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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Heinrich stood atop a stack of shipping containers and gazed southward toward the lights of Colorado Springs.  
 
    Night was descending over the city, turning the sky from violet and orange in the west to a dark, muted blue farther east. A cold wind blew over the snowy avenues of the Refugee District, white streamers swirling between huddled, smoking hovels. The poor and the forgotten rested here between sunrises, dim lights from candles and lanterns shining through narrow windows. A thick pall of wood smoke obscured the sky above, its smell competing with the stench of raw sewage in the streets.  
 
    Panhandlers, drunks, and opium addicts shuffled listlessly between rows of shuttered metal boxes, casting envious glances at doorways where people crowded together for warmth. Before the night was over, many of these destitute souls would do violence, some directed toward unfortunates caught alone in the darkness, and some at the homes of unwary people hiding from the cold and dark. But mostly the haggard dwellers of this blighted place would turn on each other, fighting and killing and scouring prone corpses for whatever scraps of money, trade, drugs, or booze they could find.  
 
    The bodies would be discovered in the morning, hauled away, and ultimately discarded at the borderland between the Refugee District and Southtown. Police and Army patrols would then recover them, store them somewhere cold, and if no one claimed them within thirty days, incinerate them and dump them beyond the city wall.  
 
    Unless, of course, Heinrich’s men found them first. The bodies of the recently deceased were highly useful to him. Critical, in fact, to his plans for the district. And those plans entirely hinged on one indispensable factor—fear.  
 
    It was fear that ruled this place, not Heinrich. He was only a man, after all, and a man can only do so much. If a man wants to rule, a man must become more than the sum of his parts. Heinrich knew this instinctively. Knew it the same way he knew how to breathe and walk. He understood the nature of fear, the internal architecture of it, the way it moved within people and shaped the world around them. He understood that in order to engender fear in the hearts of others, one has to build a myth around himself. Not a myth of humanity and triumph, as many foolish would-be leaders assumed, but a myth of omnipotence, invincibility, and most important of all, unlimited cruelty. That was the chemical composition of fear. The all-encompassing, cancerous fear that bent the strongest of wills and turned decent, thinking men into whimpering puppets. 
 
    The district was a garden of fear. Heinrich’s garden. He had worked diligently to feed it and nurture it and cultivate it to perfection because fear, he understood, is a kind of fuel. And like any fuel, it has many different grades. Some burn slowly, others explode.  
 
    The path he had taken in his life had made him a connoisseur of fear. He could sample it with his senses and discern the subtlest elements of its composition. And when he looked around the Refugee District, when he tasted the air on his tongue, he knew he had created something magnificent. The flavor of this place was as harsh and bitter as the skin of an unripe apple. Its bouquet was sulfurous, imbued with subtle hints of rotten meat. Its substance was sluggish and oily, like nitroglycerin dripping from old dynamite. A distinctive, unstable vintage, and Heinrich’s personal favorite.   
 
    “Sleep tight, kids,” he muttered as he looked out over the district and marveled at his own genius. “Enjoy it while you can.”  
 
    A scrape of metal and the rattle of a ladder being climbed alerted Heinrich to the approach of one of his men. He could tell without looking who it was.  
 
    “Tell me something good, Maru.”  
 
    The footsteps stopped. “We got him, Chief.” 
 
    Heinrich turned around. The hulking silhouette of his second-in-command stood framed against a towering backdrop of distant, white-capped mountains.  
 
    “Any trouble?”  
 
    “No. Took him down quiet.”  
 
    “Good. He inside?”  
 
    A nod.  
 
    “Then let’s not keep him waiting.”  
 
    Heinrich descended the ladder ahead of Maru and walked two blocks to a squat, rectangular structure pieced together from half a dozen shipping containers. The first room inside was empty save for a few stained mattresses lining the walls and a ladder leading to the units stacked above. Heinrich picked up one of the mattresses to reveal a concealed hatch cut flush with the metal floor. He climbed down a narrow ladder to a dimly lit room below. Maru closed the hatch and stayed topside. When the hollow, metallic boom of the hatch subsided, Heinrich walked forward and nodded to two of his men leaning against the wall. They stood up straight as their chief entered, eased their hands away from their rifles, and remained silent.  
 
    There was a plain wooden table in front of Heinrich with a single metal chair behind it. He sat down in the chair and interlaced his fingers on the rough, scarred tabletop. A few feet in front of him, in a cone of light cast by the room’s sole lantern, a man sat with his wrists and ankles chained to the floor.  
 
    The man’s head snapped up at the sound of the hatch closing and twitched sideways an inch when Heinrich scraped the floor with his chair. The man wore the kind of simple, patchwork clothing common in the Refugee District. The boots were fashioned from leather, wraps of linen passed for socks, and a coat pieced together from scraps of wool Army blankets hung down to the floor. A black canvas bag had been cinched over his head, hiding his features.  
 
    “Finally,” the man said. “I suppose you’re gonna tell me what the fuck this is about?”  
 
    Heinrich remained silent as he studied the prisoner. A few seconds passed. The silence grew thicker, weighed down by the presence of impending violence. The man in the hood tugged at his chains and held open palms in Heinrich’s direction.  
 
    “Can you at least let me have one hand? My nose itches and this bag smells like shit.”  
 
    “Actually,” Heinrich said, “it smells like rotten meat. There’s a lot of old blood on it.”  
 
    The man went still. “Who are you?”  
 
    “I’m the man who put you out of business.”  
 
    There was a long silence before the prisoner spoke again. 
 
    “So you’re him,” he said finally. “The one everybody’s afraid of.”  
 
    “That’s right.”  
 
    The man let out a bitter laugh. “Well, that’s just fucking great. What do you want from me now, huh? My men are all dead or run off, and you have got my whole network eating out of your hand. I got nothing left.”  
 
    “That’s not exactly true.”  
 
    Another silence. “What, destroying me wasn’t enough? You gonna kill me now too?”  
 
    “Yes I am. You’ve been quite the thorn in my side. Even managed to kill a few of my men. I wouldn’t be much of a leader if I let that slide.”  
 
    The man breathed out heavily. “Fine,” he said. “Fuck it. I played the game and I lost. Just don’t expect me to beg.”  
 
    Heinrich grinned. His men saw it and took an involuntary step backward.  
 
    “Fine by me. I hate it when people beg.”  
 
    He nodded to Maru. The big enforcer motioned to a cluster of men standing nearby. “You two, give me a hand. Locke, open the hatch.”  
 
    The man named Locke smiled broadly, revealing a crooked set of blackening teeth.  
 
    “Thought you’d never ask.”  
 
     Maru restrained the prisoner by wrapping a massive arm around his neck. Two other men unlocked his hands, one at a time, and secured them behind his back. A few feet away, Locke moved aside two mattresses and a carpet to reveal a steel hatch bolted flush with the shipping container’s bottom. A thick padlock held the hatch shut. Locke put in a key and opened the hatch wide. In less than a second, a sickening odor filled the room. The prisoner smelled it and began struggling against his restraints, but he may as well have tried to push over a mountain. Maru simply tightened his grip until the man’s feet were barely touching the floor.  
 
    “What the fuck is this?” the prisoner wheezed. “What are you doing?”  
 
    No one answered. Maru walked the man over to the edge of the pit and held him there. Heinrich motioned to Locke, who reached over and yanked the hood from the prisoner’s head.  
 
    “You’re gonna love this,” Locke said happily. He produced a flashlight and shined it into the pit. Maru bent at the waist so his captive could see what awaited him.  
 
    The prisoner’s thrashing began anew. “No,” he screamed. “Please, God, no!”  
 
    Maru tightened his grip until the man couldn’t speak. Locke patted him on top of the head.  
 
    “Hey, I know it’s a shit way to go, man, but look on the bright side. You’re doing us a favor feeding these guys. And besides, didn’t you say you weren’t going to beg?”  
 
    Locke looked around, grinning. No one spoke. The faces of the other men in the room were drawn and pale.  
 
    Locke snorted. “Bunch’a pussies.”  
 
    “Thank you, Locke,” Heinrich said. His henchman gave a mock bow but stayed at the edge of the pit. Heinrich held Locke’s eyes for several seconds, his face expressionless. The smile left Locke’s face and he stepped back against the wall.  
 
    “Maru, if you please.”  
 
    The big man shifted his grip to the prisoner’s shoulders and gave him a hard shove. There was a crack as the man’s head bounced off the far side of the opening. The blow was not enough to knock him out, which Heinrich thought was unfortunate. Being unconscious would have made what came next much less painful.  
 
    A dull thud filled the room as the prisoner hit bottom. Heinrich heard his feet scrambling in the dirt and the rattling of hundreds of dry bones. A few seconds later came hisses, snarls, and the thump of charging feet. The prisoner managed a strangled cry before the breath was knocked out of him. Another second passed.  
 
    And then the screaming started.  
 
    Heinrich stood up. “Locke, put the lid down. Make sure it’s quiet down there before you leave. The rest of you, make sure Locke isn’t disturbed.” 
 
    The men acknowledged and moved to obey. Heinrich walked toward the exit with Maru following close behind.  
 
    Once outside, Heinrich stood in the cold, bracing air, drew a deep breath, and blew out a cloud of fog. The wind snatched it away and carried it southward while Heinrich stood with his hands in his pockets and admired the purple hue of the sky.  
 
    “Ready to go home, Chief?” Maru asked.  
 
    Two years, Heinrich thought. Over two years of work and planning, and now it’s all about to pay off. 
 
    “No. I feel like celebrating tonight. Bring my carriage around.”  
 
    “Right, Chief.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Gabriel, 
 
    BSC Headquarters 
 
      
 
    It is never good news when a federal agent knocks on your door.  
 
    In fact, it has been my studied experience that feds do not make social calls. Not during business hours, anyway. And they certainly don’t do so at the Blackthorn Security Company’s headquarters in Colorado Springs on a cold winter’s morning when the forecast is calling for eight inches of snow by nightfall. So, when the receptionist buzzed the intercom and told me Agent Kaminsky was in the lobby asking if he could speak with me, I knew it was going to be bad.  
 
    “Send him in,” I said, and released the button. Then I leaned back in my chair and waited for the knock at the door. When it came, I stood up and answered.  
 
    “Morning, Stan,” I said, standing in the doorway.  
 
    “Morning,” he said back.  
 
    He was not an impressive looking man. Average height, average build, dark hair streaked with gray. He was clean shaven, hair clipped short, and he was wearing a heavy wool overcoat. His cheeks were dry and red, telling me he had taken a cheap open-air carriage to come see me.  
 
    “Come on in. Warm yourself up.”  
 
    I stepped back to allow him through. He left a trail of cold air in his wake as he took off his jacket and hung it on a hook beside the door. Without the coat, I could see his suit was wrinkled, his collar was unbuttoned, and the knot of his gray necktie had been pulled loose. He sat down in one of the plush leather chairs facing my desk. His head hung low and his shoulders were hunched a little. I walked over to a table against the wall and started making coffee.  
 
    “Dear God,” Kaminsky said, sniffing the air. “Is that the real stuff?”  
 
    “Yep. Just got a shipment in last week, straight from Colombia. Merchant vessel out of California brought it to the coast. Came in on a caravan headed for Tennessee.”  
 
    The machine began gurgling as I resumed my seat behind my desk. Beneath me, the chair creaked in protest, the bearings in the swivel screeching a bit as I leaned backward. Stan stared at the coffee maker a bit longer, then looked around the room. It was well appointed, especially by post-Outbreak standards. The simple fact the place had electricity and central heating was enough to qualify it as luxurious, but the coffee brewing in the pot pushed things to pure extravagance.  
 
    “I bet you even have sugar,” Stan said. “Probably fresh cream in that little refrigerator.”  
 
    “BSC has a great benefits package.” 
 
    Stan grunted. “Yeah. I know. You’ve told me before.” 
 
    “Have I told you our investigative division is the fastest growing arm of our business? We’re always looking for qualified candidates.” 
 
    I let the comment hang. It was not the first time I had offered to bring Stan on board. Every time I did, his answer took a little longer.  
 
    “Afraid not, Gabe. I appreciate the offer, I really do. But the Bureau is short-handed as it is.”  
 
    “Stan, the Bureau is always short-handed. And it always will be.”  
 
    A sigh. “I know.”  
 
    We sat in silence, listening to the coffee brew and breathing in the aroma. The scent of coffee always reminds me of my mother, who made coffee every morning when I was growing up. The smell would drift throughout the house, rousing me out of bed. I used to love it most during winter when the Kentucky mornings were cold enough to grow frost on a man’s soul.  
 
    The pot stopped gurgling. I walked over to it and filled two cups. I took mine black, but knew Stan liked cream and sugar. He thanked me as he accepted his cup, blew on it, and took a long sip. As I sat down, he closed his eyes, held the cup close to his face, and breathed in.  
 
    “My God that’s good. I should come down here more often.”  
 
    “You’re always welcome, Stan.”  
 
    He took another sip, then moved the cup low in his lap. There was a protracted silence.  
 
    “I’m guessing you didn’t come here for the coffee.”  
 
    Stan shook his head. “We got another one.”  
 
    I placed my cup on the desk and leaned back in my chair. My breath came out slowly and I rubbed at my forehead.  
 
    “How many?”  
 
    “Four.”  
 
    “Jesus. This is getting out of hand.”  
 
    “It’s not getting anything. It already is.”  
 
    The chair creaked again as I stood up and walked to my window and looked out at the broad expanse of buildings and open ground that comprised BSC’s training facilities. There was a class of a dozen recruits standing in a semi-circle on the snow-covered parade ground. Tyrel Jennings, former Navy SEAL and CEO of the Blackthorn Security Company, stood in the center. He had a rubber knife in his hand and was demonstrating silent kill techniques on a tall, skinny recruit. The others watched him intently.  
 
    In the distance beyond, I saw the lights of our closest neighbor, Memorial Hospital. It had once been part of the UC Health system, but UC Health did not exist anymore, so everyone just called it Memorial Hospital. A memorial to what, I had no idea.  
 
    “Where?” I asked.  
 
    “Warehouse just east of the Refugee District.”  
 
    “Opium?”  
 
    “Not sure. All we found were bodies. Could have been a deal gone bad, maybe.”  
 
    “Could have been anything.”  
 
    A pause. “Will you take a look? I could really use some help on this one.”  
 
    “How old is the scene?”  
 
    “Less than eight hours, best I can tell.”  
 
    “Contaminated?”  
 
    “No. Warehouse supervisor reported it at seven this morning. Uniforms checked for survivors and then sealed off the area. No one but me has been in or out since.”  
 
    “Cops disturb the bodies?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    I turned from the window, walked over to a cabinet, removed a green thermos, and poured the rest of the coffee into it. Then I emptied my gym bag, put in the thermos, and added half a dozen stacked wooden cups.  
 
    “Let’s go.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Gabriel, 
 
    Refugee District 
 
      
 
    Three CSPD officers milled around the warehouse’s main entrance and huddled as much of themselves as they could into their dark blue winter uniforms. The uniforms were new, issued a few months ago by the federal government. They were made of wool, and the cut of the cloth looked like something out of the 19th century. The shiny badges, duty belts, holsters, radios, and Glock service weapons made for a strange contrast.  
 
    The officers had set up a rope and barriers around the crime scene. Every few feet a wooden sign dangled from the perimeter rope reading: CRIME SCENE DO NOT CROSS. The signs were painted yellow and the lettering was black stencil. I guessed the local precinct must have run out of crime scene tape and decided to improvise.  
 
    I looked around trying to spot the officer in charge, which is not generally difficult at crime scenes. You just find the person with the grayest hair and the sourest expression. In this case, the man who fit the description was short, lean, and had a thick mustache like an old-west lawman. A gold embroidered badge decorated his hat, and he wore a police sergeant’s insignia. As we approached, Stan said in a low voice that these were not the same cops who had been there earlier, to which I suggested they must have rotated out at shift change. Stan agreed.  
 
    “Special Agent in Charge Kaminsky, Organized Crime Task Force,” Stan said, holding up his ID. The old sergeant glanced at it, then pointed at me.  
 
    “Who’s this?”  
 
    “Consultant. He’s with me.”  
 
    The cop looked me up and down, his face blank. I stared back. The mustache twitched once, and then he lifted the perimeter rope and let us through. Before we proceeded toward the warehouse, I opened the gym bag and began filling a cup from the thermos. 
 
    “You fellas look cold,” I said. “How about some coffee?”  
 
    Seven years ago, it would have been a casual statement that would have elicited a muted, if positive, response. Coffee was no big deal back then. But now, when the C-word came out of my mouth, the cops stood up straight and I could swear their ears got pointy.  
 
    “Is that real coffee?” the sergeant asked.  
 
    “Yep.” I handed him a cup. He sniffed at it, then sipped it carefully. His eyes widened.  
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said. “Haven’t had this stuff in years.”  
 
    “Got enough for all you guys. How many on the other side of the building?”  
 
    “Two men watching the south gate.”  
 
    The other uniforms walked over. I poured them some of the dark liquid and watched with amusement as it dawned on them they were not drinking the increasingly rare instant stuff, but something that had come from whole roasted beans. One of them was so impressed I was worried he might cry.  
 
    Kaminsky waited while I walked around the building and served the other two cops. When I asked him if he minded, he told me the bodies were not going anywhere. Take your time.  
 
    When I got back to the main gate the thermos was empty. In my generosity, I had forgotten to save some for myself. Not that it mattered. I had more back at the office.  
 
    I walked up next to Kaminsky and the two of us stared in silence at the main entry for a while. The doors were open, the interior dark and forbidding, the outline of tall steel shelves skeletal against the black. The sky overhead was cloudy and gray like the color of galvanized steel. It was well below freezing outside, and the wind sent streaks of loose snow flying low across the ground. We stood and shuffled our feet and shoved numb hands deep into our pockets.  
 
    “Guess we better get in there,” Kaminsky said finally.  
 
    I looked at the sky. “Yeah. I guess we better.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?”  
 
    I finished walking a circle around the bodies. “Not sure yet. Be right back.”  
 
    I walked to a row of shelves near where the dead men lay. Bullet holes stared back at me from the sides of wooden crates filled with dried meat and dehydrated fruit. The crates sat on metal shelves, and I could see cavities where some of the bullets had punched through and scrapes where others had ricocheted off. I walked to the end of the warehouse and studied the wall. There were a few pock marks where errant projectiles had struck the concrete. None had created much damage. I walked back to Kaminsky.  
 
    “Two calibers,” I said when I reached him. “5.56 and nine-millimeter. Full auto weapons, judging by the shot patterns. I’m guessing full metal jackets all around.”  
 
    “Matches what I’ve found so far.”  
 
    I looked over my shoulder. “These guys never had a chance. Their weapons are still holstered. Just pistols, no long guns. They weren’t expecting trouble.”  
 
    Kaminsky scanned the corpses. “But they sure as hell got some.”  
 
    I grunted in agreement. “They must have been expecting their killers. This was some kind of a meeting. The victims knew the perpetrators, which would explain why these poor bastards were lightly armed and didn’t have their weapons ready.”  
 
    “I agree.”  
 
    “Then the killers drew and opened fire. Cut these guys down in seconds. Short, controlled bursts. Mostly accurate, but with automatic weapons, you always get a few strays.” 
 
    “I haven’t counted yet,” Kaminsky said. “But it looks like a lot more bullets hit than missed.”  
 
    “Right. We’re not dealing with amateurs here. These guys had training. They knew how to handle their weapons. Beyond that, their weapons were concealed, which means they were smaller than standard rifles. The nine-mils had to have been submachine guns. The 5.56 rounds…well I can only think of one weapon in that caliber that’s concealable under a long coat.”  
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “MK-18,” I said, pronouncing the military ‘MK’ designation as ‘mark’.  
 
    “What makes you think that’s what they used?”  
 
    “The Navy developed the MK-18 for close quarters use. I had a few chances to use it in the field back in the Marines. Not as much velocity as a longer rifle, but more maneuverable. It would be good for something like this. You know, people dressed heavy, long coats. Then there’s also the fact that a whole shipment of them got hijacked about a year ago. Ambush on an Army convoy outside of Dodge City.” 
 
    “I remember.”  
 
    “Only one truck got hit, and it was the only one anything was stolen from. And the raiders only took the six crates with the rifles in them. Nothing else.” 
 
    Kaminsky looked at me. “You think it was an inside job?”  
 
    I shrugged. “If it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck…”  
 
    “Right.”  
 
    “So what we have here is either the people responsible for the attack, or a bunch of assholes who bought the guns after the fact.”  
 
    “Could you make a MK-18 from an M-4? You know, chop the barrel or something?”  
 
    I shrugged. “It’s feasible, but just cutting the barrel isn’t enough. It has to be cut precisely, then threaded for a flash hider and re-crowned. And the gas port has to be modified. You would need precision tools and a machine shop for that. You would also need to use a different buffer assembly, otherwise the weapon would be unreliable.”  
 
    Kaminsky grunted, pulled a notepad from his pocket, and wrote something on it. “There’s only a few machine shops in town. I’ll follow up on that.”  
 
    “Good idea. But I don’t think you’re going to find anything.”  
 
    “You think these guys have the stolen guns?”  
 
    “I do. And I think I know who stole them.”  
 
    That got the agent’s full attention. “Who?”  
 
    “Ever heard of the Storm Road Tribe?”  
 
    Kaminsky closed his eyes, rubbed the back of his neck, and said a few four-lettered words.  
 
    “Yeah. I have.”  
 
    “I’ve gone up against them before. They’re highly trained, and I’d say their leaders are ex-military, probably special operations. Bold sons of bitches. I was with a convoy a while back, a big one. Everyone in it was armed and had fought off attacks before. Not an easy target. But the Storm Road Tribe wiped them out like they were nothing.” 
 
    Kaminsky looked at me intently. “I remember hearing about that. Didn’t know you were involved. Can you tell me what happened?”  
 
    “Not much to tell, really. They set up an ambush in an abandoned town using scavenged military ordnance. The caravan only had small arms. It was a fucking slaughter. Only reason I survived is because I ran like hell and didn’t look back.” 
 
    Stan shook his head and looked away. “Jesus.”  
 
    There was more to the story, but my part in it was not something Kaminsky needed to hear right then. He knew what he needed to know. I pointed at the dead bodies.  
 
    “Any idea who these guys are?”  
 
    A sigh. “Yeah. Local street hoods. Call themselves the Sicarios, ironically enough. I’ve seen all four of these guys before, but never could pin anything on them.”  
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “You know how it is. They do something bad, like a shooting or a robbery, and there’s witnesses all around, but nobody saw a damn thing. Story of my life.”  
 
    “Somebody’s moving in on them. This wasn’t just a robbery. If it were, the bodies would have been moved. Whoever did this is trying to send a message.”  
 
    “And you think it was SRT?”  
 
    “SRT? Is that what you call them?”  
 
    “Easier to say than Storm Road Tribe.”  
 
    I took a long breath of cold air and thought for a moment. “If these guys are prolific enough to warrant an acronym from the FBI, then they’re more than just a minor presence in the city.”  
 
    “Yes, they are.”  
 
    “I’m thinking they’re tied in with the other shootings from the last few months.”  
 
    Kaminsky said nothing.  
 
    “And I’m also thinking these guys are ambitious. I’ve heard about murders and disappearances all over town that are still unsolved. Did any of them look like this one?”  
 
    Kaminsky’s face fell and he scratched at his jaw. “Yeah. All of them.”  
 
    “Then we know exactly what’s going on here.”  
 
    The Special Agent in Charge of the Colorado Springs Organized Crime Task Force pulled a satellite phone from his coat and began dialing. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “SRT is pushing out the competition.”  
 
    “And taking over their operations.”  
 
    Kaminsky walked away to make his call. I stared at the dead bodies, at young men who were probably just teenagers when the Outbreak hit, and felt a deep sense of loss. It never ceased to sadden me the choices people made with their lives. These kids could have been anything, chosen any path they wanted. But instead of doing something worthwhile, they had walked a road that ended with them lying face down in a pool of their own blood.   
 
    I walked out of the warehouse and waited for the medical examiner to arrive. 

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Eric, 
 
    Somewhere east of Colorado Springs  
 
      
 
    “Horde incoming, two o’clock.”  
 
    I awoke from a lazy doze and looked up. The announcement had come from a bullhorn at the head of the wagon train. I was only six wagons back, so the horn was jarringly loud. My wife was already looking in the stated direction. I followed her gaze.  
 
    “Shit.”  
 
    My son stirred in Allison’s arms and looked at me, blinking his bright blue eyes.  
 
    “Dada,” he said, and struggled upright. Allison smiled and helped him up. The little guy scrambled into my lap and sat astride one of my thighs, his little arms grasping my neck.  
 
    “That was loud,” he said sleepily.  
 
    “I know, son,” I said, stroking the back of his head. His baby-fine brown hair was soft under my hand. I hugged him close and kissed him on the temple.  
 
    “Are the monsters coming?”  
 
    I let out a sigh. “Yes, son. They are.”  
 
    “Eric…” Allison said.  
 
    I shot her a look. We’d had this discussion before. I was of the opinion there was no point in lying to the little guy. He had inherited his mother’s keen intelligence, and although he was not yet three years old, he did not miss much. His pre-school teachers all agreed his speech was far advanced over his peers, and the fact he could already count to a hundred and recite the alphabet spoke of an uncommonly talented mind.  
 
    Allison relented and turned her head northward.  
 
    “Are you gonna go fight the monsters?” Gabriel asked. He was the namesake of my oldest and best friend, Gabriel Garrett.  
 
    “Yes, son. I am.”  
 
    “You’re good at fighting monsters.”  
 
    I smiled and gave my little boy another kiss. “Yes, son. I am.”  
 
    The signalman at the front of the train stood up and waved a black flag on a long wooden pole. Drivers pulled on reins, and animals lowed and grunted and blasted foggy breath into the winter air. The wagon train slowed to a stop. I looked to my right again. The horde was a big one; maybe over a thousand strong. There were only a hundred or so fighting men and women in the caravan, so this was going to be all-hands on deck. I picked little Gabe up and stood him on the bench beside me.  
 
    “I need you to stay here, son. Hug your mommy and keep her safe while I’m gone, okay?”  
 
    He nodded solemnly. “Okay, Dada.”  
 
    I kissed his cheek and gave him one last hug. Then he turned and jumped onto his mother’s lap. She caught him and wrestled him upright.  
 
    “Gabe, you shouldn’t jump on Mommy,” she said. “You don’t want to hurt your little sister, do you?”  
 
    Gabriel looked down at the rounded swell of his mother’s stomach. “No. I’m sorry.”  
 
    “It’s okay, sweetie. Just be careful.”  
 
    I leaned over and kissed Allison on the cheek. It was supposed to be just a quick one, but before I could move away, she caught my face with a gloved hand and pulled me back in. Her lips pressed hard against mine and I felt a warm, trembling shock down low in my stomach. After not nearly long enough, she broke the kiss and locked me in place with her bright amber eyes.  
 
    “Be careful. Don’t take any chances.”  
 
    I kissed her again and wished I had time for much more. “I won’t. Be back soon.”  
 
    Snow crunched under my boots as I walked to the back of the wagon and retrieved my rifle, aiming stick, and a heavy wooden box full of loaded magazines. The rifle was a standard issue M-16 I had modified into a sniper carbine through the addition of a 20-inch free-floated stainless-steel barrel, custom muzzle brake, aluminum handguard, match-grade trigger, and a Nightforce scope. I had also swapped out the cheap government-issue fixed stock for an extremely expensive—and nearly impossible to find these days—precision adjustable stock. The bullets I carried were 77 grain Sierra Match Kings chambered in 5.56 NATO. The ammo, combined with the heavily modified rifle, gave me the ability to hit a six-inch target at three hundred yards in good weather. In bad weather, I could still drop a ghoul at two hundred yards, visibility permitting. At a hundred yards or less, I felt like I was cheating.  
 
    A stream of people, all dressed in heavy winter clothing and carrying Army issue M-4 carbines, had departed the wagons and were gathering on a low ridge where Lincoln Great Hawk waited on horseback. He sat up straight in the saddle, a pair of binoculars held to his face, a lever action rifle in a long scabbard just behind him. He had let his hair grow long, and an eagle feather dangled from a braid next to his face. Between the tooled leather, the long hair, and the ancient tomahawk stuck through his belt, he looked like he belonged in a Frederic Remington painting.  
 
    Several other riders from the perimeter of the wagon train converged on his position. The other riders were Isaac Cole, Derrick Holland, and Ethan Thompson, all recently discharged from the Army and promptly hired by Great Hawk Private Security.  
 
    “Wagons one through six,” Great Hawk shouted, “you are with me. Wagons seven through twelve, go with Cole. Thirteen through eighteen, you are with Thompson. The rest of you are with Holland. You will be runners. Go to supply wagon number four and start bringing ammunition here to the ridge. Holland, assign four people to reload magazines. The rest of you be ready to relieve shooters on the firing line.”  
 
    Holland glared at the Hawk. “What the fuck?” he complained, his South Boston accent as grating as ever. “Why am I on shit detail?” 
 
    The Hawk looked at him with the kind of patient, stoic tolerance one might reserve for a chronically stubborn child. “Because it is your turn. Remember?”  
 
     Holland crinkled his brow, looked to one side, and blinked. “Oh. Right.”  
 
    Holland rode away, calling out orders as he went. Cole and Thompson looked at each other and tried not to laugh. The Hawk waved a hand at them.  
 
    “Go on. Get your people into position.”  
 
    “You heard the man,” Cole bellowed, his deep baritone cutting through the roar of the wind. “Let’s get to it.”  
 
    Thompson was more muted in his methods. He climbed down from his horse and led it by the reins to where the fighters assigned to him had gathered. He talked to them in a calm, friendly voice. But despite his gentle manner, the people he spoke to paid attention and did as he said. In their place, I would have too. Ethan is a hell of a nice guy, but there is an edge of steel in him a person would have to be pretty stupid not to pick up on. And not many stupid people survived the Outbreak.  
 
     As I stood on the ridge, the wind shifted direction and blew a wall of white powder into the faces of the approaching horde. I bent over my rifle, dialed the scope to eight-power, and peered at the day’s threat. The undead were moving toward us in a teardrop formation, the less mechanically injured ghouls out front and the ones with reduced mobility following behind. The wind-driven snow made it difficult to make out their features, but with a dawning sense of dread, I realized one thing was undeniably clear.  
 
    At least half of them were Grays.  
 
    Hooves clomped and saddle leather creaked a few feet away from me. I looked up and saw the Hawk astride his tall, elegant mare.   
 
    “Do you see what they are?” he said.   
 
    I let out a weary breath. “Yeah. Grays, and lots of them.”  
 
    “I do not like this. Every horde I see, more and more are Grays. Something is wrong.”  
 
    I watched the Hawk for a few seconds. I had long ago learned to trust his intuition. When he had a hunch, it was almost never wrong.  
 
    “What do you think they are?” I asked. “Some kind of mutation?”  
 
    “That much is obvious. But it is more than that.”  
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    A shake of the head. “I do not know. Whatever they are, they are not natural. They are something that was never meant to be. I know it sounds superstitious, but that is what I believe.”  
 
    I stood there on the ridge and felt the cold creep into my bones. My right hand tightened around my rifle’s grip, and a small but insistent voice in my head was telling me to run, run, run.  
 
    “I don’t think you’re superstitious, Hawk. And I don’t think you’re wrong about the Grays.”  
 
    He reached behind his saddle and drew the lever-action rifle from a leather scabbard. With his other hand, he unhooked a canvas bag full of cartridges and slung it across his chest. The mare stomped in the snow and tossed her head and snorted. She knew her rider, and she knew when battle was imminent.  
 
    “Let us get this done. I am ready for hot meal and a warm bed.”  
 
    I pulled the magazine from my rifle, checked that it was full, re-inserted it, and gave it a push-pull to make sure it was seated. The charging handle rasped as I drew it back and then let it snap forward. A round went into the chamber with a metallic clack.  
 
    “Sounds good to me.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Eric,  
 
    Somewhere East of Colorado Springs 
 
      
 
    The people around me were armed with either standard issue M-16s or M-4 carbines. And while M-16s and M-4 carbines are fine weapons, one of their drawbacks is that they are extremely loud. One rifle is enough to deafen anyone nearby without hearing protection. Start chopping away with more than a hundred of them, and the noise is enough to make a man dizzy. Consequently, the Army was as generous with its seemingly endless supply of earplugs as it was with weapons and ammunition. Which meant everyone shooting that day had little foam cylinders stuck in their ears. The earplugs muted the staccato cracks of weaponry to a dull, mind-numbing roar that drowned out all auditory input. Consequently, while I worked, my mind wandered, and I thought about how all these people had come to possess the weapons they were using.  
 
    On a July morning, twenty months after the end of civilization, hundreds of communities awakened to the sound of aircraft passing overhead. When they exited their shelters and looked to the sky, they saw parachutes descending toward them. Most of the parachutes were attached to crates of weapons, ammunition, communications equipment, food, and medical supplies. But a few, a very important few, gently lowered troops charged with contacting survivor communities and teaching them how to use the tools they were being given.  
 
    The program was called Operation Steel Resolve. And while the name might have been ridiculously propagandist, the mission itself was a smashing success. The troops issued the weapons and immediately began training people how to use them. Anyone who demonstrated sufficient knowledge of the AR-15 platform was trained as an armorer. The armorers were then instructed to enforce mandatory marksmanship practice and require people to pass minimum accuracy qualifications in order to retain possession of their weapons. This last policy, however, did not meet with much success. No one was willing to take a weapon away from someone simply because the government told them to. Especially not with thieves, raiders, and a couple of hundred million ghouls threatening to descend on their homes at any given moment.  
 
    To compound this, before the Outbreak, there had been over three hundred million firearms at large in the United States—literally enough guns to arm every man, woman, and child in the country—and most of them were still out there waiting to be picked up. Which was why, seven years after the Outbreak, with the nation’s population standing at a paltry three and a half million, if you were unarmed, it was your own fault.  
 
    Weapons aside, another point in humanity’s favor was the Army’s policy of making its ever-evolving anti-revenant doctrine public knowledge. There were standard operating procedures for dealing with hordes of ghouls ranging from a few dozen to over ten thousand. And the Army had done an excellent job of communicating these procedures to civilians. In turn, the populace had done a good job of listening and putting those ideas into practice.  
 
    The philosophy was simple: everything starts with resources. How many people do you have? What are they armed with? Do you have enough ammunition to destroy the horde in front of you?  
 
    In our case, we had well over a hundred people, which in post-Outbreak military terms put us at company strength. Everyone was armed with military issue rifles, and our ammunition supply was more than sufficient to deal with the horde.  
 
    Box checked.   
 
    The next thing to do was assess the terrain. In our case, this was easy. The horde was approaching us across a wide, barren plain dotted with the occasional pine tree or patch of shrubbery. From our position, we had an unobstructed field of fire. And since we had seen the horde coming from a kilometer away, there had been plenty of time to set up our defenses.  
 
    Another box checked.  
 
    With all this in mind, Great Hawk was following ghoul doctrine to the letter. At company strength, a field commander, be they military or civilian, is supposed to divide the fighters into four groups: three fire teams and a support element. The fire teams do the shooting, and the support element ensures everyone has ammunition and, when necessary, takes a shooter’s place on the firing line. This might seem like an unnecessary precaution, but it is not. The reasons shooters need to be relieved are many and varied. People get tired. They get cold. They get hot. Weapons malfunction. People realize they have to answer the call of nature and it is not going to wait. The list goes on. And when the person being relieved has dealt with whatever problem took them off the line, their duty is to assist the support team.   
 
    The last element of destroying large numbers of infected is deciding who shoots at which section of the horde. I have spoken with many soldiers over the years, quite a few of whom were serving since before the Outbreak, and according to their accounts, in the beginning, the method was simply to line up, pick a target, and shoot at it until it went down. It quickly became apparent this was a deeply flawed methodology.  
 
    For starters, ghouls don’t give a pinch of shit about being shot at. They literally have no concept of their own vulnerability. Say two of them are walking along, one in front of the other. You blow out the brains of the one in front and splash gore all over the face of the one behind. The second ghoul doesn’t even notice. It just keeps right on walking, trampling over the corpse of its fallen comrade like nothing happened. Because as far as the ghoul is concerned, nothing did.  
 
    Second, it was highly common for three or four or even more soldiers to pick the same target and start plugging away at it. This ensured the ghoul in question went down quickly but wasted ammunition getting it done. Which is decidedly bad when facing a big horde with limited ammo.  
 
    Another problem was standoff distance. If a horde gets too close, you damn well better have a clear escape route. Otherwise, as the Army says, your position will be overrun. Which is just a nice, clinical way of saying that you are well and truly fucked. If one wishes to avoid the aforementioned state of being well and truly fucked, he or she should keep in mind that the most critical aspect of wiping out a horde is bogging them down until they are forced to approach at a crawl. To do this, you must create piles of bodies along a line perpendicular to the horde’s direction of travel. The technical term for this is berming. Verb. The act of creating a berm. A berm is a stack of bodies ghouls have to go around rather than through.  
 
    I have never heard a soldier call a pile of bodies a berm, nor have I ever heard a soldier refer to the act of creating a pile of bodies as berming. They call it shitpiling. Verb. The act of creating a shitpile. A shitpile is a stack of bodies ghouls have to go around rather than through.  
 
    Ghouls are also not good at climbing and tend to follow the path of least resistance. Put a tall obstacle in their path, and whatever instinct remains in them will tell them to find a way around. Consequently, the Army’s leadership, after watching thousands of their troops get well and truly fucked, directed some of their most enterprising minds to talk amongst themselves, compare notes, and develop a methodology for destroying ghouls that did not result in brave soldiers being added to the ranks of the enemy.  
 
    The doctrine they came up with depends, like most things, on resources, personnel, and terrain. It is up to the field commander to work out the details, but the fundamental process is well established. And while ghoul doctrine is not totally effective for all scenarios, it nonetheless gives people a north star to guide their decisions. The importance of this cannot be overstated.  
 
    Which brought me back to the situation at hand. The Hawk assigned me and the others in my group the task of establishing the forward shitpile at the vanguard of the horde. Cole’s group was tasked with establishing a second line at the horde’s middle where the teardrop shape bulged out to its widest point. Our combined task was to create two proverbial speed bumps in the ghouls’ path. This is a slow process at first, but as the forward shitpile grows, the ghouls behind it slow down, making the job easier for people creating the secondary line.  
 
    Thompson’s group was on straggler detail. Their job was to assist Cole’s team until the secondary line was big enough, and when it was, Great Hawk would signal them to direct their fire at the ghouls who succeeded in circumventing the shitpiles. Doing this required Thompson to divide his team in half, each element firing at one side of the horde.  
 
    Once I was in position and had taken a few warm-up shots, the process became mechanical. Great Hawk wanted a hundred-yard standoff from our position, and my sniper carbine allowed me to accomplish my part with no problem. But for everyone else, making a headshot at a hundred yards with an M-4 on a moving target is not easy. So, the people helping me did what they had been taught to do: shoot at head level and hope for the best. With a horde this big, chances were good they would score a kill with every two or three shots. The ones lucky enough to have optics on their weapons would do much better.  
 
    It took me a while to realize it, but I was racking up a score of one ghoul every three seconds. And with the Nightforce scope, I was able to do this at the precise distance Great Hawk wanted. In ten minutes’ time, I dropped close to two hundred infected. Which, to my immense satisfaction, accounted for half of the bodies comprising the forward shitpile. Cole and Thompson’s teams had dropped another three hundred or so, reducing the horde to half its original size. The secondary line was now chest high and ghouls were tripping over each other trying to get around it. A few wayward Grays still tried to skirt the edges, but for the most part, the horde had ground to a halt.  
 
