from the Mexican military was Gallo throwing everything he had at them, and Howard knew it. Gallo thought he could overwhelm them. He might have stood a chance if Ford hadn’t shown up, but not now. The Mexican general had just sentenced his men to a death sentence.

“Sir, we have enemy submarines on radar!” Pint yelled.

 

“Order the USS Albuquerque to engage. Change course to east.”

 

“Yes, sir.”

 

Howard knew that exposing the USS Albuquerque so early in the battle might have posed a strategic threat, but Gallo had been the first to show his cards. And Howard couldn’t afford to lose the USS Ronald Reagan.

 

“USS Albuquerque, engage enemy submarine, heading Alpha, Foxtrot, Niner, Seven,” Pint ordered.

The radar detecting the enemy sub continued to track its location. Any torpedoes fired would trigger the defense systems, but the USS Albuquerque was much better equipped to handle such an offensive.

“Enemy sub twenty five hundred yards due south, Captain,” Pint said.

 

The USS Albuquerque inched closer to the enemy sub. The two shapes on the display screen were on a collision course, with the USS Albuquerque having the edge. There wasn’t a faster attack sub in the Pacific Fleet.

 

The shift of the massive aircraft carrier began its own change of heading. The USS Ronald Reagan was big, but Howard wasn’t going to let it be a sitting duck.

 

“Torpedoes launched!” Pint said.

 

Before Howard could respond, the USS Albuquerque did it for him. Two foreign objects were on trajectory right for the carrier. The USS Albuquerque’s own torpedoes sped along the radar to intercept. The entire bridge drew in a breath as the two elongated dots grew closer until they disappeared on radar, which failed to exemplify the explosion of contact underneath the ocean’s surface less than fifty yards from the carrier’s hull.

 

“We have good effect,” Pint said, wiping the sweat off his forehead as the enemy sub faded from radar.

***

Terry ordered everyone out of the basement and gathered them in the living room. Emily and Gabby huddled behind Brooke and Amy, while Terry and John sat on Brooke’s left and Eric on Amy’s right. The barrel of Terry’s pistol aimed right at them.

 

“Where’s your husband?” Terry asked, pointing the gun at Amy.

 

“I-I don’t know. He’s on business.”

 

“Business where?”

 

“He didn’t tell me.”

 

“Where’s your phone?”

 

“My pocket.”

 

“Reach for it. Slowly.”

 

Each of Terry’s hands gripped pistols, one his own and the other the revolver Brooke had kicked to him when John was held hostage. “Call him. Tell him to come home. That his daughter is sick.”

“P-please, you don’t have t-to d-do this. If you want money, we can p-pay you,” Amy replied.

“I’m already getting paid,” Terry answered.

 

Tears were flowing from Amy’s face. She wiped her nose and scrolled through her phone, looking for Daniel’s number. Eric kept close. His face was stone. The playful face Brooke had grown accustomed to was gone.

 

“Drop the thousand-yard stare,” Terry said.

 

“I’m surprised you can count that high,” Eric answered.

 

“Funny,” Terry replied. “Military, right? Tall, clean shaven, cocky… Air Force?”

 

Eric remained silent.

 

“Figures. How’s the shoulder?” Terry motioned with the barrel of his pistol, smiling and admiring his handiwork. Terry stepped forward until he was hovering right above Eric. He pressed the end of the barrel on the wound. Eric started shaking but didn’t break eye contact.

 

“You know that friend of yours acted tough in the beginning, too, but in the end he cracked like a little bitch,” Terry said.

 

Eric sprang from his seat, but Terry brought the side of his pistol across Eric’s face quickly, knocking him down. Eric groaned, rocking back and forth on his back on the couch. Terry brought the pistol down on Eric again, this time striking the other side of his face. The crack of metal against bone made each of them jump. Terry brought his arm up again for another blow.

 

“Stop!” Brooke said.

 

Before Brooke could take another step forward, the barrel of Terry’s pistol was aimed at her, with his finger on the trigger.

 

“Now’s not the time to get fresh, sweetheart,” Terry said.

 

Brooke slowly lowered herself back to the floor. Eric, still disoriented, pushed himself up on his elbow. Blood from his wounds dripped against the carpet and seat cushions. Bits of jagged flesh dangled from his cheek. The cut was at least two inches long.

 

Terry turned the pistol back on Amy, who jumped at the sudden movement. “Dial. Now.”

 

Amy pressed the phone to her ear like a kid trying to cover her ears to protect herself from the situation around her. Everyone else was quiet. Brooke could hear the faint ringing from the phone. After three rings, a muffled voice picked up.

 

“Daniel?” Amy asked, her voice shaking. “Daniel, you need to come home... Gabby’s sick and the doctors don’t know what’s wrong… No, they won’t let me see her. Daniel, it’s bad. Please, com— Okay. We’re at Charlotte General.” Amy set the phone down, her hand still trembling. “He’s on his way.”

 

“Good. Now, this is what’s going to happen next. You and your daughter are going to take a little trip with me to the hospital, where we’re going to wait for him,” Terry said.

 

“Please! I don’t even know what this is about! What do you want?” Amy pleaded.

 

“Your husband pissed off the wrong people,” Terry answered.

 

Bounty hunter. Brooke should have known. Guns for hire had become a booming business over the past few years. Corporations wanting to protect resources and assets would hire certain unfavorable individuals to ensure their continued survival. The targets could be anyone: workers, politicians… illegals. But what haunted Brooke was worrying whether she had brought this on Daniel. Did he try and ask for favors to allow Brooke and her children to stay here permanently? Did he have to break the law to make it happen?

 

“What are you going to do to him?” Brooke asked.

 

“You need to be worrying about yourself, sweetheart,” Terry answered. “Now, everyone, up!”

John helped Eric limp to the basement. Brooke kept Emily in her arms, and Gabby walked sheepishly behind Amy. All the while, Terry kept both pistols aimed at their heads in case anyone decided to get brave.

 

Once downstairs, Terry instructed Amy to zip-tie their hands behind their backs, even Emily’s, then did the same to their feet. While Amy was busying tying them up, Brooke was scanning the shelves in the basement, looking for anything she could use to free herself once Terry was gone. All she could see were blankets, old storage bins, and two medium-sized cardboard boxes labeled “mason jars.”

 

Terry checked the restraints to make sure they were secure. “All right, so here’s the deal. If anyone isn’t here when I get back, I kill these two,” pointing at Gabby and Amy, who were quivering and clinging to each other. “So if you try and escape, you’ll have their blood on your hands.” Terry locked them inside, casting Brooke, Eric, and John into total darkness.

 

“John, are you okay?” Brooke asked.

 

“Yeah. I’m fine,” John answered.

 

“Eric?” Brooke asked.

 

Brooke heard a moan, then a soft, “yes.” The zip ties around her wrists and ankles were tight. She could feel the blood struggling to circulate and the swelling it caused. She had no idea how far away the hospital was, but she knew that it had to be at least a five-hour flight from Canada to Charlotte. Brooke was just glad Amy had been smart enough not to tell the bounty hunter where Daniel was. It at least bought them some time.

 

“John, can you scoot over to where my back is?” Brooke asked.

 

“I’ll try.”

 

“Just keep following my voice.”

 

Brooke’s eyes began to adjust to the darkness. She could see the shapes of shelves and boxes forming. She felt John’s hand grab her arm.