    Great Hawk gave a signal, and Thompson ordered his team to start picking off stragglers. The forward shitpile had grown too tall to shoot over, so my group was ordered to direct our fire toward the horde’s flanks.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, Great Hawk gave the order to cease fire. What had begun as a swarm of over a thousand infected was now mostly piles of rotting corpses. I stood up straight and winced as my back jerked and cramped. The muscles along my spine had stiffened up from being hunched over my rifle for so long, and it took me a few seconds to work out the kinks. Part of me wanted to blame the ache on the cold weather and long weeks spent sleeping in a wagon, but deep down, I knew better. I was not as young as I used to be, and it was beginning to show.  
 
    “Start collecting magazines and ammunition,” Great Hawk called out. “I will take the other riders and kill the ghouls that remain. The rest of you go back to the wagons and await our return.”  
 
    The Hawk looked down at me. “Eric, will you please make sure the caravan does not leave without us?”  
 
    “Can do.”  
 
    “Thank you.” With that, Great Hawk signaled Cole, Thompson, and Holland, and the four of them rode off toward what was left of the horde.  
 
    Something touched my face, and when I looked up, I saw it had begun to snow. Big fluffy flakes fell from the sky, alighting on people’s clothes and making fresh piles on the frozen ground. A few flakes landed on my rifle’s barrel and immediately melted and sizzled. The cold and wind had kept the barrel from overheating, but it was still hot enough to fry an egg on. I was grateful for the fact I was wearing thick gloves. Without them, I would be nursing blisters on my hands.  
 
    I slung the rifle across my back, dropped my empty mags in the box, closed it, latched it, and began walking back toward the wagon train. People around me did the same, retrieving empty mags and closing green metal boxes. The Outbreak had made misers of us all, and I had no doubt that not a single errant cartridge would be left on the battlefield. I also had no doubt the people returning to the caravan with the government’s ammunition would fill their pockets before depositing the steel cans in the supply wagon. Not that I blamed them. It’s a tough world out there, and bullets are always good for trade.  
 
    My ammo box was noticeably lighter as I trudged down the slope of the ridge. Before going to see my wife, I went to the wagon at the front of the line. The caravan leader, a dirty, disheveled man named Folston, was sitting on his buckboard reading a paperback. The sight of him lounging made me want to kick him in the ass, but in all fairness, that was an unworthy thought. As caravan driver, he was supposed to remain with the wagon train to make sure no opportunistic souls used the distraction of the horde as a chance to go looting and pillaging. I stopped beside his wagon and cleared my throat. He looked up irritably, saw who he was addressing, and quickly put on a pleasant face.  
 
    “Oh, hey. Mornin’, Mr. Riordan. How’d it go out there?”  
 
    It was a lot of work, you lazy fuck.  
 
    “Like clockwork. Great Hawk and his team are cleaning up the stragglers now.”  
 
    Folston nodded and pointed at the eastern sky. “We need to get this caravan moving if we’re gonna reach the Springs on time. Maybe we ought to shove off and let the riders catch up.”  
 
    Way to think of yourself first, you flapping anus.  
 
    “The Springs isn’t going anywhere, Folston. Don’t worry about that bonus for being on time; you’ll get it. In the meantime, we wait here until Great Hawk gets back and gives the order to move out. Are we clear?”  
 
    His expression soured. “Yes sir. You’re the boss.”  
 
    And don’t you fucking forget it.  
 
    “I appreciate it, Folston.”  
 
    Back at my wagon, I stowed my gear, sat down on the bench, and kissed my wife.  
 
    “Everything go okay?”  
 
    “Yeah. No big deal.”  
 
    “You guys worked fast. I thought it would take longer.”  
 
    “That’s what happens when you put the Hawk in charge. Shit gets done.”  
 
    Allison tried to smile but did not quite manage. Her face was drawn and brittle looking and there were dark circles under her eyes. The last seven weeks had been tough on her, and it showed. Little Gabe was snuggled against her, his head resting on her bosom, fast asleep. To the north, the sound of gunshots rang out. Most of them were the high crack of M-4s, but I could also hear the resonant boom of Great Hawk’s lever gun.  
 
    Little Gabe slept right through it.  
 
    It was not long before the riders returned. The Hawk moved down the line, checking to make sure everyone was ready to go. At my wagon, he simply glanced at me and nodded. Allison smiled and waved at him, and the big Apache smiled back.  
 
    Cole, Holland, and Thompson returned to their positions around the perimeter. The Hawk rode to the head of the wagon train and had a brief word with Folston. The caravan driver nodded to his foreman, who grabbed a long pole with a green flag on it. He stood and waved it in the air six times. When he was finished, the lead wagon began moving. A few minutes later, the caravan was once again rolling toward Colorado Springs.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Eric, 
 
    Caravan Road, Colorado Springs 
 
      
 
    The last few miles to the city made two things apparent.  
 
    First was the fact the people living in the shadow of the city wall, who had been known as Slummers the last time I visited the Springs, must have relented in their hatred of the city dwellers. In those days, over two years ago, aid workers had been unable to assist the Slummers out of fear for their lives. Several efforts had been made to bring food, building materials, medicine, and other things to make life better for the survivors on the fringe, but many of those well-intentioned souls had disappeared, the gifts they brought stolen and hoarded by the most violent elements within the slums.  
 
    But now, things were obviously different. Where once stood rickety shanties and filthy tents patched together from refuse, there were wooden row-houses and organized market squares. Storage buildings made of brick and mortar and public service facilities dotted the broad, flat landscape. To the south stood a water tower that looked to have been dismantled in some other place, relocated here, and put back together. I saw public water dispensaries every few hundred yards with people standing in line holding big plastic containers. There were even restaurants, taverns, and inns along some of the broader, busier streets.  
 
    The people here looked healthier as well. Instead of rags, most of them wore simple homespun clothing that, while not especially fashionable, was at least functional. No one was visibly starving. Children ran and played between buildings, laughing and shouting. Adults worked and talked and traded goods in stalls along the market areas. Most of the streets were still unpaved, and I did not see much electrical lighting, but overall, it seemed that life had improved for the people living out here. Perhaps the most telling development was the policemen in simple blue uniforms patrolling the streets. I got the impression life here was not exactly easy, but some semblance of law and order, not to mention economic prosperity, had been restored.  
 
    The second thing that became apparent was that crime must be getting bad within the city. There were several checkpoints on the road to the eastern gate. At each checkpoint, people were randomly stopped and searched. Individuals and families hauling wagons and carts had to wait for a uniformed official to inspect their cargo and obtain a stamped permit before proceeding to the city. All this occurred under the watchful eye of heavily armed soldiers in full combat regalia.  
 
    Thankfully, traffic into the Springs was divided into two sections. The first section was for pedestrians, riders on horseback, and people with small carts or wagons. The other section was for caravans, two of which waited ahead of us. Neither one was comprised of more than ten wagons. When the inspectors finished with them, a soldier standing guard outside a row of concrete barriers motioned for Folston to advance.  
 
    The process took an hour. A soldier, who could not have been a day over twenty but had the suspicious eyes of a much older man, stopped by my wagon and politely but firmly guided me through the inspection procedure. He started by taking out a tape measure and carefully checking the dimensions of my wagon, no doubt looking for hidden compartments. Then he crawled underneath and spent a few minutes thrashing around on his back, looking for anything hidden on the underside of the cargo area, buckboard, axles, and wheels. He even checked the team of oxen and their yokes and traces. That done, I had to open all my bags, boxes, and other containers and allow him to view the contents.  
 
    Last, he gave me, Allison, and even Little Gabe a pat down. With Allison he was professional and detached and apologized for the inconvenience. And in classic Allison fashion, she just smiled and told him that’s okay. You’re just doing your job.  
 
    The stony mien finally broke when he searched my son, who giggled and told the soldier hey, you’re tickling me. The young man broke a smile and promised to be more careful. When he was done, he held up his hand for a high-five, which Gabe happily provided.  
 
    “Okay, we’re all done here,” the soldier said. His name tag read Brown and his rank insignia denoted him as a private first class. “Please stay with your wagon and wait for the customs officer to wave you through.”  
 
    I pointed westward. “Would that be the old fellow up there in the gray coveralls? Face like he just smelled shit?”  
 
    Private Brown’s mouth twitched. “Yes sir, that’s him.”  
 
    I looked westward and studied the customs officer. “You’d swear there’s a little invisible guy waving a turd under his nose.”  
 
    Brown snorted and rubbed at his mouth. I grinned at him. A few seconds later, better composed, he said, “It shouldn’t take too much longer. Have a nice day.”  
 
    “I’ll do my best.”  
 
    The soldier walked back to the inspection station.  
 
    “Why do you always have to do that?” Allison said.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Try to make people to break character.”  
 
    I shrugged. “Just wanted to make sure there was a real person in there.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You’re hopeless.”  
 
    Little Gabe saved me from further criticism by demanding his mother give him a horsey ride. The horsey ride consisted of Allison holding his sides, bouncing him on her knee, and making alarmingly accurate equine noises. Gabe cackled and held on to her leg with his small, pink hands. The festivities continued unabated while the wagon train moved forward.  
 
    At the wall, Folston clambered down from his wagon, showed his permit to the watch captain, and was waved inside. While I waited for the caravan to get moving again, I looked westward and marveled at the beauty of the Rocky Mountains towering serenely over the city. It was something that had always baffled me about this part of Colorado. Miles and miles of flat nothing to the east, and then BAM, an endless landscape of gigantic, craggy mountains with majestic snow-capped peaks.  
 
    The wagon in front of me started moving, so I grasped the reins, gave them a snap, and rolled into the bustling city of Colorado Springs.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I signed off on the paperwork to have my goods and wagons warehoused, paid the caravan workers, and told Great Hawk, Holland, Cole, and Thompson I would see them tomorrow and not to have too much fun. Then I gave a kid from a nearby livery a pint jug of incredibly expensive maple syrup and told him to make arrangements for my livestock and see that they were well tended. He took down my name and the address of my hotel and said his boss would have the paperwork delivered there. I told him there would be a generous bonus for all parties involved if my oxen and horses were in better shape when I picked them up than when I dropped them off. His eyes glowed, his arm tightened around the jug of syrup, and he promised me I would not be disappointed.  
 
    My next stop was the currency exchange down the street from the warehouse. I’d had an account with them for several years and had enough federal credits on deposit to purchase several houses in any of the city’s richest neighborhoods. After signing a letter of credit, they gave me a stack of pink, newly minted federal notes in various denominations. They also gave me several rolls of coins, and when I protested, calmly assured me I would need them. Especially the fifty-cent pieces. When I asked them why, one of the men at the counter, obviously the manager, beckoned me to lean forward and spoke quietly.  
 
    “Most establishments with public restrooms charge fifty cents to use their facilities.”  
 
    “Oh. Good to know.”  
 
    I thanked him, divided the coins and bills between my pockets and the leather messenger bag I always carry, and wished them a good day.   
 
    That done, I hailed a carriage, helped the driver load our luggage into the back, and watched my son stare out the window at the people passing on the streets. Allison and I sat next to each other, her right hand on my leg and her left lying flat over her stomach. I put an arm around her shoulders and settled back on the bench.  
 
    “You decide on a name yet?”  
 
    Allison looked at me. “I’ve narrowed it down to a few finalists.”  
 
    “Care to divulge?”  
 
    “You’ll find out when she’s born.”  
 
    I slumped down in my seat, sighed, and frowned. “Unbelievable.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I pay a small fortune for a sonogram to find out the sex, and you won’t even tell me my little girl’s name.”  
 
    Allison kissed my jaw, patted me on the cheek, and said, “Nice try.”  
 
    Crap. Foiled again. 
 
    After a short journey, the carriage stopped, and the driver rapped on the door.  
 
    “We’re here, Mr. Riordan.”  
 
    I opened the door and stepped down. Allison followed, and I held her hands while she carefully navigated the fold-out steps. Little Gabe stood in the doorway and said, “Ready, Dada?”  
 
    I bent my knees and held up my hands. “Ready.”  
 
    He leapt out like a wee howler monkey and I caught him under the arms. Before setting him down, I spun him around a few times. His feet flew outward and he laughed with the pure, unfiltered glee that only small children are capable of. It was a sound that never ceased to put a smile on my face.  
 
    Paying the carriage driver with paper money felt strange. Most of the country still operated on the barter system, but in Colorado Springs, a wad of cash was just as good. I told the driver to keep the change. He tipped his hat, thanked me, and trundled away.  
 
    Before us stood the Western Estates Hotel, built post-Outbreak, and by all accounts, as fine an establishment as had ever been built anywhere. Having stayed in several of the world’s grandest pre-Outbreak hotels, including the Waldorf Astoria, Raffles Singapore, Hotel del Coronado, and Ritz Paris, I could not find grounds to disagree. The place was like a palace. Several of the city’s wealthiest residents had permanent homes here. The main building towered above the other structures along the street, flags flew from a massive balcony above the entrance, uniformed attendants stood at attention in front of the doors, and bright lights burned through the windows.  
 
    Running beneath it all, pulling at me like an ocean current, was the low buzz of electricity. Before the Outbreak, I would not have noticed. But over seven years of living in a world where electricity was rare had made me hyper-sensitive to its presence.  
 
    “Wow.” Allison said.  
 
    “No kidding.”  
 
    “How did they build this place so quickly?”  
 
    “Probably had something to do with an abundant supply of cheap labor.”  
 
    “Yeah. Good point.”  
 
    A teenager in a red uniform with neatly clipped hair and white gloves hustled over to us, pulling a luggage dolly.  
 
    “Good afternoon, sir. Can I take your bags?”  
 
    “Please.”  
 
    My instinct was to help him, but I knew in a place like this it would have been considered a massive faux pas. The kid would have been mortified, so I let him do his job. I picked up Little Gabe and we followed the attendant inside. When I gave my name at the counter, the gentleman addressing us, an older fellow with a trace of a South African accent, stood up straight.  
 
    “Mr. Riordan, we’ve been expecting you. It’s wonderful to finally have you staying with us.”  
 
    I smiled. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”  
 
    He blinked at me. “Sir?”  
 
    “Could you please tell us which room we’re in?” Allison said, shooting me a brief glare. “We’ve been on the road for weeks, and I’m very tired.”  
 
    The attendant, whose nametag read Lars, glanced down at her stomach and immediately picked up a key.  
 
    “Of course, ma’am. Your reservation has been ready since early this morning. Number three-forty-two, one of our family suites. An excellent choice. I have no doubt you’ll be very pleased.”  
 
    Her expression softened as she took the key and gave me a meaningful glance. 
 
    “I can take your luggage up now, if you like,” the attendant said.  
 
    “That would be great,” Allison said. “Thank you.”  
 
    I followed the attendant to the elevator, a sight which gave me pause considering I had not seen one that actually worked since the Outbreak.  
 
    “Not sure what the etiquette is, but here.” I handed the attendant a fifty dollar note. He offered a genuine smile and made the fifty disappear.  
 
    “That’s very kind of you, Mr. Riordan. I’ll get these up to your room right away.”  
 
    The elevator door opened, and the kid disappeared with our bags. I was still carrying Little Gabe, who was gazing around in open-mouthed wonder at the extravagance of our surroundings. It was a stark contrast to our modest home in Tennessee.  
 
    “It’s big here,” Gabe said, eyes wide.  
 
    “Yes, it is, son. Very big.”  
 
    Allison met us in the borderland between the lobby and the hotel bar. “I’m hungry.”  
 
    “Well, it just so happens we’re right next to one of the best restaurants in the city,” I said. “Let’s get some lunch.”  
 
    Allison stretched her back. “And then a nap.”  
 
    “And a bath.”  
 
    “God yes.”  
 
    We approached the hotel restaurant. The maître d´ took a long breath and pasted a fake plastic smile on his face when he saw us coming.  
 
    “Good afternoon, and welcome to Sunset Promenade. Do you have a reservation?”  
 
    I glanced past him. The dining room was less than half full. When I looked back at the maître d´, he was staring pointedly at my clothes. I was wearing travel attire. Durable and well made, but stained, rumpled, and not at all like the expensive suits and sleek dresses worn by the hotel’s other patrons. Considering our appearance, I could understand the head waiter’s reluctance. If it had just been me, I would have gone up to my room, bathed, changed, and come back down in something more appropriate. But my wife was hungry, and you just don’t turn away pregnant women.  
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Should be under Riordan.”  
 
    The waiter began running his finger down a piece of paper, then stopped. I detected a slight uptick in his respiration. “Would that be Mr. Eric Riordan?”  
 
    I gave a short bow. “The one and only.”  
 
    He stepped out from behind his lectern. “Right this way, sir.” 
 
    We followed him as he made his way into the restaurant. Allison stepped close to me and took one of my arms.  
 
    “You don’t have a reservation, do you?” she said quietly.  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “Does it feel good throwing your name around like that?”  
 
    I shrugged. “Got us a table, didn’t it?”  
 
    The waiter stopped and pulled out a chair for Allison. She sat down and thanked him. I sat down as well. Little Gabe’s head was on my shoulder, and I could feel his arms clinging to my coat.  
 
    “You hungry, son?”  
 
    He sat up and nodded.  
 
    “Pancakes?”  
 
    “Pancakes!”  
 
    A server came over and poured some water. Allison drained hers in one long, thirsty gulp.  
 
    “You okay, babe?”  
 
    She nodded. “Just thirsty is all.”  
 
    I watched her. I knew from her previous pregnancy that being eight months along is no fun at all. And getting to that point while spending your days riding in a wagon and your nights sleeping in a tent does not make the experience any more enjoyable.  
 
    “You know what I miss?” Allison said, looking at a gigantic flower arrangement in front of an equally gigantic bay window.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Pickles and peanut butter.”  
 
    “You craved those a lot when you were pregnant with Gabe.”  
 
    “We could get them in Tennessee. Think we can get them here?”  
 
    “We can. Probably ice cream as well.”  
 
    “Do they serve that here at the hotel?”  
 
    “I can ask. If not, I’ll send someone out to buy it.”  
 
    Allison smiled at me and put her hand over mine. I closed my fingers around hers and gently squeezed.  
 
    “Anything you want, honey,” I said. “Anything at all.”  
 
    Her lower lip trembled, and her eyes began to well up. “You’re so good to me.”  
 
    I tried to hold it in. I really did. But when the tears fell, I started laughing.  
 
    “Shit,” she said, wiping her eyes and laughing at the same time.  
 
    “Hormones, honey. It’s just hormones. You only get like this when you’re pregnant.”  
 
    She laughed and cried harder. “This is so annoying.”  
 
    “I can understand why you’re laughing. I mean, I’m delightful. But why are you crying? Because I offered you pickles and peanut butter?”  
 
    “And ice cream.”  
 
    “Right. That would probably make me cry too.”  
 
    I heard the maître d´ speaking behind me. The voice registered, and then went into the background with the dull hum of conversation around me. But then I heard another voice, this one distinct and unmistakable. It was deep, gravelly, and seemed to start somewhere far underground before rattling and clanking its way to the surface. The Kentucky accent had faded but was still noticeable. I set the little guy down next to his mother and looked behind me.  
 
    Gabriel Garrett and his daughter, Sabrina, stood at the entrance.  
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    Gabe was clean-shaven, his hair clipped short and styled with some kind of product. His suit had been expertly tailored from pre-Outbreak fabric, emphasizing his powerful frame without straining the seams. The gray at his temples had conquered more territory than I remembered, but it looked good on him, made him appear less savage and more distinguished.  
 
    That said, life in the Springs did not seem to have softened him. If anything, he looked leaner and stronger, the raw energy of his presence undiminished. The suit only served to highlight the contrast between his inner nature and the thin veneer he had adopted to better blend into the city. At least that was what I saw. Someone who did not know him as well may have gotten a different impression. Either way, his broad shoulders and six-foot-five frame—slightly heightened by his shiny black dress shoes—was enough to briefly command the attention of passersby.  
 
    But, as imposing as Gabriel was, his daughter was by far the more striking of the two. I had last seen her two years and seven months ago when she had been a skinny fourteen-year-old still a long way from growing into her body. But two and a half years can make a hell of a difference.  
 
    She was seventeen now, and the five-foot-ten I remembered had stretched out to six feet. The skinny, awkward adolescent body was now anything but. Her legs looked powerful enough to kick a hole in a brick wall, and her form-fitting shirt showed off high, rounded breasts and a few ripples of abdominal muscle. Her arms looked stronger and more defined than most men’s. She had cut her hair short, the sides and back shaved close to her scalp, the top longer and combed to one side. A few errant black strands dangled over her forehead, emphasizing the pale gray eyes she had inherited from her father.  
 
    I would not go so far as to call her beautiful—the hard angles of her face and severe expression prevented that—but she was attractive, and there was an undeniable energy about her. Between that, her height, and her physique, she turned a lot of heads. I hoped for the sake of anyone admiring her that they kept their thoughts to themselves. The Sabrina I knew did not take kindly to rude comments, nor did she suffer idiots gently. Not to mention the giant of a father standing next to her.  
 
    I stood and walked over to them, kept my face neutral, hands in my pockets, and made a show of assessing their appearance.  
 
    “What’s with all the black? You two going to a funeral or something?”  
 
    Gabe grinned. It was not for the faint of heart. His face was scarred from too many battles and dark from long years spent in the sun. The incisors were a couple of millimeters too long, giving him a distinctly wolf-like appearance. Sabrina started grinning as well, and I was struck by how alike the two of them looked, lupine teeth and all.  
 
    “Hadn’t planned too,” Gabe rumbled. “But the day is young.”  
 
    I couldn’t take it anymore. My face split and I walked toward Gabe with my arms open.  
 
    “Bring it in, you big bastard.”  
 
    Gabe squeezed the breath out of me for a second or two, then stepped back and smacked me on the shoulder. “Damn good to see you, man.”  
 
    “You too.”  
 
    I turned my attention to Sabrina. “Who’s this? Where’s your daughter? I thought she was coming with you.”  
 
    “Fuck you, prick,” Sabrina said, still grinning.  
 
    “Oh, there you are. It’s hard to recognize you when you’re not hurling obscenities.”  
 
    She threw her arms around my shoulders, kissed me on the cheek, and cheerfully said, “Eat a dick.”  
 
    “Atta girl.”  
 
    I herded them to my table where Allison was waiting. As she stood up, Sabrina rushed over to embrace her. The two clung to each other for a few seconds, and then Sabrina stepped back.  
 
    “Holy crap,” Sabrina said, running her hands around the sides of Allison’s belly. “There’s a baby in there.”  
 
    “Blame him.” Allison jabbed a thumb at me. “I do.”  
 
    Gabe stepped forward, leaned down, and kissed Allison on the cheek. She reached up and ran a hand down the side of his face.  
 
    “I like the GQ look,” she said. “Very handsome.”  
 
    “Thanks. Elizabeth likes it too.”  
 
    “How is she?”  
 
    “Good. Busy.”  
 
    “Well, she’s a US attorney now. I imagine she would be. Is she coming to see us?”  
 
    “Tomorrow,” Gabe said. “She’s in court today.”  
 
    The big man tilted his body to the side and looked around Allison’s back.  
 
    “Who’s this little fella hiding behind you?”  
 
    I looked down. A tuft of brown hair and wide blue eyes were visible around Allison’s leg. The rest of Little Gabe was hidden from view. I held out a hand to him.  
 
    “It’s okay, buddy. These are my friends.”  
 
    Slowly, reluctantly, Little Gabe let me pick him up. Sabrina put her hands up to her mouth.  
 
    “Oh my God, he’s so cute.” She reached out a hand and touched his hair. “Look how much you’ve grown. You’re not a little baby anymore.”  
 
    My son eyed her warily and laid his head on my shoulder.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sabrina said. “Did I scare him?”  
 
    “No. He’s just shy around people he doesn’t know.”  
 
    “Hey, little fella,” Gabriel said. To my surprise, Little Gabe sat up.  
 
    “Hello,” he said.  
 
    “He talks!” Sabrina said, her voice almost a squeak.  
 
    I laughed. “Jeez, kid. This is a side of you I’ve never seen.”  
 
    She shrugged. “I love babies.”  
 
    The blue eyes swiveled in her direction. “I’m not a baby. I’m Gabriel.”  
 
    She nearly melted into the floor. “My name is Sabrina. It’s so nice to meet you.”  
 
    “Nice to meet you too.”  
 
    Before she could turn into a puddle of goo, I pointed at big Gabe. “Do you know who this is, son?”  
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “His name is Gabriel too. He’s my best friend. I named you after him.”  
 
    The little guy brightened. “Your name is Gabriel?”  
 
    “It is, just like yours.”  
 
    “Dada gave me your name?”  
 
    My friend beamed. “Yes, he did.”  
 
    “Oh.” Little Gabe went quiet, his child’s mind coming to grips with this new revelation.  
 
    “I don’t know about you,” I said, “but I’m starving. Let’s order something.”  
 
    I carefully maneuvered Little Gabe into his booster seat and then pulled out a chair for Sabrina. She sat down with much more grace and elegance than I was expecting and even said thank you. When she caught me staring, she said, “What?”  
 
    “You have manners now?”  
 
    “Elizabeth taught her,” Gabe said. “She’s coming along.”  
 
    Sabrina cut her eyes at her father, but he ignored her and sat down. 
 
    I took my seat just as the waiter arrived. He poured water for Gabe and Sabrina and handed out menus.  
 
    “Any recommendations?” I said to Gabe.  
 
    “The ribeye is fantastic.”  
 
    “Ribeye. Damn. Can’t remember the last time I had that.”  
 
    “Life is short. Enjoy it.”  
 
    I opened the menu and found a piece of card stock inside. The writing on it was done by hand in elegant, flowing script. The message stated that Columbian roasted coffee was now available.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I muttered.  
 
    Everyone looked at me.  
 
    “What?” Sabrina asked.  
 
    “I guess I’m not Walden’s only customer.”  
 
    Sabrina looked confused. “Who?”  
 
    “Jake Walden. Caravan merchant. He’s supposed to be delivering four-thousand pounds of coffee beans to Hollow Rock. I hope he isn’t skimming.”  
 
    “He’s not,” Gabe said.  
 
    I looked at him. Of course he knew who Walden was. All roads led to the Springs, and if a caravan came through town, the Blackthorns almost certainly had men guarding it. Gabe, being one of the company’s highest executives, would know all about it.  
 
    “How much was he hauling?” I asked.  
 
    “A lot more than two tons.”  
 
    I thought that over. “Heard of any other merchants coming through with coffee?”  
 
    “Supposed to be another shipment in two weeks.”  
 
    “From California?”  
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “Damn. How are the Colombians getting it here so fast?”  
 
    “Merchant freighter. Small one.”  
 
    I pondered the implications of that. “Where are they getting fuel?”  
 
    “Ethanol,” Gabe said. “Make it themselves and convert the boat engines to run on it.”  
 
    “How is that even possible?”  
 
    Gabe shrugged. “Same way as everything else, I imagine. Scavenge and improvise.”  
 
    I put the card down and closed the menu.  
 
    “The coffee any good?” I asked.  
 
    “I like it.”  
 
    I looked at the waiter. “I’ll have a cup of coffee, and the ribeye and roasted potatoes. But could you bring the food out a little later?”  
 
    “Of course,” the waiter said.  
 
    Everyone else ordered. Gabe and Sabrina both got the ribeye as well. Allison ordered pancakes for her and Little Gabe. The kid got maple syrup, and Allison asked for peanut butter and a side of pickles.  
 
    Sabrina squinted at her. “Peanut butter and pickles?”  
 
    “If you ever get pregnant,” Allison said, “you’ll understand.”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s a negative.”  
 
    Gabe glanced at his daughter but said nothing.  
 
    The food came for everyone but me. As promised, the waiter brought my coffee first and gave me time to drink it. I did so slowly, evaluating the flavor. Two tons of the stuff was on its way to my warehouse in Hollow Rock, so it was only prudent to sample the goods. It was not bad. Not as good as some I’d had before the Outbreak, but a damn sight better than herbal tea brewed from whatever non-poisonous weeds people could scrounge up. If the Colombians kept producing and shipping this stuff, I might be looking at a whole new line of business.  
 
    “Hatching a plan to be the next Starbucks?” Gabe said, reading my mind like he always did.  
 
    “How’d you know?”  
 
    “You’re staring at that coffee like you want to kiss it.”  
 
    “Maybe I do. Haven’t had any in years.”  
 
    A strange look crossed Gabe’s face. “Funny. You’re the third person to say that to me today.”  
 
    The good-natured expression was gone, replaced by his usual brooding scowl.  
 
    “Something bothering you?”  
 
    He opened his mouth, closed it, and finally said, “We’ll talk later.”  
 
    I nodded, not liking Gabe’s tone. He had mentioned during one of our calls a couple of months ago he was doing freelance work as a consultant for the FBI’s Organized Crime Task Force. I had advised him against it, but he had assured me his involvement was strictly advisory. But knowing Gabe the way I did, it was not a leap to assume he was more entangled in the city’s intrigues than he had let on.  
 
    Not for the first time in our long friendship, I wondered what kind of trouble Gabe had gotten himself into.  
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    Over lunch, we caught up.  
 
    Allison talked about the baby. It was a girl. I knew that already—Eric and I talked once a week via satellite phone—but I acted impressed anyway. She planned to have the baby here in the Springs where the best medical care money could buy was available. I told her that was a sound decision.  
 
    Eric explained to Sabrina about his business interests in the Springs, and what he hoped to accomplish while he was here. Sabrina nodded her head in the right places and made encouraging noises, but I could tell she was not really interested.  
 
    When Eric ran out of things to say, Sabrina told him about the Department of Homeland Security training program she had been selected for eighteen months ago. She had another year of training left to go, after which she would be paired with an experienced agent who would evaluate her performance in the field. If she passed the mandatory twelve-month probation period, she would be assigned to a field office and begin a career with DHS as a federal emissary.  
 
    “Wait,” Eric said, looking up. “You mean…”  
 
    “Black card, baby,” Sabrina said, smiling.  
 
    “No shit?”  
 
    “No shit.”  
 
    “And you started training when you were fifteen?”  
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “Jeez. That seems kind of young, don’t you think?”  
 
    Sabrina laughed. “Not anymore it isn’t. All the acronyms are doing it. DHS, FBI, ATF, DEA, Marshals…hell, even the CIA is recruiting people that age.”  
 
    Eric looked offended. “But why? Why kids? Aren’t there enough grownups around for them to prey on?”  
 
    “They’re desperate,” I said. “They want career agents, people who will stick around for the long haul. That’s a lot more likely if they recruit kids and wow them with the promise of excitement before they have a chance to pursue other interests.”  
 
    Eric looked at me. “Please don’t tell me you approve of this.”  
 
    I could feel Sabrina’s glare as I answered. “Not in principle, no. But Sabrina will be a grownup soon, and there are a lot worse careers out there than federal law enforcement. Besides, she’s a lot smarter and more mature than you and I were at her age. She can make her own decisions.”  
 
    Eric obviously had more to say, probably something to the effect of how dangerous it was to be a federal agent these days and how wrong it was to recruit teenagers, but he held it in. I was grateful. It was territory Sabrina and I had discussed at length, and I was not in the mood to endure yet another argument on the subject. And besides, it could have been worse. At least she did not want to join the Army. Or the Blackthorns.  
 
    After lunch, Eric and his family retired to their suite for baths and some well-deserved rest. I pledged to come back in the morning at 9 o’clock and introduce Eric to my boss, Tyrel Jennings. The two were set to discuss a strategic alliance between the Blackthorns and Great Hawk Private Security. I had my reservations about how that meeting would go—the image of two mountain goats stubbornly bashing their heads together came to mind—but I told myself to stay positive. If nothing else, my old friend Lincoln Great Hawk would be there to keep them from killing each other.  
 
    Outside the hotel Sabrina hailed a wagon, kissed me on the cheek, and told me she was going back to the academy to catch the afternoon close quarters combat class. Today they were focusing on pistol fundamentals and she did not want to miss it. I hugged her and told her to be careful, and as her wagon squeaked and rattled away, I tried not to feel too sad at the thought of her growing up and leaving me. We had only just gotten to know each other, and my heart was nowhere near ready to let her go. Having already missed her childhood, the prospect of not being there for even more of her life made me feel old, tired and used up.  
 
    I had expressed these feelings to my wife a few months ago, and after hearing me out, she had said, “Gabe, I think you’re missing the point.”  
 
    “What point?”  
 
    Her thick, wavy hair fell down her shoulders as she sat up in bed to face me. “That you should be grateful. That you’re incredibly lucky to have spent any time with your daughter at all. Do you have any idea how many people there are who would kill for just one more day with someone they lost?”  
 
    A few seconds passed before I responded. “You’re right. You’re always right. I should be grateful.”  
 
    Elizabeth kissed me gently and said, “Love is the hardest thing in the world, Gabe. It opens you up and makes you more vulnerable than anything else ever could. And sometimes it hurts. But would you trade one second with Sabrina to spare yourself that pain?”  
 
    I shook my head. “Not a chance.”  
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    When Sabrina disappeared from view, I hailed my own wagon and rode in silence to BSC headquarters. As usual, there was a pile of work on my desk. I was glad to see it. I sat down in my chair, picked up a pen, and attacked the papers.  
 
    It was all routine stuff. Procurement needed to replace equipment that was worn out or broken and needed approval before spending company funds. I reviewed the list and signed for the purchase order. Next was a memo from Hadrian Flint, the company’s chief operating officer. The head of security for company headquarters was retiring, and he wanted my input on who to replace him with. I gave him two names and offered to sit in on the interviews and buzzed my secretary. She took the envelope and said Hadrian was out for the day, but she would put the letter on his desk.  
 
    I spent another hour looking over accounts receivable. There were hundreds of names on the list: private citizens, corporations, small businesses, caravan partnerships, etc. The Blackthorns provided security to half the city and many places beyond. Most of the accounts were current, but some were behind. I wrote a memo to the bean counters on the third floor and gave them a list of senior Blackthorns to get in touch with. Our men would try to collect on the accounts, and if they did not meet with success, would notify the parties affected that until their account was current, we would no longer be providing services. If that happened, the senior Blackthorns would notify the bean counters, who would notify me, and I would reassign our people to other jobs. And there were always other jobs. More people wanted to hire us than we had trained personnel to accommodate. Hence Tyrel’s willingness to work out a deal with Centurion National, formerly known as G&R Transport and Salvage, formerly known as Eric and me trying not to starve to death. I still held a minority stake in the company, and my share of the profits had made me wealthy enough that working was optional. I had even briefly considered retiring, but that idea had died a swift death. What would retirement even look like for me? What would I do with all that free time? Unable to come up with an answer that did not make me want to hang myself, I decided my day job was just fine.  
 
    The intercom buzzed, and I looked up from my desk and answered it. “Yes?”  
 
    “It’s five-thirty, Mr. Garrett.”  
 
    I looked at the clock on the wall. “Thank you, Holly.”  
 
    “You’re welcome, sir.” The intercom clicked off.  
 
    I closed the file lying on my desk, dropped the finished items in a basket by the door, placed everything else in a filing cabinet, grabbed my coat, and headed out.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The bar was called Sundowner’s, and it was designed to look like a prohibition era speakeasy. I liked it. The owner kept the lighting dim and made sure an uninterrupted stream of jazz crooned softly from overhead speakers. That alone would have been enough to earn my business, but the waitresses were pretty, the bartenders were competent, privacy was respected, and the drinks did not cost an arm and a leg. If I needed a quiet spot to be alone, or, as was the case tonight, a comfortable place to have a private conversation, this was my preferred venue.  
 
    Kaminsky was ten minutes late. I didn’t mind. He was a busy man. A blast of cold followed him in, and after a few seconds of searching, he spotted my booth, walked over, took off his jacket, and sat down on the bench across from me. One of the waitresses took note and approached our table.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Alana. Can I get you two a drink?”  
 
    Stan looked her over. I could not blame him. The waitress was tall, young, slender, and gorgeous. I imagined she did well in this place.  
 
    “I’ll have a Springbok IPA,” Kaminsky said, referring to a local brew.  
 
    The waitress looked at me. She had short curly hair, her skin was a deep shade of brown, and her eyes were like pools of gleaming midnight. I reminded myself I was a married man, not to mention old enough to be her father, and ordered a Stall’s Reserve.  
 
    “Be right back.”  
 
    Kaminsky watched her go. “Did girls look that good when we were young?”  
 
    “Can’t remember,” I lied. “Too long ago.”  
 
    Kaminsky smiled ruefully. True to her promise, Alana returned a less than a minute later with our drinks.  
 
    “Anything else?”  
 
    “Good for now,” I said.  
 
    “Holler if you need anything,” Alana said, and left.  
 
    “What are we drinking to?” Kaminsky asked, holding his beer in my direction. I raised my glass.  
 
    “To youth, and the promises it never kept.”  
 
    “I’ll drink to that.”  
 
    We clinked and drank. The moonshine was not much compared to the bourbon I missed so dearly, but it was not terrible either.  
 
    “What do you have for me?” I asked.  
 
    Kaminsky stared at his beer a few seconds. “Not sure how much I can tell you.”  
 
    I glared at him. He noticed but did not look up.  
 
    I ground my teeth and resisted the urge to slap him. It was like being back in the CIA all over again. Ask a question pertinent to your mission, and some asshole bureaucrat starts bleating about need-to-know. Seconds ticked by, but Kaminsky said nothing. He was trying to wait me out, get me to talk first so he could pretend whatever information he shared was a gift.  
 
    Typical manipulative bullshit.  
 
    I drained my drink, stood, donned my coat, and dropped a bill on the table. “Have a nice evening, Stan.”  
 
    He finally looked up. “Where are you going?”  
 
    “Home.”  
 
    “But I thought-”  
 
    “Listen,” I said, cutting him off. “I didn’t ask to be a part of your investigation. You came to me. You asked for my help. And this whole time, you’ve been keeping as much information from me as possible. I’m sick of it. If you want my help, you’re going to have to trust me. Read me in. Otherwise, best of luck to you. I don’t need this shit.”  
 
    I got five steps before Kaminsky stood up.  
 
    “Wait,” he said.  
 
    I stopped and turned around.  
 
    “Come on, Gabe. Sit down.”  
 
    “Why should I?”  
 
    He walked closer. “Look. I’m out on a limb here. There’s information I’m allowed to share, and information I’m not.”  
 
    “I know that song, Stan. I don’t dance to it anymore.”  
 
    He held up his hands. “Alright, alright. Just sit down, will you?”  
 
    I did. Alana brought me another drink and then disappeared through a door behind the bar. I took a sip and waited.  
 
    “Okay,” Kaminsky said. “Everything I tell you stays between us. Got it?”  
 
    I rolled my eyes and nodded.  
 
    “Ok. Here’s what I know.” Stan leaned closer and lowered his voice. “About two and a half years ago, someone started knocking over drug gangs in the Refugee District. Touched off a turf war.”  
 
    “I remember.”  
 
    “Right. So, a few weeks go by, and nobody at the Bureau shows much interest in stepping in. Cops were not too concerned either. Figured the gangs were doing them a favor by taking each other out. But I knew better. In a street war, somebody always comes out on top. That’s a bad thing. Criminal organizations are easier to knock over when they’re divided, when we can play them against each other. The brass at the Bureau and CSPD were willing to take things at face value, but I could see the war wasn’t an accident. Someone was moving behind the scenes.”  
 
    “Someone who wanted to take over.”  
 
    “Exactly. I told anyone who would listen what I suspected, but I got nowhere.”  
 
    “Let me guess. Not enough evidence.”  
 
    A nod. “AD wasn’t willing to put together a task force based on one agent’s wild-ass guess.”  
 
    “Until…”  
 
    “Until somebody flipped.”  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Guy named Julio Rodriguez. People called him El Carnicero.”  
 
    “The Butcher.”  
 
    “Right. Liked to chop people up while they were still alive. Even cauterized the wounds to keep his victims from bleeding out.”  
 
    “Jesus.”  
 
    “Don’t think he approved. Anyway, I got Rodriguez on a buy-bust, joint thing with CSPD. Caught him, his brother, and his cousin with ten kilos of opium.”  
 
    I whistled. “That’ll get you some time.”  
 
    “No shit. Now, the thing you need to understand is his gang was the big fish in the pond. If you wanted to hustle in the Springs, you had to talk to Rodriguez first. He’d grown up working for the Sinaloa Cartel, along with his brother and his cousin. The three of them used to run the cartel’s operations in Dallas before the Outbreak.”  
 
    “So these guys were professionals.”  
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    “How’d you flip Rodriguez?”  
 
    “I didn’t. He flipped himself.”  
 
    I blinked. “Why?”  
 
    “There’s a story to that. See, we made the bust on an anonymous tip. One of the agents I worked with at the time got a letter from a courier. Gave the time and place for the buy, named Rodriguez as the dealer.”  
 
    “How much lead time?”  
 
    “Less than twenty-four hours.”  
 
    I nodded. “Of course. It was a setup. They wanted you scrambling, lessen the likelihood of word getting back to Rodriguez. Any luck finding out who sent the letter?” 
 
    “I checked the office it came from. Everybody there had the same story. A kid came in with a letter and some money. Said his father wanted him to have the letter delivered.”  
 
    “No ID on the kid?”  
 
    “Guy who took the order asked, but the kid wouldn’t say. And since the kid paid cash in advance, the courier didn’t care.”  
 
    “Figures. What happened then?”  
 
    “The agent who got the letter came to me because he knew I had friends with CSPD. Drug busts aren’t normally our thing, so I made a call. Talked to a captain I knew. He got in touch with a few officers he trusted and told me where to meet. We talked, I told them what I had, and asked what they thought. They figured it was worth following up on, so we put our heads together and came up with a plan.”  
 
    “Let me guess. You staked the place out, and, sure enough, the dealers showed up.”  
 
    “Right. But the weird thing is, the buyers never did. When it looked like Rodriguez was calling it quits, we moved in.”  
 
    I pointed a finger at him. “You’re supposed to have probable cause to do that. An anonymous tip wouldn’t fly with a judge, which means it wouldn’t fly with a prosecutor.”  
 
    “No, but local ordinance allows CSPD to search anyone on public property for contraband. The meet was on public property, which, of course, was no accident, because the buyers were setting Rodriguez up and wanted him to get busted.”  
 
    My glass made a low grinding sound as I spun it on the table. None of this was making much sense.  
 
    “But why?” I said, still trying to see the larger picture. “Why go through the trouble? Why not just kill them and take the drugs?”  
 
    “Pressure. Think about it.”  
 
    “I’m trying to.”  
 
    “How about this. On my side of things, I didn’t have much to go on. But SRT didn’t know that. All they knew was an FBI agent was running around asking people if they’d heard about someone making moves on the locals. So, naturally, they think the feds might be on to them. They want to get rid of Rodriguez, but they don’t want another bloodbath to bring down more heat. So, they decided to handle things quietly.”  
 
    I pondered that and realized Stan was right. I was thinking about this from the law enforcement side, which was the wrong way to go about it. The smart thing would be to put myself in SRT’s shoes. And if I were, and I heard the FBI was making inquiries that hit a little too close to home, I’d throttle back the violence until I had more intel on exactly how much the feds knew. The fact SRT was now murdering people in the streets again meant they had gotten that intel, and they were no longer worried.  
 
    “Okay, I’m with you. So CSPD searches them, and…” I held out a palm.  
 
    “And they’re all convicted felons, and they’re all carrying concealed weapons. Big no-no. Now we had probable cause to search their carriage, which, of course, was where they were hiding the dope.”  
 
    “Okay. So let’s get to the part where Rodriguez flips.”  
 
    “After the arrest, he’s fucking livid. Says he has information on who they were supposed to be selling to. Says the buyer’s operation is all over the city, got their fingers in everything. Drugs, guns, extortion, smuggling, you name it.” 
 
    The picture was becoming clearer. “So SRT touches off the gang war, which forces Rodriguez to defend against attacks on multiple fronts while at the same time trying to restore order. And when SRT starts taking over pieces of his syndicate, he can’t do much about it without stretching his resources even thinner. So, he decides to limit his exposure and focus on the known quantities.”  
 
    “That’s about the size of it.”  
 
    “Okay. Now let me run something by you.”  
 
    “Shoot.”  
 
    “I’m thinking Rodriguez, surrounded by enemies and weakened in the eyes of his own people, ran face-first into the fact that war is expensive and bad for business. And with people out gunning for his head, he needed to protect his interests, not to mention his life. He had product, but no way to distribute it without opening himself up to attack. Meanwhile, the only buyers he could go to were a bunch of outsiders with no established loyalty to one side or the other. Hence the drug deal with SRT, who he did not realize were the very people trying to bring him down.” 
 
    Stan curled his hand into a gun and dropped the thumb at me. “Bingo.”  
 
    “Did your AD buy it?”  
 
    “Not exactly. Nor did I at the time. But I wasn’t about to waste an opportunity, either. So, I gave Rodriguez a chance to prove himself. If he gave us names that led to a major bust, maybe we could talk about reducing his sentence. Problem was, he didn’t have any names because the guys he sold to used cutouts. He did, however, know the names of people outside the organization, small timers mostly, who worked with the cutouts directly. I told him I’d follow up and get back to him. Only I never did.”  
 
    “Bad information?”  
 
    “No, the information was good. Rodriguez, however, suffered an acute case of internal hemorrhaging caused by a seven-inch shank to the kidney, lungs, liver, and throat. His brother and his cousin too.”  
 
    “SRT got to them in lockup. Cut the head off the snake. Probably the plan all along.” 
 
    “Dead men tell no tales.” 
 
    “Any idea who did the job?”  
 
    “No. A bunch of guys started a fight on the yard, and someone got to Rodriguez and company in the confusion. Guards couldn’t ID the killers.”  
 
    “Or didn’t want to.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t surprise me. Anyway, it wasn’t a complete loss. The intel Rodriguez gave me was on a loan sharking operation in Southtown. Said he ran collections for a guy called Blain.”  
 
    “Like Blain the Mono?”  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “From a Stephen King novel.”  
 
    Stan blinked and shook his head. “Anyway, with the war going on, this Blain guy was escalating his tactics. Made it known there was a new administration in town, and anyone operating in the Refugee District or Southtown had to pay tribute. Didn’t take him long to cement his place. People who refused to pay started disappearing.”  
 
    “Sounds about right. What did you get out of the loan shark?”  
 
    “Nothing. Not a word. I offered protection, and when that didn’t work, I threatened him with everything I could think of. Total waste of time. Didn’t even make a dent.”  
 
    “Meaning he was a lot more afraid of Blain than he was of anything you might do to him.”  
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    I looked down at my empty glass and frowned. “How about you get to the part where all this led you to the Storm Road Tribe.”  
 
    Kaminsky sipped his beer and laughed. “Luck. Pure damn luck.”  
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    “Somebody must have caught wind of me leaning on the loan shark, because two days later a couple of guys with submachine guns broke into his office in the middle of the night and served him a lead sandwich. Lucky for me, however, our loan shark had a couple of competent bodyguards on hand who managed to kill one of the attackers.”  
 
    “And you got an ID.”  
 
    “Name was Abner Grant, ex-Army, served two tours in Iraq. Came home after the war and fell in with a biker gang. Caught a dime for trafficking meth in Arizona. Released on parole a month before the Outbreak. But that’s not what put me on the trail.”  
 
    “What did?”  
 
    Kaminsky reached into a coat pocket and pulled out a laminated photo. “Recognize this?”  
 
    I looked. The photo was of a man’s wrist with a tattoo of a skull. The skull had a lightning bolt on its forehead and two crossed M-16 rifles beneath. Instead of teeth, the skull had three letters in old English script.  
 
    SRT. 
 
    “Look familiar?”  
 
    “Yeah. This guy must have been a member since SRT’s early days. They wouldn’t be stupid enough to keep letting people get these tattoos. Not if they’re trying to rule the city’s vice trade anonymously.”  
 
    “Like I said. We got lucky.”  
 
    “So how did you make the connection?”  
 
    “I’d been hearing stories about these guys for years, mostly from guys coming in out of the wastelands. You know how career criminals are. If there’s one thing they can’t do, it’s keep their mouths shut. I always thought it was a bunch of boogeyman bullshit until I started working the gang war. After that, and after seeing how the new players were operating, I started paying attention. What I gathered was these guys got their start somewhere in the wastelands, carved out a foothold in the city, and built contacts with all the local players. And having seen their hits, and the fact Abner Grant was ex-Army, I started thinking these guys might be connected to the military somehow. It was thin, but it was a lead. So, I contacted the Bureau’s defense liaison.”  
 
    My warning antennas went up. “Really?” I said, trying to sound genuinely curious. “What pushed you in that direction?”  
 
    “I guess you could call it a hunch. SRT’s methods were…calculated. Precise. Executed with strong attention to detail. Not like regular crooks. These guys were disciplined. The whole thing smelled like military to me. Also, some of the stories I heard were corroborated by documented incidents. Like that caravan attack you told me about. The Bureau has a file on that.”  
 
    Time to change the subject. “What did the liaison tell you?”  
 
    “A lot more than I was expecting. Apparently, these guys made the Army’s hit list a couple of years back. Some kind of spec-ops thing. General Jacobs over at JSOC caught wind of them, classified them as a verified insurgent group, and laid the fucking hammer down. Afterward, the Army figured SRT was done for and closed the books.”  
 
    I kept my face neutral. I had been a part of the proverbial hammer the Army had laid to the Storm Road Tribe. My part had been to save a group of women being trafficked as sex slaves. In the process, I saw for myself exactly how ruthless the Storm Road Tribe really was. The idea of them here, in the Springs, taking control of the city’s crime syndicates … it was not good news.  
 
    “So that’s what got you chasing after these guys?” I asked.  
 
    “Yep. And it only took me a fucking year to convince the assistant director to put together a task force to deal with it.”  
 
    “Better late than never.”  
 
    Kaminsky drained an inch of fluid from his IPA and sat back. “You happy now?”  
 
    “One more question.”  
 
    His eyes narrowed. “What?”  
 
    “When you came to ask for my help, you said you were referred to me by an old colleague of mine. I assumed you meant someone at the CIA.”  
 
    Kaminsky nodded. “Yeah.”  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Come on, Gabe. You know I can’t tell you that.”  
 
    I went quiet for a few seconds. “I’m going to throw a name at you.”  
 
    “Gabe…”  
 
    The light was low, so I leaned in for a clear view of Stan’s eyes. “Tolliver.”  
 
    The face remained expressionless, but the pupils did not get the memo. They dilated ever so slightly, telling me I had struck a nerve. I sat back in my chair and took a pull from my moonshine.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Tolliver. Should have known that fucker would survive. The roaches always do.”  
 
    Stan stared, his face twisted in irritation. “How do you do that? I mean it. I’ve been in law enforcement a long time, and I know for a fact I’ve got a world-class poker face. But you always see right through it.”  
 
    I grinned at him. “Maybe your poker face isn’t as good as you think.”  
 
    “Oh, for Christ’s sake.”  
 
     We sat and laughed at each other for a few seconds, and then the laughter faded.  
 
    Stan said, “What do you make of all this? You obviously have history with these SRT guys. You wouldn’t know so much about them if you didn’t.”  
 
    “You knew that before you ever came to see me, didn’t you?” I said. “You did your homework, you saw my jacket, and you decided to approach me. How exactly did you meet Tolliver anyway?”  
 
    Stan said nothing.  
 
    “Okay, I won’t push. I’m going to operate on the assumption that my name came up while you were gathering intel on SRT. I’m guessing you checked the Archive, found out I was ex-CIA, and reached out to someone. Maybe Tolliver, maybe somebody who gave you Tolliver’s name. Either way, once you confirmed your suspicions, you wound up on my doorstep. How am I doing so far?”  
 
    Rather than answer, Stan employed the classic deflection technique of asking a counter question.  
 
    “What was your involvement in the JSOC operation that damn near wiped SRT off the map? Why didn’t the Army finish the job?”  
 
    “Ask General Jacobs.”  
 
    Stan scoffed. “Right. Like that’s going to get me anywhere.”  
 
    I closed my eyes and rubbed my face with both hands. “Look, it’s getting late. Do you want a history lesson, or do you want me to help you shut these guys down?”  
 
    A sigh. “The second one.”  
 
    “Okay. Well, from what I’ve heard, there’s only one way to make that happen.”  
 
    “And that is?”  
 
    “You’ve been going at this backward. You’re trying to hunt them down, but you won’t succeed that way. These guys are too good. However deep you think they’re dug in, the reality is ten times worse.” 
 
    “So what do we do?”  
 
    “You have to make them come to you.”  
 
    A frustrated laugh. “Sure. And how, exactly, am I supposed to do that?”  
 
    I finished my drink and left another bill on the table.  
 
    “Let me think about it. I’ll be in touch.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Sabrina, 
 
    Colorado Springs Federal Training Center 
 
      
 
    The sun was beginning to set, and lights were blinking to life up and down the street. The weather had been growing steadily colder lately as winter tightened its grip on the city. To the west, the sky was dark gray punctuated by streaks of orange and scarlet. Shallow banks of snow lined the streets and lay in pristine blankets over the areas not kept clear by the diligent shovels of the Training Center’s groundskeepers.  
 
    Sabrina left the Training Center, known by its students simply as the Academy, and started heading home. Students from her class milled around the building’s broad stairs and stood in clusters on the sidewalk. They chatted, flirted, made plans, and talked excitedly about the careers that lay ahead of them. Thin drifts of fog formed at their mouths and dissipated into the air as they spoke. A few called and waved to her, especially the young men, but she gave only a perfunctory wave and continued on her way. Tonight was not a night for partying.  
 
    Sabrina knew her dad was not looking forward to her taking a job with Homeland Security. He was a doting father, and in his care, Sabrina had wanted for nothing. In fact, he had done everything in his power to make up for all the years of her life he had missed. And, in Sabrina’s estimation, he had largely succeeded. He took them shopping, to restaurants, to parks, he scoured the town’s social scene for activities to enjoy together. Parties, festivals, plays, even concerts filled with music he did not like. All just to see a smile on his daughter’s face.  
 
    As much as it pained her, and as much as she knew it would hurt her father, she could not stay under his roof for the rest of her life. The wider world called to her. There were places she wanted to see, things she wanted to do. She wanted to be a part of something, forge her own path. And she knew as long as her principal occupation in life was being Gabriel Garrett’s daughter, those things would never happen. It was time to have a final talk. Her dad was still holding out hope Sabrina would change her mind and find work in the Springs, but as to what he thought that work might be, she could only speculate. Whatever the case, it was not going to happen. There was no career she could pursue here in the city that would not slowly drive her insane. The only way for her was a career in law enforcement. Federal, not local. Not that she had anything against the local cops. The good ones, anyway. It was just not the life she wanted.  
 
    Over the last year she had been afflicted with a severe case of wanderlust. Combine that with how well she knew the wastelands, and the rampant atrocities being committed out there, and she knew she was in a unique position to make a difference in the world. The thought of staying safely at home while others went forth to restore law and order made her want to pull her hair out and scream.  
 
    These thoughts occurred to her in a small, cordoned off section of her mind. The rest of her mind occupied itself with the extreme vigilance she had learned from four years spent wandering the wastelands. Her eyes never stopped moving, her ears were attuned to any sound not a part of the city’s normal rhythms. She scanned the people around her, checking for weapons, for signs of nervousness, anger, or any signal of deceptive behavior.  
 
    It was this last instinct that alerted her something was wrong.  
 
    At this time of evening, most people on the street were animated. They talked, they laughed, they argued, lovers walked arm in arm smiling at each other, families hustled their kids along with impatient haste. And throughout all of it, there was a general air of excitement. A stir of conviviality. But that stir did not reach a man standing next to a restaurant doorway pretending to read a menu posted on the wall. Sabrina slowed her pace and watched him. It occurred to her he had been staring at the menu long enough to read it twice. Which in itself was not unusual. Lots of people have trouble deciding what to eat for dinner. But the way he kept looking over his shoulder and wiping a hand across his face sent alarm bells ringing in her head.  
 
    Wrist mic, she thought. That would explain the face wiping. And if he was looking over his shoulder, he might have accomplices.  
 
    Sabrina’s mind spun with possibilities. The man could be with one of the clandestine services. They often tried to kidnap their own recruits off the street to evaluate their skills. Rendition, they called it. The students were made aware of the possibility and told to avoid being caught at all costs. It was a constant cat and mouse game between students and staff. But that explanation did not hold water with Sabrina. For starters, if this guy was a real professional, she never would have seen him. Second, he did not look like any of the staff she had seen in the Training Center. Not that she knew all of them by their face, rather it was more a question of general appearance. There was a certain seediness about the man, a furtive surreptitiousness with a strong undercurrent of malice. The wastelands were overrun with men like that, and she had seen plenty. Even killed a few.  
 
    Another bell started ringing when she heard hooves clomping on pavement. The Academy was in the middle of what was once downtown, occupying several restored pre-Outbreak buildings and a wide swath of land that had been cleared and redeveloped post-Outbreak. The government only maintained a few paved roads here. There were no residences in the area, and the only commerce was a couple of restaurants and a few vendors who catered to the Academy’s students and staff. Getting to and from the area required walking two blocks to the nearest transport stand where, at virtually all hours, wagons, carriages, rickshaws, and even a few mechanized transports waited to catch fares. As for the vendors, they rarely took deliveries. Most of them had their own wagons and brought in their own supplies.  
 
    Sabrina glanced over her shoulder. Two riders were coming up the street at a slow canter. Neither of them looked like students or staff. Dozens of people along the sidewalk had stopped their conversations and were staring at the riders, no doubt thinking the same thing Sabrina was. The riders, for their part, kept their eyes straight ahead, but there was a stiffness to their posture Sabrina did not like.  
 
    She stopped walking and looked across the street. The man standing next to the restaurant caught her looking in his direction and immediately looked away. She turned to the riders again and caught them looking at her as well.  
 
    It’s me, she thought. They’re here for me. 
 
    There was no more time to think. She shouted a warning to the people around her and bolted across the street. The man next to the restaurant drew a gun.  
 
    “Gun!” someone shouted.  
 
    The gun swiveled in Sabrina’s direction. In the distance, she heard the clomping of hooves pick up to a gallop. Her hand went to the small of her back and she drew her Glock 19. The man squeezed off a shot in her direction, but Sabrina was already angling away, and the shot went wide. Her hands came up, she dropped to a kneeling position, and returned fire. Just as she did, the man turned and started running. A splash of blood on the wall told her she had at least winged him.  
 
    The man fired two more shots up the street ahead of him. By some miracle, no one was hit, but he succeeded in clearing a path to escape. After sprinting to the corner, he disappeared around the side of a building.  
 
    Sabrina wanted to give chase, but she had other, more pressing problems. On her left, the two riders were bearing down on her. One of them pointed a pistol at her and yelled, “Drop it!”  
 
    She did not drop it. Instead, she dove to her right, rolled, came up, and fired two shots at his chest. The man jerked backward and fell from his horse. The other rider was trying to draw down on her, but his horse was dancing around nervously, making it impossible for him to aim. Sabrina sighted down her weapon, but before she could fire, three shots rang out across the street. The man stiffened, spat up a gout of blood, and slumped to the pavement. The horses, now free of their riders, began to flee in terror.  
 
    “Stop those horses!” Sabrina shouted.  
 
    If this had been a place full of civilians, it was likely no one would have leapt up to help. But the people on this street, most of them just teenagers, were not ordinary civilians. They were trainees going into careers in federal law enforcement. Their thought processes operated on a completely different set of parameters. Before the horses had gone a block, nearly a dozen people had surrounded them and seized the reins. She glanced in the direction the third man had run, but as before, there was no sign of him.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    She returned her attention to the dead men in the street. Two other people were approaching from the Training Center courtyard. She recognized both as instructors from the FBI side of the house. Like her, they kept their weapons trained on the downed gunmen. Sabrina reached them first and kicked their guns away. The two instructors vectored off and covered the men while Sabrina checked for pulses. She found none.  
 
    “They’re dead.” She stood up straight and holstered her pistol. The two federal agents did the same.  
 
    “What the fuck,” one of them said. Her name was Lynnwood. She turned a grim stare in Sabrina’s direction. “You got any idea who these guys are?”  
 
    Sabrina shook her head, wheels turning. “None. Never seen them before.”  
 
    “You sure? Because it looked to me like they were gunning for you.”  
 
    “Yeah, I got the same impression.”  
 
    “Any clue why?”  
 
    Sabrina took a deep breath and thought about it. “My father is an executive for the Blackthorns, and my stepmom is a US Attorney. It could have been a kidnapping attempt.”  
 
    “Kidnapping? Here? You sure they weren’t just trying to kill you?”  
 
    She shook her head again. “Doesn’t make sense. If they wanted me dead, they could have set up on a rooftop and picked me off from…”  
 
    A sudden thought occurred to Sabrina, and she felt the cold grip of panic seize her.  
 
    “Shit. I have to go,” she said. “Call the federal courthouse. Tell them not to let US Attorney Elizabeth Garrett leave.”  
 
    With that she turned and sprinted toward the transport stand. Agent Lynnwood shouted at her to come back, but she ignored it. There was no time.  
 
    Elizabeth was in danger.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Sabrina, 
 
    Transport Stand, Downtown 
 
      
 
    The federal courthouse was less than a mile away, but that did not mean Sabrina had any time to waste.  
 
    At the transport stand, she looked to the front of the line where the mechanized transports, or what older people still called ‘cars’, waited. The one at the very end was an old diesel pickup truck. It was rusted and patched together from spare parts but looked to be in good working order. With diesel being plentiful now, more of these types of vehicles were starting to show up in the city.  
 
    The driver, who was leaning against the fender reading a tattered old paperback, heard her shout at him and looked up. She raised a hand above her head as she ran and made a spinning motion. The driver tossed the book through the window, ran to the front of the truck, and removed a double-bent bar from a bracket on the grill.  
 
    “Get this thing moving,” Sabrina yelled as she drew close.  
 
    “I’m working on it,” the driver replied.  
 
    “Work fucking faster!”  
 
    The man inserted the bar in a cylinder just beneath the hood and gave it several vigorous turns. With automobile batteries being mostly a thing of the past, the Phoenix Initiative had begun teaching mechanics how to rig manual starters to modern engines. The old pickup was one of a growing number of vehicles thusly equipped.   
 
    After priming the charge, the driver replaced the bar in the bracket and hopped in the driver’s seat. Sabrina arrived as he did and ripped open the passenger door.  
 
    “Where to?”  
 
    “Federal courthouse.” Sabrina dug a wad of cash from her jacket pocket and threw it in his lap. “GO!”  
 
    The man picked up the cash, eyes wide. “You got it, kid.” He stashed the money, and the engine came to life on the first try.  
 
    As they drove, Sabrina shouted directions, her voice shrill and urgent. She screamed at the driver to go faster, faster, faster. They careened down mostly deserted streets, buildings and old garbage piles flashing by, rear tires kicking up a rooster-tail of dirt and gravel and snow as they sped along. It was nearly full dark outside, and the truck’s one working headlight was too dim to see very far ahead. A few times they hit patches of ice and the driver had to wrestle the steering wheel to regain control.  
 
    Finally, the federal courthouse came into sight, along with the throngs of people who never seemed to leave its entrance. Sabrina knew trying to drive through that crowd would be slower than running, so she slapped the driver on the shoulder.  
 
    “Stop, stop, stop. Let me out here.”  
 
    “Okay, let me pull over.”  
 
    “No, you idiot! Right fucking here!”  
 
    The driver hit the brakes and Sabrina came out of her seat, head smacking the windshield.  
 
    “Fuck!”  
 
    “Sorry about that. Shoulda’ wore your seatbelt.”  
 
    Sabrina ignored him and clawed at the door handle. As soon as her feet hit the pavement she started running.  
 
    The new federal courts occupied a cluster of buildings that were once the Colorado Springs Municipal Court and City Hall. Hundreds of people worked there, and at least as many people came and went from the complex daily. It seemed as if every one of them was milling around outside on the sidewalk or standing in the broad street fronting the building. Sabrina stood on her tiptoes and frantically searched their faces, looking for a tall woman wearing a dark blue pantsuit, heavy black wool coat, hair pulled back in a bun, and a red scarf. To her dismay, that description matched nearly half the women in the crowd.  
 
    “Elizabeth!”  
 
    A few people looked, but none of them were her stepmother.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Her mind worked quickly. At this hour, Elizabeth would have left the building. She was most likely on her way home. The question was whether she had taken a carriage, or, as was more frequently her custom, decided to walk.  
 
    “Does anyone know Elizabeth Garrett!”  
 
    An older man with a shock of white hair raised a hand. “Yeah, I know her.”  
 
    Sabrina rushed over to him. The man took an involuntary step back.  
 
    “Is she here?”  
 
    “Uh…no, no, she left just a few minutes ago.”  
 
    Sabrina grabbed him by the arms. “Which way did she go?”  
 
    The man gathered himself, stood up straight, and pushed at her hands. “Young lady, take your hands off of me.”  
 
    “Somebody’s trying to kidnap her, goddammit! I’m her daughter! Which way did she go?”  
 
    The man blinked, and then pointed down the street toward the mountains rising in the distance. “She said she was going for a sandwich at Philly’s.”  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Sabrina began running down the street, shouting for people to get out of the way. She wished like hell her training was complete and she had a badge she could hold up in the air. As it was, she settled for using her size to shove aside people who did not dodge fast enough. A patrol cop noticed and came trotting over.  
 
    “Hey, what the hell are you doing?”  
 
    “I’m a trainee at the Academy,” she replied breathlessly. “Someone just tried to kidnap me. I think they’re going after my mom next.”  
 
    “Hold on, kid,” the cop panted, struggling to keep up. “Who’s your mom?”  
 
    “She’s a US Attorney.”  
 
    “Wait, stop for a damn minute.”  
 
    “I can’t! They might have her already.”  
 
    Just as she cleared the crowd, the cop caught her by the arm. She wrenched it away, and rather than argue with him, simply took off running. The cop was shorter than her, and heavier, and from his labored breathing, not in the best of shape. She had no doubt she could outrun him, so she put her head down and that was exactly what she did. As she put ground between them, she heard him speaking into his radio.  
 
    Good. 
 
    If the cops pursued her, she could bring them to Elizabeth. Assuming, of course, she found her before the cops ran her down.  
 
    “Elizabeth!” she screamed again.  
 
    The street was sparsely populated now with only one or two lights per block. Sabrina turned the corner and ran toward her stepmother’s favorite sandwich shop. Another corner loomed ahead, and Sabrina could now hear two pairs of footsteps chasing her.  
 
    She turned the next corner and nearly stopped when she saw Elizabeth opening the door to Philly’s and calmly walking inside.  
 
    Thank God.  
 
    She ran to the entrance and ripped open the door. Elizabeth looked over her shoulder.  
 
    “Sabrina?”  
 
    The shop was small. Standing space to the left, counter to the right, and a straight hallway that led to a doorway at the end. The doorway opened to the alley behind and was standing slightly ajar. As Sabrina looked at it, the door opened, and two men rushed in.  
 
    “Elizabeth, get down!”  
 
    In the space of an instant, several things happened. To Sabrina, the world turned a shade of gray and seemed to slow down.  
 
    Rather than drop to the floor, Elizabeth followed Sabrina’s gaze to the door. She saw two hard-faced men headed straight toward her and froze.  
 
    Sabrina aimed her Glock, but Elizabeth was in the way. Snarling a curse, she switched the pistol to her left hand and used her right to draw one of her karambits. The two men saw Sabrina and rushed forward.  
 
    In that instant, Sabrina knew her time was up. She had to get to Elizabeth before the kidnappers could use her as a human shield. Her long stride covered the distance in two steps, but the attackers arrived at the same time. One of them grabbed Elizabeth around the neck and pulled her close. With his other hand, he tried to aim a pistol at Sabrina. And he would have succeeded if Elizabeth had not come to her senses and pushed the man’s arm upward. The weapon went off and fired a round into the ceiling.  
 
    “Sabrina, run!”  
 
    Sabrina did not run. She stepped close, aimed carefully, and swung the karambit in an overhanded slash. The hooked blade bit deep into the gunman’s forearm, severing muscle and tendon and glancing off the man’s bones. He screamed and the gun clattered to the floor.  
 
    “Duck!” Sabrina yelled.  
 
    Elizabeth covered her head with her arms and let herself drop to the floor. The man was still clutching her with one arm, and the sudden weight pulled him down so that he was bent over, exposing the man behind him. The other man reached over his accomplice, trying to aim his weapon at Sabrina, but the young woman was faster. She hopped back a step, leveled her Glock, and fired once. A hole appeared in the man’s face where the bridge of his nose used to be, and a geyser of blood, bone, and brain tissue painted the wall behind him.  
 
    As this happened, Elizabeth pulled her attacker’s wrist away from her throat and sank her teeth into it. The man howled and released his grip, allowing Elizabeth to fall.  
 
    It was all the opportunity Sabrina needed.  
 
    Her pistol thundered twice more, and the man fell backward with two nine-millimeter slugs in his chest. She covered the two men for a few more seconds, but neither moved. Pools of dark blood widened slowly beneath them.  
 
    Knowing the two policemen were close by now, and no doubt on high alert because of the gunshots, she dropped the magazine from her Glock, ejected the round in the chamber, and set the whole works on the countertop. Glancing up, she saw the man behind the counter, an older fellow with skinny arms and a stringy beard, looking around in open-mouthed shock.  
 
    “What the…” he said, nearly hyperventilating.  
 
    “The cops are coming,” Sabrina said calmly. “Put your hands up.”  
 
    She got down on her knees, faced the door, and raised her hands in the air. Behind her, Elizabeth did the same. A few seconds went by, and then the front door opened and two uniformed policemen—one of them the officer who had tried to stop Sabrina—pushed through the door with weapons drawn.  
 
    “Let me see your hands!”  
 
    The man behind the counter started crying.  
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Gabriel, 
 
    Garrett Residence, Garden District 
 
      
 
    After a long and unpleasant night, at nine in the morning, a knock sounded at the front door. I was seated at the dining room table with Sabrina and Elizabeth. Behind me, standing at the window overlooking the back yard, stood a member of the Blackthorn’s elite Special Tactical Unit, or STU. There were four of them in the house, six more on the grounds outside, and two uniformed CSPD officers on horseback patrolling the neighborhood.  
 
    There was a plate of sausage and eggs on the table in front of me. A radio stood beside that, the volume set low so the chatter would not disturb Elizabeth. I had barely touched my breakfast, and Elizabeth did not seem to have much appetite either. Sabrina, however, indomitable creature that she is, had inhaled her meal and was now making coffee.  
 
    The knock came again. “I’ll get it,” I said.  
 
    I looked through the peephole and saw Special Agent Kaminsky on the front porch flanked by two Blackthorn STUs in full combat regalia. I opened the door and spoke to the STUs.  
 
    “It’s okay, Sergeant. He’s authorized.”  
 
    The one in charge, Sergeant Stillwell, nodded. “Yes sir.”  
 
    He motioned to the other Blackthorn, and the two men went back to their posts. Kaminsky stepped inside and closed the door.  
 
    “How are they?” he asked.  
 
    I let out a sigh. “Sabrina’s fine. Liz is pretty shaken.”  
 
    Kaminsky looked toward the kitchen. “Think they’re okay to give a statement?”  
 
    “I believe so. Just don’t push too hard, okay?”  
 
    “Gabe, I gotta level with you. I’m under pressure here. We’re talking about a coordinated kidnapping directed at a federal trainee and a US Attorney. My superiors want answers.”  
 
    “Me too,” I said. “But this is my wife we’re talking about. So tread lightly.”  
 
    Kaminsky frowned, but nodded. “I’ll do my best.”  
 
    The two of us filed into the kitchen. Kaminsky walked over to Elizabeth.  
 
    “How are you holding up?” he asked, taking one of her hands in both of his.  
 
    “As well as can be expected,” she said.  
 
    Her face was pale with exhaustion and there were dark circles under her eyes. I really did not want to put her through this, but it was important she give her statement to the FBI while the events of the previous night were still fresh in her mind. The longer we waited, the more facts she might forget.  
 
    Sabrina came around the counter with a tray of coffee, cream, sugar, and four small spoons. She set the tray on the table.  
 
    “How are you, Stan?” she asked.  
 
    The agent accepted a brief hug and smiled wearily. “I’ve had better mornings.”  
 
    “So have we.”  
 
    “Why don’t we all have a seat?” I said.  
 
    The four of us sat down. I turned and glanced at the Blackthorn at the window. He nodded once and left the room. When his footsteps were out of earshot, Kaminsky took out his notebook, a voice recorder, and a pen. I poured coffee for everyone, adding cream and sugar for Kaminsky. He accepted the cup, thanked me, took a couple of sips, and set it on the table.  
 
    “Are we ready to get started?” he asked, glancing back and forth between Sabrina and Elizabeth. Sabrina said she was, and Elizabeth nodded with her eyes closed. Kaminsky turned on the recorder, gave his name, the date, who he was interviewing, what case it pertained to, and then set the recorder on the table.  
 
    “Mrs. Garrett,” he said. “Could you please recount for me, to the best of your recollection, the events of yesterday afternoon, starting with when you left the federal courthouse?”  
 
    Elizabeth’s version of things was short. Her afternoon was perfectly normal until Sabrina arrived at Philly’s sandwich shop just ahead of two armed thugs hell-bent on abducting her. I tried to stay calm during her account of the fight that followed, but my hand kept tightening around my coffee mug and my teeth would not stop grinding. Elizabeth reached a hand under the table and lightly patted me on the thigh. I looked at her and saw her smiling gently. My hand covered hers and I smiled back. The soft warmth of her skin cooled my blood until it was back below boiling.  
 
    Sabrina’s statement came next. It was straightforward, factual, and devoid of emotion. Listening to it, I knew I should be horrified. I should be appalled at the danger my little girl had been in. She could have been killed, and very nearly was. But in truth, a surge of emotion welled up in my chest that threatened to constrict my throat and obscure my vision. She had remembered her training and done exactly the right thing at the right time. Not only had she proven her courage, skill, and ability to think on her feet, she had also demonstrated good instincts and a fighting spirit that simply cannot be taught. She had stopped three armed men and left them bleeding on the ground. She had saved her stepmother from being abducted. She had endured the police’s suspicion and being taken into custody and being held and questioned for hours until Stan and I could get her out. And she had emerged from it grinning.  
 
    I had never been prouder of my daughter.  
 
    When he was finished asking questions, Kaminsky turned off the voice recorder.  
 
    “Okay,” he said. “I think that’s enough for now.”  
 
    The G-man picked up his coffee and took another long sip. It had to be cold by now, but he did not seem to mind.  
 
    “So, what are we dealing with,” Elizabeth asked. “Off the record. Who were those people?”  
 
    Kaminsky put down his cup. “Mrs. Garrett, I don’t want to speculate-”  
 
    “Don’t hand me that bullshit,” she snapped. “Someone tried to kidnap me, and I want to know who it was. And don’t hand me any of that ongoing investigation crap.”  
 
    Kaminsky held up a hand. “Elizabeth, please understand-”   
 
    “What I understand, Agent Kaminsky, is you have a reputation for bending policy and procedure when it suits your purposes. I also understand that your entire agency answers to a man whose office sits just down the hall from mine. I will find out what I want to know, even if I have to make my own inquiries. I just thought it might go easier for you if you tell me yourself.”  
 
    Stan let out a long breath and sat back in his chair. “Off the record?”  
 
    “Completely.”  
 
    “Nothing I’m about say here leaves this room, agreed?”  
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    He looked at me and I nodded. Sabrina made a zipping motion across her face and flicked her fingers.  
 
    “Alright. Here’s what I know. We’ve identified the bodies of the dead men as known members of the Storm Road Tribe. Are you familiar with that group?”  
 
    Elizabeth nodded. “The name has come up a few times. Who were the men?”  
 
    “Pre-Outbreak they were convicted felons with offenses ranging from drug trafficking to attempted murder. As for their position within SRT, we’re not sure. Probably mid-level. Done enough for the gang to be trusted, but not so much they weren’t expendable.”  
 
    “Makes sense,” Elizabeth said. “Any clue why they came after me and Sabrina?”  
 
    “That’s the part that has me puzzled. I’m really not sure at this point.”  
 
    “Any theories?”  
 
    “Plenty. Could have been a ransom kidnapping. Could be they found out Gabe has been assisting the investigation and thought kidnapping you would be a way to turn him into a double agent. Could be all of the above, or something else entirely. It’s impossible to say at this point.”  
 
    “What happens now?” I asked.  
 
    “Now, we continue investigating. As for SRT, they have to know by now their plan failed, which means they know we’re onto them. They’ll go to ground and lay low for a while.”  
 
    “Do you have any confidential informants helping with your investigation?” Elizabeth asked.  
 
    Stan gave a sly smile. “A small army of them. SRT is not well liked. That’s how we’ve learned as much as we have.”  
 
    Elizabeth rubbed her eyes. “You might want to tell them to lay low for a while too. If SRT is as bad as I think they are, they’ll be looking to burn anyone close to them. This kidnapping attempt is going to bring a lot of heat. They won’t take a chance on anyone talking.”  
 
    Kaminsky nodded. “Already on it.”  
 
    “Good. Is there anything else you need from us?”  
 
    “No, I think we’re good for now. If you remember anything else, either of you, don’t hesitate to contact my office.”  
 
    “We’ll be sure to do that.”  
 
    Elizabeth stood up, leaned over me, and kissed me on the cheek. “I’m going to bed. Will the guards be here all day?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Okay. Tell them to keep it down, will you?”  
 
    “You won’t even know they’re here.”  
 
    “I think I’m going to do the same,” Sabrina said. “I’m beat. Stan, do you mind calling the Academy for me?”  
 
    “Not at all. The director of training for Homeland Security is a friend of mine. I’ll talk to him.”  
 
    “Thanks, Stan.”  
 
    Sabrina headed toward the upstairs loft where she preferred to sleep. Stan and I stood in the kitchen for a few seconds, the silence in the room weighing down on us. 
 
    “This is personal now,” I said. “You understand that, right?”  
 
    “Yeah. I understand.”  
 
    “If you don’t include me in the investigation, I’ll conduct my own. And Stan, as much as I like you and consider you a friend, I really don’t give a shit whose toes I have to step on. You follow?”  
 
    “I follow. But you also have to understand I can’t keep you on as a consultant anymore. In the eyes of a prosecutor, it would compromise the investigation.”  
 
    “I’m not asking for that. I just want to be kept in the loop.”  
 
    He thought about it briefly. “We’ll have to be careful. You’ll have to keep quiet, and you can’t take any action without talking to me first.”  
 
    “Fair enough.”  
 
    We shook on it, and I let Stan out through the front door. As he was leaving, I saw a carriage pull up to the gate at the end of the property. The STU operators trained their weapons on it from concealment and kept it covered. I tensed and put my hand on the Sig Sauer P229 at the small of my back. Then the door to the carriage opened and Eric Riordan climbed down. A few seconds later, several other familiar faces emerged.  
 
    I took my hand off the gun, told the STUs to stand down, and walked toward the gate.   
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Heinrich, 
 
    SRT Safe House, Refugee District 
 
      
 
    He sat in the same shipping container he had a couple of days before and waited.  
 
    The interior was dark, the lantern hanging from the ceiling doing little to chase away the shadows beyond its circle of light. He did not mind. The gloom matched well with the thoughts turning over in his mind.  
 