 

“Perfect, now, keep your wrists up,” Brooke said. She wiggled her fingers until she could feel the zip tie around John’s wrist. She ran her fingertips over the edge until she found the tiny covering that concealed the zip tie’s locking bar. She picked at it, but it wouldn’t budge.

 

“Mom, what are you doing?” John asked.

 

“I’m trying,” Brooke said, continuing to pick at the locking bar, “to get us,” she could hear the tick of her fingernail getting close, “out of here.”

 

The muscles in Brooke’s back tightened, and she could feel her hands going numb. She wasn’t sure how much longer she’d have the feeling in her fingertips to do this. Her frustration grew with each small “click” and “tick” she heard from her laborious efforts.

 

Finally, after a few more minutes of trying, she heard the distinct slide of the zip tie loosening, giving John enough room to wiggle his hands free.

 

“I’m out!” John said.

 

“That’s great! Now, get your feet free and then undo my hands,” Brooke said.

 

Brooke coached John through it. It took him a little longer than it had taken Brooke, even with both of his hands free, but eventually John managed to undo the zip ties on his feet. Once he was done, he untied Brooke, who then quickly freed Emily and Eric.

 

With John helping Eric, Brooke rushed up the staircase, but when her hand landed on the doorknob, it was locked. The door buckled a bit when she shoulder-checked it. She hit it again, repeatedly trying to break the door down, but she just didn’t have enough weight behind her.

 

“John! Come up here,” Brooke shouted. Her son joined her at the top of the staircase. “We hit it on three. One, two, three!” Brooke and John sent their collective weight into the door. A noticeable crack formed along the edges. “Again. One, two, three!” They swung their shoulders into the door and tumbled into the hallway outside.

 

Brooke immediately rushed to the front of the house and checked the driveway. Amy’s car was gone. Brooke walked in circles, trying to determine her next move. Whoever had hired the hit on Daniel would most likely have political pull that stretched into the authorities, so the police were out.

“John!” Brooke said.

 

He came into the living room, propping Eric up under his shoulder with Emily in tow. Eric collapsed onto the couch, holding his face and exhausted from the effort of climbing the stairs.

“Let me see your phone,” Brooke said.

 

John tossed her his mobile, and she connected to the Internet. Charlotte General was twelve miles north. With Amy’s car gone, the only other mode of transportation was the cruiser parked in the garage, which still wasn’t presentable for the road.

 

“Kevin,” Brooke whispered. “John, which house did you and Kevin go too?”

 

“Next door.”

 

Brooke headed for the front door, but before she reached the handle, John pulled her back.

 

“Mom, wait.”

 

“What?”

 

“Their parents aren’t home. It’s a party. Don’t be mad when you go over there, okay?”

“John, teenage drinking is the least of my worries right now.”

 

Brooke dashed across the lawn. The faint thump of bass grew louder the closer she moved to the neighbor’s house. Down the street, she could see the collection of cars that the kids tried hiding to avoid suspicion. The front door was open, and Brooke walked right inside.

 

The music was so loud that Brooke could feel her body vibrate. The house was wall-to-wall high school kids. Most of the hands she saw were holding either red cups or someone of the opposite sex. Because of the music, no one had heard her entrance, and it took a few minutes before people realized there was an adult in the house. It wasn’t long afterward that kids started bolting for the exit, assuming that it was the parent of whoever lived here.

 

Brooke scanned the faces of the kids inside, trying to locate her nephew. Finally, she found Kevin in the back talking to a girl, one of the red cups in his hand. It was the girl he was talking to that saw Brooke first. Kevin chucked the drink in his hand as Brooke walked up to him.

 

“Please, Aunt Brooke, don’t tell my mom.”

 

“I need your phone, Kevin.”

 

“What?”

 

“Quickly!”

 

Kevin fumbled in his jeans pocket, then handed Brooke his cell. She scrolled through the phone vigorously. She could see Kevin try to sneak off out of the corner of her eye, but she snatched him up as she pressed the phone to her ear.

 

“Aunt Brooke, please don’t call my mom. She’s going to kill me.”

 

“Hush!”

 

The phone rang four times before Daniel finally picked up.

 

“Kevin, what’s wrong? Did you guys hear something from the doctors?” Daniel asked, his voice frantic.

 

“Daniel, it’s Brooke. The call Amy made was a setup. Some bounty hunter has them and is using both her and Gabby as bait.”

 

While Daniel remained silent on the phone, she watched Kevin’s guilt-ridden face morph into one of concern. “Aunt Brooke, what’s going on?”

 

“What about Kevin? Is he all right? Where are they?” Daniel asked.

 

“He’s fine. He’s with me. They’re on their way to Charlotte General now. I didn’t think the police could help in this situation, but I was hoping you knew of someone that might,” Brooke answered.

 

“Yes, I do. I’m on my way to the airport now. Are they in Amy’s car?”

 

“Yeah.”

 

“Listen, you guys need to leave the house. It’s not safe there anymore. I have some cash stored in my nightstand upstairs. It’s upwards of one thousand dollars. Take it and get a hotel room. Stay there until you here from me. I’ll call Kevin’s phone.”

 

“All right. Wait! Daniel, do you have a firearm in the house?”

 

“Yes, it’s in a safe in the nightstand next to my bed.”

 

“Text the combination to Kevin’s phone.”

 

Brooke hung up and stuffed the phone into her pocket. She grabbed Kevin by the scruff of his neck and headed back to his house, where she had Eric take care of the kids. Kevin’s phone pinged, signaling a text and Brooke rushed up the stairs to the second floor.

***

“Can’t you go any faster?” Daniel asked.

 

The cab driver simply shrugged and gestured to the red brake lights in front of him. The thick Halifax traffic was at a standstill. Daniel’s body wouldn’t stop shaking. He wasn’t sure whether it was because of fear or anger. The fact that Jones had actually gone through with his threat shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but the lingering shock wouldn’t go away. Daniel dialed the only number he could think of. He just prayed that he would pick up.

 

“Daniel, is everything all right?” Smith asked.

 

“David! My family’s in trouble!”

 

“Whoa, slow down.”

 

“Jones put a hit on me, and he’s using my family as bait. I need your help. You have to help me.”

“Okay, just calm down. Where is your family?”

 

“Charlotte General. They’re in my wife’s car. It’s a blue Audi A4. Please, David, don’t let him hurt them.”

 

“I won’t. Where are you?”

 

“I’m stuck in traffic on my way to the airport.”

 

“The plane I had bring you to Halifax should still be there. I’ll have the pilot start getting things ready for takeoff.”

 

“Thank you.”

 

Daniel ended the call and closed his eyes. The cab started to feel hot. He loosened his tie. His breathing accelerated. This can’t be happening. This isn’t real. Everything started to spin. Get a grip. You need to get a grip. Control it! All of the rage running through him funneled into his fist as he pounded the ceiling of the taxicab repeatedly.

 

All of this was because of him. Jones might have his finger on the trigger, but Daniel was the one who had put his family in the crosshairs. He’d let his ego get the better of him. And now his family was paying the price for his mistakes. The fate of his family’s future rested solely on his shoulders. Daniel prayed that that he’d be able to bear it.

***

Gallo’s plane landed on a small landing strip near the California border just east of Tijuana. He was no more than forty miles from the fighting. Normally it was unconventional for an officer of his stature to be this close to the front lines, but he refused to sit behind a desk while his men fought one of the biggest conflicts in Mexican history.

 

The soldiers on the tarmac saluted, and Gallo sniffed the air. The faintest hint of smoke and hot lead filled his nostrils. He’d stayed abreast of all the reports coming in, along with his officers’ pleas for retreat, but he wouldn’t let them waiver. If this was to be their end, then he would make it the bloodiest in the history of war.