    How could it have all gone so badly? He had planned everything down to the smallest detail, leaving no room for error. The best men for the job, the right terrain, established exit routes, even the precise time of day things were supposed to go down. All his men had to do was execute. And if they had, if they had gotten the girl and the lawyer, he would have owned that bastard Garrett. He could have turned him, sabotaged the FBI’s investigation from the inside, and brought down the Blackthorns all in one fell swoop.  
 
    But that was the problem, wasn’t it? He had trusted his men to accomplish the task, and they had failed. He’d had no reason to think they would. They had handled more difficult jobs in the past with no screw-ups. So, what had gone wrong?  
 
    Two muted thumps sounded from above, followed by two more. Heinrich looked up.  
 
    “I’ll check it out,” Maru said as he stood up.  
 
    Heinrich nodded and remained in his chair. The other men in the container stirred and rose to their feet, weapons at the ready. They all knew one of two things was happening. Either the feds had found them and were moving in, or the grab teams had found Reed and were bringing him in for interrogation. Heinrich fervently hoped it was the latter. He did not want to see two years of grueling work go up in flames because of one botched operation. A few seconds later, Maru came back down from the hatch leading to the upper levels. His demeanor was calm. Heinrich felt himself relax.  
 
    “They got him, Chief.”  
 
    “Good. Bring him in.”  
 
    “Right.”  
 
    Maru climbed back up. There was shuffling and the sounds of strained voices above. Reed’s head cleared the hatch first, followed quickly by the rest of him. He turned as he fell and landed hard on his side. A grunt of pain made it past the bundle of cloth tied around his mouth. His hands were bound behind his back, but his feet had been left free so he could walk.  
 
    “Secure his legs,” Heinrich ordered. “Put him in a chair.”  
 
    The enforcers tied Reed’s legs together at the knees and ankles and propped him up in a chair. Heinrich stood in front of the man in the pool of light cast by the lantern and drew his knife. Reed began struggling, trying to squirm out of his chair. Heinrich leaned down and put a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “Reed, calm down. I’m going to cut off your gag. Okay?”  
 
    He stared for a few seconds, then nodded quickly. Heinrich slid the blade under the cloth and sawed a few times. The material parted and Reed spit out the gag. Heinrich patted him on the shoulder, grabbed a chair, and sat down in front of him.  
 
    “Okay. Tell me what happened.”  
 
    “God, I’m so sorry, Chief. It wasn’t my fault.”  
 
    “No one is laying blame here,” Heinrich said softly, his tone encouraging. “I just want to know what happened.”  
 
    Reed struggled upright and flexed his jaw a few times. “It was Thomas. He changed the plan.”  
 
    Heinrich’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “We were supposed to hijack her carriage, right?”  
 
    “Right. Anywhere in the southern part of Downtown.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, Thomas got nervous because it was taking too long. We didn’t see her. There were other people leaving in carriages and it was getting dark and we didn’t have a visual. He was worried we might have missed her.”  
 
    “Okay. What happened next?”  
 
    Reeds expression grew pained. “He told me to scout ahead.”  
 
    “Scout ahead,” Heinrich said quietly. He felt an unpleasant warmth take hold in his stomach. “Where?”  
 
    “There was a restaurant across the street from the Academy. He told me to blend in there and hold position.”  
 
    A blink. “Blend in. He told you to blend in?”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “With a bunch of fucking teenage feds?”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s what he told me to do.”  
 
    A long breath. “Okay. Then what?”  
 
    “I spotted the girl. She was right across the street, not twenty feet away.”  
 
    “And then?”  
 
    “I radioed in. And Thomas, he uh…”  
 
    “He what?”  
 
    Reed swallowed hard. “He moved in on horseback.”  
 
    Heinrich ground his teeth and asked Reed to repeat himself. The man did. Heinrich lowered his face and rubbed his forehead.  
 
    Stupid, he thought. That stupid motherfucker, always trying to impress me.  
 
    Heinrich knew the rest. One of his informants in CSPD had given him a copy of the police report. At first, he had thought it was some kind of trick. He’d even had two of his men follow the cop and see who he talked to. If they saw any indication he was setting Heinrich up, they were to take him out and return to base. But so far, none of the reports indicated a setup. The cop had gone back to his precinct, worked his shift, drank a few beers with his dinner, and then gone home.  
 
    Which could only mean one thing—the police report was the truth. Thomas had fucked up royally. Not only had he let the girl escape, but he had alerted her to the attempt on her stepmother, the US Attorney.  
 
    Heinrich scooted his chair forward and leaned forward so his face was close to Reed’s. “So why didn’t you go after the girl? You know the protocol. If you can’t grab her, then at least make sure she doesn’t talk.”  
 
    “Chief, I…”  
 
    “And not only did she talk, Reed, she killed Burns and Altman. And the fucking fed lawyer got away. And now we have every cop and fed in the city hunting our people down. Do you realize how big of a shitstorm this is? This could ruin everything we’ve been working for.”  
 
    Reed shook his head miserably. “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Sorry? Sorry?” Heinrich sat up and waved his hands around the room. “You hear that, boys? He’s sorry. He’s ever so fucking sorry. Well, I guess that means everything’s just A-fucking-okay then, doesn’t it?”  
 
    Reed was shivering with fear now, eyes closed, tears pouring down his cheeks.  
 
    “Please, Chief, she shot me. I couldn’t go after her.”  
 
    Heinrich looked at the wound on Reed’s back. Leaning down, he pulled the cloth away from a deep groove obviously carved by a bullet. Reed hissed in pain, and the wound started bleeding again.  
 
    “Really, Reed?” Heinrich held one of his hands up so Reed could see the two half-missing fingers. “I’ve fought whole battles with worse than that. So have you, for that matter. This is a fucking scratch.”  
 
    “Chief, please, I’m sorry. I know I fucked up…”  
 
    “Oh, don’t do that,” Heinrich said. “Don’t beg. It’s not a good color on you.” 
 
    He paced up and down the room a couple of times, struggling to rein in his temper. He wanted to kill Reed. Wanted to bury his thumbs in the man’s eye sockets until they popped like swollen grapes. But that would be counterproductive. He knew, intuitively, that maintaining his men’s loyalty was more important now than ever. He was going to punish Reed, that was certain, but he had to do it in a way that would bind his men closer rather than drive them away. He stopped pacing and took a deep, steadying breath.  
 
    “Reed, I understand you were just following orders. Blowing the grab, I could forgive. That wasn’t you. That was Thomas. I could even forgive you for not taking out the girl if you had at least tried. But you didn’t. You ran. And not only did you run, Reed, you tried to hide from me. For fuck’s sake, did you really think I wouldn’t find you? In my city?”  
 
    Heinrich sat back down and leaned close again. “You should have come straight here, Reed. You should have come straight to me and confessed your sins. You would have been punished, but I would have let you live.”  
 
    “Chief…”  
 
    “I can’t let this go Reed. What you did constitutes not only failure, but cowardice and desertion. And you know what the penalty is for desertion. I’m sorry, Reed. I really am. But I can’t let this one go.”  
 
    He turned and nodded to Locke. The skeletal man grinned savagely and began unlocking the hatch.  
 
    “NO! NO, PLEASE!”  
 
    Reed’s shouting stopped abruptly as Maru cinched his massive arms around the man’s neck and lifted him from his chair. Reed bucked and struggled, but it was no use. Maru was twice his size and four times as strong.  
 
    Locke’s eyes burned feverishly as he pulled open the hatch. Maru walked Reed to the edge, leaned over a bit, and dropped him into the darkness below. Heinrich took a small flashlight from his pocket and stepped closer. The smell was atrocious. If Heinrich were not so accustomed to it, he might have gagged. The odor rolled through the room like a noxious cloud, causing the men to cover their mouths and noses. 
 
    Heinrich clicked the button and aimed a thin beam of light down into the pit below. At first, he only saw Reed. The man lay on the filthy ground, scrambling to get his feet under him. And then, quick as a striking snake, a gray body leapt from the darkness and landed on him. Two others followed, and the screaming began.  
 
    “Jesus,” Maru said. “Have they gotten bigger?”  
 
    “I believe they have.” He backed away and motioned to Locke. “Close it.”  
 
    Locke did so. Maru and Heinrich stepped away. The big Maori waved a hand in front of his face.  
 
    “Christ that fucking stin-” 
 
    BOOM 
 
    Both men jumped at the sound and spun toward the hatch. There was a moment of silence before another tremendous, metallic bang roared through the room. This time, the hatch shuddered and came up a few inches.  
 
    “Lock it down!” Heinrich screamed.  
 
    Two men jumped on top of the hatch to hold it while a third grabbed the lock and looped it through a pair of steel rings. The lock clicked into place, but the booming continued for nearly a full minute, each blow making the hatch shudder and the lock rattle violently. Finally, there was one last strike, and then silence. The men on the hatch waited another minute before starting to get up, but Heinrich stopped them with a gesture. Another minute passed. Another. Nothing else happened.  
 
    “Mother of Christ,” Maru said quietly. “Was that thing jumping?”  
 
    “Yes, I believe it was.”  
 
    No one spoke for a while. Finally, Heinrich waved his hands for everyone’s attention.  
 
    “Alright, men. Bring it in.” 
 
    His men did as commanded, eyes wide, hands tight on their rifles.  
 
    “Let’s all just…take a breath here, okay? Listen, I know that was a shock, but let’s put it into perspective. This is what we’ve been working for, right?”  
 
    He looked around. The men slowly emerged from their stupor and began nodding, hands loosening on their weapons.  
 
    “Right. And right now, we’ve got a lot of heat coming down on us. Nothing we can do to stop it. It’s gonna happen. But what we can do is give the feds something more important to worry about. What we need…”  
 
    Heinrich paused for effect. All eyes were raptly watching him. He smiled.  
 
    “…is a distraction. A fucking big one. And we’ve got just the thing.”  
 
    He turned to Maru. “We’re moving up the timetable.”  
 
    “Right, Chief.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Gabriel, 
 
    BSC Headquarters 
 
      
 
    It took some convincing, but I managed to persuade Eric, Great Hawk, and the rest of them to follow me to my office.  
 
    We sat in one of the conference rooms on the second floor of the main building. I made a call on the desk phone, and a minute later my secretary brought in coffee and pastries. The sight and smell of the goodies on the tray calmed the men down and got them to stop talking for a little while. I found my own appetite and attacked the pastries and washed them down with two cups of coffee. After we had all eaten, the mood was decidedly less militant.  
 
    Looking around the table, I saw a murderer’s row of combat veterans. First was Eric and the Hawk, two men I would take with me into hell. The others were some old friends I had not seen in years.  
 
    Ethan Thompson had leaned down some and had grown a beard. It made him look older. Now in his thirties, and a veteran of six years in the Army’s First Reconnaissance Expeditionary, his dark brown hair had a peppering of gray in it and there were crow’s feet around his eyes that were not there when I first met him.  
 
    Sitting next to him was Isaac Cole. The good-natured warrior was as gigantic as ever, standing six-foot-four and weighing in around two hundred and seventy pounds. His head was shaved, and his dark brown scalp gave off a muted glow under the conference room’s fluorescent lights. I was happy to see that his big voice and jovial spirit were as undiminished as his muscle mass.  
 
    Last, and in my opinion definitely least, was Derrick Holland. I can’t say I have ever liked the man very much. He’s small, standing only five-foot-seven and weighing maybe a hundred and fifty pounds. Yet, despite his diminutive size, he always seems to think he’s the biggest dog in the room and tries to prove it by constantly running his mouth. To make things worse, he has a shrill Boston accent that makes my Kentucky-born ears hurt. But for all that, I have to admit I hold a certain grudging respect for Holland. What he lacks in social graces he makes up for with courage and fighting skill. Kind of like a Chihuahua with a machine gun.  
 
    After everyone finished eating, I decided to try a little small talk.  
 
    “I hear your family moved out from North Carolina,” I said to Thompson.  
 
    He smiled. “Yeah, last year.”  
 
    “How’s it been?”  
 
    “Good. Shit, better than good. It’s everything I hoped for when I joined the Army. We’ve got a decent home in a safe place now. Andrea’s thrilled with it.”  
 
    “And your little boy? How’s he?”  
 
    “Growing fast. Getting hard to keep up with him.”  
 
    “You miss the Army at all?”  
 
    “No, not really. Hell, all my best buddies are still with me. And Derrick.”  
 
    The ex-soldiers all laughed except Holland.  
 
    “Ha, ha, asshole,” Derrick drawled. “Very fuckin’ funny. I’ll remember that the next time I save your fuckin’ life.”  
 
    Thompson grinned at him. “Come on, man. You know I love you.”  
 
    “Eat shit and die.”  
 
    Another round of laughter.  
 
    “What about you, Cole? Anything new? Find a nice girl yet?”  
 
    The big man leaned back in his chair. “Shit, man, I find a nice girl every other night. Got at least one in every town.”  
 
    “He’s full of shit,” Holland said. “He’s been dating this English chick back in Hollow Rock. Fucking hardcore, man. Girl’s got him swinging from her tea and crumpets.”  
 
    Cole glared and tried not to grin. “You just had to go and sell me out, didn’t you?”  
 
    “Just keepin’ it real, Isaac.”  
 
    “What about you, Derrick?” I asked. “Any plans to settle down?”  
 
    “Nah, man, not me. Fuckin’ just got out of the Army four months ago. Ain’t had time to find my own place, much less deal with a girlfriend.”  
 
    “I gotta admit, I never thought that would happen,” Thompson said.  
 
    “What? Me find a girl?”  
 
    “No, dumbass. You leaving the Army.”  
 
    Holland shrugged. “Easier work, better pay, and I get to pick my missions. Show me a better deal and I’ll take it.”  
 
    I glanced over at Eric and could tell something was bothering him. His smile was strained, and he was bouncing one knee up and down rapidly. Knowing he was not prone to nervous tics, I decided to see what was going on.  
 
    “Eric, can I have a word with you outside?”  
 
    He looked at me. “Sure.” 
 
    We walked out of the conference room. I shut the door behind us and led him a few feet down the hallway.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked.  
 
    Eric gave me a flat stare. “I got a question.”  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    “Who are you and what did you do with Gabe?”  
 
    I frowned at him. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    He stepped close, his voice a hissing whisper. “How are you not flying off the fucking handle right now?”  
 
    “Eric…”  
 
    “No, I’m serious. Somebody just tried to kidnap your whole family. Why aren’t you out there stomping on somebody’s nuts?”  
 
    I took a long breath and chose my words carefully. “Believe me, Eric, I’m pissed. Grievously so. But you have to understand things are different here. If I run off and start busting heads, I’ll be the one who ends up in jail. And I can’t do my family a damn bit of good from behind bars.”  
 
    Eric turned away and rubbed at the back of his neck. “Then what’s the plan, Gabe? We just sit around and wait for them to try again?”  
 
    “The head of the Organized Crime Task Force is handling the investigation. I know that’s not going to make you happy, but he’s a good man. I trust him.”  
 
    “So…what, you’re just going to leave it to the feds?”  
 
    “No, of course not. But right now, I have you and your posse of ball-busters to deal with. And if I’m not mistaken, you have an appointment with Tyrel Jennings this morning. Do you not?”  
 
    “Fuck the appointment. This is personal, Gabe.”  
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder. “Listen to me. Agent Kaminsky is going to keep me in the loop. As soon as he has a lead for me, I’m going to follow up on it. But Eric, whatever I do, I have to do it quietly. No fireworks.”  
 
    “That’s great. Just wonderful. So, you’re going to play by the fucking rules on this one?” 
 
    “For now, yes.”  
 
    “Against a bunch of people who don’t give a flying shit about the rules?”  
 
    I let out a sigh. “Eric, I know what I’m up against. Trust me, please, this is the right play.”  
 
    At that moment, a door opened at the end of the hall. Tyrel Jennings and Hadrian Flint came through it. Both men were wearing business suits in anticipation of the morning’s meeting. I looked at Eric. He was wearing a button-down shirt, no tie, a pair of pre-Outbreak slacks, and brown dress shoes. Knowing my friend, that was the closest he ever got to boardroom wear.  
 
    Tyrel came up short and stared at Eric. “Mr. Riordan. This is a surprise. I wasn’t expecting you until ten-thirty.”  
 
    “Sorry to show up so early,” he offered a hand and Tyrel shook it. “I went to see Gabe at his house, and he insisted we come here.”  
 
    Tyrel switched his attention to me. “How are they?”  
 
    “Sabrina’s fine. Liz is taking it pretty hard.”  
 
    “I sent the STU guys as soon as I heard what happened. They still at your house?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Any problems?”  
 
    “No. They’re doing a good job.”  
 
    Tyrel nodded. “Any word on who’s responsible?”  
 
    “I have a fairly good idea. We’ll talk later.”  
 
    Eric’s brow furrowed and his mouth opened, but Hadrian, perceptive man that he is, stepped forward and offered him a hand. “Pleasure to meet you Mr. Riordan. It’s good to finally put a face to the name.”  
 
    Eric shook the hand. “You must be the enigmatic Hadrian Flint.”  
 
    Hadrian smiled, his teeth bright white against dark black skin. “The same.”  
 
    Tyrel glanced at his watch, a wind-up model that had probably cost thousands before the Outbreak, and said, “Well, I don’t have anything scheduled right now. If you’d like to start the meeting early, Mr. Riordan, I’m game.”  
 
    “Sounds good to me.”  
 
    Hadrian, Tyrel, and Eric filed into the conference room. I took a deep breath, reminded myself that patience is a virtue, and followed them in.  
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    “This is Lincoln Great Hawk,” Eric said by way of introduction. The big Apache stood up and shook hands with Tyrel and Hadrian.  
 
    “And this is Ethan Thompson, Derrick Holland, and Isaac Cole.”  
 
    Another round of handshakes. When everyone was acquainted, we all took seats around the polished table. I sat with Tyrel and Hadrian on one side while Eric and company occupied the other.  
 
    “I wasn’t expecting so many people,” Tyrel said.  
 
    “Great Hawk and I will be handling the negotiations. These other gentlemen are being groomed for management positions, so I asked them to come along and observe. See how things get done.”  
 
    A nod. “Fair enough. Should we get started?”  
 
    “Please.”  
 
    Tyrel gestured toward me. “As Gabe has probably told you, I’m not one to stand on ceremony, and I hate speeches, so I’ll get right to the point. I’ve read your proposal, and Hadrian and I have done our due diligence. On the surface, it seems like a mutually beneficial deal. But I’d like to hear the specifics from you directly so there’s no confusion as to what we’re both getting out of this.”  
 
    Eric spread open his palms. “It’s simple, really. You have the best equipment—vehicles and armor and such—but you’re short on personnel. I have more contractors than I know what to do with, but we’re hurting for mechanized transport. What I’m proposing is I provide you with a talent pool to choose from, and you help me obtain APCs, Humvees, and trucks. If I have a contract I can’t handle, I kick it your way. If you have a client who’s not cost effective for you to help, you send them to me. To cement the deal, we both buy a five percent stake in each other’s company. That way we both have skin in the game, and we won’t be tempted to undermine one another’s business. When one of us prospers, everyone benefits.”  
 
    Tyrel nodded slowly and looked at Hadrian. “Thoughts?”  
 
    “Your proposal is certainly beneficial for both of us in the short term,” Hadrian said. “But what about the long run? Sooner or later, one of us is bound to start eating into the other’s market share.”  
 
    “It’s a possibility,” Eric said. “If you’re concerned about that, then let’s make the arrangement for a period certain. Say…five years.”  
 
    “And what happens after five years?”  
 
    “We renegotiate. Or not. Hard to say what the landscape will be like then. There might still be enough work to go around, or we might both be out of business.”  
 
    Tyrel chuckled. “Yeah, I doubt that.”  
 
    “So do I,” Eric said. “Either way, it’s impossible to predict how things will look that far down the road. I mean, just look at how much things have changed in the last seven years.”  
 
    Hadrian and Tyrel shared a look. Knowing them as I did, I could tell they liked what they were hearing. Recruitment was the Blackthorns’ biggest obstacle to expansion, and Eric was offering an easy, inexpensive solution that benefitted all parties involved. That said, I know how Eric thinks, and I knew there was no way he would be satisfied with a simple strategic partnership.  
 
    “So what happens,” I asked, “once you have your transports and the infrastructure to support them? At that point you won’t need us anymore, and Centurion National is far more diversified than BSC. In five years’ time, your net worth could be triple what it is now.”  
 
    Eric shifted in his seat. “That’s true. But what I won’t have is your connections, your client list, or these two guys.” Eric waved a finger back and forth between Hadrian and Tyrel.  
 
    “You will if you buy us out.”  
 
    Eric frowned at me. I had told him to expect me to represent BSC’s interests at this meeting, and I hoped he would not be too upset with me for putting him on the spot.  
 
    “Well,” Eric said, “BSC is not a publicly traded company. Buying you out is only an option if Tyrel and Hadrian offer to sell. And something tells me that’s not going to happen.”  
 
    “No,” Tyrel said. “It’s not.”  
 
    “Exactly. Which is why we’re all here today. Look, gentlemen, this can go one of two ways. We can compete and lose money and make life difficult for one another, or we can work together for everyone’s benefit. Personally, I’m not looking to make any enemies in this city. I’d rather we all prosper together.”  
 
    There was a pause while Hadrian and Tyrel considered the offer. I looked at Great Hawk.  
 
    “What do you think about all this?” I said. “It’s your name on the company logo, after all.”  
 
    All eyes turned to the big Apache.  
 
    “I see the logic in it,” Great Hawk said after a moment. “We have far more to gain by working together than we do competing against one another. If all parties involved honor the agreement, that is. I will make sure that we hold up our end. As you said, it is my name on the logo.”  
 
    I nodded. When the Hawk gave his word, that was that. I looked at Tyrel. “Okay then. I’m on board.”  
 
    “Excellent,” Tyrel said. “I’ll have our legal team draw up the paperwork. Why don’t we meet back here Monday morning at ten?”  
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Eric said.  
 
    Everyone shook hands again. I felt a tension in my shoulders ease and had to resist the urge to smile with relief. The meeting had gone far smoother than I could possibly have hoped. I found myself once again impressed with Eric’s business acumen and his ability to persuade people to his line of thinking. Tyrel was as strong willed a person as I had ever met, but Eric had made winning his confidence look easy.  
 
    As we all filed out of the conference room, I decided it might be time to have a talk with Eric about the scope and scale of his businesses. I was still a part owner in a few subsidiaries, but Centurion National had grown far beyond the simple transport and salvage company it started out as. Eric had his fingers in just about everything now, and he was not the kind of man who dreamed small dreams.  
 
    Which led me to wonder just exactly how far my friend’s ambitions extended.  
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    Over the last two years, the Refugee District had become an island within a city. The problems plaguing the area had been going on since the Outbreak, and for the most part, the city had allowed them to spiral. As long as the district kept to itself, the city’s elected officials figured, the people living there could tear each other apart as much as they wanted.  
 
    But the district’s problems did not stay in the warren of shipping containers and crude shanties that comprised the city’s poorest neighborhood. The area had gained a reputation for being a place where one could find virtually anything they wanted, for a price. As a result, people from all walks of life in Colorado Springs frequented the district in pursuit of drugs, prostitutes, gambling, and all other manner of vice. And as much as these slum tourists may have wanted to think differently, what happened in the district did not, in fact, stay in the district.  
 
    It started with drugs. The addictions people acquired in opium dens and brothels did not shut down simply because the addicts themselves returned to their homes in better parts of the city. Their habits followed them, and so did the drug dealers. It was not long before even the wealthiest districts had pushers and pimps working every city block.  
 
    Next were the loan sharks. The rampant fervor of American consumerism did not die with the civilization that spawned it, nor did the widespread penchant for gambling and prostitution. This led to thousands of people taking shady loans from ruthless gangsters in order to feed their insatiable habits.  
 
    Local clinics and the city’s lone hospital soon found themselves overwhelmed with victims of muggings and mishaps who refused to provide a logical accounting of how they came about their injuries. Making matters worse was the flood of destitute, shivering addicts seeking relief from the pain of acute withdrawal and a rapidly growing number of people suffering from venereal disease.  
 
    After years of relative peace and prosperity, Colorado Springs found itself in the midst of a massive public health crisis. The mayor, overwhelmed by the tsunami of problems confronting him and facing very dim prospects for re-election, decided to punt the problem over to the chief of police, his only instruction being to end the crime wave at any cost.  
 
    It was a disastrous decision.  
 
    The police chief was a political appointee with no real law enforcement experience. If he had been a real cop, things likely would not have escalated the way they did. But he was not, and his draconian approach to ending crime in the Springs—an approach strongly resisted by the rank and file—set off a fire storm even the police could not contain.  
 
    The chief’s thinking was that if he hit these people hard, and hit them where they lived, he could cow them into withdrawing their operations back to the Refugee District where they could be singled out and shut down one-by-one. What actually happened, however, was a crackdown that saw cops rousting people from their homes, burning opium stashes, seizing trade goods and money from anyone suspected of being involved in drug trafficking—regardless of the existence of actual evidence—and filling the city’s jails with hundreds of people who’d had the nerve to protest this unbalanced show of force.  
 
    The police union complained. They held meetings with city leaders. They tried to explain that what they were being asked to do was an incredibly stupid way to enforce the law. Dozens of officers walked off the job. But after all was said and done, those who remained were told, unequivocally, that work was scarce in the city, and if the officers tasked with carrying out their chief’s orders did not like their jobs, there were plenty of people eager to take their salaries.  
 
    The cops were human. They had families and needed income to support them. They did not like it, but they did as they were told.  
 
    The logic behind the police chief’s madness was that since the city’s problems had originated in the Refugee District, that was where police should focus their efforts. Additionally, in other areas of the city, police officers went house to house questioning everyone they could find as to the location and identity of the dealers, pimps, loan sharks, and illegal gambling operators that had branched out from their home turf. But, as usually happens when law enforcement follows up on tips indiscriminately, everyone with a grudge, debt, or enemy used the police as a weapon against those they wanted out of the way. And when the police came knocking, not all those people surrendered quietly. It was not long before street vendors hawking their wares had to compete with the sound of rapid gunfire on a daily basis.  
 
    What had started out as an attempt to curb the city’s vice trade quickly became a nightmare as hundreds of undertrained, underpaid, overworked, and frightened CSPD officers found themselves as pawns in a war between the chief of police, city hall, and nearly a third of the citizens of Colorado Springs, criminal or otherwise.  
 
    After two months of violence, the people of the Refugee District finally decided enough was enough. It started with a police raid on an abandoned hotel where hundreds of squatters had taken up residence. The squatters refused to comply with the cops’ orders to clear the building and began firing on the officers trying to storm the entrances. Nearby, the leader of a street gang saw police and heard gunfire and ordered his people to attack the police on their flanks. The cops returned fire, killing two gang members and, disastrously, three innocent bystanders, two of whom were children.  
 
    Everyone in the neighborhood had been watching. They were already angry, frightened, and fed up. Seeing the cops gun down two children, even accidentally, was the final straw.  
 
    The riot that followed lasted a week. It spread from the Refugee District to every neighborhood within a half-mile radius. The destruction was immense. Buildings burned, dozens of people died—including sixteen police officers—and rampant looting seized nearly a third of the city. The president, seeing that the civilian authorities would not be able to stop the rapidly spreading chaos, declared martial law and sent in the Army, reinforced by three companies of Blackthorns.  
 
    Two days later, the riot was over. But so were the lives of nearly a hundred people.  
 
    The mayor’s last act in office was to fire the chief of police. Immediately afterward, the mayor resigned in disgrace. When the new chief appointed by the city council took office, the first thing he did was announce a full-scale investigation into the actions of the police leading up to the riots. His predecessor was to be the central focus of the investigation.  
 
    Rather than face further humiliation and the very real possibility of a lengthy prison sentence, the disgraced former chief of police took his own life. His body was found dangling from a rope tied to a rafter in his living room. There was no lengthy note, but around his neck was a thin wooden sign painted white and written upon in black letters. It read, simply:  
 
    I’M SORRY.  
 
    In Heinrich’s mind, killing himself was the only thing the old policeman had done right.  
 
    In the wake of his death, the wounds left by the violence and rioting soon healed, although the scars were still visible to this day. Most noteworthy of them was the twenty-foot-high chain-link fence topped with razor wire that had been erected around the Refugee District. The government’s excuse for putting it up was they wanted to protect the district from reprisals and force the police to gain authorization before taking any action against the people living there. In truth, it was a tacit acknowledgment that although the former police chief may have handled things badly, his fundamental logic was not wrong. The Refugee District was the cradle of the Colorado Springs vice trade, and while there was no real chance of eliminating it completely, the government could at least exercise some measure of control. The people of the district had protested, but not too loudly. Truth be told, most of them liked the idea of putting up a barrier between them and the rest of the city. It may not have been pretty, but it certainly made carrying out the illicit activities that were the lifeblood of the district easier to hide.  
 
    Heinrich stood on the top floor of the abandoned hotel that had been the epicenter of the riots and gazed out over the Refugee District through a pair of binoculars. It was a clear morning, and he could see the entire district and a large part of the city beyond. To the east and south lay the two gates that were the only breaks in the fence surrounding his target area. The city guardsmen posted at both gates were on the Storm Road Tribe’s payroll, which was to say, Heinrich owned them.  
 
    Nevertheless, he had made sure over the intervening months to manipulate the guard rosters and schedules so that the thirty or so men on duty today were all people without wives or children, or if they were, they were willing to abandon their families for sufficient compensation and the promise of a new life elsewhere. It would have been much more difficult to pull off before the Outbreak, but today, things were different. Many people had come to the Springs hoping for a better life only to find that while the infected may not be a threat here, life was not anywhere near good for most people. It was a long, stinking, crowded, de-humanizing exercise in hard work and long hours for little pay and being crammed into not enough housing and crime and poverty and absolutely no semblance of a secure future.  
 
    For all its vaunted security, Colorado Springs now resembled many of the cities in third-world countries Heinrich had frequented during his time as an intelligence officer. The disparity between rich and poor in this place made the pre-Outbreak world look downright egalitarian. There were many who longed for a better life outside the city, no matter the danger, and Heinrich had put considerable effort into making sure the ranks of guardsmen who watched the district’s gates numbered among them. Because after today, Heinrich knew, none of these men would be able to return to the Springs. Not that he was particularly worried about that. He just wanted to make sure no one talked before he could carry out his plan. One had tried already and had met with an untimely end engineered to look like an accident. The rest had learned from his example.  
 
    Finished with his survey, Heinrich turned to Maru. “Do we have a signal?”  
 
    Maru pulled a burner cell phone from his pocket and flipped it open. “Signal is good. If we’re doing this, we better do it now.”  
 
    Heinrich’s eyes strayed northward. From his vantage, he could just barely see a set of antennas protruding from atop a stack of shipping containers. Inside the uppermost container a generator was humming along, powering the equipment connected to it.  
 
    “Very well. Do it now.”  
 
    “Right, Chief.” Maru held a radio up to his mouth and keyed the transmitter. “All stations, this is Alpha. Mission is go. Repeat, mission is go. Set charges and exfil immediately.”  
 
    In less than a minute, several things happened. Heinrich’s men appeared in the streets and ran to pre-staged wagons where they loaded in, snapped the reins, and set off for the gates at a gallop. A short time later, when all teams had radioed they were clear, Maru gave the order for the city guardsmen to seal the district. The men left their posts, stepped outside the gates, and sealed them shut with chains and padlocks. Two wagons waited outside the fence long enough for the guardsmen to climb aboard and then disappeared into the city proper. Heinrich smiled as he watched them ride away. The guardsmen had been promised hefty rewards, safe passage out of the city, and a new life in the Midwest where living conditions were better and the government’s reach was still short. In reality, the only thing waiting for them was a bullet to the head and a shallow grave.  
 
    “Won’t be long now,” Maru said. “Pretty soon someone’s going to notice the guards are gone.”  
 
    “You know, I’m almost tempted to see how long it takes.”  
 
    Maru looked at him. “You sure about this, Chief?”  
 
    Heinrich frowned and turned to face him. “What do you mean?”  
 
    The big man shrugged. “Gonna cause a hell of a stir. Feds, Army, everybody will be scrambling once this happens. People are going to want the government to do something. It’ll bring a lot more heat than we already have.”  
 
    Heinrich patted his second in command on the shoulder. “Maru, I’m counting on it.”  
 
    He removed a small cell phone from his coat pocket, dialed a number, and pressed send.   
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    “What was that?”  
 
    I sat up in bed and looked at my wife. “I don’t know.”  
 
    We both got up at the same time and walked over to the window. The wall it was mounted in faced north, providing a broad view of the city and the surrounding snow-capped mountains. In the center of the frame, far in the distance, I saw four plumes of smoke rising over the early morning landscape.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I muttered.  
 
    “Those were explosions,” Allison said. “That thumping we heard. It was bombs going off.”  
 
    I walked over to my bags, took out a small pair of binoculars, dialed them to their highest magnification, and gazed out the window. The image was hazy, but it looked like the columns of black smoke were all within a few blocks on the northeastern edge of town.  
 
    “I don’t know for certain they were bombs,” I said. “But it looks like the explosions are all inside the Refugee District. Knowing that place, it could have been anything.”  
 
    Allison looked at me skeptically. “Four explosions, all at the same time, all in the same district, which just happens to be the most crime-ridden part of the city. And you’re saying they weren’t bombs?”  
 
    I lowered the binoculars. “No. I’m just saying we don’t know for sure.”  
 
    “What else could it be?”  
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    At that moment, a door opened in the suite and little Gabe came toddling out of his room, one small fist rubbing at his eyes. “Mama, what was that noise?”  
 
    Allison walked over and picked him up, placing his weight on her right hip. “Nothing to worry about, honey. There was an accident in another part of the city.”  
 
    “Did somebody get hurt?”  
 
    “I don’t know, sweetie. I’m sure the police are on their way.”  
 
    Allison carried our son into the kitchen, cut a few slices of bread, and began slathering them with strawberry preserves. I dressed quickly and retrieved my satellite phone from the nightstand beside the bed. Before putting on my coat, I took my Glock 17, shoulder harness, and four spare magazines from the room’s safe.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Allison asked, her expression not at all happy.  
 
    “Gonna step outside and call Gabe. See if he knows what’s going on.”  
 
    “Eric, don’t. Just don’t, okay? This doesn’t concern us. Let the authorities handle it.” 
 
    The Glock had a full magazine. I chambered a round, secured it in its holster, and put the spare mags in their slots. The magazine in the gun was loaded with seventeen rounds, but the spares were extended mags that held twenty-one rounds each. Between the five of them, I had a hundred-and-one nine-millimeter hollow points at my disposal. 
 
    “Believe me, hon, the last thing I want to do is get involved. But all the same, I’d like to know if this is just an isolated incident, or something more serious.”  
 
    The amber eyes narrowed, and she stood up straight. “You are not getting involved. Do you understand?”  
 
    “Completely.”  
 
    I threw my coat on over the weaponry, grabbed a piece of red-smeared bread, kissed my wife and son, and headed out the door.   
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “We’re mobilizing,” Gabe said.  
 
    I cursed and looked down the street. The morning was bright, clear, and cold. The sidewalks were bustling with pedestrians and the streets clattered with the sound of hooves, wagons, and even a few motorized vehicles. My coat was too thin for the temperature, and I tried not to shiver as I crunched through the ankle-deep snow between the hotel entrance and a broad avenue leading north. From where I stood, I could see plumes of smoke marring the pristine blue sky.  
 
    “Any idea what caused the explosions?”  
 
    The satellite phone vibrated against my ear as Gabe spoke. “Had to be bombs. No industrial facilities in that part of town.”  
 
    “Have the authorities confirmed that?”  
 
    “No. All they’ve told us so far is they need a QRF on scene ASAP.”  
 
    “Doesn’t the Army have their own quick reaction force?”  
 
    “They do, but they’re at Peterson. We’re closer, so we’ll be the first on scene.”  
 
    “What about the cops?”  
 
    Gabe paused. “They’ve sealed the perimeter.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “No one in or out.”  
 
    “I thought they only do that when there’s…oh shit.”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    I stopped walking and scratched at the back of my neck. “Look, I know you have plenty of guys, but me and my crew can help.”  
 
    Another pause. “Bring them to headquarters. Allison and the baby too. If things go south, we’ll evac all of you.”  
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about.”  
 
    “I know. For now, just get here. We’ll figure out the rest later.”  
 
    With that, he disconnected the call.  
 
    I looked at the phone, said a few unpleasant words, and then dialed Great Hawk’s number. He answered on the second ring.  
 
    “What have you heard?”  
 
    I smiled a little. That was the Hawk for you. No introductions, no pleasantries, just straight to business.  
 
    “The police have sealed off the Refugee District.”  
 
    A few seconds passed. “What do you want us to do?”  
 
    “The Blackthorns are mobilizing a QRF. Gabe wants us at BSC headquarters just in case. Get the guys to together and head over there now.”  
 
    “What about you?”  
 
    “I’m going to get my family and meet you over there as soon as I can.”  
 
    “And the cargo?”  
 
    “Leave it. It’s not a priority right now.”  
 
    “It is a lot of trade, Eric.”  
 
    “I know. We’ll come back for it later.”  
 
    “If there is anything left to come back to.”  
 
    I let out a sigh. “One problem at a time, Hawk. See you there.”  
 
    I ended the call and went back into the hotel. As I crossed the lobby, a few people noticed my expression and aggressive stride and stared at me. At the elevator, a bellhop pressed the call button and looked at me with concern.  
 
    “Is everything alright, sir?”  
 
    “Not really. You armed?”  
 
    The kid looked startled. “Uh, no sir. None of us are.”  
 
    “What about security?”  
 
    “There are a few armed officers. And the hotel detective carries a gun.”  
 
    I watched the numbers on the readout count down as the elevator descended. “You live nearby?”  
 
    “Yes. Just a block away.”  
 
    “Got a gun there?”  
 
    “Well…yeah, I do.”  
 
    A bell chimed and the elevator door opened. “Go home and get it,” I said. “And then head toward the nearest perimeter gate.”  
 
    I stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for my floor. The kid leaned over to watch me. “Why? What have you heard?”  
 
    As the door closed, I said, “Trust me. Just do it.”  
 
    Allison and Little Gabe were sitting at a table in the kitchenette when I came through the door. My wife looked up, and whatever she saw on my face told her there was trouble.  
 
    “What happened?” she asked.  
 
    “The police have sealed off the Refugee District.”  
 
    A look of confusion. “But they only do that when there’s…”  
 
    I stopped her by nodding. “Yeah.”  
 
    “Oh my God.”  
 
    “Gabe is waiting for us at BSC headquarters. We need to pack up and get moving before things get too bad out there.”  
 
    The little guy stared at me wide-eyed, then looked at his mother. “Mommy, what’s wrong?”  
 
    She kissed him on the top of his head as she stood up. “Something bad happened, sweetie. We have to leave now. Daddy and I are going to pack up. You finish your breakfast, okay?”  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    He went back to eating. His cheeks were dirty, and his hands were red and sticky. I have never met a child in my life who loves strawberry jam more than my solemn little rug-rat. A powerful ache pulled at something in my chest, and I took a moment to kiss his soft cheek before helping Allison gather our belongings. In five minutes, our bags were packed, Gabriel was bundled from head to toe, and we were headed for the elevators.  
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    The bellhop was not at his station when the doors opened.  
 
    Allison carried Little Gabe out and held the door while I maneuvered the luggage cart into the lobby. A manager in a red blazer with the hotel logo embroidered on the lapel saw us and hustled over.  
 
    “Is everything alright Mr. Riordan?”  
 
    I thought about telling him to piss off—my go-to reaction to being interrupted in stressful situations—but my conscience got the better of me and I leaned close to speak to him.  
 
    “Keep your voice down and don’t react, okay? I need to tell you something.”  
 
    His brow furrowed. “Certainly, sir.”  
 
    I glanced around before responding. “There’s been an outbreak in the Refugee District.”  
 
    To the manager’s credit, his only reaction was to go pale. “Where did you hear that?”  
 
    “One of my business partners is an executive with the Blackthorns. They’ve been mobilized to respond.”  
 
    A quiet nod. The manager glanced around and kept his voice low. “What about the police and the Army?”  
 
    “They’re on their way. Listen, you need to notify your head of security. If word gets out, it could cause a panic.”  
 
    “Yes, of course. I’ll do that right away. Thank you.” 
 
    He started to walk away, but I caught his arm. “One last thing.”  
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Arm yourself.”  
 
    The man laughed nervously. “I don’t think that will be necessary.”  
 
    I held onto his arm and locked eyes with him. “Where were you when the Outbreak hit?”  
 
    “I uh…Denver. I was in Denver.”  
 
    My mind crawled back across the years, and I remembered something I had heard on the news before the networks shut down for good.  
 
    “You were evacuated to Wyoming, right? You and about a hundred thousand other people.”  
 
    “Yes, I was. I was lucky.”  
 
    “You never had to fight the infected?”  
 
    He shook his head. “No.”  
 
    “Not ever? Never killed a ghoul yourself?”  
 
    His face reddened. “I’ve had it better than most since…you know.”  
 
     I let go of his arm. “Luck of the draw. Nothing to be ashamed of. But here’s the thing—if this city gets overrun, it’s going to be pandemonium. Believe me, if that happens, you want to be armed. If you know where you can find a weapon and some ammo, go get it. And if you have time to throw a few days’ worth of food and some water in a bag, do that too.”  
 
    He nodded slowly. “Okay. I can do that. Anything else?”  
 
    “Find a good knife and a sturdy pair of boots. And dress warm. Good luck.”  
 
    I pushed the cart through the lobby and out the front exit. Across the courtyard, a line of wagons and carriages lined the street. A traffic cop stood watch nearby, plainly visible in his reflective yellow vest. His demeanor was watchful as he kept an eye on the quarrelsome drivers who, if not for the police presence, would have been shouting and knocking each other over for fares.  
 
    I spotted a carriage of sufficient size tethered to two hulking draft horses and approached the driver.  
 
    “How fast can you get us to Blackthorn headquarters?” I asked.  
 
    The driver was a squat man with several teeth missing from his too-friendly smile. “I can get you there in ten minutes.”  
 
     I drew a wad of bills from a coat pocket, counted out a pair of fifties, and held them out. “I’ll double that if you can get me there in five.”  
 
    The driver made the bills disappear. “Be happy to.”  
 
    “Good. Help me load the bags.”  
 
    As I opened the door to the carriage, the man saw the hardware in my shoulder harness and hesitated. “Any reason you’re packing heat, mister?”  
 
    I gave him a cold stare. “You want the money or not? Plenty of other carriages around here.”  
 
    “Hey, just curious. No big deal. Let me get your bags.”  
 
    Allison and Little Gabe got in the cab while the driver helped me load our luggage. In less than a minute we were moving down the street. The iron bound wheels clattered loudly, and the interior of the carriage rocked like a ship tossed in the wind. I did not mind. At the pace we were setting, the driver was going to earn his bonus.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Great Hawk and the others were waiting at the main gate when we arrived.  
 
    Gabe had sent four men, an extended bed pickup truck, and several golf carts to bring us all to the main headquarters building. Through the double-layered gate, I could see dozens of armed men in charcoal-colored uniforms running from building to building. The sound of revving engines echoed from the walls and the strong odor of diesel fumes poured into the air along with columns of steam from heated exhaust pipes. From the other side of the compound, I heard the distinctive whine of helicopter engines spinning up.  
 
    “Mr. Riordan?” A young Blackthorn said as he approached me.  
 
    “That’s right. These men are with me.” I pointed at Great Hawk, Cole, Thompson, and Holland.  
 
    A single nod. “Understood, sir. I’m here to take all of you to the main office.”  
 
    I turned to Allison. “You and Gabriel ride in the truck. I’ll take one of the golf carts.”  
 
    Allison held our son in her arms. The little guy’s hands were clutching her coat, his legs clinging to the swell of her pregnant waist. A pair of wide blue eyes the same shade as mine stared at me with raw, innocent fear. I stepped closer and put my arms around my family. Allison gripped the back of my jacket with one hand and pressed her face into the hollow of my shoulder. I touched my lips to the top of my little boy’s head.  
 
    “You’re going to be alright,” I said. “You’ll be safe here.”  
 
    “So will you,” Allison said. When she looked up, her amber eyes were stern and sharp. “You’re staying here with us.”  
 
    I stared back a few seconds before looking away. “Come on. It’s cold out here. Let’s get inside.”  
 
    She gave me another withering glare before climbing into the truck and shutting the door. Little Gabe stood up on the seat and pressed his hands to the glass. Allison lowered the window so he could talk to me.  
 
    “Are you coming with us, Dada?”  
 
    “I’m right behind you, son. Don’t worry, okay? Sit down now. No, not in your mommy’s lap. On the seat.”  
 
    He looked worried but did as I said. Allison put a seatbelt on him, and as I turned to walk away, I could feel her eyes boring a hole in my back.  
 
    I spent the next couple of minutes putting our luggage and the heavy duffel bags Great Hawk and the others had brought along into the bed of the truck. When we were finished, I slapped the rear fender twice to signal the driver we were all set. He gave a thumbs up, put the truck in reverse, turned the big vehicle around, and drove through the main gate.  
 
    Holland walked over to stand next to me. His hands were stuffed in his coat pockets, and when he spoke, his voice was uncharacteristically subdued.  
 
    “You got any idea what the fuck is going on here, bossman?” he asked. “These Blackthorns look scared shitless. I’ve worked with these guys plenty of times. Never seen ‘em like this.”  
 
    I shook my head, still watching the truck’s tail lights. “Not really. But I’m pretty sure we’re about to find out. Let’s go.”  
 
    Cole, Thompson, and a Blackthorn driver took one of the golf carts. Great Hawk, Holland, and I climbed into another one, along with the young man who had greeted me when I arrived.  
 
    “I’ve been told to take you straight to the office,” the young Blackthorn said. 
 
    “Fine by me,” I replied.  
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    The main office was a large building.  
 
    It stood four stories tall and housed all of BSC’s corporate offices on the first two floors. Most of the third and fourth floors had been converted into small apartments for senior BSC staff, as well as high ranking officers and their families. Gabe’s suite was long and wide, taking up a quarter of the north side of the building on the fourth floor. It had a sitting room with two couches, a coffee table, and several chairs. There was also a bookshelf laden with a few dozen volumes that I knew were Gabe’s favorites. The rest of the apartment consisted of a small kitchen, four-seater dining table, bathroom with toilet, shower, and sink, and two well-appointed bedrooms. The wood paneled walls were adorned with nautical themed artwork, and decorative oil lanterns hung from iron hooks bolted to the building’s frame.  
 
    “Jeez,” I said, looking around as Gabe unlocked the door and let my family and me inside. “This place is gorgeous. You ever stay here?”  
 
    “I’ve never been in this room for more than a couple of hours,” Gabe said. In the short time since the Blackthorns had been alerted to the outbreak, he had changed into dark combat fatigues and strapped a drop holster containing a Sig Sauer pistol to his leg.  
 
    “Tyrel lets senior officers in the expeditionary unit room here when they’re not on assignment. Saves them having to spend money on housing they’ll only use a few months out of the year.”  
 
     “Isn’t there an officer’s barracks?”  
 
    “There is, but the guys in the expeditionary live a hard life. We want to keep them around, so we treat them well.”  
 
    “You certainly do. Are they here now?”  
 
    Gabe shook his head. “Riding with a caravan. Probably halfway through Nevada by now.”  
 
    “Lucky them.”  
 
    I watched Gabe turn on the circuit breaker and open the main water valve. When that was done, he tested the lights and plumbing fixtures. Once satisfied everything was working, he made his way toward the door.  
 
    “You should be comfortable here,” Gabe said. “There’s food in the pantry, and more in the refrigerators down the hall. The tap water is from a filtration system here on base, so it’s safe to drink. Stay put until I get back. If we can’t get the outbreak under control, I’ve left orders to have you all evacuated by helicopter. You’ll be taken to an Army outpost twenty miles east of here. It’s on open ground and well-fortified. You’ll be as safe there as anywhere.”  
 
    “Do you really think that will happen?” Allison said. She stood in the middle of the living room with little Gabriel clinging to her leg.  
 
    “I doubt it,” Gabe replied. “But I’m not taking any chances where your lives are concerned.”  
 
    “What about your family?” I asked. “Where are they?”  
 
    Gabe met my eyes for a moment, then looked away. “I’ve sent riders to bring them in.”  
 
    “Any word yet?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Want me to send my guys?”  
 
    “No. I was hoping you’d let me use them for something else.”  
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “Good. Walk with me.”  
 
    I gestured toward my wife and son. “Give me a minute?”  
 
    “Sure. I’ll be outside.”  
 
    Gabe left the room and shut the door. I crossed the hardwood floor and stood in front of Allison. I did not try to touch her.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Allison said, her voice strained.  
 
    “I’m going to see what I can do to help.”  
 
    Allison closed her eyes and wiped both hands across her cheeks. It was an unconscious motion I had seen her do only a few times before. In every instance, she had been on the verge of screaming at me.  
 
    “Why? Why you? Why do you always have to get involved?”  
 
    “Allison…”  
 
    “No, Eric. I’m serious. You’re not a soldier. You’re not a Blackthorn. You’re not a cop. You’re a businessman with a wife and son and a baby on the way and a goddamn future. What is it that makes you go out and risk your life when you don’t have to? I don’t understand it, and to be honest, Eric, I’m sick of it. I’m sick of worrying about you. Do you know how many nights I’ve laid awake crying myself to sleep wondering if I’ll ever see you again?”  
 
     I could think of nothing to say, so I stayed quiet.  
 
    “But none of that matters, does it? The great Eric Riordan never backs down. He doesn’t compromise. He just does whatever stupid fucking thing pops into his head and nothing anyone says is going to stop him. Isn’t that right?”  
 
    Her tone struck a nerve, and I felt heat rising in my face. “What do you want me to do, Allison? I mean it. Tell me. You want me to stay here and hide in this room and let other people go out there and do my fighting for me? Is that it?”  
 
    “Yes! Yes, that is exactly what I want you to do. For God’s sake, Eric, haven’t you done enough? What are you trying to prove?”  
 
    “I’m not trying to prove anything.”  
 
    “Then why do this!”  
 
    “Because it’s who I am!” I shouted. Allison’s eyes went wide. To the best of my recollection, it was the first time I had ever raised my voice at her. I took a deep breath, ground my teeth a few times, and when I spoke again, my tone was even.  
 
    “You’re always telling me you believe I’m a good man. A brave man. Do you remember saying that? You told me it’s why you fell in love with me in the first place. Well, Allison, if you want me to keep on being the man you married, this is what I have to do. If I don’t, then a little part of me is going to wither away every time trouble comes up and I don’t meet it head on. The part of me that’s kept me alive and made me successful will weaken and shrink until there’s nothing left but fear and regret and a hollow place where my courage used to be. And if I let that happen, I won’t be the man standing in front of you anymore. I’ll be a flaccid little husk of a man with nothing left to give.”  
 
    Allison pressed her lips into a thin line and her eyes brimmed with tears. I stepped closer and put my hands on her shoulders.  
 
    “I know I’m not an easy man to love, and I know I can be impossible sometimes. But do you really want me to change? Do you really want me to stop believing the world needs people like me? Do you really want me to stop fighting for a better future, not just for us, but for everyone? Because I have to tell you, Allison, if that happens, I don’t know what kind of person I’ll become. And I really, really don’t want to find out.”  
 
    Her walls crumbled and she stepped into my arms. I held her tight, the lump of her stomach pressing into me, her tears wet upon my chest. Something gripped my leg, and when I looked down, my son was looking back at me. One of his hands gripped his mother’s leg, the other mine. I smiled at him and he smiled back. After a few more seconds, I pulled away.  
 
    “I have to go now. We can talk about this when I get back.”  
 
    I knelt and hugged my boy. He kissed my cheek and looked at me with his somber little gaze.  
 
    “I think you’re very brave, Dada.”  
 
    My throat tightened, and it was a few seconds before I could speak. “Thanks. I love you, son.”  
 
    “I love you too.”  
 
    “Take care of your mother until I get back, you hear?”  
 
    He nodded. His expression was serious, the bright eyes devoid of any trace of irony. “I will. I promise.”  
 
    I kissed him again, gave Allison one last hug, and left.  
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    “So what’s the plan?”  
 
    Gabe opened the door to his office and stepped inside. I walked with him to a pair of sliding doors behind his desk and watched him remove a key from around his neck.  
 
    “Ground teams are already en route,” Gabe said. “We’ve got two Blackhawks spinning up outside. I want Great Hawk in one of them and you with me in the other. We’ll be command and control until the Army can get on site.”  
 
    He unlocked the doors and slid them apart, revealing a black wire cage housing an arsenal of weapons, ammunition, loaded magazines, and body armor. The cage’s lock had a combination dial on it, which Gabe began spinning left and right. If it had been me, I would have needed the combination written down somewhere. But with Gabe’s eidetic memory, he could not have forgotten the sequence if he had wanted to.  
 
    “How many men are you sending?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re going in company strength. About two hundred shooters with another fifty in reserve.”  
 
    The cage door clicked and opened. Gabe swung the doors aside and removed two sets of body armor and tactical vests. He handed me one set and then began removing weapons and magazines from the racks and shelves. I took off my shoulder harness and began adjusting the straps on the armor. It was heavy, the soft parts rated for most pistol rounds, and the plates in the front and back capable of stopping more powerful rifle cartridges.  
 
    “Do the police have the area contained?”  
 
    “For now, they do.”  
 
    Gabe finished strapping down his armor and picked up his tactical vest. As was his habit, he had pre-adjusted it to fit over his armor. The mag carriers and pouches were packed with the things he needed for a sustained assault. Once his radio was on and his earpiece was in place, he started helping me gear up. It took just over a minute to fit the vest, load the mag carriers and pouches, do a radio check, and transfer my pistol and spare magazines to a drop holster. That done, we both began donning Army issue bite-proof armor. It was made of heavy leather with thin metal plates riveted in critical areas. The armor covered our hands, forearms, and lower legs—the places on the body where the infected were most likely to attack. Last was a Kevlar helmet with a clear polycarbonate face shield.  
 
    Gabe removed two sniper carbines and handed me one of them. They were both chambered in 5.56 NATO, complete with free-floated barrels, variable-power optics, match grade triggers, and adjustable stocks.  
 
    “What kind of ammo are we running?” I asked.  
 
    “Sixty-two grain bonded soft points from that new factory in Illinois. Hand loaded them myself.”  
 
    “How accurate are we talking?”  
 
    “Sub-MOA at a hundred yards. Took the barrels from a couple of Wilson Combats I found out near Aspen.”  
 
    “Good enough for me.”  
 
    Before we left, Gabe grabbed his Desert Tech SRS sniper rifle. I had always been impressed with the weapon, and more than a little jealous because I did not own one. It was shorter than a standard sniper rifle because of its bullpup design, meaning the bolt and magazine were located behind the trigger group rather than in front. This allowed for a much shorter overall length than if the bolt and magazine were mounted forward of the trigger, as was the standard with most rifles. Even better, the rifle was modular, allowing it to fire several different calibers depending on the configuration. In times past, Gabe had set it up for the incredibly powerful .338 Lapua Magnum. But, with .338 ammo now all but impossible to find, he had reconfigured the weapon for the much more common .308 Winchester.  
 
    Gabe slung his carbine across his back, hefted his sniper rifle and a small box of loaded magazines, and turned to look at me.  
 
    “You ready?”  
 
    I inserted a magazine in my rifle, pulled back on the charging handle, and released it. Safety on. Checked the pistol. Mag inserted, round in the chamber. Holstered it. Back to the rifle. Optic set to four-power. Tugged on the sling connections.  
 
    Everything looked good.  
 
    “Yep. Let’s go.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    On the way to the helipad, Gabe sent word for Great Hawk and the others to meet us there. They were suited up, armed, and waiting when we arrived. A pair of Blackhawks were finishing their pre-flight routines and spinning up as we walked across the tarmac. I found myself marveling, not for the first time, at the staggering amount of capital BSC must have had in its coffers to afford the massively expensive birds. The price of obtaining fuel, lubricants, and parts for routine maintenance, on a per annum basis, was equal to the cost of providing food, housing, and around-the-clock security to forty families for an entire year.  
 
    “Hawk, I want you and Cole in Eagle Two,” Gabe said, pointing at a Blackhawk with the numbers 02 in white stencil aft of the sliding door. “You’ll be with Boone and Rossi, two of my best guys. Thompson, Holland, you’ll be in Eagle One with me and Eric. Questions?”  
 
    There were none.  
 
    “Let’s move.”  
 
    I followed Gabe to the Blackhawk labeled 01 and climbed in. Thompson leapt nimbly inside behind me. Holland had a little more difficulty due to his shorter height and the weight of his gear, but he made no complaint and took position on the port side door where an M-134 minigun was mounted to the deck.  
 
    While he put on his harness and strapped in, I unslung my sniper carbine and took position on the starboard side. A square opening in the side of the helicopter gave me a limited but serviceable view of the surrounding area. Gabe motioned for everyone to put on headsets and moved to the port side where he could see out the open door. Thompson took a seat directly opposite me.  
 
    I listened through the headset as Gabe conferred with the pilots and did a radio check with both helicopter crews. When it was my turn, I clicked the button and said, “All stations, Lima Charlie.”  
 
    The roar of the engines and blades grew steadily louder. I felt a sinking pressure in my stomach as the chopper left the ground with surprising speed and turned northward.  
 
    “What’s our ETA?” Gabe asked the pilot.  
 
    “On station in three mikes.”  
 
    “All stations, do a final weapons check,” Gabe said. “Holland, you’re on the minigun. Hawk, stay on comms and be ready to take over mission lead.”  
 
    I looked at him. The only reason the Hawk would take over was if our helicopter went down. Not a pleasant thought.  
 
    “Rossi, you’re backup. Boone, I want you on overwatch.”  
 
    A heavy drawl came through the earpiece that I could not quite place. Not southern, but definitely not northern. Western maybe?  
 
    “Will do, boss.”  
 
    “Alright, gentlemen, you all know what to do. Keep the channel clear unless it’s important. Mission lead out.”  
 
    The short ride to the Refugee District was quiet save for the drone of engines and whirl of rotor blades overhead. We were headed due north, which prevented me from seeing the area we were headed into. I checked my rifle twice more and wished I could fire a test shot. The weapon was not mine and therefore unfamiliar. But I had faith in Gabe. If he said it was good to go, then it was good to go.  
 
    “On station in thirty,” the pilot said over the radio.  
 
    “Copy. Take us lower and head west, then circle the perimeter to the north.”  
 
    “Roger that.”  
 
    “Riordan, get your scope up and tell us what you see.”  
 
    “Wait one.”  
 
    I slung the rifle across my shoulders, dialed up the magnification on my scope, and aimed the carbine out the starboard side porthole. The helicopter banked left, dropped altitude, and then leveled off.  
 
    “What do you see, Eric?” Gabe said.  
 
    I moved the scope in a grid pattern over the hellscape beneath me. I saw fire, and black smoke, and people running in blind panic. Muzzle flashes lit up the haze in every direction. To the east, a wall of black uniforms in armored vehicles were pressing into the heaving mass of fear-crazed mobs, their progress painfully slow. Terrified people tried to climb onto the vehicles and force open the doors. Loudspeakers told them to clear the way, but they didn’t listen. Tear gas canisters began launching into the crowd followed by a barrage of rubber bullets. The people closest to the vehicles tried to flee but were stymied by huge throngs piling in behind them. The mass of humanity shifted and swayed like water in a sloshing bucket.  
 
    I relayed all this to Gabe. He cursed, switched channels, and began speaking rapidly. A few seconds later the armored vehicles backed off and began heading south where the crowds were thinner.  
 
    “Eric, look north. Tell me if you see any infected. Roark, take us lower.”  
 
    “Roger,” the pilot replied.  
 
    The helicopter dipped lower until we were maybe a hundred feet above the rooftops. I looked where Gabe had indicated and focused on an area where I could see gray bodies moving among the chaos.  
 
    As I took in the bloody scene, I was first gripped by confusion, my mind stubbornly refusing to acknowledge the reality of what I was seeing. It occurred to me, in that moment, it must have felt the same for the first responders who died early in the Outbreak, their eyes telling them one thing, their battered psyches refusing to accept it. But after a few seconds, the gut reaction of denial gave way to cold logic and the undeniable evidence of my own eyes.  
 
    “What do you got?” Gabe asked impatiently.  
 
    “I’m…I’m not sure.”  
 
    “Just tell me what you see.”  
 
    “We got infected down there.”  
 
    “No shit. How many?”  
 
    “I’m not sure. A lot. But there’s something wrong with them.”  
 
    “Something wrong with them? They’re fucking infected.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I know, but they’re…different.”  
 
    “Different how?”  
 
    “Come look.”  
 
    Gabe’s impatience faded, his expression shifting to concern. We had known each other a long time, and he knew it took a lot to rattle me. But rattled I was, and I could only assume it was plain to see. Gabe took the rifle, slid into the spot I had vacated, and peered out the window. I watched him as he did so, and although I could not hear what he whispered under his breath, my lip reading was good enough to figure it out.  
 
    Mother of God. 

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    Eric, 
 
    Airspace Above the Refugee District 
 
      
 
    “Clear the channel,” Gabe barked. The chatter on the radio died immediately. He moved back to the bench and I resumed my spot beside the porthole.  
 
    “All stations, this is Mission Lead. Acknowledge.”  
 
    They did. I put the scope back out the window and listened as well.  
 
    “Listen very carefully. We are dealing with a new strain of infected. I say again, we are dealing with a new strain of infected. Acknowledge.”  
 
    The acknowledgements came in slower this time, the voices hesitant. And worried.  
 
    “These things are stronger and faster than other ghouls,” Gabe went on. “They look like Grays, only much fucking bigger. They’re strong enough to tear off limbs and fast enough to run at a jogging pace. They can also jump about ten to fifteen feet. Acknowledge and repeat back.”  
 
    This one took a couple of minutes. The squad leaders of the cavalry units backed off to a part of the Refugee District where the crowds had vacated. I could tell by the tremulous voices I heard that the news was having a hard time sinking in.  
 
    “We need to change tactics,” Gabe went on. “Do not engage these things on foot. Repeat, do not engage on foot. They’re too fast and too strong. They’ll tear you apart. Stay in your vehicles and use your heavy weapons to put them down. Squad leaders, break up your units and fight in pairs. Do not make a run at these things unless you have a clear path of escape. Use hit and run tactics. Best bet is to shoot for the legs and disable them. If you can hit them with grenades, do it. Just make sure there are no civilians in the kill zone. And for Christ’s sake, no friendly fire. Once these things are all down, we can go back and finish them off later. Acknowledge.”  
 
    The responder at the first station took a while to get it right, but Gabe pressed him until he seemed to grasp what was expected of him. The rest of the Blackthorns evidently learned from their comrade’s mistakes and responded correctly on the first try.  
 
    Just as they were finishing, Great Hawk broke in on the radio. “All stations, Eagle Two. The Army has arrived with reinforcements. Mission Lead, how copy?”  
 
    “Lima Charlie, Eagle Two. Take over command and control. Have Rossi get on the horn with Colonel Bryant and coordinate our response.”  
 
    A pause. “Who is Colonel Bryant?”  
 
    “He’s the guy the Army pays to handle shit like this. We’ve worked together before. Rossi will know what to do.”  
 
    “Roger that. What is our plan of attack?”  
 
    “We’ll start funneling civilians out the east gate. Have the police and the Army set up a secondary perimeter. They can catch any stray ghouls that get out. Captain Starnes, take three Humvees and proceed to the east gate. Maintain standoff and put down any of these new big Grays that try to get out. We cannot let them escape the perimeter. Repeat, do not let them out of the perimeter. Stop them at any cost. Whatever happens, I’ll take the heat. Do you copy?”  
 
    “Copy, Mission Lead. Sir, how will I know which ghouls are the new ones?”  
 
    “Trust me, Captain. You’ll know.”  
 
    Gabe paused a moment, gathering his thoughts. Then he said, “Guys, I’m not going to lie to you. This is worse than anything I’ve ever seen. Keep your wits about you and do what you have to do. Mission Lead out.”  
 
    The big man leaned forward and touched the pilot’s shoulder. “Roark, pick a target and bring us in on an attack vector. Holland, spin up that gun and prepare to engage. Riordan, look sharp.”  
 
    I looked at him and pointed at my carbine. “You think this will work on those things?”  
 
    “One way to find out.” Gabe keyed his radio. “Roark, take us in. Eagle two, maintain altitude and figure out how many of these things we’re dealing with.”  
 
    “Roger that,” Great Hawk said.  
 
    “Thompson, Riordan, strap in. Unauthorized high-dives are frowned upon in this establishment.”  
 
    The two of us gave thumbs up and complied. The helicopter dipped about fifty feet lower and began making a slow pass near the central avenue that bisected the eastern and western halves of the Refugee District. In times past, this area had been something of a town square. The central avenue was broad and flat and connected with every other street in the grid-like district. There were market stalls, restaurants, taverns, liveries, stores, and everything else one would find in a small town. Except now the stalls were knocked over and strewn across the road and everything seemed to be on fire. People ran in all directions, no one seeming to know which way to turn. I saw a small child standing in the central square clutching himself, cheeks covered in tears and soot, his face a mask of naked, screaming terror.  
 
    Lock it down. Focus.  
 
    I had both eyes open, one on the scope, and the other taking in the wider tactical picture. The trick was to shift focus from one eye to the other. The skill had taken a lot of practice to master, and it was good that I had, because if my left eye had been closed, I would never have noticed the biggest damn ghoul I had ever seen emerge around a building and make a beeline for the kid in the square.  
 
    The breath I had just taken came out slowly. My left eye closed and I tracked the ghoul’s movement. It was faster than any ghoul I had ever seen, but still not fast as a human at a full run. Its gait pattern was different as well. Ghouls tend to sway when they walk, their stride erratic and off balance. This creature, however, was neither unbalanced nor uncoordinated. Sluggish, maybe, but its head stayed in a mostly straight line and it did not exhibit the drunken stagger I had grown used to seeing. On the one hand, I saw this as good. A steady target is easier to hit. On the other, the monster’s increased speed meant the kid in the square had only a few seconds before a crouching, slathering nightmare tore him apart.  
 
    The Gray’s head was low. It walked half-bent in a predatory crouch, arms held out wide, fingers curled into claws. I watched its mouth open and had a clear view of rows—fucking rows—of long, sharp teeth. Both the upper and lower jaw were elongated, the muscles at the hinges rounded and bulging. In fact, ‘round and bulging’ was a good descriptor for all the thing’s musculature.  
 
    There was a part of me that wanted to keep watching the ghoul, to evaluate and analyze, look for weaknesses. But a far larger part of me was screaming to just hurry up and kill the fucking thing.  
 
    I let out a breath, estimated the range, put the reticle slightly forward of its head to compensate for the movement of the chopper, and squeezed the trigger. The rifle bucked, and an instant later, the ghoul’s head snapped to the side. The creature collapsed immediately, sliding to a halt on the concrete. The kid heard the shot and looked behind him, saw the ghoul, and took off running. I relaxed slightly and watched to make sure the creature was down for good.  
 
    It was not.  
 
    A sick, lurching feeling pulled at my stomach as the ghoul began struggling to its knees. I could see my shot had hit its target, but evidently had not caused enough damage to kill the thing. I aimed again, held my breath, and fired. Another crack, and this time, the ghoul stayed down.  
 
    Tough motherfucker.  
 
    I started scanning the streets again, but my view swirled and moved skyward. The helicopter banked hard left, gained a little altitude, and circled toward the eastern side of the district. For just an instant, I saw the other helicopter high overhead and Great Hawk’s head looking downward from the port side door.  
 
    “All stations, Mission Lead,” the headset squawked. “Three targets spotted in area designated Victor. Squads Bravo and Charlie, converge on Victor. Eagle One will pop smoke on the target area. Maintain standoff at one hundred meters. Eagle One will provide fire support. Bravo, Charlie, take down any infected that come your way.”  
 
    “Roger, Mission lead. Bravo en route.”  
 
    “Mission Lead, Charlie is en route to Victor.”  
 
    I had a glimpse of four Humvees changing direction, and then they were out of sight.  
 
    “Roark, find us a field of fire. Thompson, you got smoke?”  
 
    “Affirmative.”  
 
    Gabe motioned him over and pointed out the door. “You see that row of white shipping containers?”  
 
    Thompson nodded.  
 
    “Put a marker right in the middle of them.”  
 
    Gabe moved away and let Thompson take his spot. The ex-soldier removed a 40mm shell from his tactical vest, opened the breach on the M-203 mounted to his M-4 carbine, loaded the shell, and took aim. Two seconds later, the weapon’s recoil thumped him backward. The roar of the Blackhawk’s engines swallowed the noise from the shot, and I could not see where it landed.  
 
    Thompson keyed his mic and said, “Smoke on target.”  
 
    “Bravo, Charlie, Mission Lead. Confirm visual on smoke.”  
 
    The two squad leaders responded they had visual and were on the way. Thompson backed away from the door and returned to the bench.  
 
    “Holland,” Gabe said. “Talk to me.”  
 
    “I got eyes on ‘em, but there’s civilians in my line of fire. Your call.”  
 
    Gabe’s expression registered an internal struggle. I’m no mind reader, but in this case, I didn’t have to be. My friend was weighing the cost of giving the order to fire, which would no doubt cause civilian casualties, against risking the safety of his comrades in order to give Holland a better shot. In the end, his lifelong devotion to protecting the innocent won out.  
 
    “Roark,” he said, “find a clearing and bring us down.”  
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    The pilot banked left and circled, bringing us lower. I moved closer to the port side door.  
 
    “Roark, get us close to the deck but don’t land. Riordan, Thompson, get down there and draw those big Grays away from the crowd. As soon as they’re down, find a rooftop. We’ll come get you.”  
 
    I slapped Gabe once on the shoulder to acknowledge. Thompson did the same. The scope on my carbine was at its highest setting, so I dialed it down to one-power and did a tactical reload.  
 
    As my hands moved, a not-so-small subconscious voice was howling that this was a terrible idea. That going down there into that swirl of death and mayhem was the worst decision of my life. I ignored the voice and focused on taking in the battlefield picture. The beginnings of a plan emerged, but any measure of success was going to be contingent on a lot of things going right. And I knew from hard experience that Mr. Murphy tended to make his presence known in these situations.  
 
    The skids were four feet off the ground. I looked at Thompson. He looked back and nodded, indicating with his hand he would follow my lead.  
 
    “Let’s go!” Gabe shouted.  
 
    I scooted forward, ducked my head, and pushed off the side of the chopper. The moment I hit the ground, I moved to my left. Behind me, I heard a grunt and Thompson appeared at my side. The roar of rotor wash was too loud for speech, so I motioned Thompson toward a space between two shipping containers where no one appeared to be. The chopper’s engines sang a louder tune as the pilot throttled up to gain altitude. I watched for a moment to see which way they would turn.  
 
    And then the whole world went sideways.  
 
    There was a moment of pure disorientation. My left shoulder hurt and a weight on my side was making it hard to breath. Then the weight moved off me, grabbed the pull handle on the back of my vest, and yanked me upright.  
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Thompson pointed. “Look!” 
 
    A big gray monster, standing as tall as Gabe and equally as heavy-looking, spared us a glance as it trotted past and leapt for the helicopter’s retreating skid.  
 
    No way. It’s too high.  
 
    I struggled to catch my breath, slowly realizing Thompson had just saved me from the roaring monstrosity currently flying through the air. The two of us watched it leap in horrified fascination, mouths agape, unable to believe what we were seeing. The creature seemed to hang in the air an impossibly long time, its clawed hands outstretched toward the Blackhawk’s skids. The helicopter was moving away, but not quickly enough, and the hands hit the skids and clamped on. The creature swung until its legs were under the belly of the aircraft. I saw Holland dive backward and Gabe clutching at the door as the Blackhawk dipped to port under the sudden weight. The pilot quickly righted the ship and regained altitude.  
 
    “Contact right!”  
 
    I brought my attention back to the ground and saw a group of six infected coming toward us. The rifle came up on its own, took aim, and fired. A head snapped back, and the ghoul went down. I acquired another target and fired. The shot dropped it, but there was no more time to aim. Thompson started running backward, one hand waving at me to do the same. I let my rifle hang by its sling—the infected were too close to use it now—drew my Glock, and sprinted to gain distance over the approaching ghouls.  
 
    The situation was deteriorating quickly. All thoughts of the chopper and home and my family and everything that did not involve running and shooting fell away. I had the presence of mind to snap down my helmet’s face shield an instant before everything became a stir of violence and noise. 
 
    Faces appeared in my vision, snarling and howling. I put the front sight of my pistol between their eyes and fired again and again. The faces went down, giving me a little space. Thompson broke hard right, and I went along with him. The next thing I knew we had circled around behind the last two infected pursuing us. A gun went off beside me and a short, skinny woman with a ragged hole where her throat used to be collapsed. I aimed at a little boy with half his left arm missing and pulled the trigger. He took two more steps and fell face down with the top half of his delicate skull blown apart.  
 
    And then the movement stopped. I checked my flanks. Saw Thompson doing the same. Nothing inbound. We stood in a small eye at the center of a swirling maelstrom of chaos.  
 
    The chopper.  
 
    Looking up, I found the Blackhawk. The big Gray had levered itself up and gripped the chopper’s deck with one hand. It was hard to tell from where I stood, but I could have sworn the thing’s fingers had punched through the metal floor.  
 
    Gabe’s head appeared, and then his hands. He was clutching his Sig Sauer and aiming at the ghoul’s head. There was a flash, and the thing’s head snapped back. I expected it to fall, but to my surprise, it held on, still trying to haul itself upward. Gabe shifted, found his balance, and fired twice more. The ghoul went limp but did not fall, somehow still clinging to the Blackhawk. Gabe holstered his pistol, drew his falcata, and chopped at the hand still holding on to the helicopter. The ghoul finally tumbled free.  
 
    In that instant, it occurred to me my assessment had been correct. The fucking thing’s fingers had punched through the helicopter’s skin deep enough to use it as a handhold. I tried to imagine that same hand gripping a human throat and found myself recoiling from the thought.  
 
    “Did you see that?” Thompson shouted, his voice an octave too high. 
 
    “Yeah, I saw it.” I looked around again. A few infected had noticed us and were turning our way. They looked like normal ghouls.  
 
    Except… 
 
    “Shit. Ethan, look.”  
 
    He turned to where I pointed. Another knot of a dozen or so infected were headed toward us. But these did not exhibit the swaying, lurching shamble we were used to seeing. Rather, they were steady on their feet, approaching at a jogging pace. Faster than a walk, but not as fast as a run. And there was none of the usual stumbling or tottering, no twitching spasms or jerking limbs. It reminded me of the way the big Grays moved, which led me to a deductive connection that brought me no comfort at all.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Thompson said, his voice high and anxious. “That last bunch was the same way.”  
 
    “You mean faster?”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Didn’t notice. Too busy trying not to die.”  
 
    Thompson glanced behind us. “More coming from the west. We need to move.”  
 
     I ran after him toward a cluster of shipping containers. At the same moment, the air shifted, and a driving wind came from the north. My view of the streets was obscured by dust, debris, and swirling black smoke. Cold, biting air sliced through all my layers of clothing and armor and stung my eyes. I kept moving, coughing and blinking, hoping against hope I was not mired in as deep a cluster-fuck as it seemed.  
 
    Something told me I was about to be disappointed.  
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    “We need to climb,” I shouted over the cacophony of wind, gunshots, and screaming. The howling of the undead rode on the air like vengeful ghosts.  
 
    “Won’t do us any good against those big Grays,” Thompson replied.  
 
    “One problem at a time.”  
 
    When we reached the stack of containers I turned and covered our six while Thompson scrambled upward. There were ten ghouls close enough to cause a problem, with more coming up behind them. I holstered the Glock, switched back to my carbine, and took aim. Ten seconds later, our pursuers were reduced by half. Above me, I heard Thompson firing his M-4.  
 
    “I got it. Get up here.” 
 
    There was no more time to think. My only option was to trust Ethan’s aim and start climbing. I tossed my carbine onto the container’s roof, took three steps back, sprinted, and jumped. A lip of steel on top of the container gave me a good handhold.  
 
    Summoning all my strength, I hauled myself upward, boots scrambling for purchase. Thompson fired his weapon with one hand while reaching down and grabbing my belt with the other. He pulled hard, giving me the lift I needed to throw a leg over the top and roll onto the platform. Less than a second later, I felt a shudder beneath me and a series of hollow booms. Looking down, I saw half a dozen ghouls bashing themselves against the wall, eyes livid with starving insanity, mouths wide around bared teeth.  
 
    “Fuck me…”  
 
    “Two big ones inbound,” Thompson said. His voice had gained in pitch and his breathing was shallow and rapid.  
 
    “Keep it together, Ethan. If we panic, we die.”  
 
    No response, but he did set his jaw and take a deep breath. I stood and turned a three-sixty.  
 
    “Nothing behind us or on our flanks. Focus on the big guys. You take the one on the left.”  
 
    “Got it.”  
 
    I knelt, steadied my aim, and sighted in on one of the big Grays. It was twenty yards away across an empty space between shanties and containers. The reticle found the center of its face and then tracked a little higher, the crosshairs coming to rest at the crown of the monster’s head. If I knew Gabe, he had probably zeroed my rifle for 200 yards, meaning I needed to aim a little high at this range. I had time for maybe two shots, and then it would be on top of us. My finger squeezed the trigger slowly and the rifle went off. The Gray’s head snapped back, a neat hole between its eyes, and it collapsed. The back of its head had blown open, revealing a crater roughly the size of a golf ball. The previous ghoul I had killed had taken two bullets to the side of the head, the first one not getting the job done.  
 
    Straight-on shots work better.  
 
    It made sense. A tumbling bullet moving front-to-back through the skull would reduce just about anything’s brain to mush.  
 
    To my left, Thompson’s rifle coughed once, then twice.  
 
    “Shit.”  
 
    I looked over. Thompson had missed his target. Less than twenty feet away now. No time for the rifle. Moved it around to my side. Drew my Glock.  
 
    And then the big ghoul was flying straight at us.  
 
    We both dove backward, a startled, guttural cry escaping my throat. The creature had slightly misjudged the distance, not quite on vector to land on us. Out of instinct I threw my legs up, planted my forearms on the roof, and kicked at the ghoul’s midsection. Its weight was immense, but I managed to thrust it up and over so that it sailed past us. Twisting around, I saw its head and shoulders bounce off the far end of the container as it tumbled over the edge.  
 
    “Get up!” I yelled. “It’s coming back!”  
 
    The Glock was still in my hand. I stood up and moved to the edge of the container, praying the monster had not regained its feet. Looking down, I saw it was still picking itself up. With no time to waste, I leveled the pistol and fired a double tap. One of the bullets carved a groove through the top of its skull, and the other blew a hole in its neck. The Gray didn’t flinch. It flexed its legs and leapt high.  
 