 

Colonel Herrera met him outside a makeshift tent beside a jet hangar. “General, it is an honor to have you on the field of battle with us today.”

 

“Field of battle? And where do you see a battle happening, Colonel?”

 

“General, we wanted to ensure your safety. It would be unwise to have you so close to the enemy.”

“For my safety or yours, Colonel?”

 

Herrera stood slack jawed, unable to speak. Gallo brushed past him and flung open the tent flap. All the officers stood and saluted. He stepped slowly around the men, refusing to allow them to lower their salutes. His eyes roamed over the map in the center of the room. His forces were being pushed back on all fronts: California, Phoenix, and Albuquerque. His fleet off the coast of San Diego was in shambles, and his planes were falling from the skies.

 

“Is this how you represent your country? Your heritage?” Gallo asked.

 

The officers remained silent, their arms still rigid in salute.

 

“Is this how you win a war?” Gallo bellowed, slamming his fist into the table and disrupting the positions of the figurines.

 

Herrera entered upon hearing the noise. His face was ghost white. He opened and closed his mouth several times, trying to form words that just wouldn’t come.

 

“What is it, Colonel?” Gallo asked.

 

“S-sir… The Americans… Our men… They’re surrounded.”

 

“What?”

 

The colonel didn’t repeat himself, but he didn’t need to. Gallo turned to one of the officers next to him, yanking his hand down from the salute. “How many men do you have stationed here?”

“Twelve hundred, General.”

 

“I want every soldier, officer, and able-bodied man in the area armed and mobilized within thirty minutes. Do I make myself clear?”

 

“Yes, sir.”

 

Gallo turned to the rest of the officers. The red tint of rage covered his face. A vein throbbed on the side of his neck, exacerbated by the pinch of his collar. He repeated himself. “Do I make myself clear?!”

All of the officers responded with a clear and resonating “Yes, sir!”

***

Captain Howard surveyed the aftermath of the battle from the USS Ronald Reagan. The pillars of smoke coming from the Mexican warships multiplied, and the rest had surrendered. Pint came up behind him when a call came through.

 

“Captain, Captain Ford is radioing in.”

 

Howard picked up the line immediately. “What do we have, Ford?”

 

“The bastards are dropping their guns. We have confirmed reports of surrender in Phoenix and Albuquerque.”

 

Howard let out a silent sigh of relief. “That’s good to hear, Captain.”

 

“Gallo himself is heading to San Diego now for the official surrender.”

 

“He is?”

 

“Yes, and I thought you’d like to be there to watch.”

 

“It would be an honor, Captain.”

 

“Chopper leaves in twenty.”

 

An uproar of applause filled the ocean air as Captain Howard descended the island staircase and stepped onto the flight deck. But unlike the sailors around him, he wouldn’t let himself feel this win until it was officially over. When he saw Gallo surrender his men, that’s when the war would be over for him.

***

The helicopter ride to San Diego was short. They were only ten miles from shore. Howard and Ford stepped onto the tarmac of the San Diego Naval Base. A line of armored trucks greeted their arrival, and both Ford and Howard climbed into the back seat of a Hummer in the middle of the pack.

The gentle rumble of the Hummer’s tires on the desert roads was the only sound that filled the cabin. The caravan escorting the two captains stretched for more than one hundred yards and was joined by four Black Hawk helicopters on either side of them.

 

Being back in the mix with his fellow officers in a formal capacity felt different. He just needed to figure out what kind of different it was. As Howard looked through the front windshield, he could see the Hummers and armored vehicles in front of them begin to veer off the road and slow down.

“We’re here,” Ford said.

 

The Hummer’s brakes squealed to a stop. Howard stepped out onto the orange, dust-covered earth. The sun was dipping into the Pacific, but the heat was still scorching. He stepped in rhythm with Ford, and when they made it up to the front, they were greeted by the sight of hundreds of Mexican soldiers, with General Gallo standing at the head.

 

“That’s a lot of men for a surrender,” Ford said.

 

“Yes, it is,” Howard replied.

 

The thumping of helicopter blades grew loud in the air, then dissipated in the distance as the Black Hawks continued their vigilant watch. A group of Marines escorted Howard and Ford to meet Gallo.

“Hello, General Gallo,” Ford said.

 

The only response from Gallo was the dust kicking up from the hot breeze. Despite the hundreds of soldiers at his back, Gallo only had two men by his side, both of whom echoed Gallo’s silence. The small table that was set up to sign the terms of the surrender had a box on it. The general reached for it and the marines escorting the captains drew their weapons.

 

“You may check it if you like,” Gallo said.

 

Ford nodded, and one of the Marines opened the box. Inside was an old pistol, most likely from the 1800’s. The decorative flowers etched into the handle were made of silver, and similar vines twirled around the pistol’s barrel.

 

“This was the same gun that General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna Gave upon his surrender to the Texan Army. I thought it fitting to give it to you here, in this place,” Gallo said.

 

The marine handed the gun over to Ford who examined it. “It’s a fine piece of art, General.”

 

Gallo extended his hand. “May I?”

 

Ford handed the gun over and Gallo gently held the pistol in both hands. He looked at it like a father would smile at a child, cradling with great care and love. “This pistol represents over one hundred fifty years of embarrassment.” Gallo looked to Howard. “And it ends today.”

 

The moment Gallo aimed the pistol at Howard the marines opened fired. The sent a volley of bullets into his chest, causing the general to collapse. On his way down the pistol fired randomly in the air, and the two escorts by Gallo immediately opened fired on the surrounding marines.

 

Howard reached for one of his escorts’ firearms as they drew their own rifles to aim and fire. One of the colonels at Gallo’s side drew on Howard, but he was too slow. A bullet sliced through the colonel’s head before he could aim his gun.

 

The other colonel came barreling at Howard before the marines could take him down, knocking the both of them to the ground. The force of the blow caused Howard to lose his grip on the pistol, which bounced into the desert sand. The hail of gunfire was deafening. Both sides blasted each other savagely. Howard crawled through sand to retrieve his firearm but was stopped short by the hands of the colonel choking him from behind.

 

Howard jammed his elbow into the colonel’s side repeatedly until the hold around his neck loosened. Howard jumped for the gun, turned, aimed, and fired three rounds into the colonel’s chest. The colonel stayed on his knees, looking down at the blood pouring out of the gaping holes in his uniform. He shuffled forward a few inches then collapsed in the sand.

 

The Black Hawks flying above rained their fifty-caliber GAU-19/A Gatling guns on the advancing Mexican soldiers. Each bullet was five and a half inches in length. The GAU-19/A fired two thousand rounds per minute. With the Mexican soldiers exposed in the open desert, it was like shooting fish in a barrel.

 

Gunfire was followed by screams. Screams were followed by blood. And blood was followed by silence. Once the Black Hawks had emptied their rounds, the rapid succession of machine gun fire ceased, and Gallo, bleeding to death, lie on the ground.

 

Howard pushed himself off the sand, splatters of red mixed with the orange dust covering his uniform. The pistol hung at his side. Howard hovered over Gallo, who was coughing up blood, spilling it over his face and neck.

 

The general was dying. Howard kept glancing at the pistol in his hand. There were still bullets left in the magazine.

 

“Do it,” Gallo said.