    There was an instant of vivid panic, followed by a strange peace. The world slowed down. I knew I would not be able to get out of the way in time. My hand began raising the Glock toward my head. I did not remember telling it to, the hand just seemed to know what was needed. This was not the way I had hoped to leave the world, even though I had always known it was a possibility, but better this than being torn apart and eaten alive. Not to mention what would come after.  
 
    But the gun never made it. Something hit me from behind and took me over the edge of the container. A twisted gray hand swiped at my face but missed. The next thing I saw was the ground rushing toward me. I twisted into the fall, landing off balance and desperately trying to roll. The impact drove the breath out of me, and then the world went dark for a moment. As my vision returned, I dazedly realized the loud crack I had just heard was my helmet bouncing off the concrete sidewalk.  
 
    Something heavy pinned me down for a moment, and then the weight moved away. I tried to plant my hands and stand up, but the world was spinning too fast. A pair of boots appeared in my vision, and I could hear someone shouting. Then there were gunshots coming from somewhere. I managed to roll over on my side toward the noise. Thompson was standing in front of me firing his pistol. I saw my Glock on the ground nearby. I wanted to crawl to it, but my body was having trouble taking orders. 
 
    Thompson fired twice more in quick succession. I looked back toward the ghoul. It was on its knees, arms extended, mouth open, rows of alligator teeth snapping like a cartoon piranha. Another crash of gunfire, and a gout of black and red goop poured out from a crack in the shattered skull. The ghoul collapsed and stopped struggling.  
 
    “Holy Christ,” Thomson said breathlessly.  
 
    The spinning in my head slowed and feeling gradually returned to my limbs. I made it up to my hands and knees and stayed there for a moment. This was not the first time I had taken a hard shot to the dome, and I knew the next few seconds would tell me how bad this one was.  
 
    I breathed deep, in through the nose, out through the mouth. No wave of nausea. No splitting pain at the back of my skull. No dizziness. All good signs.  
 
    I got to one knee and pushed up a little farther. Thompson came over, caught me under the arm, and helped me stand up.  
 
    “Can you walk?”  
 
    “Yeah, just give me a minute.”  
 
    I shook my head to clear the last of the cobwebs. A few deep breaths and a side-to-side stretch told me my ribs were not broken. I pushed away from Thompson, picked my Glock up off the ground, and checked my rifle. It was fine. Apparently, I had broken its fall.  
 
    “We have to go,” Thompson said. “I can hear more infected coming.”  
 
    “Yeah, I hear them too.”  
 
    I looked around trying to figure out what to do next. For the moment there were no infected in sight, but that would not last long. They had heard us and gotten a fix on our position. The volume of their approaching howls told me we had less than a minute before they started pouring around corners on all sides of us. If that happened, we were screwed. I checked in all directions, not much liking what I saw. 
 
    “Sounds like the ghouls are coming from the east and south,” I said. “We can head north and find another vantage point.”  
 
    “Sounds good.”  
 
    We started running up the street, keeping our pace slow to conserve energy. My left knee was sore, and a headache had blossomed between my eyes that made me want to curl up and sleep for month.  
 
    Thompson looked over his shoulder. “What do we do if we see more of those things?”  
 
    “You still got that grenade launcher?” I said.  
 
    It was a rhetorical question, but Thompson glanced down anyway, eyes fixing on the black metal tube hanging below his carbine’s handguard.  
 
    “Yes, I do.”  
 
    “Any point-detonation or buckshot rounds?”  
 
    Thompson slapped his vest. “Two point-dets, one buckshot. Don’t think the buckshot’s gonna help, though.”  
 
    “It will if you aim for the legs.”  
 
    “Good point.”  
 
    Overhead, I heard the roar of engines and the beat of rotors. The Blackhawk flew past, circling to give Gabe a view of us. I waved to let him know we were okay. Gabe waved back from the doorway, pointed eastward, and then mimed shooting a rifle. I raised both thumbs and pumped my arms up and down to acknowledge. The chopper turned and headed westward again.  
 
    “Looks like we got a new plan,” Thompson said.  
 
    “Let’s hope so.”  
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    “Think they got the idea?” Holland asked over comms.  
 
    I keyed the transmit button. “They’re headed east now. If they haven’t figured it out yet, they will soon.”  
 
    “You’re sending them straight at a horde.”  
 
    “I know. Focus on the task at hand.”  
 
    Holland turned his attention back to the minigun and peered through the optic. I picked up my field glasses and scanned the eastern side of the district.  
 
    My initial plan had fallen apart as soon as Eric and Thompson had put their feet on the ground. I was hoping they could draw the big Grays’ attention and let Holland take them down from the air, but then a fucking leviathan of a ghoul had come out of nowhere and tried to hitch a ride in the helicopter. By the time I cut the damn thing’s hand off and watched it fall, Eric and Thompson were already being chased by the fastest infected I had ever seen. There was a bad minute when I thought my old friends would be overwhelmed, but they managed to whittle down the horde, eliminate two big Grays, and regroup.  
 
    Looking down, I could see things were getting worse. The people still alive on this side of the district had made it to the eastern gate, but no farther. There was a bottleneck of people trying to push through a wall of troops, Humvees, and armored vehicles on the other side. The Army, for their part, were doing their best to evacuate the victims in an orderly fashion, but it wasn’t working. The people trying to escape were terrified and panicked and not terribly interested in being led to trucks so they could be carted off and processed for infection. Instead, those with guns had started shooting at the troops while the rest charged headlong for whatever opening they could find. A solid mass of soldiers in riot gear were taking them down and zip-tying them, but it would not be long before the crowd got big enough to overrun them. If that happened, all bets were off. The Army had their protocol, and they would stick to it. The infection had to be stopped, at any cost, before it spread to the rest of the city. It did not take a genius to figure out what that meant.   
 
    There were two things I had to do if I was going to salvage the situation. First, I had to give the civilians down there a safe direction to run and get them running. Doing so would give them a chance to outpace the infected, which would give my infantry guys a chance to do their jobs. Second, I had to eliminate those damned big Grays. From what I could see, there were three left, all of them attracted to the gate by the noise and the smell of fresh blood. The big, relentless horrors were cutting a swath through the people trapped between the hammer of the undead and the anvil of the perimeter fence.  
 
    The fence… 
 
    Inspiration struck. I switched channels and clicked the mic. “Charlie lead, how copy?”  
 
    “Lima Charlie, Eagle One.”  
 
    “Charlie, break off and head south. Find a clear spot on the fence and blow a hole in it, then head back this way and wait for orders.”  
 
    A second of silence. “Sir, are you sure?”  
 
    “Yes, goddammit,” I said. “Fucking go.”  
 
    “Yes sir.”  
 
    The Humvee rolled to a stop, executed a turn, and headed south. I switched back to the command net and hailed Great Hawk. He answered immediately.  
 
    “Eagle Two. Go ahead.”  
 
    “I sent Charlie to knock a hole in the fence to the south. The refugees are going to start running that way in less than a minute. Tell Colonel Bryant to take half his men and get ahead of them.”  
 
    “Roger, Eagle One. What should I tell him the plan is?”  
 
    “Tell him the plan is we’re out of time and he needs to fucking trust me.”  
 
    “Copy, Eagle One. Eagle Two out.”  
 
    I tapped Holland on the shoulder. “When you see people start running south, be ready to fire.”  
 
    He gave a thumbs up, but his eyes told me he thought I was crazy. And maybe I was. But at the moment, I did not see an alternative.  
 
    Looking westward, I saw Eric and Thompson had found a stack of containers and climbed to the top. Thompson was on one knee, head swiveling around to look for big Grays. Eric was lying prone, his rifle sitting on its short bipod. I thanked whatever gods were watching out for us that the two men had picked a perfect position for what I had in mind.  
 
    “Roark, bring us around. Make sure Holland has a clear line of sight.”  
 
    Roark acknowledged and repositioned the Blackhawk, bringing it to a hover a hundred feet off the deck. The wind was gusting hard, and I knew hovering low like this was difficult. But if anyone could pull it off, it was the former Nightstalker from the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment.  
 
    For a long, grinding minute the whirlwind of chaos below continued to spiral. The infected attacked helpless people and I watched them go down. Armed civilians tried to defend themselves but wound up shooting as many living people as undead ones. Running figures continued to pour out of the gate and throw themselves against the line of troops surrounding the fence. The Army restrained them as best they could but were rapidly being forced to give ground. I could practically feel the tension among the officers in the command vehicles and knew was only a matter of seconds until they gave the order to open fire.  
 
    And then, mercifully, an explosion ripped through the air.  
 
    For a couple of seconds, everything stopped. Even the infected turned to look in the direction of the blast. It was a small explosion, but at this proximity, any detonation of high-explosive ordnance is incredibly loud and feels like the air just slapped you.  
 
    The Blackhawk was equipped with a loudspeaker system. I grabbed the handset and keyed it.  
 
    “The perimeter has been breached,” I announced, waving an arm southward through the chopper’s port side door. “Repeat, the outer perimeter has been breached.”  
 
    No one needed to be told again. Something more than a thousand people turned and began running for their lives in the direction of the blast. A line of Humvees and troop carriers were already moving to intercept them. Colonel Bryant was going to be pissed, but at the moment, he was the least of my problems.  
 
    To my right, I saw Charlie Squad motoring toward us, keeping a twenty-meter standoff from the fleeing swarm of humanity. Within a minute, as I had hoped, most escapees were outdistancing the infected despite the creatures’ enhanced speed.  
 
    Fast, I thought, but still not as fast as an able-bodied person. At least over short distances.  
 
    The realization gave me a sinking feeling. Outdistancing a horde of the slow ones was difficult enough. But these new ones, and especially the big Grays, would be nearly impossible to outrun on foot over rough terrain. On horseback, chances were better. Problem was, most people did not have horses.  
 
    Process it later. Stay focused.  
 
    I waited another thirty seconds while the once-tangled mix of ghouls and humans separated into groups. Most of the people I watched were able to flee, putting distance between themselves and the undead, but not all of them. Some were injured, or old, or very young, or exhausted. The big Grays and their faster-than-normal offspring showed no mercy. It was like watching leopards run down exhausted gazelles, except the fleeing figures on the ground were not gazelles. They were innocent people, and at least half of them were children.  
 
    As much as I hated it, I knew what I had to do.  
 
    “Holland. Target those big Grays and open fire.”  
 
    He took aim, but hesitated. “There’s still civilians in the way.”  
 
    “I know. We can’t save them all, Derrick. Either do it or move aside.” 
 
    A pair of hazel eyes stared daggers at me for a few heartbeats. Then Holland clenched his teeth, swiveled the minigun, and spun up the barrels. 
 
    It did not sound like a machine gun. There was no staccato rattle and clank, no rhythmic chattering. The motor of a minigun had always reminded me of a weed-whacker or a small motorcycle revving up. The cone of fire that erupted from the barrel, however, was unmistakable. Shell casings clattered to the deck in a cascade as red tracers streaked downward and tore holes in the pavement beneath. The rounds being fired were 7.62x51mm NATO, nearly as powerful as the venerable .308 hunting cartridge. If fired one at a time, they would have done little to a ghoul without a headshot. But pouring out at over three thousand rounds per minute, the effect was devastating.  
 
    Half a second was all Holland needed to track his fire toward the first big Gray. It had a writhing, screaming man in its clutches and was in the process of tearing him apart. The red line of destruction hit the ghoul and hacked through it like the blade of an angry god. Holland let off the trigger and assessed the damage. What was left of the big ghoul fell to the ground in two pieces. It was not going anywhere, but none of the rounds had hit its head. One of its arms, attached to a quartered section of head and torso, was still trying to claw toward the fleeing people in the distance. The doomed man the thing had been mauling now lay unmoving, not looking much better than his murderer. Some of the minigun rounds had hit him, but considering the circumstances, it had probably been a mercy.  
 
    “Two more,” I said.  
 
    Holland shook his head as if waking up and scanned the ground below. After a moment, he spotted another Gray and moved the M-134 toward it. But just before he could open fire, the ghoul exploded, making both of us jump in surprise. For a second there I wondered if the bastard had stepped on a mine or something. But then I realized the direction of the blast was wrong. Turning around, I saw Thompson on his tower of shipping containers reloading his grenade launcher.  
 
    Nice shot.  
 
    Next to him, I could see muzzle flash erupting from Eric’s barrel. He was shooting at something, but I was not sure what. Turning, I looked down and unfocused my eyes, letting them work as motion detectors. A ghoul that was hunched over a struggling woman jerked to one side and went limp, the woman underneath fighting hard to push it away. A couple of seconds later, another ghoul grappling with an older man fell backward with a cone of blood spraying from the side of its head.  
 
    Good work, Eric. Keep it up.  
 
    “Last one, Holland. Put that fucker down.”  
 
    He answered by swiveling the gun to the left, letting out a breath, and firing. Another crimson stream of tracers lanced downward and chewed up the ground ten feet away from the target. Holland adjusted, raising the barrels slightly and wiggling them back and forth. The ghoul was taking bites out of a woman’s head one second, and in the next, its legs were separated from its body. The ghoul fell but kept chomping away at the dead woman. If losing half of its body bothered the hateful thing, it gave no sign. 
 
    An instant later the tracers returned and ripped through the ghoul again, this time stopping for a full second on its torso. When Holland released the trigger, only a head, arm, and a puddle of red and black ichor remained. The woman the ghoul had been devouring lay in pieces next to it.  
 
    I keyed the radio. “All squads, deploy infantry. Repeat, all squads, deploy infantry. Be careful, these ghouls are faster than normal. SAW gunners, aim for the legs. Knock ‘em down and let the fire teams clean up. Acknowledge.”  
 
    The replies started pouring in. Humvees revved and spread out along the perimeter line. When they stopped, doors opened, and Blackthorns poured out with their weapons up. In less than thirty seconds, the tide of the battle had shifted. The living were running away with renewed vigor while the dead shifted their attention to the black-clad operators gunning them down. It was now only a matter of time before the undead were neutralized, regardless of how fast they were.  
 
    For a minute or so, I watched my troops work. They were fast, methodical, organized, and deadly efficient. Each squad picked a piece of ground and advanced on it. Each rifleman picked a lane and stayed in it. All movement was carefully coordinated to not only avoid friendly fire but destroy the undead while burning up a bare minimum of ammunition. For a moment I was almost proud, but then I saw one of them come upon a young boy with a huge, bleeding bite wound on his shoulder. The boy reached out with desperate hope in his eyes only to watch the man aim his carbine and fire without hesitation. He was still falling when the Blackthorn stepped over him.  
 
    I closed my eyes and turned away. I knew it was necessary, and I knew it was the protocol I had helped drill into them, but it was still hard to watch. Those poor people knew what was going to happen to them, and they knew why, but it did not stop them from pleading for their lives. I wondered if I would do the same in their situation and decided I would rather not find out.  
 
    “Eagle One, Eagle Two,” Great Hawk’s voice said over the headset. “The situation here is contained. Colonel Bryant says reinforcements and medical teams are on the way. What are your orders?”  
 
    I took a deep breath and moved to the other side of the Blackhawk. “Finish up here, and then send the men out on patrol. Have them conduct a grid search and put down every ghoul in this district.”  
 
    “What about those who have not turned? Should they terminate on sight?”  
 
    I gave myself a second before answering. “Yes. But make damn sure there are no mistakes. I don’t want someone’s kid getting shot over a skinned knee. If there’s any doubt, detain and quarantine.”  
 
    “Roger. I will pass along the message.”  
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    “Thomson, Riordan, how copy?”  
 
    “Lima Charlie, Eagle One,” Eric responded.  
 
    “You two alright? Any injuries?”  
 
    “Thompson tried to bust my head open like a damn melon, but other than that we’re fine.”  
 
    “If by bust your head open,” Thompson snapped, “you mean saved your life, then yeah, that’s exactly what happened.”  
 
    “Pump the brakes there, tough guy,” Eric shot back. “If I hadn’t kick-flipped that big Gray you missed, we’d both be dead.”  
 
    “Oh, you mean the one that almost-” 
 
    “Enough,” I interrupted. “You two are worse than an old married couple. Get to ground level and stand by. We’re coming to pick you up.”  
 
     Thompson gave Eric a one-fingered salute, and then they got moving. The helicopter flew closer and descended, landing in a clearing thirty yards from their position. When we were safely down, the two men ran to the chopper and piled in. Thompson took a seat on the bench next to me while Eric resumed his spot at the starboard side porthole.  
 
    “Roark, take us around the northern perimeter, then head west. I want to see what’s going on over there.”  
 
    “Roger that,” Roark replied. The engines roared and the Blackhawk lifted off again.  
 
    “So can anyone tell me,” Riordan said, “what the actual fuck just happened? What in God’s name were those things?”  
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” I replied. “But I think more important than figuring out what they are is finding out where they came from. There’s no way they came into the city from the outside.”  
 
    Eric absorbed that. “No, they didn’t. They couldn’t have, not without leaving a trail of destruction you could see from space. They were already here.”  
 
    “Wait a minute,” Thompson said. “You’re saying someone brought them in from the outside and…what, turned them loose?”  
 
    “Yeah, something like that.”  
 
    Thompson rubbed his forehead. “Christ, I’m getting a headache.”   
 
    Holland moved away from the minigun and turned to face us. “There’s another thing,” he said. “The gates were locked when we got here.”  
 
    I looked at him. “How do you know?”  
 
    “Checked it out when we flew over. People were trying to get out, but they couldn’t. Someone must have locked the gates from the outside.”  
 
    “Where the hell were the guards?” Eric said. “I thought this place was manned twenty-four hours a day.”  
 
    Holland shrugged. “Fuck if I know. They weren’t at their posts. Fuckers probably saw what was happening and got the hell out.”  
 
    “But why lock the gates?” Eric said.  
 
    “You think maybe someone took them out?” Thompson asked. “You know, killed the guards and then locked the gates?”  
 
    “I doubt it,” Holland said. “There were too many of them. You’d need a small army to hit that many men before they could call in the attack. Gabe, you talked to the cops, right? They hear anything from the guards?”  
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said. “Cops were as confused as everyone else. But now that I think about it, I didn’t hear anything from the guards in the radio chatter either. Hang on a sec.”  
 
    I switched over to Rossi’s channel. “Rossi, it’s Gabe. Got a second?”  
 
    “Yes sir,” he replied, his voice thin over the comm link. “What’s up?”  
 
    “Your laptop still up and running?”  
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “Check our message traffic for the last hour. Let me know if you find anything from the gate guards about what happened.”  
 
    “Way ahead of you, boss. Your mysterious friend here had me look into that as soon as we got on station. There’s nothing.”  
 
    I paused. “Nothing?”  
 
    “Nothing. Not a word.”  
 
    “That is highly unusual.”  
 
    “Boss, this whole fucking day has been highly unusual.”  
 
    “Roger that. Eagle One out.”  
 
    “It was the guards,” Eric said. “They had to be the ones who locked the gates.” 
 
    “But why would they do that?” Thompson asked.  
 
    “Damn good question,” I said. “We find the answer to that, and we’ll be a lot closer to finding out what the hell happened here.”  
 
    There was a long moment of silence. Then Eric said, “I don’t like this. Locked gates, bombs, guards abandoning their posts, big fucking ghouls like I’ve never seen. This was an attack. A deliberate, coordinated attack.”  
 
    “Attack?” Holland said, laughing bitterly. “No. When the Alliance sent ghouls with bomb vests after us that was an attack. But this? This is a goddamn hate crime.”  
 
    “Or an act of terrorism,” I said.  
 
    Eric opened his mouth, closed it, and was silent a moment. He had a thoughtful expression on his face, eyes distant and intense. I recognized the look. The gears were turning, and the permutations were calculating. He was on to something.  
 
    “Eric, what are you thinking?  
 
    “You might be right. It might be an act of terrorism, but I don’t think so.”  
 
    “Then what?”  
 
    He looked up at me, his eyes suddenly clear. “A distraction.”  
 
    All eyes turned to him.  
 
    “From what?” Holland asked.  
 
    “I don’t know. I haven’t worked it all out yet. But think about the timing. The shootings and kidnappings the FBI has been investigating, the crime wave in the city, the attempt on Elizabeth and Sabrina…it’s too much to be a coincidence. There has to be a connection.”  
 
    As soon as he said it, I felt like someone had dropped a huge stone on my gut. My hand slapped against my forehead and I cursed myself for not putting it together right away.  
 
    “Shit. Those motherfuckers.”  
 
    “What?” Eric asked.  
 
    “SRT. I can’t believe I didn’t see it sooner.”  
 
    “Wait, you mean the Storm Road Tribe?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    There was a pause. The others stared, waiting.  
 
    “You gonna elaborate, or what?” Holland asked.  
 
    I shook my head. “Later. For right now, we need to get our heads back in the game. Thompson, reach behind you and hand me that duffel bag.”  
 
    He did. I opened it and took out a black plastic case. From the case I removed a high-resolution digital camera and a large zoom lens.  
 
    “Eric, scope out your side of the district. Let me know if you see anything I should photograph.”  
 
    “On it.”  
 
    “Everybody else, eyes on the ground. Let Eagle Two know if you see infected. Anybody got a GPS?”  
 
    Thompson held up his.  
 
    “Good. Holland, you be the eyes. Thompson, feed coordinates back to Great Hawk.”  
 
    Thompson opened the starboard side door and activated his GPS. Holland moved to that side and attached a tether line to his harness before sitting down in the doorway. I moved closer to the port side door and began snapping photos.  
 
    The damage to this part of the district was negligible compared to what the areas east and south had suffered. From what I could see, it appeared most people here had sheltered in place and were just now emerging to find out what happened. They spoke to each other in huddled groups, swaddled against the cold in blankets and rags. Children clung to their parents, the smallest of them held tight in protective arms. Most of the adults I photographed were armed with at least a blade or a bludgeon, and more than half had firearms. That gave me pause. On the one hand, I could not blame these people for wanting to protect themselves. On the other, if a big Gray or a swarm of fast movers showed up, the guns might do more harm than good.  
 
    “Eagle Two, Eagle one. How’s it looking over there?”  
 
    “Situation is contained, Eagle one,” Great Hawk answered. “The infected are down. Half of our personnel are now assisting with the evacuation. The rest are on patrol.”  
 
    “Let the Army handle the evacuation. I want our guys back in their vehicles and searching the district for infected. Send Alpha and Bravo north, Delta and Echo west, Charlie and Foxtrot can handle the south and east respectively.”  
 
    “Roger that, Eagle One.”  
 
     “Roark, bank right and take us along the edge of the perimeter. I want to see if there were any more breaches on this side.”  
 
    “Copy.”  
 
    The Blackhawk turned and gave me a broad view of the perimeter fence along the edge of the district. I held up the camera and scanned the periphery to see if there was any movement outside the border. I saw none. As we neared the northernmost point, we came to an old hotel that looked abandoned. As we passed the hotel, I scanned the broken windows. Through the openings, I could see signs of occupation, probably left by squatters and opium addicts. If any of them had been here when the bombs went off, they were gone now. I was about to shift my gaze when I saw movement at the edge of my vision. Adjusting the camera, I zoomed in and began snapping pictures.  
 
    And that was when I saw them.  
 
    There were two men. One was a hulking brute with dark skin and a swirl of strange tattoos on his exposed skin. The other was lean and tall, though not as tall as his companion, with a high forehead, patrician nose, and close-cropped gray hair. They both looked in my direction at the very moment I focused the camera on them. The shutter had time to snap twice before they turned away and disappeared.  
 
    And who might you be?  
 
    Something was not right about those men. I thought about Agent Kaminsky, and how he always put surveillance on crime scenes to take photos of those who came to gawk. When I asked him why, he had told me that criminals and murderers liked to return to the scene of the crime. In fact, they were often on scene when the cops showed up, unable to pull themselves away from the gratification of watching the police try to piece together what they had done.  
 
    “If there’s one thing these guys all have in common,” Kaminsky had said, “it’s ego. Narcissism like you wouldn’t believe. They love to watch us pick through the evidence and scratch our heads. Makes them feel smart, feeds their egotistical need for power and superiority. Some of them even talk to the cops and try to insert themselves into the investigation. Those are the worst ones. Fuckers get off on re-living their crimes.”  
 
    I was about to give Roark the order to bring us down in the hotel parking lot when static broke through on the radio.  
 
    “Eagle One, this is Alpha. We found another big Gray. Enga-”  
 
    The squad leader’s words were cut off by a roar and a crash of metal. I heard shouting and screams of agony and the unmistakable chatter of gunfire before the radio went silent.  
 
    “Alpha, what’s going on? Give me your location.”  
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Goddammit, Alpha, where are you? Respond.”  
 
    Roark looked back at me. I cast a final glance toward the hotel and then angrily motioned for Roark to turn southward. As I did, Thompson slapped me on the arm and pointed out the starboard side door. A red flare was streaking upward into the sky, leaving a trail of dark smoke in its wake.  
 
    “Holland, get back on the gun.”  
 
    He moved to comply. As the Blackhawk banked and headed south, I called up the pictures I had just taken on the camera’s display. Eric noticed what I was doing and moved over to look.  
 
    “What do you got?”  
 
    I held up the camera so he could see it.  
 
    “Okay, who the hell are those guys?”  
 
    “No idea. But they chose a damn good position to watch the attack play out. Give you one guess why someone would do that.”  
 
    Eric did not have to answer. When he looked up at me, the icy glint in his eyes told me everything I needed to know.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Heinrich 
 
    Abandoned Hotel, Refugee District 
 
      
 
    Maru turned a corner, ducked inside an empty room, and emerged with a black duffel bag.  
 
    “It was him,” Heinrich said, trying to get his heartbeat under control. “It was Garrett.”  
 
    “The Blackthorn?” Maru asked as he knelt to open the bag.  
 
    “Yes. The Blackthorn.”  
 
    Heinrich’s second-in-command opened the duffel and pulled out a MK-18 carbine. He passed it to Heinrich, along with a messenger bag full of spare magazines. Then he reached in and grabbed the same for himself.  
 
    “Did you see the camera?” Heinrich asked.  
 
    He had caught a glint of light when the helicopter passed him, almost panicking when he thought it was a sniper scope. But then he had looked through his binoculars and realized it was a camera lens, and worse, who was behind it. The face had been unmistakable. He had studied it closely in photos taken by his surveillance teams over the last few months. In that time, he had memorized every scar, every hard angle of cheek and jaw, the eerie gray eyes, even the way the man’s canines looked just a bit too long when he smiled. It had never occurred to him the Blackthorn commander might someday return the favor.  
 
    “Yeah, Chief. I saw it.”  
 
    I’ve been so careful, he thought, turning his anger toward himself. All that effort to hide my identity, and for what?  
 
    Heinrich leaned against the wall behind him and gently smacked his head against it. There were so many precautions he should have taken. He should have grown his hair and beard long so he could easily change his appearance. He should have turned the room into a proper sniper hide and not just an observation post. He should have ducked out of sight as soon as he had seen the Blackhawk flying in his direction. He should have posted one of his men in that room to watch the attack and feed him intel via radio instead of doing the job himself. And now, because of his own grinning hubris, his identity had been compromised.  
 
    Why? After all this time, how could I screw up so badly?  
 
    Heinrich took a deep breath to clear his mind. Then another. After a few seconds, he was able to separate his emotions from the situation and look at things objectively.  
 
    He understood the problem now. For the last two years, he had known nothing but victory. The Storm Road Tribe had carved through the city’s underworld like a scythe. The various gangs and crime syndicates had tried to resist, but one by one, Heinrich had dismantled them. He had not, however, done this through brute force. Rather, he had used the skills he had gained as a Marine and an intelligence officer to carefully plan attacks that pitted his rivals against one another. And it had worked beautifully. He now controlled the entirety of the Colorado Springs vice trade and, more importantly, he had used his burgeoning wealth to pay off dozens of cops, a handful of judges, several city officials, and even a few well-placed federal agents. And he had accomplished all of it without ever revealing himself to anyone outside his trusted circle of operatives.  
 
    The city was his now. Drugs, prostitution, extortion, gambling—he controlled it all. And there was nothing concrete connecting him to any of it. He could walk the streets like anyone else, the people around him unaware of the danger that moved among them. It had all been going so perfectly.  
 
    Until now. 
 
    Now they had his picture. And Maru’s. Heinrich looked at his right-hand man with concern. Maru’s size and tattoos would make it impossible for him to hide in plain sight. Heinrich would have to be careful getting him out of the city.  
 
    Unless… 
 
    Maru had his back turned, hands busy with the contents of the duffel bag. Heinrich’s MK-18 had a short suppressor on the end of the barrel. He knew if he fired, the muffled report would be inaudible outside the building.  
 
    His hands tensed. His right index finger slipped over the trigger. It would only take an instant. Shoulder the weapon, a steady squeeze, and problem solved. He stood that way for a long few seconds, his mind turning over the possible outcomes. Then he relaxed, let out a silent breath, and let the weapon hang. Now was not the time. For the moment, he needed his enforcer at his side. There was a lot of work to do, and he would need someone reliable to help him do it. And besides, killing Maru now would raise too many questions among the tribe. If the man became a liability later, he could deal with it then. But for now, Maru was more valuable alive.  
 
     The big Maori finished rooting through the bag, then zipped it closed and slung it across his chest. Standing, he turned to look at his chief.  
 
    “What do you want to do?”  
 
    Heinrich held up an index finger, closed his eyes, and listened. The sound of the Blackhawk was diminishing, the thrum of rotors receding into the distance.  
 
    “I think the chopper is heading away from us.”  
 
    “I think you’re right, Chief.”  
 
    Heinrich opened his eyes and considered what this meant. If Garrett had thought the man he had photographed was involved in the attack, the chopper would be landing in the parking lot right now. The doors would open, soldiers would pour out, and he and Maru would be trapped like rats. But none of that was happening. The Blackhawk was moving away. When he thought about it more calmly, he realized he may have been overreacting.  
 
    What was there, after all, connecting him to the attack on the Refugee District other than his presence at the hotel? No one had a clue as to his underworld affiliations, much less his identity or what he looked like. If Garrett showed the photos to anyone, they would see a big dark-skinned man standing next to a tall white man in his late forties, and that was all. They had not been armed when the photos were taken. Nor had they been engaged in any obvious criminal activity. For all anyone knew, they were just a couple of bystanders who heard the commotion and came to gawk. If asked why they had run from the chopper, they could simply mention the door-mounted minigun and say they had not wanted to be mistaken for ghouls. It was the kind of response any government-hating denizen of the city’s slums might offer.  
 
    The more he thought about it, the more Heinrich felt his tension dissipate. He held out his rifle to Maru and nodded at the duffel bag. 
 
    “Put the guns away. We won’t need them.” 
 
    Maru hesitated. “You sure, Chief?”  
 
    A thin smile. “Yes, Maru. I’m sure.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Heinrich exited a carriage taxi, paid the driver, and stood before the entrance of the Red Barrel Tavern. He made a show of adjusting his coat and putting on a knit cap while scanning the street. The neighborhood around him was primarily residential with a few small stores, street stalls, and the lone tavern. The tenement buildings were mostly made of wood, interspersed with a few concrete survivors of the artillery fire that had devastated the area nearly eight years ago. It had once been a prosperous section of town, but the changing fates of the post-Outbreak world had seen it reduced to working-class status. Which, in the Springs, was half a rung up the ladder from abject poverty.  
 
    It was Heinrich’s favorite haunt. The streets here were like a maze. Anyone not familiar with the area would quickly become lost without a guide. The people living here were violent, suspicious, and quick to relieve the unwary of their worldly possessions.  
 
    A couple of children, neither of them older than ten, started moving in Heinrich’s direction. The dirty faces of the two boys shined with angelic hopefulness as they approached. When Heinrich glanced over, the boys clutched each other, looking as pitiful as Dickensian orphans. Heinrich put a hand in his pocket, wrapped his fingers around a knife, and fixed them with a flat, predatory gaze. The children stopped, stared, and slowly backed away. The innocent faces transformed into hateful scowls as they slunk off to find a softer target.  
 
    Heinrich walked up the steps to the tavern and pushed through the front door. The bright glare of the noonday sun vanished instantly, swallowed by the gloom of the stuffy interior. He breathed in the scents of marijuana, opium, spilled booze, urine, old vomit, and the all-pervading stench of unwashed bodies. Before the Outbreak it would have been unbearable, but these days, everything and everyone smelled awful. It had bothered Heinrich at first, but over time, he had gotten used to it.  
 
    He walked past rows of rough-hewn tables to the long, polished bar. A couple of men glared balefully at him as he approached. The bartender noticed and leaned down to whisper something to them. They listened for a few seconds, and when they looked at Heinrich again, there was fear in their eyes. The men picked up their drinks and moved to the other side of the room.  
 
    “What can I get for you, Mr. Blain?” the bartender asked.  
 
    Heinrich took a seat. Blain was the alias he used when conducting business in this part of town.  
 
    “Is Tobias here?”  
 
    “I believe so. Would you like me to go get him?”  
 
    “Yes. But first, pour me a Stall’s Reserve.”  
 
    The rail-thin bartender complied. A clean glass appeared in front of Heinrich, followed by a pouring of neat moonshine. Heinrich lifted it, watched the liquor swirl like a transparent cloud, and then downed it in one gulp. When he exhaled, the burn was instant and welcome. He sucked air in through his teeth as he set the glass back on the bar.  
 
    “Refill, sir?”  
 
    “Yes. It’s been one of those days.”  
 
    After refilling the drink, the bartender said, “I’ll go get Tobias for you.”  
 
    Heinrich nodded dismissively, and the man scurried away.  
 
    Less than a minute later, Tobias appeared and took a seat next to Heinrich. His face was dominated by a long scar running from the lobe of his ear to the tip of his chin. He was several inches shorter than his chief, but what he lacked in height he made up for with solid muscle. The stocky marauder placed his thick forearms on the bar and leaned toward Heinrich.  
 
    “How’d it go?” 
 
    “Wonderfully. Better than expected.”  
 
    “Did they get out? You know the…”  
 
    “No.” Heinrich took a sip of his drink. “The situation is contained.”  
 
    Tobias nodded, looking relieved. “That’s good. Don’t want those things running around all over the city.”  
 
    “Not yet, anyway.”  
 
    Tobias glanced nervously at Heinrich. His mouth opened, wavered, and then clamped shut. Finally, he said, “So what’s our next move?”  
 
    “Are the other cells ready to go?”  
 
    “Yes sir. Awaiting orders.”  
 
    “Good. Tell them to sit tight. I want to see how things play out.”  
 
    “Will do.”  
 
    Tobias began to stand, but Heinrich stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “Tobias?”  
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Keep it quiet. Understood?”  
 
    “Yes sir.”  
 
    Heinrich watched with amusement as the man scuttled away. The bartender appeared and asked if he wanted another drink. Heinrich nodded.  
 
    Phase one complete, he thought. Now he needed to watch and wait. If things played out to his favor, the remaining cells could stand down. He would order them to destroy the remaining Grays and life could go back to normal. If things did not go his way … well, he had something for that too.  
 
    A smile curved his scarred mouth as he got up and left the bar.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    Gabriel, 
 
    Refugee District 
 
      
 
    I stood in the street and watched the circus unfold.  
 
    A swarm of soldiers, first responders, police, and federal agents had descended upon the Refugee District like locusts. For the moment, I was still playing my role as commander of the Blackthorns. My men were out cleaning up the last of the infected, and my helicopters were transporting the injured and wounded to the city’s only hospital. Several triage areas had been set up to examine survivors for infection.  
 
    Some of those in need lived long enough to be deemed safe for evac. Some did not. Every few minutes a gunshot rang out, informing everyone the Army had just put someone down before they could turn. I was careful not to gaze too long toward the tents. Nothing good was happening there. 
 
    Footsteps crunched the ground behind me as I stared at a group of soldiers standing guard over a dead Gray, one of the big ones. Thompson and Riordan appeared to my left and right respectively. They had spent the last half hour in a triage tent being checked for bites. Those of us who had stayed in the choppers had not been required to do so.  
 
    “Clean bill of health?” I asked.  
 
    “Yep,” Thompson said.  
 
    “I have a fucking concussion,” Eric grumbled.  
 
    Thompson gave him a condescending glare. “A mild concussion. You’ll be fine, you big baby.”  
 
    “Tell that to the migraine.”  
 
    I let out a sigh. “Did either of you notice anything unusual about those big Grays?”  
 
    They both looked at me. 
 
    “You mean aside from the obvious?” Eric said.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    I waited while they thought about it. Eric spoke first.  
 
    “The hands.”  
 
    “What about them?” I said.  
 
    Eric nodded his head toward the Gray and started walking. Thompson and I followed. When we drew close, a soldier stopped us with an outstretched palm.  
 
    “Hold it right there.”  
 
    I held up my hands. “I’m Gabriel Garrett, on-scene commander for the Blackthorns. I need to speak with the person in charge.”  
 
    The soldier kept his eyes on us, palm outstretched, rifle at the ready. Behind him, a man with captain’s bars on his fatigues moved toward me.  
 
    “Mr. Garrett, I’m Captain Haney. What can I do for you?”  
 
    “I’d like to take a look at that thing.”  
 
    The young captain’s brow furrowed. “I’m afraid not, Mr. Garrett. We have orders from Colonel Bryant to keep these things under quarantine until the CDC response teams arrive.”  
 
    “I don’t want to wrestle with it,” I said. “I just need a better look for my after-action report. The congressional budget office won’t pay unless I can prove what we did here. And considering I lost two of my men today, I don’t think that’s asking a lot. Their families will need the money.”  
 
    The captain wavered. By the look on his face, I could tell he sympathized. Had probably lost men in the field himself. He glanced around, and when he did not see anyone with more brass on their uniform than his, he leaned close and whispered, “Observation only, no photos.”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “If anyone asks, I’m debriefing you.”  
 
    “Got it.”  
 
    He stepped aside and motioned to his men. “Let ‘em through.”  
 
    The soldiers stepped back, hands still on their weapons. I ignored them and stood over the dead ghoul.  
 
    “What were you saying?” I asked Eric.  
 
    He pointed. “Look at the hands. See those claws?”  
 
    I looked and saw them. The ghoul’s fingers ended in hardened points of dark gray bone. Not nails. Not the stuff that protects the sensitive flesh on the back of a person’s finger. Bone.  
 
    “Looks like the skeleton itself grew through the skin,” I said.  
 
    Eric reached out with a boot and turned over one of the ghoul’s arms. “See there, on the underside?”  
 
    I squatted down. “Sharp. Like a bear’s claws. About two inches long.”  
 
    The soldiers around us edged closer, staring in curiosity.  
 
    “Same thing with the toes,” Thomson said a few feet to my right.  
 
    I sensed motion and looked over to see Captain Haney kneel beside me. “Look at those fucking teeth,” he said.  
 
    I did. They looked like alligator teeth, staggered in three rows. The canines were as long as a boar’s tusks. The jaw was elongated and had a slightly S-shaped curve to it. I drew my Bowie knife and pushed down on the creature’s chin. The jaw stretched impossibly wide. A long, mottled tongue fell out and dripped reddish goo onto the sidewalk.  
 
    “You know what it looks like?” Captain Haney said.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You ever read any Spider-Man comic books when you were a kid?”  
 
    “Not really.”  
 
    “Venom,” Haney said. “It looks like that supervillain with the big teeth and the black suit.”  
 
    “Shit,” one of the soldiers said. “You’re right. Looks just fucking like him. Except Gray instead of black.”  
 
    “And uglier,” Eric added.  
 
    I switched my attention to the creature’s eyes. Using the Bowie knife, I pushed up on one of its eyelids. Beneath the folded skin was a dark orb with a crimson retina and a slit-shaped yellow iris. In the center of the iris was a thin sliver of black pupil. For a few seconds, I could not speak.  
 
    “The eyes,” I said finally, standing up. “They’ve regenerated. Evolved.”  
 