 

The general’s head was shaking from the strained effort of keeping it tilted up. Gallo’s eyes seemed to hold the light from the sun hostage underneath his dark pupils. Howard raised the pistol, aiming it at Gallo’s head. All of the bloodshed, all of the soldiers who had died fighting this fruitless war were because of Gallo. One man’s lust for glory and war had brought this upon the men and women under Howard’s command.

 

“Do it,” Gallo repeated, blood coughing up from his mouth and spilling onto his neck and chest.

The pistol in Howard’s hand shook. His face tensed. He could feel the small sliver of steel on the trigger. Sweat rolled down the sides of his face. Every cell in his body was on fire.

 

“No,” Howard said. “You’re not getting anything you want today.”

 

Howard lowered the weapon just as the medics arrived, but after a fit of coughing the general’s heartbeat finally gave out. The medics pronounced the death after a failed resuscitation. 

 

“Captain, are you all right?” one of the medic’s asked.

 

Both Ford and Howard watched the slow pooling of blood behind Gallo’s head. The metallic red pushed its way across the tiny rocks and granules of sand, beginning its aimless journey until the fluids ran dry.

 

“I’m done,” Howard said.

 

One of the medics bent down and covered Gallo’s face with a tarp. The war was over.

***

The hallways of the Capitol building buzzed with the news coming out of the Southwest. Gallo’s last stand would be front-page headlines for the next week. But Smith could only focus on getting to his office, brushing off the congratulations still lingering from his debate win over Jones.

 

Smith found Edwards talking with a pair of senators from across the aisle. Edwards had a drink in his hand, waving it around and spilling some of it on the floor.

 

“I did it because it was the right thing to do,” Edwards said, his words slow, lazy. “And I’d do it again.” He took a sip from his drink, missing his mouth on the first attempt.

 

“Benjamin,” Smith said, panting and out of breath. “I’ve been trying to contact you. Where have you been?”

 

“David!” Edwards said, throwing his arm around Smith’s shoulder. “We won!”

 

“Yes, I know,” Smith answered, peeling Edwards’s arm off him. “If you’ll excuse us, Senators, I need the congressman for just one moment.” Smith pulled Edwards over to an area not populated with drunk politicians.

 

“David, what’s wrong?” Edwards asked, swaying on his feet. “We don’t have to worry about anything anymore. We did it!” Edwards thrust his hands in the air, sending a rain of gin and tonic down on the two of them.

 

“Benjamin, I need the number of the man that was putting together our contingency plan,” Smith said. “I need that number now.”

 

Edwards furrowed his brow, straining to understand what Smith was talking about.

“The number, Benjamin,” Smith repeated.

 

Edward shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. “Um, I have the number in my office.”

Smith grabbed Edwards’s arm and pulled him through the thick crowd of politicians, all of them reeking of booze and self-indulgence.

 

Beth was in the car, waiting for them. Once she spotted them coming down the steps she got out of the car and immediately dialed a number. She caught up with Smith, who was dragging Edwards at this point.

 

“What’s going on, David?” Edwards asked, stumbling on the road to his office.

 

“Daniel’s in trouble,” Smith answered.

 

Edwards yanked his arm away forcefully, stopping abruptly. “And why on Earth would I want to help him?”

 

“Because he helped save us,” Smith answered, his tone sharp and slow.

 

“He also helped Jones put us behind bars.”

 

“They had something on him. It wasn’t his fault.”

 

“Jones has something on everybody, David! That’s what he does! That’s who he is!”

 

“His entire family is in trouble! Do you want their blood on your hands? Because that’s exactly what will happen if you don’t give me that number!”

 

The two men were nose to nose. Beth hung up her phone and stepped between them. “Congressmen, I think we should continue this conversation in a more private location.”

 

Smith glanced around at the pedestrians who had stopped to watch and listen to what he and Edwards were yelling about. “I think that’s a good idea. Wouldn’t want to stop the celebrations and end up on the news during all of this. Would we, Edwards?”

 

Even in his inebriated state, Edwards was smart enough to know that he wouldn’t be doing himself any favors by making the headlines in his current condition. “No, we would not,” he answered.

 

The three of them pushed through the celebrating crowds on the sidewalk and headed up the steps to the building to Edwards’s office. Inside, most of the offices were empty. Congressmen and their staff members were out enjoying the atmosphere of good news, which the capitol had been lacking for the past decade. The three of them piled into Edwards’s office, and Beth shut the door behind her.

“Where is it?” Smith asked.

 

Edwards pulled open one of his desk drawers. He shuffled through papers, then slammed the drawer shut. He opened another, and the shuffling of papers intensified. “It’s not here.”

 

“What?” Smith asked, rushing over to the desk.

 

“It’s not here!” Edwards repeated.

 

“Who’s been in your office?” Smith asked.

 

“I haven’t been here all day. Anyone from my staff or the building’s staff could have come in.”

If Smith couldn’t enact their contingency plan, then they wouldn’t be able to get to Daniel in time to save him. There was only one person who could undo what had happened. Jones.

***

Jones’s laptop sat open on his desk. A piece of software was running on the screen. A loading bar rested at fifty-six percent. The grind of a paper shredder chewed up documents as Jones tore apart papers from his personal files.

 

In between the shredder’s humming and grinding, the celebrations beyond his office walls crept inside. Jones had let his staff members go so he could be left alone to finish his final preparations. With Gallo defeated, he wouldn’t be able to deliver on his promise to Strydent about United States assistance in taking over Brazil. He knew Smith would resubmit bill HR 285016, and with the support of the American people now behind him, it would pass.

 

Jones just needed to get out before any of the blowback landed on him. There would be a bloodletting of politicians in Congress, and he would be a vessel in the hemorrhaging, but that was not why he was leaving.

 

Strydent would send someone to kill him, who was probably already on his way. The company wouldn’t risk letting him get away; he knew too much. And there was also the fact that they would now lose billions of dollars because of Dr. Carlson’s research. Strydent was a sinking ship, and it was going to take as many people down with it as it could.

 

Jones’s office door creaked open, and his hand went for the pistol on the chair, concealed underneath his jacket. His heart raced. He tore the jacket off, and the gun flipped to the carpet. He picked it up just as his secretary Cindy poked her head through.

 

“Congressman Jones?” she asked.

 

Jones immediately hid the gun behind his back. “Cindy, I’m busy.”

 

Cindy surveyed the condition of Jones’s office. Boxes were packed. Papers were spread over the floor and stacked on chairs. And the paper shredder that Jones hovered over was packed full with different-colored bits of paper.

 

“Um, sorry. I just didn’t know if you wanted something from the party?” Cindy asked.

 

“I’m fine.”

 

“Okay. Goodnight, Congressman.”

 

Cindy backed out and closed the door. Jones rested the gun back on the top of his jacket and picked up the next document in the folder he was working through. He still had more than half of his stock to go through. He checked his phone. Ken still hadn’t called. Jones needed him here to finish this. He couldn’t waste much more of his time with these trivial tasks.

 

There was already enough evidence to impeach Jones just with what Smith and Daniel knew, but what was contained in these files was much worse. The secrets of a career lay within the documents he shredded, and while he couldn’t prove his innocence in recent events, he wasn’t going to give authorities any additional incentive to come and find him once he was gone. The evidence in these documents was enough for the government to use a considerable amount of resources to find him, interrogate him, then kill him.

 

The door creaked open again. Jones kept his head down, feeding the shredder another document. “Cindy, I told you I don’t want to be disturbed.”