    “What?” Haney said, still kneeling. From one of his pockets, he produced a rubber glove, put it on, and tugged upward on the ghoul’s eyebrow. One of the other soldiers shined a light on it and leaned over to look.  
 
    “Fuck me,” Haney muttered. “It’s like a cat’s eye.”  
 
    “Look at the nose and sinus protrusion,” I said. “It’s overdeveloped. I’ll bet this thing has a sense of smell like a bloodhound.”  
 
    “Someone want to tell me what the hell is going on here?” a voice boomed from behind me. The soldiers jumped. Haney stood up quickly, came to attention, and saluted.  
 
    Colonel Bryant stood a few feet away, feet planted on the snowy ground, hands on his hips. He was a tall man, broad through the shoulders, late thirties, hair graying at the temples. He returned the salute impatiently and glared hot knives at Captain Haney. The young officer dropped his hand but remained at attention. 
 
    “Well?” Bryant demanded.  
 
    “Mr. Garrett was briefing us on what he saw fighting these ghouls,” Haney said immediately. I was impressed at the confidence in his voice.  
 
    The Colonel stared a moment longer, then said, “We just got word from the CDC. No one is to touch these things until the recovery teams arrive. Form a perimeter around this thing and don’t let anyone near it without my say so. Get on the radio and make sure everyone else does the same.” 
 
    “Yes sir.”  
 
    Bryant waved a dismissive hand. Haney let out a breath and started barking orders. Thompson and Riordan walked a short distance away. I would have followed them, but Colonel Bryant placed a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “Got a minute?” 
 
    I looked down at him. “Sure.”  
 
    Bryant made sure his men were a good distance away before speaking. “We don’t have much time.”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Someone from up on high is trying to put a lid on this thing.”  
 
    “Are you kidding me? There’s no way. Got to be a thousand witnesses.”  
 
    “I don’t think they’re trying to bury it. Just buy some time.”  
 
    “Time for what?”  
 
    A shrug. “Probably to get their story straight. I got a feeling someone up top knows something about these big Grays, and they don’t want anyone to know they know.”  
 
    I let that sink in a few seconds. If Bryant was right, the implications were chilling. “You think the government had something to do with this?”  
 
    “Not sure. But considering the response I’m seeing, they’re sure as hell not surprised.”  
 
    “About which part? These big ghouls, or the fact they’re here in the city?”  
 
    “Can’t say for sure. But I can say this. The CDC’s response to this has been very well-coordinated. And fast. Like they were expecting it.”  
 
    I glanced at the triage tents. The teams tasked with setting them up had been at the gate well before my men finished clearing the Refugee District. Which was impressive, but not exactly telling, considering the CDC’s new headquarters was less than two miles away.  
 
    “A fast response doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” I said. “The CDC has gotten their shit together since the Outbreak.”  
 
    Bryant shook his head. “No, I’m telling you, this is different. The people handling ghoul recovery aren’t regular science weenies, or even soldiers. They’re federal agents. And the speed of the whole thing isn’t just crisis response. Somebody’s cracking a whip, and people are jumping. Whoever’s in charge is worried. They don’t want anyone else seeing these things.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, they’re a little late for that.”  
 
    Bryant stepped closer to the big ghoul. “Maybe, maybe not. There’s something else you should know. The way I saw those response teams react to the big Grays was…suspicious.”  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “You see these soldiers here? You see their expressions, their body language, how nervous they are?”  
 
    I looked at the mixture of awe and horror on the faces of the men around me. The way they kept sneaking glances at the big Gray and muttering to themselves.  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “I saw a recovery team pick up a Gray over by the east gate. Everybody there was freaked the fuck out, including me, but the teams were just…I don’t know. Unperturbed. Like it was just another day at the office. No shock, no fear, no reaction at all. How could anyone see something like this and not take pause, you know?”  
 
    I looked away from the tents and back at the ghoul. The wind was slowly covering it with a light dusting of powdery know. “They wouldn’t. Not unless they’ve seen it enough to lose the shock value.”  
 
    “Exactly. And if that’s not enough, I got a call from the Secretary of Defense on the way over here.”  
 
    I turned my head at that. “SECDEF? Did he call personally, or was it one of his aides?”  
 
    “It was him.”  
 
    A pause. “What did he want?”  
 
    “He said to quarantine these things and keep people the hell away from them.”  
 
    “How did he find out so fast? You hadn’t even arrived on scene yet.”  
 
    “I think we both know the answer to that.”  
 
    I closed my eyes, rested one hand on a hip, and rubbed the other against my forehead. The cold was beginning to penetrate the layers of clothes I wore. My knees hurt. An old scar on my left shoulder had started to ache. The adrenaline of the morning’s excitement was long gone, leaving me feeling tired and weighed down.  
 
    I’m getting too old for this shit.  
 
    “They knew. The bastards knew, and they didn’t tell anyone.”  
 
    Bryant stepped closer. “You need to keep this to yourself for now, Gabe. I imagine you’ll be brought in the loop soon enough.”  
 
    I frowned at him, feeling a low dread take hold. “What the hell are you talking about, Colonel?  
 
    No response. I stepped closer.  
 
    “For fuck’s sake, you’ve gone this far haven’t you? Talk to me. What have you heard?”  
 
    Bryant heaved a sigh and shoved his hands in his pockets. A few seconds stretched out. The Colonel stared at nothing while the wind blew and huddles of cold people in dirty clothes flowed around us like a river around a big stone. I stayed silent but did not look away.  
 
    Finally, he said, “You’re a good man, Gabe. I got a lot of respect for you. You’ve always dealt straight with me, and that thing over in Pueblo last year…well, I wouldn’t be above ground right now if not for you. I owe you, and I’m trying to square up while I still can.”  
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    “I’ve heard people talking about you, Gabe. Powerful people.” 
 
    I did not like the sound of that. “Yeah? What about?”  
 
    “I can’t say much, but I’ll tell you this. Not everyone in the government is stupid. There’s a lot of people who know talent when they see it, and when they do, the first thing they ask themselves is how they can use that talent to serve their agenda. These are desperate times we’re living in, Gabe. And I don’t have to tell you the kinds of things desperate people are willing to do.”  
 
    I ground my teeth in frustration and resisted the urge to grab Bryant by the arms and shake him.  
 
    “I don’t understand. What are you trying to tell me?”  
 
    Bryant looked me in the eye. “I’m telling you to be careful.”  
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    Eric 
 
    BSC Headquarters 
 
      
 
    It was a full thirty-six hours after the attack before I stepped off the Blackhawk and stood in front of the main office. I had hoped to see Allison and Little Gabe waiting for me on the tarmac, but they were nowhere in sight. Not surprising, really. It was after four o’clock in the morning. They were probably asleep.  
 
    I stopped by the armory on the second floor and turned in my gear. There was a pang of regret when I handed over the sniper carbine, and my hand moved slowly as I placed it on the counter. It was a fine weapon, but it did not belong to me. And besides, I had plenty of fine weapons of my own.  
 
    Bereft of battle accoutrements, I trudged up the stairs to Gabe’s apartment. On the way, images of the previous day’s fighting kept trying to force their way into my thoughts. The fast movers running people down, the screams of the dying, gunshots, the acrid odor of smoke, explosions, the roar of the Blackhawk overhead, and worst of all, the sight of that big Gray’s twisted face as it rocketed through the air toward me. I wondered how many other people had seen the same thing without the comfort of a gun in their hand to stop the inevitable.  
 
    The door of the apartment came into view and I shoved those thoughts aside. They would come for me again later, most likely when I was trying to sleep, but I would cross that bridge when I reached it. For now, I needed to be my best self.  
 
    I put the key in the lock and turned it. The latch clicked softly. I turned the handle and crept in. The interior was dark, the only illumination coming from a window. There was no cloud cover outside, which gave me enough moonlight to navigate the living room without bashing a shin. The door clicked behind me as I shut and locked it.  
 
    To my left, the bedroom door was slightly ajar. I slipped off my boots and padded over in my socks. The well-oiled hinges did not creak when I pushed the door open and peered inside. Allison lay on her back, face turned toward me, hair spilling around her head on the pillow. Little Gabe lay beside her, eyes closed, the small, precious face slack and peaceful. I stepped closer to see him better. He slept with the preternatural stillness only seen in small children. I wanted to reach out and touch his soft cheek but resisted. It would not do to wake him up, so I settled for staring at him and feeling my chest tighten until I wondered how it was possible to love anything quite so much.  
 
    I shifted my gaze to Allison. She was as beautiful as ever. More beautiful, in fact. So beautiful it hurt my heart to look at her. I thought about what she had said to me the day before, about how much she worried when I ran off to fight battles I did not have to. At the time, I had been firmly convinced that if I refused to fight those battles, I just wouldn’t be me anymore. But here in the dark, in the peaceful silence, in the absence of pretense and expectation, when no one was looking and it was just me and the stubborn truth, I knew something had to change. I had a family now, and when a man has a family, his life is not about him anymore. It was long past time I accepted that.  
 
    I shut the door behind me, stripped out of my filthy clothes, gathered some clean ones from a suitcase, and showered as quietly as I could. When I was done, I grabbed a blanket and pillow from the linen closet, curled up on the couch, and was asleep before I could count to five.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The sun was bright through the narrow windows when Allison and Little Gabe emerged from the bedroom. I was in the kitchen tending to a skillet of bacon and eggs and a pot of coffee. Had it been any other morning, Allison would have gazed hungrily at the skillet and asked me if I was making toast. But today, she rushed across the apartment, put her arms around me, and buried her face in my chest.  
 
    “Thank God,” she whispered. 
 
    I hugged her back. Little Gabe watched us a few seconds, then toddled to the counter and stretched a hand up toward a plate of bacon. He was not quite tall enough to reach it, but at the rate he was growing, such would not be the case much longer.  
 
     “I’m fine, honey. Everything’s alright.”  
 
    We stayed that way for a while, holding each other. I watched my son over Allison’s shoulder as he bounced on his feet and grasped toward the countertop. When he realized his quest for crunchy pork was doomed to failure, he looked up at me with pleading eyes. I winked at him and handed him a thick slice of greasy meat. He promptly stuffed it in his mouth and scurried off like a wolf with a deer leg.  
 
    When Allison had squeezed my waist long enough to convince herself I was actually there, she eased away, kissed me on the mouth, and said, “I love you, but I have to pee.”  
 
    I nodded and promptly let her go. Allison had long ago impressed upon me the dangers of impeding a pregnant woman with a full bladder.  
 
    “I’ll set the table.”  
 
    She kissed me again and headed toward the bathroom. I walked into the living room, picked my son up off the couch, and gave him a good squeeze. His little arms went around my neck and I could feel him clutching at me with greasy fingers.  
 
    “How are you doing this morning, buddy?”  
 
    “I’m hungry. Can I have some more bacon?”  
 
    “You sure can. Want to help me in the kitchen?”  
 
    “No, I just want breakfast.”  
 
    I laughed. “Well, thanks for being honest.”  
 
    “You’re welcome.”  
 
    The little guy rode my hip to the table. I set him down in a chair and looked around for something to use as a booster. Nothing revealed itself.  
 
    “You mind standing up to eat?” I asked.  
 
    Gabe beamed at me and bounced on his toes, hands on the tabletop. “I like standing up.”  
 
    “Perfect.”  
 
    I set out plates, silverware, napkins, cups, and the French press. Then I ladled eggs onto the plates, doled out the bacon and toast, and poured myself a cup of coffee. Real coffee, not the instant stuff I paid an arm and a leg for back home.  
 
    By the time she was out of the bathroom I was on my second cup of coffee. Little Gabe had gobbled his bacon and was trying to poach mine from my plate. I pushed his hand away and advised him to eat his eggs.  
 
    “But I like bacon,” he said with an expression like a beaten puppy.  
 
    “No more until you eat your eggs.”  
 
    From the look on his face, one would think I had threatened torture. A few months ago, it probably would have worked. But I was getting wise to his tricks. I hardened my expression and pointed at his plate.  
 
    “Eat.”  
 
    He slumped his shoulders, picked up a handful of eggs, and crammed them into his mouth. A second later, his expression brightened.  
 
    “This is good eggs.”  
 
    “These are good eggs,” Allison corrected.  
 
    “These are good eggs,” Gabe said dutifully, a spray of yellow chunks coming out of his mouth.  
 
    “Don’t talk with your mouth full, sweetie.”  
 
    “Sorry.” Another dash of half-chewed egg.  
 
    Allison sighed and looked at me. “He gets that from you.”  
 
    A slow nod. “Of course he does.”  
 
    She watched me while I ate my breakfast. Little Gabe was right. The eggs were good.  
 
    “So, are you going to tell me about it?” she asked.  
 
    Thankfully, my plate was clean, and I was no longer hungry. I pushed it away, drank the last of my coffee, and sat back in my chair.  
 
    “Do I have to?”  
 
    “I’m going to find out sooner or later.”  
 
    I looked at her. Yellow light from the window framed her face and shone through her amber eyes like illuminated glass. She put her chin on her hand and tilted her head. I loved it when she did that. It pressed her full lips together and made them pout like she wanted to be kissed. 
 
    “It was bad, Allison. Really bad.”  
 
    “Tell me.”  
 
    “Give me a minute.”  
 
    I took a laptop from Allison’s suitcase and a DVD of Gabe’s favorite cartoons. Gabe saw what I was doing and leapt down from his chair.  
 
    “Can I watch Spongebob?” he asked, his face bright with excitement. Electricity was a precious commodity at our home in Tennessee, so for Gabe, watching cartoons was a rare treat.  
 
    “You sure can, buddy. Give me a minute to set you up.”  
 
    When I left the bedroom, Gabriel was sitting on the mattress, legs folded beneath him, eyes transfixed on the screen. He would be fine for at least two episodes, maybe three. I went back to the kitchen and sat down.  
 
    “What happened yesterday?” Allison asked. “Why were you gone so long?”  
 
    I told her.  
 
    I told her about the big Grays, and the panic, and the death, and the destruction. I told her how Thompson had saved my life twice and how much shit I gave him for it. I told her about the triage tents and listening to gunshots and the screaming and crying and soldiers peeling family members away from infected loved ones. I told her how I had spent most of the previous day helping with relief efforts and putting out fires and cooking dinner for the first responders and catching a twenty-minute nap before one of Colonel Bryant’s men asked if I could help load dead bodies into a convoy of trucks. Then I told her how I rode along with that convoy and helped arrange bodies on a flat stretch of cold concrete so someone could come along and identify them. I told her how most of those bodies were not infected but had been killed by bullets or knives or bludgeons or had been crushed by trampling feet. I told her how at least a third of the bodies were children young enough to have been born post-Outbreak. Then I told her how I rode back and waited another two sleepless hours until the helicopters and Humvees were finished carrying the injured, sick, and wounded from the Refugee District to disaster relief shelters and I could finally come back to headquarters.  
 
    When I was done, Allison looked stricken. She clasped her hands in front of her on the table and stared at nothing for a long while. I did the same. Neither of us spoke. The incongruous sound of Little Gabe’s cartoons floated out of the bedroom, bringing no cheer to either of us.  
 
    “What happens now,” Allison said finally. Her eyes were red around the edges.  
 
    “Now I get dressed and meet Gabe and the others in the conference room in twenty minutes.”  
 
    Allison nodded. “I think I’ll stay in with Little Gabe today. Maybe watch a movie or something.”  
 
    I put my hand over hers. “That’s a good idea.”  
 
    “You’ll let me know what you find out?”  
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    Allison got up, kissed me on the cheek, and walked stiffly into the bedroom. I stayed where I was for a couple of minutes and stared at the table. Empty plates and dishes and silverware and the French press stared back.  
 
    The silence was a comfort.  
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    BSC Headquarters 
 
      
 
    At ten o’clock, running on caffeine and willpower, I opened the door to the conference room and walked inside. Gabe was there, as were Hadrian Flint, Tyrel Jennings, Thompson, Holland, Great Hawk, Cole, and a face I had not seen in quite some time.  
 
    “Caleb Hicks,” I said, grinning as I crossed the room. “As I live and breathe.”  
 
    He was standing in a circle with Cole, Holland, and Thompson, his former brothers in arms from the First Reconnaissance Expeditionary, his original Army unit. The four men were smiling and cracking jokes like a bunch of veterans greeting old friends they had not seen in a long time. Which was exactly what they were.  
 
    I moved closer to take a better look at Hicks. He was different than when I had last seen him. The shy, slouching, downcast aspect he had always worn like a cloak was gone. He stood tall, shoulders squared, eyes direct, possessed of forceful intelligence. He had put on some weight, all of it muscle from what I could see, making him almost as big as Great Hawk. There was a light brown beard over the scars on his face, and he had let his once-stubbly blonde hair grow long enough to arrange stylishly. It made him look several years older than I knew he was, but he wore it well. I also noticed his skin was darkly tanned, like a man who had spent a great deal of time in a hot, sunny place. And recently. 
 
    “Damn, kid,” I said, shaking his hand. “I almost didn’t recognize you. Where’d you get that tan?”  
 
    He smiled back. “Arizona. It’s nice this time of year.”  
 
    I blinked at him. “What part of Arizona?”  
 
    “Why do you ask?”  
 
    “Heard rumors. Some kind of big operation going on around Phoenix.”  
 
    He shook his head ruefully. “Figures you’d know about it. Doubt there’s anywhere in the Union you don’t have eyes and ears.”  
 
    “You are correct. So spill. What have you been up to?”  
 
    “Reclamation and salvage ops, working with a volunteer militia. Call themselves the Hellbreakers.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Hellbreakers? Isn’t that a little dramatic?”  
 
    A shrug. “You know how people are. Symbolism is important.”  
 
    “So I’ve heard. How long have you been working with them?”  
 
    “Off and on about a year now.”  
 
    “Well, that explains the tan. How’s the wife?”  
 
    “Good. Teaching kindergarten at the new elementary school in Southtown.”  
 
    I thought about sweet, gentle Miranda surrounded by a swarm of five-year-olds and smiled. “I bet those kids love her.”  
 
    “Can’t say for sure, but I know she loves them.”  
 
    “Speaking of kids, you and Miranda had any luck? I got a letter from her about five months ago, said you two were trying.”  
 
    “No luck yet, but I am a diligent man.” 
 
    “Well, keep at it. Miranda also told me you’re a civilian now.”  
 
    He nodded. “Resigned my commission last year.”  
 
    “How’s civilian life treating you?”  
 
    “Getting used to it. Staying busy.”  
 
    “Working for anybody?”  
 
    He shook his head. “Independent contractor. DOD signs my paychecks, but I answer to General Jacobs.”  
 
    I frowned. “Jacobs. How is that old bastard?”  
 
    “Still a bastard, but a sadly diminished one.”  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “His health is bad. ALS.”  
 
    I was silent a moment. Jacobs and I had our differences, but I would not have wished that on him. “How long does he have?”  
 
    “A year. Maybe less.”  
 
    “He named a replacement yet?”  
 
    “Colonel Bryant. You know him?”  
 
    “We’ve met.”  
 
    “Well, don’t underestimate him. He’s got an honest face, but he’s smart and ruthless. Don’t cross him.”  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. Come on, let’s have a seat.”  
 
    We took two chairs near the end of the conference table. When we were seated, I leaned over and spoke in a low voice.   
 
    “Anybody offer you a job yet?” 
 
    Caleb kept his face carefully blank. “A few people.”  
 
    “Any interest?”  
 
    “Not at present, but I’ll let you know if I change my mind.”  
 
    I leaned closer. “Whatever Tyrel has offered you, I’ll beat it. I know you two have history, but business is business. I could use a man like you, and I pay my people well.”  
 
    “Duly noted.”  
 
    I wanted to press the issue but knew it would be a mistake. Caleb is a very private person and a man of few words. The length of our conversation was due only to the fact we had not spoken in over two years. Better to plant the seed of curiosity and wait rather than push my luck.  
 
    Caleb started to ask me something, but a knock at the door stopped all conversation in the room. Gabe walked over and opened it. A tired and rumpled man in a cheap suit stood on the other side.   
 
    “Come on in,” Gabe said.  
 
    The man entered. He was in his forties, dark hair turning gray, eyes red-rimmed with bags under them, deep lines in his forehead and around his mouth, and a spattering of dirt on his pants and shoes. Despite the disheveled appearance, his bearing was that of a man accustomed to authority. He took off his heavy coat and draped it around a chair, revealing a Glock service pistol in a paddle holster on one hip.  
 
    “Everyone,” Gabe said, “this is Special Agent Stan Kaminsky with the FBI, head of the Organized Crime Task Force.”  
 
    The agent swept a weary glance around the room. “Good morning. It’s nice to meet you all, although I wish it was under better circumstances. Why don’t we have a seat? We’ve got a lot to talk about.”  
 
    Kaminsky sat down, undid the neck button on his shirt, and loosened his tie. Tyrel took a seat at the head of the table, flanked by Hadrian and Gabriel. Everyone else sat down as well.  
 
    The agent let out a long breath and sat forward in his chair. “It goes without saying we’ve all had a tough couple of days. A lot has happened, and we’re all still trying to process it. Nevertheless, the situation is what it is. More than two hundred people are dead, with hundreds more injured. People all over the city are frightened and worried, and many of those people wield a great deal of influence. Consequently, the president and the attorney general want answers. It’s my job to find them.”  
 
    “What can we do to help?” Tyrel said.  
 
    Kaminsky rubbed his eyes. “Ordinarily I would come in here with a troop of agents and wave the warrant in my pocket around and force everyone to make statements separately. My agents would sweat everyone here and quote national security statutes and make threats and tell you not to speak to any living soul about what you saw in the Refugee District. It’s an unfortunate state of affairs, but that’s how it would normally go. However, I’m not going to do that today. I don’t think it’s necessary, nor would it be a just thing to do. You all saved a lot of lives at great risk to your own, and I think you deserve better than to be treated like criminals. I also think the people in this room represent a unique cross-section of society that understands the importance of secrecy without me having to paint anyone a picture. You’ve all been around the block. You know very well the panic we’ll see if the truth comes out before somebody over at Cheyenne Mountain puts the right spin on it. Furthermore, I don’t believe anyone here wants to make things worse than they already are. Can we all agree on that?”  
 
    No one spoke, but everyone nodded, me included.  
 
    “I’m going to go around the room,” Kaminsky said. “Starting with Mr. Garrett as he was the on-scene commander. I’m going to take a statement from each of you. I need to know what you saw, what you heard, what you did, every detail you can remember. I’m going to take a lot of notes. We’re probably going to be here all day. At the end of it, I sincerely hope I’ll have something I can send to the attorney general that reflects the bravery and heroism you all demonstrated yesterday. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”  
 
    I could not speak for everyone in the room, but I sure as hell understood. Agent Kaminsky was throwing us a bone. He was giving us a chance to get our story straight. And most importantly, he was making sure no self-interested, ambitious bureaucrats used any of us as a stepping-stone to their own personal advancement. Situations of national crisis have a way of bringing out the worst in people, and one of the oldest political plays in the book for quelling panic is to give the public a scapegoat, someone they can point a finger at and say, ‘That’s the bad guy. It’s their fault’. Doesn’t matter much who it is, as long as it is not the people who hold the reins of power. And if someone from that hierarchy pointed an accusing finger at the burgeoning private security industry, an industry that struggled daily to maintain public and political trust, then that person might very well stand to make a great heap of political hay. Kaminsky was telling us he did not want that to happen.  
 
    “We’ll help in any way we can, Agent Kaminsky,” Tyrel said.  
 
    “My people as well,” I said, casting a glance at my employees.  
 
    Kaminsky nodded, took out a notebook and pen, and pointed at Gabe.  
 
    “You first.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    As Agent Kaminsky predicted, it took most of the day. Gabe’s statement took the longest, which was not surprising, considering his eidetic memory enabled him to recall every moment of the tragedy as though it had just happened. Kaminsky scribbled feverishly in some sort of shorthand I could not read and asked a lot of questions. When Gabe was finished, Kaminsky turned to Tyrel.  
 
    And so it went until about noon. At that point Gabe sent out two of his people for lunch and retired to his office to make coffee for everyone. Kaminsky requisitioned an empty office so he could transcribe his notes to a laptop and make phone calls. At one o’clock we reconvened, and Kaminsky collected the remaining statements. Caleb’s was the shortest, as he had spent the previous day at Peterson Army Air Base.  
 
    As the testimony droned on, I got bored and tuned out. Time went by and I felt myself growing impatient, my mind wandering. It was a relief when Kaminsky finally put away his pen and closed his notebook.  
 
    “Mr. Garrett, I’ll need you to send me every photo you have of the incident,” he said.  
 
    Gabe nodded. “Already had my assistant take care of it.”  
 
    “Good.” Kaminsky began standing up.  
 
    “Stan, before you go, could we have a word in private?” Gabe asked.  
 
    Kaminsky hesitated a moment. “Funny, I was just about to ask you the same thing. Your office okay?”  
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    Everyone stood up to leave. Gabe caught my eye on his way out the door and tilted his head toward his office. I got up without a word and followed.  
 
    When the three of us were alone, Gabe shut the door and turned to Kaminsky. “What have you found out?” 
 
    The agent looked pointedly in my direction. “Gabe, you know the position you’re putting me in here, right?”  
 
    “I do. And I’m sorry. But these fuckers tried to kidnap my wife and daughter, and the Bureau has had over twenty-four hours to search the Refugee District. You said you’d tell me when you had something.”  
 
    “What makes you think I do? And what makes you think the two things are related?”  
 
    “I saw look on your face when I showed you those pictures, Stan. SRT was behind the attack, and you know it. Maybe it was related to the attempt on my family, and maybe it wasn’t. Frankly, I don’t give a shit. The same people are responsible for both crimes, and if you found something in the district that can help me track them down, I want to know about it.”  
 
    Kaminsky glared a few seconds, then walked over to a plush leather chair and sat down. I had never seen a man look so exhausted. He rubbed a hand over his face and stared at the floor.  
 
    “I can’t prove anything I’m about to tell you, and you can’t repeat it to anyone outside this room,” he said.  
 
    “Understood.”  
 
    Kaminsky glanced at me sideways, his mouth pressed into a hard line. “Mr. Riordan, I have to ask. Why are you here? What’s your involvement in this?”  
 
    I looked at Gabe, and then back at the agent. “Honestly, I’m not sure. Gabe asked me to be here, but he hasn’t enlightened me as to why.”  
 
    “He’s a close friend,” Gabe said. “I trust him, and I think you should read him in on the SRT case. Eric has contacts all over the city. He can help us.”  
 
    Kaminsky stared at me appraisingly. “I’ve heard of you. Chairman and CEO of Centurion National, right? Got your fingers in a lot of pies. I’ve even heard rumors you run your own little intelligence agency. Eyes and ears everywhere. Any truth to that?”  
 
    I shrugged. “I’m one of the wealthiest men in the country, Agent Kaminsky. Doing business these days can be downright dangerous. In my world, information is power.”  
 
    He didn’t smile, but I could tell he wanted to. “It certainly is, and not just in your world. What exactly do you do with the information you buy?”  
 
    “I protect what’s mine.”  
 
    A slow nod. “Interesting. What exactly do you mean by that?”  
 
    I smiled at him. “I’m not a suspect, Agent Kaminsky, nor am I an idiot. And I’m certainly not here to satisfy your curiosity. Take it however you want.”   
 
    The agent’s face did not change much, but the dark eyes hardened and the stare they leveled became direct and penetrating. It was a subtle shift, but the effect was significant. I could only imagine how many nervous suspects had cracked under the scrutiny of that merciless gaze, how many men had not seen the trick for what it was. I did, however, and I had faced men far worse than this one. If Kaminsky expected me to start sweating and blabbering, he was in for a long wait. We stayed that way for a while, staring each other down. Finally, Kaminsky grunted and looked back at Gabe.  
 
    “You willing to vouch for him?”  
 
    “Yes. He has my full confidence.”  
 
    Kaminsky looked back at me. “Mr. Riordan, you can’t speak a word to anyone about what we discuss here today. Not one single word. Is that clear?”  
 
    “Believe it or not, Agent Kaminsky, I’ve done this kind of thing before.”  
 
    A sigh. “Fine. Here’s what I know.”  
 
    He laid it out. I was impressed. The breadth and scope of his investigation, and the evidence he had collected, was the work of a world-class investigator. The fact he had accomplished what he had while working with minimal resources made it even more praiseworthy. But impressive as all that was, it was not nearly as remarkable as the evidence his team had uncovered in the Refugee District. Listening to the details, my heartbeat sped up and I felt heat rising in my face. If what Kaminsky was saying was true, it meant the city of Colorado Springs was in a hell of a lot of trouble.  
 
    “So what now?” Gabe said when the agent was finished. “What does the Bureau want you to do next?”  
 
    “Me?” Kaminsky said, smiling bitterly. “Not a damn thing. I made my report to the assistant director this morning, and you know what he said? He thanked me for my efforts, told me what a great agent I am, and ordered me to turn over all my evidence, every scrap of it, to the inspector general. And when I was finished, I was to destroy all my notes, shred any official documents, delete any emails or other electronic communications, and impress upon my agents that from here on out, this was a matter of national security under the direct authority of the Department of Homeland Security.”  
 
    Gabe stared in open astonishment. “Homeland? Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “Do I look like I’m kidding?”  
 
    “But…why? Did he give you a reason?”  
 
    Kaminsky barked out a laugh. “Let me explain something to you about the Bureau, Gabe. Assistant directors do not explain themselves to those under their authority. They hand out orders and expect them to be obeyed, and woe betide the poor dumb fucker who disappoints them. That’s how it works.”  
 
    “Then why are you here?” I said, growing impatient and not particularly liking his tone. “What was that in the conference room? You put on a hell of a show, but so far all you’ve done is speculate about evidence and bitch about the Bureau. I mean, don’t get me wrong—that sucks. But with all due respect, Agent Kaminsky, boo-fucking-hoo. No one put a gun to your head and made you join the FBI. You’re a grown man. You know the rules. Sometimes it goes your way, and sometimes it doesn’t. That’s life. Now can we cut the shit and get to the actual point, here?”  
 
    For a moment, Kaminsky’s face darkened, and I thought he would come back with a harsh reply. But then he stopped, took a deep breath, and seemed to gather himself. When he spoke, the bitterness was gone from his voice and he was all business again.  
 
    “I happen to know the agent at Homeland who’s taking over my case. He’s a good guy. We go back a long way. I gave him what I had, and he told me he was sorry about all this, and I told him hey, no hard feelings, and asked if he could use any help on the case. When he said no, I asked him if he’d sent anybody over here yet to take statements. He said no to that too, so I told him I have a good working relationship with Mr. Garrett here and offered to handle it. He patted me on the arm and said sure Stan, that would be great. Like he was doing me a fucking favor. And now, here I am.”  
 
    And there’s only one reason you would do that. 
 
    Looking at Kaminsky, it dawned on me I had underestimated the man. I had taken him for a jaded, world-weary public servant carrying out his marching orders like a good soldier. But he was not here to be anybody’s soldier. He had his own agenda, and it did not involve gathering evidence for Homeland Security. The interviews had been a ruse, a way to get his foot in the door without drawing suspicion so he could speak to Gabe in private. My involvement had not been part of his initial equation, but he was crunching the numbers quickly. 
 
     “Two years of work,” Kaminsky continued, speaking mostly to himself. “Two goddamn years of surveillance, and sleepless nights, and waking up in the same suit for a week, and stroking a bunch of chicken-shit bureaucratic egos, and now the whole thing is out of my hands. All of it. Two years of my life down the drain.” 
 
    The room was silent for a while. The frustrated, defeated look on Kaminsky’s face made him look ten years older than when he had walked into the conference room a few hours ago. I did not know the man, had no personal investment in his life or career, but I felt sorry for him anyway. Gabe went over to his desk, took out a bottle of Stall’s reserve, and poured the agent a drink. Kaminsky stared at it briefly, then said fuck it and accepted the glass.  
 
    “What do they want you to do now?” I asked. “I mean, you’ve got all this information about SRT, right? You know more about them than anyone else. What are you supposed to do, sit on your hands?”  
 
    Kaminsky drained the moonshine in a single gulp, made a face, and held up the glass. Gabe refilled it. “They want me and my team identify the bodies we found in the Refugee District. The ones in the bunkers.”  
 
    “Bullshit,” Gabe said angrily. “They just want you out of the way.”  
 
    Kaminsky took another drink, set the glass on Gabe’s desk, and stood up. “Yes, they do. And that’s exactly where they think I am. Safely out of the way.”  
 
    “But you’re not,” I said.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “What can I do?” Gabe asked.  
 
    “Those steel sheets I mentioned. The ones from the ironworks. I want you to follow up on that.”  
 
    Gabe and I looked at each other.  
 
    “We can handle that,” Gabe said. “I’ll call you when we know something.”  
 
    Kaminsky nodded. “You’re going to need coverage on this. I’ll do what I can, but you need to keep things quiet. And you can’t reach out to me through official channels.”  
 
    A nod. “Of course.”  
 
    “And you understand this is not an official endorsement. I can’t know about anything you do, or how you do it. I have to be entirely hands-off.”  
 
    “Understood.”  
 
    “Alright. And Gabe, we can’t have any bloodshed. You drop any bodies, you’ll have to explain it to a judge. Is that clear?”  
 
    “Crystal.”  
 
    “Okay.” Kaminsky walked to the door, opened it, and stopped. “Good luck, Gabe,” he said over his shoulder. “Be careful.”  
 
    “I will.”  
 
    Kaminsky left and shut the door behind him.  
 
    “So what now?” I asked.  
 
    Gabe went to his desk, removed a holstered pistol, and clipped it into his waistband.  
 
    “Now we go shake some trees.”  
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    Gabe waited in the hallway while I visited the little apartment.  
 
    Allison and I sat at the dining table and I told her everything we had found out, minus the part Kaminsky had admonished me to keep secret. Without that part, the conversation did not amount to much. Allison listened in silence, her eyes on little Gabe as he played with action figures at the coffee table.  
 
    “What now?” she asked. “You have contacts in the city. Is there anyone who might know more?”  
 
    “That’s what we’re going to find out.”  
 
    Her eyes narrowed dangerously. “How, exactly?”  
 
    I raised a hand. “Easy, Allison. We’re just going to ask some questions, that’s all. I might have to shake the bushes a little, but I’m not looking for violence.”  
 
    “You never do, Eric, but it finds you anyway.”  
 
    “Well, I’m going to do my best to avoid it.”  
 
    She folded her arms over her stomach and turned to look out the window. Her expression was far from happy. She had been looking that way a lot lately. I reached out and took her hand.  
 
    “Allison, I’ve been thinking about what you said the other day. About stepping back from all this.”  
 
    She looked at me.  
 
    “You’re right. I’m still living like it’s the old days, back when I was young and struggling and had no responsibilities. Things have changed, and I need to change with them.”  
 
    I slid my chair closer until our hips touched, draped an arm around her shoulder, and put a hand on her stomach. She put both her hands over mine.  
 
    I said, “I have to help Gabe today. Between the two of us, we can get information the FBI can’t. Or won’t. And after what I saw yesterday, if there’s anything I can do to help take down the sons of bitches responsible, I’m going to do it. But after that…I need to be home more. I need to spend more time with you and the little guy.”  
 
    “And the little girl,” she said. The dangerous look had faded, and her eyes were soft again.  
 
    “You pick a name yet?”  
 
    A small smile. “Like I would tell you.”  
 
    I gathered her close and hugged her. “I’m going to find out sooner or later. Isn’t that what you always say to me?”  
 
    “You’ll find out when I decide you will. Unlike some people, I know how to keep my mouth shut.”  
 
    “Ouch.”  
 
    We held each other and watched our son play. The little guy smashed his toys together and invented cartoonish dialogue while chronicling some sort of battle amongst the tiny protagonists and villains. He looked so small and happy sitting there, and I wished he could stay that way forever, innocent and unaware. But I knew it would not last. Sooner or later, he would wake up to the kind of world he lived in, and when he did, he would never be the same.   
 
    “I have to go,” I said. “The others are waiting.”  
 
    Allison gave me a final squeeze. “Be careful.”  
 
    “I will. I promise.”  
 
    I kissed her, hugged my son, and joined Gabe at the end of the hallway. We left the building and proceeded to the small courtyard in front of the main office where Great Hawk and the rest of my crew waited. It was bright outside, forcing me to put on a pair of pre-Outbreak sunglasses. The wind had not relented since yesterday, and the snow covering the ground had become a powdery blanket over layers of crunching ice. To the northwest I saw a shadow gathering over the white-capped mountains and knew we were in for a storm.  
 
    Great Hawk sat on a bench in the courtyard, long legs stretched out in front of him, hands in the pockets of his sheepskin coat. The others stood in a semi-circle and watched us approach. To my surprise, Caleb Hicks was among them.  
 
    “What’s the word?” Holland asked.  
 
    “Kaminsky’s staying out of the way,” Gabe said. “He’ll help us if he can.”  
 
    “He give us any leads?” Thompson said.  
 
    “He did. I need you guys to help me follow up on it.” Gabe pointed at Hicks. “You want in on this?”  
 
    “If you don’t mind.”  
 
    “I don’t. But what we’re about to do isn’t exactly legal.”  
 
    A shrug. “When is it ever?”  
 
    Cole pointed a thumb eastward. “Daylight’s burnin’, people. If we gonna do this, let’s get to it.”  
 
    “Hold on a minute, fellas,” I said. Gabe glanced at me irritably, but I ignored him. 
 
    “Before we go anywhere, I want you to listen to me. What we’re about to do is strictly off the books. Okay? If we get caught, we could get into a lot of trouble. And Kaminsky won’t be able to save us. We’re on our own here. No backup, not even the Blackthorns. Bearing all that in mind, are you all still sure you want in? If not, now’s the time to walk away.”  
 
    My crew’s response was to look at me like I was an idiot. Even Great Hawk, he of the blank and stony face, slid his sunglasses down his nose and peered at me over the frame. 
 
    “Right. Sorry I asked.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    BSC headquarters occupies a facility that was once the US Olympic and Paralympic Training Center. To the north lies a wide spit of land called Bricktown where the city’s most affluent residents make their homes. An arm of the Rocky Mountains curves around this area to the east, providing a natural barrier to the denizens of the Refugee District farther eastward. South of all this, in an area once packed with residential neighborhoods and strip malls and chain restaurants and even a golf course, lies an area that was leveled by heavy fighting during the Outbreak. In the years that followed, it was rebuilt by a huge influx of survivors from all over the country. As the local economy recovered, the area grew and changed and took on the characteristics of the people that now made their homes there. Somewhere in the process of all this, the locals started calling the place Southtown. The name stuck. 
 
    While not the city’s poorest neighborhood, Southtown is a far cry from the opulence found farther north. Parts of it are livable, populated mostly by decently paid blue collar workers and their families. Other parts, the ones farther south, are nearly as bad as the streets of the Refugee District.  
 
    And that was precisely where we were headed.  
 
     We rode in two of the canvas-covered wagons that had brought me, my family, and my crew of highly trained wrecking machines to the Springs. Holland and Cole had retrieved the wagons from a warehouse while the rest of us armed ourselves and devised a strategy. I rode in the lead wagon with Gabriel, Great Hawk, and Hicks. The others followed close behind. I stared southward as we rode, my eyes fixed on a tall column of black smoke standing against the sky like a burn mark. Beneath that black scar sat the Schule and Hastings Ironworks, our destination. 
 
    “Man, this is nice,” Caleb said, startling me. He was sitting on the bench beside me, holding the reins. 
 
    I turned to look at him. “What is?”  
 
    “This,” he replied, grinning. “Us. Gettin’ the gang back together. When was the last time we all rolled out on a mission?” 
 
    “Illinois,” I said, frowning at the memory.  
 
     “Oh yeah. Christ, what a cluster-fuck. How long ago was that? Three years? Four?”  
 
    “Something like that.”  
 