 

When Jones looked up, he was staring down the barrel of a .45 Smith and Wesson, complete with a suppressor. It was the same man that visited him before, the one that delivered Strydent’s “message.”

The man was dressed in similar clothes; his only additions were two jet-black gloves, allowing him the luxury of avoiding leaving fingerprints.

 

Jones’s eyes locked on the gun. The only sound the room offered was the shredder finishing its work on the document Jones had just given it. Once the paper was destroyed, the room went silent.

The man was as still as a statue. He didn’t even look like he was breathing. Jones eyeballed the pistol still lying on the jacket. It was within an arm’s reach.

 

“They don’t think they can trust me? Look,” he said pointing to the shredder and the papers around him. “Nothing will get traced back to them.”

 

“They know.”

 

“How much are they paying you? Hmm? You think this won’t come back on you? Killing a United States Congressman? You think that just because people will hate me they won’t want to find out what happened?”

 

Jones found himself unable to control his arms, which were flailing at his sides. The confidence and composure he had displayed in so many speeches, rallies, events, and political sessions slowly slipped away. The assassin in front of him couldn’t be swayed with his talented tongue or the stroke of a pen. Jones was now facing the ultimate invoice to all of the charges he’d made during his tenure in politics.

“Well?” Jones asked.

 

“Pick up the gun.”

 

“What?”

 

“The gun. Pick. It. Up.”

 

Jones’s left hand twitched, knowing full well what fate greeted him once the gun was in his hand.

 “No.”

 

The man took a few steps forward, the barrel of his pistol inching closer. “Do it.”

 

Jones reached his left arm, slowly, over to the gun. His bony fingers curled around the gun’s handle, and he lifted it from the chair.

 

“Shoot the wall behind me,” the man said.

 

The pistol shook in Jones’s hand as he reluctantly raised his arm. The man didn’t move. Jones couldn’t believe, he was actually letting him aim the pistol at him. Did the man think Jones wouldn’t shoot him? Did he think Jones was too frightened? Intimidated?

 

“I could kill you,” Jones said.

 

“You could, but you won’t.”

 

“Why not? I have the gun. You entered my office threatening to kill me. I could use it against Strydent. I could use your death to turn everything around. I could still win. Why couldn’t I do this?”

 

“Because you don’t pull the trigger, Congressman.”

 

Two quick thumps and two bullets sliced through Jones, one hitting his chest, the other hitting his shoulder. He collapsed to the floor, the gun falling with him. Jones lay there on the carpet, moving his arms, unable to feel the papers scraping up against him.

 

Jones stared at the ceiling of his office, feeling cold. His eyelids started to feel heavy. The crushing weight, which he struggled to fight, drew them down. He suddenly felt thirsty. His mouth was dry, and he could feel his body screaming for water. But it didn’t come. The last bits of life left him, and the final feeling of his life was the want and need for water.

*** 

Fire trucks, ambulances, and police vehicles were all crowded outside Jones’s office when Smith showed up. Smoke broke through the windows of the building as politicians, aides, and interns who had escaped the fire stood looking back at their ruined offices. All of them were dripping wet and stinking of sulfur. The water from the sprinkler systems was treated water from the sewage plant.

 

Smith grabbed the attention of one of the officers. “What happened here?”

 

“A fire started in one of the office buildings. My guess is one of these big-shot congressmen had a little too much to drink and passed out with a cigar in his hand. But we won’t know for sure until the report comes out. That could take a while.”

 

“What office was it?”

 

The officer called over to his partner a few police cars over. “Hey, Dom! Whose office did we think started the fire?”

 

“Jones!”

 

The officer turned back to Smith, “Yeah. Jones. The fire department said that the scorch burns in his office definitely pointed toward that location as the source.”

 

Smith was caught in the spectacle, looking at the massive plumes of smoke rising into the night sky and feeling the shock from the words coming out of the officer’s mouth. “Did they… find a body?”

“I don’t know if you could call it a body, but yeah, we found a piece of charred meat. Hey, you’re Congressman Smith, aren’t you? You’re the guy that’s getting the fresh-water projects started. Sir, it’s an honor to meet you.”

 

The officer stuck out his hand, and Smith shook it halfheartedly, still processing everything that was happening. “Thank-thank you.”

 

If Jones was dead, then there wasn’t any way for him to stop the hit on Daniel and save his family. Whatever Jones had put in motion was going to stay that way until it was done.

***

Brooke blew past the speed limit sign well over its suggested speed. She wove in and out of the congested Charlotte traffic at dangerously high speeds. Every once in a while, she would glance down at the phone giving her directions.

 

Brooke turned a hard left at one of the traffic lights just as it flashed red. She narrowly missed scraping against another car, whose driver responded by a long wail of the horn and shouts from the window.

Brooke didn’t let up on the gas. Charlotte General was only a few more miles down the road. She kept waiting for a policeman to pull her over, but the officers she passed had their hands full with growing crowds outside restaurants, bars, and other buildings. People were screaming, cheering in the streets. For what, she didn’t know.

 

All Brooke could think about was her sister and niece in the hands of that maniac that had taken them. She knew both of them were scared. The world of life and death was new to Amy. She hadn’t experienced anything like this in her entire life. She was sheltered. Safe. Comfortable.

 

Brooke knew about this world. She had known about it long before the exile. She had gone through it months at a time, watching the news, hearing about all the carnage happening in the Middle East. Even when Jason was home, she still felt it, lingering, gnawing at her like an itch she could never scratch.

Signs for Charlotte General glowed up ahead, and she turned the navigation on the phone off. She checked the messages to make sure she hadn’t missed any calls. She hadn’t. She set the phone to silent, then shoved it into her pocket in exchange for the revolver.

 

Brooke stopped the cruiser on the side of the road at some empty street parking just before the hospital entrance. She squinted into the parking lot, trying to find Amy’s car, but the lot was too big. She’d have to get out and search on foot.

 

The sidewalks were busy. The big crowds Brooke had seen on her way here weren’t as prevalent by the hospital, but the scene was busy enough to cause her to conceal the gun in her pocket. Her shoulder bumped against the pedestrians too drunk to get out of her way.

 

The hospital parking lot was packed. Rows of cars stretched for at least two hundred yards, then continued to layer on the different floors of a parking garage.

 

Brooke figured the bounty hunter would wait for Daniel in the lot. She didn’t think he’d risk trying to bring Amy and Gabby into the hospital, but then again, there wasn’t a better place to hide than in plain sight. She scoured the lot, keeping her body low, hand in her pocket, clutching the gun.

 

Then, next to a white van, Brooke could see Amy’s car. The seats were empty. The hood’s engine was still warm. They had to be close. She eyed the sliding glass doors of the hospital entrance then looked up at the massive building. The bounty hunter could have taken them anywhere in there, but why would he? Why would he risk exposing himself in a crowded hospital?

 

He wouldn’t. Brooke looked at the buildings next to the hospital. On the left was a hotel, and on the right was a convenience store. Again, crowded areas. She looked across the street, and there she saw an old two-story building. It was dark, abandoned, and provided an excellent view of the hospital for anyone who wanted to take a shot with a rifle.

***

Terry flipped the latches of the suitcase he had brought with him and started assembling the rifle. Both Amy and Gabby were tied up by their wrists and ankles, with duct tape over their mouths. They were sweating and shaking, but Terry paid them no mind. He had a job to do.

 

The pieces of the DRD Tactical Paratus .308 rifle lay encased in their foam slots. Terry pulled each piece out with precision and efficiency. He was able to assemble the rifle with no tools in less than a minute.

 

Terry released the lever to assemble the barrel along with the gas tube and gas regulator, unfolded the stock, then tightened the barrel nut into place. One final twist and the barrel was connected. He then pulled the assembly over the barrel and made sure to push the takedown pin to lock it into place. He twisted the suppressor on and loaded the magazine.

 

Terry carefully opened the dusty window on the second floor that gave him a good view of the hospital’s entrance. The Paratus originally hadn’t come with a scope, but the Nikon ProStaff 3-9 x 40 he purchased to accent the rifle fit easily on top after assembly.

 

The crosshairs scanned the hospital parking lot. Terry pulled his eye off the scope and checked the photograph of Daniel that Jones had given him. It looked like the picture had been taken from his recent congressional profile. Daniel wore a fine jacket, shirt, and tie, all neatly pressed. The signature American flag pin on his lapel, which so many politicians wore, completed the outfit.

 

Terry tossed the piece of paper back down and then pressed his eye into the scope again. He kept his breathing slow, steady. His finger remained off the trigger as he waited for his target to arrive.

Every once in a while, Amy or Gabby would moan and shuffle, causing Terry’s concentration to break. After the third disturbance, he rested the rifle against the wall and walked over to Amy. He pulled a knife from his belt and held it against the soft flesh of her neck. Amy shut her eyes. Her nostrils flared quickly from her accelerated breathing. Gabby’s cries grew louder from the scene unfolding before her. Terry held up his index finger to his lips. “Quiet.”

 

Their movements ceased. Terry withdrew the blade from Amy’s throat. He brought his hand to Amy’s forehead and gently stroked her hair away. Amy shuddered. Terry continued to caress the side of her face, and with each touch, Amy tried to turn away, until Terry finally pulled his hand back. He let out a sigh.

 

“Your husband was a lucky man. Stupid,” he said. “But lucky.”

 

Terry picked the rifle back up and rested the pronged legs on the windowsill. He had the scope’s crosshairs targeted at the hospital’s entrance when he heard a crash from downstairs.

 

He immediately spun around, aiming the rifle at the top of the staircase. He waited. Listened. But no further sound echoed from downstairs. Terry took one soft step across the floor, then another, and another, all the while keeping his ears open and finger on the trigger, until he made it to the railings of the staircase.

 

Amy and Gabby were both watching him from the corner of the room. Their eyes darted from Terry to the staircase. Terry peeked over the side, glancing down into the first floor.

 

Terry knew someone was down there. The police? No. More than likely, it was a drunk stumbling in from one of the bars, either looking for something to steal or a place to piss. Going down would give away whatever element of surprise he had. If whoever was down there saw him, he would be forced to kill them, and on jobs like these, the fewer dead bodies you had to deal with, the better. He already had his hands full. Terry moved his glance back over to Gabby and Amy. There couldn’t be any loose ends.

***

Brooke did a quick check around the abandoned building’s perimeter, looking for any signs that her sister might be inside, but it was too dark, and there were too many objects that obstructed her view. They could be in there, they might not. But she wasn’t leaving until she was absolutely sure.

 

There were only two points of entrance on the first floor that Brooke could see: the front door and the back door. She wrapped her hand around the knob and slowly twisted. She opened the door slowly, wedging her face into the sliver of space to peek inside.

 

What she couldn’t see was the gingerly stacked boxes that almost touched the ceiling just behind the door. She nudged the box of materials, and they crashed to the floor. She jumped from the noise and rushed into the building, aiming her gun at the mess she’d made, then quickly ducked for cover. If the bounty hunter was here, then she had just given away her position. She scooted across the dust-covered floor, scraping her knees and palms against the worn wooden floors.

 

Brooke kept the revolver in her hand, maneuvering around the boxes and pieces of furniture littered on the floor. Her breaths were short, slow, and quiet. She made sure to take extra care with the placement of her arms and legs. She became more aware of the motions of her body. She didn’t want to give herself away again.

 

Finally, in the center of the building, behind a counter, was a staircase. If the bounty hunter was here, then Brooke knew that the upstairs window would be the perfect position to scout who was coming and going into the hospital’s entrance. But with the noise she’d made and the narrowness of the staircase, she’d be a sitting duck trudging up that thing, and a bullet in her head wouldn’t do her family any good.

Brooke needed to draw him out, but how? The bounty hunter had the high ground, he had the hostages, and most likely he had some very precise weapons, along with the skill to use them very effectively.

The cruiser.

 

Brooke reached into her pocket and pulled out her keychain. From the bottom of the staircase she could see her cruiser through the building’s front windows. She aimed the key chain and hit the alarm button. The horn hocked, and the lights flashed, causing the people walking by on the sidewalk to jump. Brooke kept the pistol aimed at the top of the stair and she made her ascent. 

 

Each step upwards was swift and quiet, and with the clamor the cruiser was making it was enough to give her some noise pollution to hurry up the steps. Toward the top she could see Amy and Gabby tied up in the corner. And as she looked to the right she could see the bounty hunter staring out the window looking down into the street. 

 

Before he could turn around Brooke squeezed the trigger and the bullet entered the bounty hunter’s left shoulder. He instinctively spun around, clutching the rifle in his hands and recklessly fired a few rounds in Brooke’s direction. The force from the gun, and the weight of the man’s body sent him flying backwards through the thin single-paned glass. Two distinct thumps sounded from the bounty hunter hitting the overhang from the first floor, then the ground. 

 

Brooke rushed over and peered through the broken glass to see him limping away toward the parking lot. She then turned her attention to her sister and niece. “Are you guys okay?” Both of them were crying, too hysterical to form any words. Brooke ripped the duct tape off the two of them and brought them to their feet. “C’mon. We need to get out of here.”

 

Amy held onto Gabby tight as Brooke descended the staircase first, still aiming the pistol downstairs just in case he decided to come back. She came down slowly, signaling Amy and Gabby to hold at the top until she saw that it was clear. When she looked out the front door the bounty hunter was no longer in the street.

 

“Okay, it’s safe,” Brooke said.

 

But once the girls were halfway down the steps two high-beam lights from an Audi A4 lit up the dark building as it came speeding toward them. “Run!” Brooke motioned for the girls to head back upstairs. The rev of the car’s engine roared louder as it barreled down upon them. Brooke tried following the girls up the staircase, but the car crashed through the front entrance before she had a chance to make it all the way to the top.

 

Brooke’s body slammed against the wall next to the staircase as the Audi cut through the wooden pillars holding the second floor up. Wood, glass, and metal exploded as portions of the second floor collapsed, coating the first floor in a thick layer of dust and debris. 

 

A steady, high-pitched din filled her ears. She groaned, absentmindedly touching her head with her fingers. She winced from the touch. She felt disoriented. The headlights from the car were still on, illuminating the damage to the entire store. Her hand was empty. She looked around for the gun, but couldn’t find it. She crawled around on her hands and knees, swaying a bit. The room felt like it was spinning. The sharp, throbbing pain in her face continued its assault on her senses.

 

The ringing in her ears was slowly replaced by the sound of a voice. It was a girl’s voice, and she was crying for help. Gabby. Brooke forced her left foot forward, then her right, and repeated the simple process in her mind with all the willpower she had. She followed Gabby’s growing cries up what was left of the staircase.

 

She traced the cries to a large piece of wood covering a corner of the second floor that had remained intact. She lifted the wood up and pushed it to the side. Gabby was covered in dust. Next to her was Amy, who was unconscious.

 

 “You all right?” Brooke asked, holding the young girl’s tear-streaked face. Gabby nodded, and Brooke turned her attention to her sister. She pressed two fingers into Amy’s neck, checking her pulse. She felt the slight thumps lift her fingertips then made sure she was breathing. Amy had a few cuts on her face and arms, but other than the fact that she was unconscious, she seemed fine.

 

Brooke had stretched out her arms to pick Gabby up when the thunder of a gunshot exploded behind her and she felt a stinging, numbing pain strike the back of her left shoulder. The force of the bullet and the pain that followed sent her tumbling back down the stairs.

 

Her head, shoulders, back, legs, and arms all struck the edges of the stairs with wild force and uncoordinated rhythm. She rolled onto the floor at the bottom, leaving a trail of splattered blood behind her. Brooke flipped herself onto her back and cried out from the sharp, piercing pain from the gaping wound on her shoulder. The spot where the bullet had entered felt warm as the blood spilled from her body onto the floor.

 

“You. Fucking. Bitch!” Terry said.

 

Brooke tilted her head up to see Terry with his left arm slack, blood pouring from his forehead, gripping the revolver he’d stolen from Brooke at the house with his good arm. He was covered in dust and debris. A bloodstain sopped his shirt. He stepped forward, limping from a twisted ankle.

Brooke forced herself to crawl forward as Terry pursued her. The thump of his boots grew louder until she felt the toe of a boot ram into her rib cage. Her body buckled from the blow. He repeated the vicious blows over and over until he became winded. Through her gasps of breath she could see the pistol hidden under a piece of the second-floor debris.

 

Get the gun. 

 

Brooke continued to claw across the ground as Terry towered over her, spitting his curses and continuing the brutal assault on her body. A streak of blood trailed her with every inch she dragged herself forward.

 

“You think you’re going to get out of this alive?” Terry asked then smashed the heel of his boot into Brooke’s right ankle. The loud crack of bone sent a jolt through her body, stopping her dead in her tracks.

 

She lay there, body shaking, bleeding, with every cell in her being screaming from pain. Her arm slowly slid forward with her fingers trembling. She clawed into the floor, scraping her nails against the wood in her tireless pursuit to the pistol.

 

“You sniveling, whining BITCH!” Terry yelled, stomping on Brooke’s ankle again.

Brooke screamed. Every blood-curdling octave that left her throat was a condemnation of every moment since the exile. All the pain, loss, and suffering culminated in one piercing howl. It was more than just a cry of pain; it was one of determination, anger, and finality.

 

Terry ground his heel into Brooke’s ankle. The crunching of bone against bone and tissue was unbearable, but the moment he let his foot up, Brooke made one last drive toward the pistol.

“You’re dead. Your family’s dead. Everything you love is dead!” Terry said.

 

Brooke snatched the pistol, turned, and before Terry could raise his own gun, she emptied the magazine into his chest. Terry’s grip on the gun loosened and it hit the floor with a thud. He stumbled backward then collapsed.

 

What energy remained in Brooke immediately vaporized. Her head and arm hit the ground, her hand releasing her own grip on the pistol. The warm sensation the gunshot wound had given off earlier was being replaced by cold. Her whole body felt cold. She felt her eyelids become heavier. And in the night air, she could hear the faint wail of sirens.






  
 

Chapter 15

Smith’s knee bounced nervously. He couldn’t stop fidgeting in his chair. The president’s secretary kept giving him a kind smile, which he returned. He checked his watch for the twelfth time.

“I’m sure he’ll see you any minute, Congressman.”

 

Smith smiled. “Yes, I know he’s been busy lately.”

 

“And he’s not the only one,” she said, looking at him. “You’ve been in the headlines all week. You’re all anyone can talk about.”

 

“Yes, it’s all very flattering.”

 

The past week had gone by in a blur. All the meetings, news conferences, and interviews seemed to be one collective rush. But this meeting would be one he remembered.

 

“Congressman Smith?” the secretary asked. “The president will see you now.”

 

“Thank you.”

 

Smith buttoned the jacket of his suit, exhaled, and pushed through the door of the Oval Office. The president was alone, sitting behind his desk.

 

“Congressman Smith,” the president said. “So good to have you here.”

 

“Thank you, Mr. President.”

 

“Please, have a seat.”

 

Even with everything that had happened, the corrupt democracy, treason charges, and the negative media assault, Smith still couldn’t help but feel awed by the history that filled the room. Countless ambassadors and presidents had sat on the very same couch he sat on now.

 

“I have to say that your persistence has been admirable, Congressman. It’s good to know that we have politicians out there that will hold firm to the bedrock of our democracy.”

 

“Thank you, sir.”

 

“Now, as you know, I’ll be signing your water bill into law this afternoon, but I wanted to speak with you privately before the media circus exploded. I’m sure you’re aware of the investigation of Congressman Jones?”

 

“Yes, although all that I know is from what I’ve seen on the news.”

 

“Ah, well, you know how the media is. Their business is just as much speculation as it is reporting the facts.”

 

The president gave a good-hearted laugh, which Smith didn’t return. Smith knew the president had a connection to Jones, and this was the president’s way of vetting him.

 

“Mr. President, I try not to speculate, so I’ll stick with the facts of what I know. Jones had deep financial ties with Strydent Chemical, which is now going to lose billions because of Dr. Carlson’s designs. I know that he had dirt and leverage on almost every official in government. And I know he was an avid supporter of your election two years ago,” Smith said.

 

The president dropped the pleasantries. “That sounds like speculation to me, Congressman.”

 

“Perhaps. But the good news is that the investigations across all branches of government will bring the facts to light soon enough.”

 

A pause lingered between the two of them before the president finally rose and extended his hand. “Thank you for stopping by, Congressman. I look forward to seeing you at the signing this evening. And I hope to see you at the National Mall for the Navy’s award ceremony after lunch.”

 

Smith shook his hand as the president quickly ushered him out of the Oval Office.

***

The National Mall hadn’t been this crowded in years. It’d been a while since the city had had anything to be proud of. Eager faces kept looking forward, trying to get a glimpse of the war heroes who had risked their lives to save the very country that had abandoned them.

 

A long line of Navy officers and seamen lined a makeshift stage, where the Secretary of the Navy was delivering a speech.

 

“In times of great danger, and despite the adversity and odds stacked against them, the men and women on this stage today represented the fighting spirit of the Navy. They proudly served their country with honor, courage, and commitment. And it is my honor to provide them with the Navy Cross.”

Captain Howard stood at attention toward the end of the line, and, standing next to him, his arm still in a sling and a shit-eating grin on his face, was Eric.

 

“I suppose flashing the Navy Cross is almost like a get-out-of-jail-free card to the brass,” Eric said.

 

“No, Lieutenant. That’s not what it’s for.”

 

“Well, I know that’s not its intended purpose. I’m just saying that it could be an alternative use.”

 

Howard shook his head, the lines on his face exuding the lack of excitement of being positioned next to the lieutenant.

 

“Does this come with any type of prize money?” Eric asked.

 

The Secretary of the Navy finally made it to Howard. He picked up the bronze piece of metal and pinned it to Captain Howard’s uniform.

 

“Herold, your fortitude and commitment to the Navy was exemplary. Congratulations,” the Secretary of the Navy said.

 

Howard saluted. “Thank you, sir.”

 

“And you, Lieutenant,” the Secretary of the Navy said, “your skill in combat saved the lives of thousands of Americans.”

 

“I guess that means I get a free pass on the jet I wrecked then, huh?” Eric said, saluting.

 

“I suppose it does,” the secretary answered.

 

Eric and Captain Howard stood side by side as the secretary continued his steady march down the line of soldiers who were receiving medals. Eric leaned into Captain Howard’s shoulder a bit.

 

“Your name is Herold Howard?”

 

“Shut up, Scratch.”

 

“Ouch. Low blow, Captain.”

***

A crowd of workers stood behind Dr. Carlson, who stood at the control panel of the factory. Buttons, switches, and gauges lined the platform. Dr. Carlson paused before entering the final sequence to start the machine.

 

“Here we go.”

 

The turbines and engines inside the factory roared to life, and the massive pumps digging into the Atlantic Ocean began extracting the saltwater for purification.

 

“Gauges holding steady,” Dr. Carlson said. “We’re live.”

 

Claps and whistles erupted from the workers. Dr. Carlson let out a slight sigh of relief and then made his way past the engineers heading to their posts to ensure the rest of the process ran smoothly. He’d done everything he could. Now all that was left was to wait for the final product: fresh water.

“Well, I think the bet was ten days. I did it in nine,” Dr. Carlson said.

 

Beth didn’t look up from her phone. “I suppose that’s correct.”

 

“So?”

 

Beth lowered her phone with an exasperated sigh. “Fine. Friday evening works best for me.”

 

“I’ll pick you up at eight,” Dr. Carlson replied.

***

The first things Brooke saw when she opened her eyes were the smiling faces of John and Emily. Both of them rushed toward her, and Emily slammed her tiny body into Brooke’s side. Brooke winced.

 

“Whoa, easy, Em. Mom’s still recovering,” John said.

 

Brooke rubbed her side but immediately smiled. She held out her arm and pulled Emily close. “That’s okay. I’ll take that kind of beating any day.”

 

Her left arm was encased in a sling, and her ankle was wrapped in a large boot. Lines of tubing ran from her body to an array of machines watching her vitals and feeding her fluids.

“Are you guys okay?” Brooke asked.

 

“We’re fine, Mom,” John answered.

 

“Amy,” Brooke said, her eyes widening, “What about Amy and Gabby?”

 

“They’re safe. You did it, Mom,” John said.

 

“Yeah, Mom. You saved everyone!” Emily echoed.

 

“Let’s see… Reckless driving. Lethal discharge of a firearm. And enough property damage to make an insurance adjuster crap his pants. Yeah, I’d say you’ve graduated from the school of badass moms.”

Brooke looked over to see Eric in the doorway holding a batch of “Get well soon” balloons.

 

“Those for me?” Brooke asked.

 

“No, these are my balloons. I don’t know what happened to yours,” Eric answered.

 

“Eric!” Emily yelled.

 

“What? Don’t look at me, kid. It’s your fault you put me on balloon patrol,” Eric replied.

 

“Seems like you’re feeling better,” Brooke said.

 

Eric tied the balloon strings to the railing of Brooke’s hospital bed. He examined his arm and then pointed to Brooke’s shoulder. “Looks like we have matching injuries.”

 

“I couldn’t let you have all the fun,” Brooke said.

 

Before Eric had a chance to answer, Amy and Daniel rushed into her room. Amy practically shoved Eric into the wall then wrapped her sister in a hug.

 

“Thank God you’re all right,” Amy said. “How are you feeling? Oh, that’s a stupid question. You were shot, for Christ’s sake.”

 

“Amy, I’m fine.”

 

Daniel came to his wife’s side and rested his hand on Brooke’s leg. “Brooke, I can’t thank you

enough.”

Amy clasped her hands together in excitement. “Well, should you tell her or should I?”

 

Everyone in the room kept glancing at one another. Brooke rotated her head around, waiting for someone to speak up. “Tell me what?” Brooke asked.

 

Emily jumped on the side of her hospital bed. “We get to go home!”

 

“The Senate is voting on reinstating the exiled states this afternoon. It’s a little premature, but with everything that’s happened, we know it’ll pass,” Daniel said.

 

“And?” Amy asked, nudging Daniel with her elbow to get him to continue.

 

“And the fresh-water bill passed, allowing Dr. Carlson’s designs to be used. The first shipments should be arriving in the Southwest next week. Utility sites are already being scouted on the West Coast for more stations.”

 

“Then that means…” Brooke said.

 

“The drought’s over,” John replied.

 

Every face in the room was smiling. Brooke rested her head back on her pillow and closed her eyes. She felt lighter. The pain in her shoulder eased, and the faintest hint of life began to well up inside her. It started small and distant, but the longer she kept her eyes closed, the more she felt it grow. Her cheeks grew tight and red. She could feel her chest shaking, and when she opened her eyes and saw the reflection of the same laughter and joy that she was feeling, she thought it was a dream.

 

Amy squeezed her left hand, then John found her right, while Emily giggled around Brooke’s legs. Her family was alive. She was alive. And now they would get to go home.

 

“Guys, we should let her rest,” Amy said. “C’mon.”

 

John and Emily gave Brooke another hug each, followed by Daniel, then Amy. They left the room until Eric and Brooke were alone together.

 

“Well, you sure know how to show a guy a good time, Mrs. Fontanne,” Eric said.

“Thank you, Eric. For everything.”

 

“You’re welcome. And I guess I should just send all of my medical bills to you, then? Yeah?”

Brooke laughed. “How’s your friend doing?”

 

“Dave? Oh, he’s fine. Pissed and angry as hell at me, but he’s fine.”

 

“You know, he told me how you got your nickname.”

 

“Ah, shit. Look, I was a kid. I didn’t know any better.”

 

“I still don’t think you know any better.”

 

“I don’t.” Eric paused. “Well, I’ll let you rest.” He tapped the railing lightly with his knuckle and turned for the door.

 

“Jason would have been glad you helped,” Brooke called out. “And he wouldn’t want any type of debt hanging over your head. He wasn’t that type of man.”

 

Eric leaned up against the doorframe. “I know.” He smiled then disappeared.





  
 

 

***

News anchors filled the television screen in the living room. “Reports coming in today that two new water plants will be opening in Los Angeles and San Diego later this year.”

 

“That’s good news, Diane. Congress will be holding their final hearings on the impeachment of the president. The investigations from three months ago into the death of Congressman Jones lead to widespread allegations about the White House’s involvement with the passing of Jones’s bill, which exiled the southwestern United States from the rest of the union. Jones was also linked to providing the Mexican government with weapons through the diversion of secret funds in his role as chairman of the resource committee that didn’t have the approval of Congress. Experts are saying that while the president may continue to deny an association to those accusations, he will most likely not be in the Oval Office for much longer.”

 

“In financial news, the Strydent Chemical Company has declared bankruptcy in the wake of the Securities and Exchange Commission—”

 

The television screen went black, and Brooke tossed the remote on the couch. She opened the front door to the house and stepped onto the porch. The yard of dust and sand had been replaced by small tufts of green sprouting up from the dirt.

 

“John! Emily! Dinnertime!”

 

John scooped up the basketball he was dribbling, and Emily parked her bike. The two of them ran past Brooke into the house.

 

“Wash your hands before you sit down!” Brooke called after them.

 

The cool rush of air conditioning coming from the house clashed against the hot air outside. Brooke lingered there for a moment, listening to the sound of her children’s voices. A smile crept over her face, and she took a look at the construction crews working on the homes around her. The veins of life had made their way back to the area. 

 

Brooke was home.
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