    “And here we are again. Feels like old times.”  
 
    I glanced at him sideways. “I think your recollection is a bit more nostalgic than mine. I remember being tired, injured, and scared shitless.”  
 
    “Me too. But God, what a rush.”  
 
    “Well, I hate to break it to you, but this isn’t going to be like Illinois. We’re conducting an investigation, not an assassination. When we get there, let me and Gabe do the talking, okay?”  
 
    Caleb held up a hand. “Fine by me. It’s your show. But while you and ole leatherneck talk, what are the rest of us supposed to do?”  
 
    “What you do best. Stand around and look menacing.”  
 
    Caleb grinned at me. “If that’s the case, then what’s Holland doing here? He’s about as menacing as a woodchuck. What’s he gonna do, annoy people to death?”  
 
    I tried to fight it but found myself laughing. “Damn, dude, that’s harsh. I thought you two were friends.”  
 
    “We are, and it’s good to see him again. But I swear, that damn Yankee accent of his…”  
 
    “Like nails on a chalkboard.”  
 
    “Fuck yes, it is.”  
 
    I laughed quietly. “I’m not worried about Holland. He can hold his own.”  
 
    “I know. We served in the same platoon, remember?”  
 
    “Yeah, I remember. Seems like a lifetime ago. So much has happened since then.”  
 
    Caleb stared ahead, looking reflective. “You know, I miss those salvage runs we used to do back in Tennessee. Used to be a lot of fun.”  
 
    “I don’t know if fun is the word I would use, but it certainly wasn’t boring.”  
 
    “Hasn’t been too boring since then, either.”  
 
    “Speaking of which, what have you been up to in Arizona?”  
 
    The cheerful expression grew brittle, telling me I had caught him off guard. Caleb was almost never off guard, so I knew I had him on the back foot. He would not stay there long, so I had to press my advantage if I wanted information from him.  
 
    “I told you. Salvage ops.”  
 
    I shook my head. “Bullshit. Jacobs wouldn’t send his right-hand-man down there just to scavenge toilet paper and tampons. What were you really up to?”  
 
    The smile vanished. “No offense, Eric, but I can’t talk about it.”  
 
    I gave him a dubious stare. “What’s your interest here, Caleb? Why are you getting involved?”  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “You’re not riding along on this just to talk about old times. That’s not your style.”  
 
    No answer.  
 
    “They’re connected, aren’t they?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Your mission in Arizona and the attack on the Refugee District. They’re related somehow. That’s why you’re so interested.”  
 
    It was Caleb’s turn to glance sideways at me. “I don’t know anything for sure yet,” he said after a moment.  
 
    “You must know something, otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”  
 
    At first, he said nothing. I stayed quiet and waited him out. A quarter mile passed under the wheels before my patience was rewarded.  
 
    “I had some trouble down in Phoenix with a group called the Storm Road Tribe. Ever heard of ‘em?”  
 
    “I have. Crime syndicate out of the wastelands. Reputation for being smart and ruthless.”  
 
    Another glance, this one more impressed than irritated. “Well, I learned a few other things about ‘em while I was down there.”  
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    “Like they’re a much bigger enterprise than anyone gives them credit for, and they run their operations out of Colorado Springs. Which means their leaders are probably right here in the city somewhere.”  
 
    I chewed on that for a while. “How big do you think they are, exactly?”  
 
    “Not sure, but I intend to find out.”  
 
    “And that’s why you’re going with us?”  
 
    “Part of it, anyway.”  
 
    “What’s the other part?”  
 
    He shrugged, and a fraction of the smile came back. “Maybe I missed you guys.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    Maru, 
 
    Southtown 
 
      
 
    He entered through the back alley and walked through the kitchen of the Red Barrel Tavern. The cooks, servers, and dishwashers saw him enter and quickly looked away, pretending to be absorbed in their work. This was fine with Maru. He had never been much for conversation, preferring silence to stuttered greetings spoken in fearful voices. Not that he deliberately tried to frighten people, for the most part. It just happened, and he did nothing to discourage it.  
 
    He saw his chief seated at the bar. The tavern was crowded, but Heinrich sat in a bubble of isolation, only a few people daring to sit within six feet of him. Those who did kept their voices down and their eyes averted.  
 
    Looking at Heinrich, Maru felt a cold, sinking dread. He did not want to be here. Did not want to talk to this man. Did not want anything to do with the circumstances he found himself in but had no idea how to get out of. That was the shit thing about the path he had chosen—it no longer mattered what he thought or felt about things. Heinrich was chief because his followers believed he was. Men like the ones who made up the Storm Road Tribe needed someone to follow, someone to be the boss, someone to hate and fear and envy but, inevitably, obey. It mattered nothing to them that they followed an unhinged madman. In every pack there is an alpha, one who dominates. Among animals, such things are decided by brute force, but among humans, it is decided by cunning and ruthlessness. Both were qualities Heinrich had in abundance.  
 
    Maru took a seat beside his chief. The man greeted him by glancing over and pushing a glass in his direction.  
 
    “Have a drink, Maru.”  
 
    “Thanks, Chief.”  
 
    Maru hated moonshine. He was no great fan of alcohol in general. Nevertheless, he picked up the drink and downed it, keeping his face blank with a great effort of will. The stuff tasted horrible and the burn was anything but pleasant. He honestly did not understand why people lusted after drink with such fervor. There were far more pleasing substances out there if a man wanted to dull his mind. But refusing a drink from Heinrich would have been an insult, so he drank it and kept his revulsion to himself. It occurred to Maru he had been keeping his revulsion to himself about a great many things for an awfully long time.  
 
    “Things are going better than I had hoped,” Heinrich said, watching a whore ply her trade at the end of the bar. The girl was perhaps sixteen but had the eyes of an old woman.  
 
    “How’s that?” Maru asked. He did not really want to know, but when Heinrich dangled a sentence in the air, Maru knew he was expected to take the bait. It irritated him to no end. Heinrich loved shit like this. Theatrics, drama, playacting. It was how he drew people in, how he got his hooks into them and manipulated them into becoming instruments of his will. Maru saw through it, but as far as he could tell, he was the only one who did. Everyone else seemed to swallow the bait and ask for more. So, he went along. Had been going along for years now. But over the last few months he had started to question why he chose to do so.  
 
    “Panic is spreading,” Heinrich said. “The government tried to suppress what really happened in the Refugee District, but word is getting out. People are talking.”  
 
    Maru could not think of anything to say to that, so he merely grunted.  
 
    “Pretty soon the cowards at Cheyenne Mountain are going to start pointing fingers. I’m not sure who’s going to take the blame just yet, so for now, we’ll have to wait and see.”  
 
    Another grunt.  
 
    “Things are going to heat up, though, you can count on that. And once the public is screaming for blood, we’ll know where to attack next.”  
 
    Maru resisted the urge to pinch the bridge of his nose and groan. “Any idea where that will be?”  
 
    “Not sure yet. But wherever it is, we have to make sure that when it’s over, the public has no choice but to blame the government. Once that happens, chaos and panic won’t be far behind. That will be our opportunity.” 
 
    Maru nodded silently. He hated the way Heinrich always used words like ‘we’ and ‘our’. There was no we. There was no our. Not in Heinrich’s philosophy. There was only him and whatever the hell he wanted.  
 
    “I think I get it,” Maru said. “You want to destroy the public’s faith in the people supposed to protect them.”  
 
    Heinrich smiled, revealing his missing teeth and twisting the scar at the corner of his mouth. Maru noticed a glossiness in the man’s eyes and a flush to his skin.  
 
    Fucking hell, he thought disgustedly. He’s drunk.  
 
    “That’s it exactly,” Heinrich said.  
 
    “Seems we’re pretty far down that path already.”  
 
    “True, but not quite far enough. I reckon one more blow ought to tip the scales.”  
 
    Maru felt a strong urge, then. He had been feeling it a lot lately. He wanted more than anything pull his gun and put a bullet in this man’s head. It would solve so many problems and undoubtedly prevent a great deal of suffering.  
 
    So why don’t I? For God’s sake, after all this time, what’s stopping me? 
 
    Maru had no answer to that. Not yet anyway.  
 
    “And what happens afterward?” he said. “I mean, what are you trying to achieve here? What’s the endgame?”  
 
    Maru knew he was pushing things. Had he been sober, Heinrich would not have countenanced such a question. He would have given Maru a nasty grin and said something nebulous and cryptic and made a knowing face while saying it. There had been a time when Maru had bought into the bullshit and believed Heinrich really did have a secret plan. But time and hard experience had opened Maru’s eyes.  
 
    The truth was, Heinrich was only good at planning up to a certain point. From there, he just made shit up as he went along. Maru knew this was true because when Heinrich was feeling confident, when he was sure of his next step, he had no trouble telling anyone who would listen what his plan was. The man’s narcissism required him to constantly brag about how smart and devilish and cunning he was. But once he reached that crucial stage, once he was unsure what to do next because he had not thought far enough ahead, that was when the winks and the grins and the ‘just you wait and see’ horseshit would start. And no matter how bad things turned out, no matter who died or how ruined things got, Heinrich always found a way to spin the narrative in his favor. If things went well, he took all the credit. If things went badly, it was always someone else’s fault. Maru had forgotten how many times he had watched someone die as a scapegoat, their life sacrificed on the altar of Heinrich’s ego. And all just so the mad bastard would not have to admit he fucked up.  
 
    “The endgame,” Heinrich said, “is to create opportunities. Think about it. What happened after the Outbreak? Things were bad for a while, sure, but it also opened the door for men like us to create our own destiny. But the problem is, here in the Springs, the game is rigged. We got here too late to position ourselves at the top. I mean, sure, we can rule the underworld and buy influence, but how far will that really get us? I’m telling you, sooner or later, some crusader will come along and find a way to shut us down. It’s inevitable. So, in reality, there’s only one thing left to do.”  
 
    Maru spun the glass on the countertop. He did not look at Heinrich because he knew if he did, he might give in to the urge kill him.  
 
    “Change the game,” Maru said. “Burn the whole thing down and start over, just like after the Outbreak.”  
 
    Heinrich laughed and clapped Maru on the shoulder. “You’re learning, my friend. You’re learning.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Maru, alone in his room, laid on his bed and stared at nothing. The nothing stared back at him and was silent.  
 
    Like he did most nights when the silence became unbearable, he thought about his childhood. Thought about the crippling poverty and rampant drug and alcohol abuse among his people. He thought about how hard his parents had worked to give him a better life, and how he, in turn, had worked hard to do well in school. He thought about how excited he had been when, as a young man, he had emigrated to the United States to study engineering. He remembered the pride on his parents’ faces when they said goodbye.  
 
    The excitement did not last long. Even now, he still was not sure how it all went so wrong so quickly. First had come the drugs. Then the money. Then the girls. Then the slow descent into not caring about school anymore, the forgetting of what he had set out to accomplish in the first place. When he was kicked out of college, he had told himself he did not care. He had found a new path, and he was going to walk it his own way. He had been arrogant then, sure of his own invincibility. Evidently, the act was convincing, because after beating the shit out of three puffed-up Colombian gangsters in a bar in Chicago, his life had changed forever.  
 
    When the men had shown up at his door with several of their friends, he had thought it was over. That he had reached the end and he was going down hard. And it was the end, in truth, just not the way he thought. It was the end of one life, and the beginning of another. The men had not come to kill him.  
 
    They had come to offer him a job.  
 
    Then had come years of drugs, partying, women, steroids, endless hours at the gym with his fellow enforcers, and the inevitable violence of his profession. In those days, he had always told himself it was temporary, just a way to make money until he figured out a better plan. One day, he had told himself repeatedly, he would get out of the game and go legit.  
 
    But years had gone by with nothing changing. Maru had not seen the path he was on because he had deluded himself against it. And he remained thusly deluded until one fateful afternoon when he had seen police lights behind the car he was driving—a car with twelve kilos of pure, uncut cocaine in the back.  
 
    The bang of the judge’s gavel finally broke the delusion.  
 
    When the Outbreak hit, he was two years into an eight-year stretch. Prison had not been that bad for him, comparatively. He’d had to hurt a few people early on to prove himself, but afterward, the gang he had run with on the outside welcomed him in. After that, it was just a long, endless slog with every day going along pretty much like the one before. 
 
    The first sign of trouble was when the television feeds got cut. The guards only did that when something was happening on the outside they did not want the prisoners knowing about. He remembered watching with growing anxiety as, day after day, the guards grew increasingly tense and worried. A few of them must have talked, because it was not long before rumors began to fly, and the inmates began demanding answers. The warden acquiesced, rather than face a riot, and played video of the carnage taking place on the east coast.  
 
    There was shock and fear, but surprisingly, no violence. Life went on pretty much as it had before. Even hardened criminals, apparently, have a hard time acknowledging that the world as they know it is ending. To compound this, the warden did an excellent job of convincing the inmates they were actually safer in prison than on the outside. This was reinforced by three companies of soldiers showing up and using the prison as an operating base. Maru remembered his fellow inmates seeing this as a good thing. They had spent the last few weeks watching whole cities burn on television, and the idea the government was taking steps to protect them was encouraging.  
 
    But Maru knew better.  
 
    The troops were not there to protect them, as the warden said. They were there because the prison was an excellent defensive position for the kind of threat the Army was facing. The troops could not have given less of a shit about the inmates. They wanted fences and walls and open ground between themselves and the growing hordes of undead.  
 
    During the weeks leading up to his first encounter with the infected, life had been tense, but not altogether bad. At least not worse than any other day in prison. The guards came and went, meals were served, and the lights went out a ten. It was like being part of a machine that was slowly falling apart, and all the cogs and gears were trying to pretend nothing was amiss because if they did, the whole thing might explode.  
 
    He was in the yard when the real trouble started. The guards hit the sirens and ordered a lockdown. Once in his cell, Maru had laid down on his bunk, ordered his cellmate to shut the fuck up, and listened. There was not much to hear at first. Then came a few gunshots. At this, the cell block came to life and descended into a cacophony of shouting.  
 
    Despite the noise, Maru could still hear the fighting outside escalate. It went on for hours, the ceaseless chatter of guns turning the prison into a boiling frenzy. And then, just as suddenly as it had started, it stopped.  
 
    It took a while, but eventually the cell block went silent. A few minutes ticked by quiet enough Maru could hear his cellmate breathing. Then, slowly, a few at a time, prisoners began shouting for the guards, demanding to know what was going on. They got no answer. This went on for ten minutes or so, then out of nowhere, there was a clank and the cell doors opened.  
 
    Maru remembered being surprised. The doors never opened without guards on the floor. He had gotten out of his bunk and walked outside and saw an army of other jump-suited men doing the same, all wearing similar looks of confusion. Maru had an inkling what was going on and started walking with purpose toward the doors leading to the outside.  
 
    To his confusion, he found them open. What he did not find, however, was guards. And when he went outside and looked where the Army had set up their operating base, he did not find any soldiers either. Or trucks. Or Humvees. Or anything else, for that matter. The prison had been abandoned. But before leaving, some compassionate soul had taken pity on the inmates and opened the doors to let them out.  
 
    He could not see much from inside the fence, so he walked outside of it to get a look around. As he approached the main gate, the wind shifted, and he was struck full-on by a roaring stench unlike anything he had ever encountered. It doubled him over and made him retch on the ground for a couple of minutes before he managed to gather himself and proceed on. When he emerged from the gate, the sight that lay before him was more terrifying than he could have imagined. He had seen similar things watching coverage of the Outbreak on television, but seeing it with his own eyes, in real life, laid out before him in all its horrible splendor, was almost more than his mind could take.  
 
    He turned and fled back inside the prison’s walls. The rest of the prisoners, on the other hand, wasted no time leaving. Maru watched them go. When groups of them asked him to go with them, he refused. By nightfall, he had the place to himself. He thought it an ironic twist of fate that he had spent the last two years wanting nothing more than to leave this place, and now that he had a chance to escape, he could not bring himself to do it. The world outside was more terrifying than prison had ever been.  
 
    He went around the huge facility and shut every door giving access to the outside. In the warden’s office he had found a pistol, two magazines, and a box of ammo. He took them to his cell and stashed them under the mattress. He was not sure why did this, it just seemed like the right thing to do. 
 
     The next morning, standing in a guard tower and looking eastward, he spotted a small horde of ghouls in orange prison jumpsuits walk past. He ducked down and remained quiet and still for what felt like hours. Finally, his aching bladder motivated him to peer outside again. When he did, the ghouls were gone.  
 
    It was the last time he visited the tower.  
 
    He remained for another week. The kitchen had been stocked with canned food, and there was still running water, although he knew that would not last much longer. He spent most of his time in his cell reading books from the library and wondering how long it would be before something happened that would force him to leave. On the seventh day, he found out.  
 
    He had ventured out of his cell that morning to check the exits were still secure. As he walked toward the main gate, he heard the distinctive rumbling of an engine. It grew closer and closer until finally it was right outside the gate. By that point, Maru had already hidden himself from view, but could still see the road outside the prison. A pair of Humvees stopped beside the razor-wire fence and several men in Army uniforms got out. They swept the area with their carbines, shouted a few times, and then cut the chain securing the fence. The Humvees drove inside.  
 
    Deserters, Maru thought. He was not sure how he knew, but he knew. And he also knew that if they found him, they would kill him. So he went back to his cell, grabbed the bag of food and water he had prepared, stuffed the gun and the ammo into the bag, and fled through a back exit. 
 
    Thump, thump, thump.  
 
    Maru’s thoughts snapped back to the present. Someone was knocking at his door. He opened his eyes, got up, and walked over to answer it.  
 
    “Anything you need tonight, sir?” the innkeeper asked. “The kitchen’s about to close.”  
 
    “No,” Maru said.  
 
    A nod, the eyes looking furtively away. “Alright then. Have a good night.”  
 
    Maru shut the door, walked slowly back to his bed, and laid back down. Put his hands behind his head. Let out a sigh. The ceiling looked the same as it had before. Looked the same as it would in another minute, and another after that, and all the minutes to come until something happened to change it. Maru found a metaphor in that. His life had become the same kind of blank space as the ceiling, unchanging because nothing was happening to change it. But unlike the ceiling, Maru had a will of his own. He did not have to remain the same and never alter the emptiness he lived in. He could do something about it. Problem was, he had no idea what.  
 
    Not yet, anyway.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    Gabriel, 
 
    Outskirts of Southtown 
 
      
 
    Schule and Hastings Ironworks sat on the southern fringe of the city, only a hundred yards or so from the perimeter wall. It had been in business for less than a year, the equipment necessary to operate the facility having been imported from the far corners of the country. The ironworks was a joint venture between the federal government and numerous private investors, of which both Centurion National and BSC were a part. The factory had its own power plant fueled by coal being dug out of Kentucky and sent west aboard trains. The steel produced was sourced from abundant supplies of scrap metal that could be found anywhere in the country.  
 
    The air surrounding the plant was smoky and smelled of scorched iron. To one side was a scrapyard with great heaps of old cars, reclaimed steel girders, cables, heavy equipment, and ragged heaps of broken materials too shredded to recognize what they once were. To the other side lay a neat staging area with rolls of metal sheeting, stacks of steel bar stock, finished I-beams, and huge coils of braided cable. Beyond that lay a warehouse with enormous roll-up doors and a small fleet of forklifts carrying pallets in and out of the building.  
 
    Caleb turned the horses down a service road leading to the main entrance. The wagon’s bucking and rattling subsided as it rolled over smooth concrete laid down only a year ago. Great Hawk, sitting across from me in the back of the wagon, stared at the foundry with a slight frown.  
 
    “Something bothering you?” I asked.  
 
    “It is only a matter of time,” Great Hawk said.  
 
    “Until what?”  
 
    “Until places like that,” he pointed a finger at the smoking ironworks, “choke the air and poison the water in all corners of this land.”  
 
    I looked toward the smokestacks. “I know it’s ugly, Lincoln, but for the time being, it’s necessary.”  
 
    “Is it?” Great Hawk turned his thoughtful eyes toward me. “People lived here for more than ten thousand years before they knew of metal. They lived a clean existence, untainted by the poisons created from abusing the land. They could do so again.”  
 
    “If they were so inclined, yes. But they’re not. And they’re facing an enemy those ancient people you’re referring to never had to contend with.”  
 
    Great Hawk looked back at the factory. “That is true. But when the infected are gone, when they are cleansed from the world, what then? Do we go back to the way things were before?”  
 
    I shook my head, not feeling particularly philosophical. “I don’t know. Whatever the world looks like down the line, I’m willing to bet it’ll be a lot different from what it once was.”  
 
    Great Hawk did not respond. Hicks heard us talking and spoke over his shoulder. “Gabe, you mind telling me what we’re doing here?” 
 
    “Following up on a lead,” I replied.  
 
    “No shit. I was hoping you could be more specific.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, but I can’t.”  
 
    He started to say something else, but Eric tapped him on the shoulder.  
 
    “Stop. We’re here.”  
 
    Hicks turned around and reined in the horses. We slowed to a halt, and I heard Thompson doing the same for the wagon following us. When the brakes on both wagons were set, we all climbed down and looked toward the ironworks. There was a concrete barrier barring entry to a chain link fence surrounding the factory’s perimeter. A bored looking security guard stared at us from inside a shack but made no move to come out to meet us.  
 
    Eric and I approached with Hicks following close behind. Thompson, Cole, Great Hawk, and Holland brought up the rear. The security guard finally stepped out of his shack.  
 
    “Good morning,” he said, not smiling. “What can I do for you?”  
 
    He was a young guy, maybe twenty-five at most. His reddish beard was neatly trimmed, his uniform was hand-stitched and carefully pressed, and his face was honest. He had probably been a teenager when the Outbreak hit, and like a lucky few, had spent most of the years since in federal safe zones, separated from the worst of the violence. Despite his unassuming outward appearance, however, the heavy-caliber revolver on his hip told me he was here for more than just show.  
 
    “My name is Gabriel Garrett, and this is my business partner Eric Riordan,” I said. “The rest of these men are my security detail. We’re here to see Bill Hastings.”  
 
    The guard looked us over nervously. “Do you have an appointment?”  
 
    “No. But trust me, he’ll want to see us.”  
 
    A silence. The kid eyed us suspiciously, then walked toward the guard shack and spoke into a radio. Less than ten seconds passed before he walked back.  
 
    “Mr. Hastings is busy right now,” he said. “He asked if you could make an appointment and come back next week.”  
 
    I glanced at Eric. “Care to handle the negotiations?”  
 
    “Listen to me,” Eric said to the guard. “You go back to that shed, pick up your radio, and tell Hastings that if he doesn’t open that goddamn gate and see me right now, Mr. Garrett and I are going to sell our shares of this company for five cents on the dollar to Clarke Shelby. You got that? Clarke Shelby.”  
 
    The kid looked confused. Clarke Shelby was a competitor of Hastings’s who was working to consolidate all the machine shops, metal fabricators, and blacksmith forges into a single union with the intent of absorbing the ironworkers as well. Doing so would give him the leverage he needed to take over Schule and Hastings Ironworks in everything but name. The problem Shelby had at present, however, was working capital. He did not have enough. But if Eric and I sold our rather lucrative shares of the company to him at a ninety-five percent discount, he could flip the shares and have all the money he needed to leave Hastings out in the cold.  
 
    “Trust me,” Eric went on. “Just tell him what I said.”  
 
    The kid sighed tiredly and walked back to the shack. After another minute on the radio, he stepped outside and unlocked the gate. We waited while he rolled it aside and then walked through.  
 
    The ironworks was a tall structure of brick and steel-reinforced concrete. There were high windows set near the roof and several large stacks bellowing smoke that coalesced into a single pillar of blackness rising against the clear blue sky. The air smelled of fire and spilled chemicals. Where the ground was not covered in snow, it had a sickly gray pallor to it, like the skin of someone dying from a long and painful disease.  
 
    In the old days, the Environmental Protection Agency would have shut the facility down. But times were different now, and the burgeoning remnants of the Union needed steel. So, the government downplayed the severity of the pollution pouring out of the place and looked the other way. I wondered if the people who worked here were aware of the long-term health consequences their chosen profession boded for them. Not that I was in any position to criticize. I had invested in the place, after all.  
 
    We walked across a wide concrete lot toward the main entrance. When we got there, another guard met us at the door. This one was older, harder, and more openly hostile than his co-worker.  
 
    “Mr. Hastings is waiting for you in his office,” the man said unhappily. “I’ll escort you in.”  
 
    “Fine,” I said and moved toward the door. The guard held up a hand.  
 
    “Just you and Mr. Riordan. The others wait out here.”  
 
    “They can wait inside,” I said flatly. “It’s cold out here.”  
 
    The guard glanced behind me. “Alright, fine. They can wait in the lobby.”  
 
    “I’ll need to see Mr. Hastings as well,” Hicks said.  
 
    Eric and I both turned to look at him. “What for?” I asked.  
 
    Hicks turned to the guard. “Give us a moment, would you?”  
 
    The guard gave us a scalding look before walking a few steps away. Hicks stepped closer so he could talk to Eric and me in private.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked.  
 
    “I didn’t come here for the fun of it,” Hicks said. “I’m working a case.”  
 
    “What case?”  
 
    Hicks reached a hand into his coat and took out a small black ID wallet. He flipped it open to reveal a government issued card with a charcoal gray background and bright white lettering. I look at the ID, then at him.  
 
    “They let you keep your black card?”  
 
    Hicks spoke quietly. “I’m a federal emissary with the Department of Homeland Security. That’s as much as I can tell you.”  
 
    “Figures,” Eric said.  
 
    Hicks stared at him.  
 
    “How much do you know?” I asked.  
 
    “I know the FBI investigated the sites where the bombs went off. I know they found underground holding pens built sturdy enough to cage a rhino, and I know the steel used to make them came from this factory. What I don’t know is the names of everyone this factory has sold half-inch steel sheeting to for the last ten months. But I aim to find out.”  
 
    I looked at Eric. He shrugged.  
 
    “I assume you want to do that quietly,” I said.  
 
    Hicks nodded.  
 
    “And tagging along with us gives you plausible deniability.”  
 
    Hicks did not reply.  
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” Eric said. “Come along if you want, Caleb, but don’t interfere. Let’s go.”  
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    I let Eric take the lead while Hicks and I hung back and assessed the people in the facility. There were men and women of varying ages, some barely adults, others old enough they should have been retired, and everything between. Looking around, I saw curiosity on the faces of some, and apathy on others. The level of interest people showed in our presence seemed to be inversely proportional to their age. Regardless, no one deviated from their work for very long as the grumpy security guard led us across the factory floor.  
 
    We arrived at a staircase leading up to a broad catwalk that surrounded the factory on all four sides. The catwalk was lined with offices and storerooms and I could see mostly men and a few women walking around in white hardhats. Some of them talked to each other, some of them hustled briskly about their business, and some simply stood leaning against the railing and staring down at the various production lines with concerned looks on their faces.  
 
     “Up the stairs,” the guard said. “Second door to the left.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Eric said, and started climbing. Hicks and I followed. The guard came up after us but kept a respectful distance. The second door on the left had a brass plaque that read: William Hastings, Chairman and CEO. Eric did not bother knocking.  
 
    “Hey, what the hell?” the man behind the desk shouted.  
 
    Eric ignored him, strode casually into the room, and took a seat in one of the chairs facing the desk. Hicks and I remained standing.  
 
    “Don, what the fuck is this?” Hastings said, looking at the security guard. I turned and saw the guard in the doorway blocked by Hicks’s considerable bulk.  
 
    “We’re good here,” Hicks said.  
 
    “Get out of the way,” Don said angrily.  
 
    “No.” The word came out cold and flat.  
 
    Don put a hand on Hicks’s chest to move him, and an instant later, that hand was turned at an unnatural angle. Don collapsed to one knee and made a twisted face, little gasps of pain straining out of his throat.  
 
    “I said we’re good here. You can wait outside. I’m going to let go of your hand, and when I do, if you’re thinking about reaching for that gun…”  
 
    Hicks leaned close to the guard’s face. “Don’t.”  
 
    He let the wheezing man go. Don clutched his wrist and stayed on one knee for a few seconds, eyes staring pleadingly at his boss. The boss looked at Hicks, then me, and finally at Eric.  
 
    “It’s alright, Don. Wait outside.”  
 
    The guard stood up and Hicks put a hand on his shoulder, friendly-like. “I better not hear your little feet pitter-pattin’ down that catwalk, you hear? You stay right outside the door, nice and close. Understand?”  
 
    The guard nodded quickly.  
 
    A gentle pat on the arm. “Good.”  
 
    Hicks shut the door and came over to stand beside me. The three of us stared coldly at Bill Hastings.  
 
    “What is this?” Hastings said nervously. “What do you want?”  
 
    Eric smiled. “What, no introductions?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “As you might have guessed, I’m Eric Riordan, CEO of Centurion National. The big guy is Gabriel Garrett, an executive with the Blackthorn Security Company. And the rather gloomy young man beside him is Captain Caleb Hicks, formerly of the US Army.”  
 
    Bill’s eyes did a shifting dance between the three of us. He was a lean, middle-aged man with a bald head and watery blue eyes. I had expected to find him wearing a tie and slacks, but instead found him in a pair of dark blue coveralls covered with patches and oil stains. His hands were strong-looking and calloused from years of hard work. Not at all what I was expecting.  
 
    “What the hell do you want? Where do you get off barging in here and hurting my employees? The three of you better have damn good lawyers, because the cops are going to hear about this.”  
 
    Eric’s smile widened. It was not a pleasant smile. It was all sharp teeth and glittering eyes and an unblinking stare. “Go ahead. Your security guard assaulted my friend here. I saw it. Put his hand on his chest and tried to move him. Captain Hicks acted in self-defense.”  
 
    “Bullshit.”  
 
    Eric shrugged. “We could argue about it, but I’m a bit pressed for time. Truth is, Bill, I’m not really interested in you. I’m interested in obtaining information, and you are going to provide me with that information.”  
 
    “What information?”  
 
    “Your sales records for the last ten months. Not all of them, just your sales of half-inch sheet steel. And we’ll need a room where we can review those records in private.”  
 
    Hastings stared a few seconds, then sat back in his chair and laughed gently. “You must be out of your goddamn mind. No way in hell is that happening, slick.”  
 
    “Oh, I think it will.”  
 
    “Yeah? And why is that?”  
 
    “Clarke Shelby.”  
 
    The amusement disappeared from Hastings’s face. “Yeah, you made that threat already. Thing is, I don’t believe it. You got a lot of money tied up in this place, Riordan. And for that matter, how do I know you even are who you say you are?”  
 
    “I’ll vouch for him,” I said. Hastings and I had met the day I invested in the company.  
 
    “What’s your interest in this, Garrett?” Hastings’s gaze grew sharp, and I could see the calculating mind behind the working-man veneer. “Since when did the Blackthorns start strong-arming honest businesses? I’m sure my friends on the Senate Judiciary Committee would be interested to know.”  
 
    “I’m sure they would,” Eric answered. “But you’re not going to tell them.”  
 
    “Really? And why not?”  
 
    “Clarke Shelby.”  
 
    Hastings stared and said nothing.  
 
    “I know what you’re thinking.” Eric leaned forward and stopped smiling. “Why would I sell my shares to one of your enemies at a steep discount just to get some sales records? Right?”  
 
    “The thought did occur.”  
 
    “There’s only one reason a man like me would do that, Bill. And that reason is…” Eric held out a hand.  
 
    “It’s personal.”  
 
    “Yes, it is. Now, as I said, I’m pressed for time. Are you going to give me the sales records, or am I going to send one of my guys to round up Mr. Shelby?”  
 
    Hastings stared a long few seconds, more curious than angry. “Is it really that important to you?”  
 
    “Yes. It is.”  
 
    A sigh. “Fine. If it’ll get rid of you, then okay. Don, come in here please.”  
 
    The door opened and the security guard hovered in the entrance. “Yes, Mr. Hastings?”  
 
    “Take these gentlemen over to accounting. Have Anna give them whatever they need. They can use conference room two.”  
 
    “Yes sir.”  
 
    “And you three,” Hastings pointed a gnarled finger at us. “I don’t ever want to see your faces around here again. If I do, I’ll call the police and worry about the consequences later. Do I make myself clear?”  
 
    Eric stood up and adjusted his coat. “Don’t make empty threats, Bill. It’s not becoming.”  
 
    Again, Hastings stared and said nothing.  
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    “I have to give credit where it’s due,” Hicks said. “Hastings runs a tight ship.”  
 
    “I hope so,” Eric replied. “He stomped on a lot of necks to make this place happen. The least he can do is manage it properly.”  
 
    I shuffled through a few pages and scanned an invoice sheet. “I think this is it.”  
 
    The other two dropped their sheaves of paper and looked over my shoulder. “What did you find?” Eric said.  
 
    “Invoice dated eight months ago, billed to HeathCo Industries. One-hundred and sixty sheets of four-foot-square by half-inch steel.”  
 
    “HeathCo,” Eric said. “That’s the front company Stan told us about.”  
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “Does it list any names?”  
 
    “No. But it does list three delivery addresses.”  
 
    “Where?”  
 
    I read the first one. Hicks leaned closer to the table. “I know that address. Give you one guess where it is.”  
 
    I laid the invoice on the table. “The Refugee District.”  
 
    “That’s the one.”  
 
    “And the others?” Eric said.  
 
    “One is a tavern called the Red Barrel here in Southtown. Real dive of a place in a shitty neighborhood. Known gathering spot for small-time crooks.”  
 
    “Or maybe not so small-time,” Eric said. 
 
     Hicks nodded. “The last one is a warehouse just west of Bricktown, not far from the wall. Not much out that way, mostly old industrial buildings and abandoned offices. Lots of homeless people, squatters, addicts, you name it.”  
 
    “Then this confirms it,” Eric said, “SRT used the steel from this factory to build cages for the big Grays in the Refugee District. And since there’s two more delivery addresses…” 
 
    Hicks finished the thought. “There are more of those things out there.”  
 
    I folded the invoice and stuck it in my coat. “We got what we came for. Time to go.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    Back at headquarters, we bypassed the main office and proceeded to a massive complex Tyrel Jennings had dubbed Murphy Hall, named after a Navy SEAL posthumously awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor. The building had once been a gigantic sports complex where wrestlers, powerlifters, boxers, judokas, basketball players, and a wide assortment of other Olympic athletes had trained. Now, the only part of the building not repurposed to train mercenaries was a basketball court.  
 
    The area I led everyone to had once been a gymnastics facility, but now all the equipment was in a sports complex in Bricktown. The floor space was covered in tables, shelves, file cabinets, communications equipment, computers, and in the center, a bank of radio operators receiving communiques from all over the country. As I entered, the Blackthorn support personnel working in the room went wide-eyed and scrambled to look busy. I told them to relax and approached a young woman named Alicia Conyers, one of my lead intelligence specialists.  
 
    “Gabe,” she said, smiling. “I wasn’t expecting you.”  
 
    I smiled back. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything important.”  
 
    “Not really. Things are tense here in the Springs, but ten miles past the wall, it’s business as usual. I’m just about finished with today’s threat assessment. Want to take a look?”  
 
    “Later. I’m working on something time-sensitive.”  
 
    Alicia’s smile departed. “Need a hand?”  
 
    I grabbed a notepad and a pen. “Check the city’s building records for these two addresses. One is a warehouse on the west side of the city, pre-Outbreak. The other is a tavern called the Red Barrel. I need everything you can get.”  
 
    “I’m on it.”  
 
    Alicia bustled away. Cole watched her backside attentively as she departed.  
 
    “Damn,” he muttered. “She fine as hell.”  
 
    “Forget it, Isaac. We have work to do.”  
 
    There was a pitcher of water and a stack of cups in the center of the conference room table. After closing the door, I poured myself some water and motioned for the others to do the same. Thompson, being the nice guy he is, poured water for everyone.  
 
    “We need a plan, and we need it fast,” I said as the others took their seats. “No time for dress rehearsals.”  
 
    “Well,” Eric said, “let’s look at what we know. We know the locations where the steel shipments were delivered. We know SRT was behind the attack on the District, even if we can’t prove it. The first thing we need to do is get eyes on those delivery locations. Call me crazy, but if there’s another attack, I think it’ll be from one of those two places. Maybe both. Which means we need surveillance teams. I believe the Blackthorns have a few of those on staff.”  
 
    I shook my head. “Negative. It would raise questions and endanger operational security. We can’t have anyone else knowing about this.”  
 
    “You do not trust your people?” Great Hawk asked.  
 
    “I do, but I also know soldiers love to talk. A man doesn’t need intimate details to compromise an operation. The wrong word said to the wrong person can send up a flag. Especially to an organization as paranoid as SRT. They have informants all over the city. We can’t risk it.”  
 
    “What about the old man at the factory?” Thompson said. “You know, the one we just shook down.”  
 
    Eric shook his head. “He won’t say a thing. If word gets out he let someone look at sales records without a warrant, he’ll be ruined.”  
 
    “Let me say it again.” I looked around the room, making eye contact with everyone. “No one else gets involved. We keep this between us.”  
 
    “That doesn’t leave us many options,” Holland said. “In case you didn’t notice, there’s only seven people at this table, and you and Hicks are the only ones who know your way around the city. The rest of us would stick out like sore thumbs. Especially the Hawk.” 
 
    Great Hawk nodded. “He is right.”  
 
    “I can get a surveillance team,” Hicks said.  
 
    I looked at him, and so did everyone else.  
 
    “How?” 
 
    He patted the coat pocket containing his black card. “I didn’t send myself here. I can call for help if I need it.”  
 
    Eric turned in his chair. “Who else at Homeland knows about this?”  
 
    “Me and two others, and believe me, they aren’t talking.” 
 
    “How many people can they send?” Cole asked.  
 
    “One team. Four operators. Any more than that would bring attention we can’t afford.”  
 
    “Are your people reliable?” I asked, not liking the idea of strangers being involved in an operation that could potentially land me and my friends in jail. “Can they keep their mouths shut?”  
 
    Hicks smiled. “I’ve worked with them before. Trust me, they’re solid. You say the word, and I’ll make the call.”  
 
    I looked around the table. “Anybody got a better idea?”  
 
    No one answered.  
 
    “I’ll be honest, I don’t like it. But we don’t have much choice. Make the call.”  
 
    Caleb started to stand up, but a knock at the door stopped him.  
 
    “Come in,” I shouted.  
 
    The door opened and Alicia stepped inside holding a pair of cardboard tubes. “Got those building plans you asked for.”  
 
    “Outstanding. Thank you, Alicia.”  
 
    She placed the two tubes on the table next to me. “Need anything else?”  
 
     “We’re good here, Alicia. Thanks again.”  
 
    She patted me on the shoulder and left. I pulled the tubes over, took out several large sheaves of paper, and spread them out on the table. Holland came over and started to say something, but I stopped him.  
 
    “Give me a minute,” I said.  
 
    Holland glowered at me. I ignored him. Eric sensed his employee’s irritation and held up a mollifying hand.  
 
    “It’s okay, Derrick,” he said. “Just wait. Trust me, it’ll be worth it.”  
 
    Holland looked skeptical but sat down. I studied the blueprints, committing them to memory. The plans covered not only the warehouse in question, but also the layout of several buildings in close proximity, the streets and alleyways nearby, and the sewage and power lines between them. The process did not take long. I wrapped up the blueprints, stuffed them back in the tubes, and walked over to a chalkboard at the end of the room.  
 
    “Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said, and picked up a piece of chalk.  
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    It was cold.  
 
    Maru hated being cold. He missed the sunny shores of California where, as a young man, he had attended university. After being expelled, he had moved in with a family friend in a low-income suburb of Chicago. It had not been his first choice of destination, but beggars cannot be choosers. His options had been to relocate or be homeless. He had chosen the lesser evil.  
 
    It had not been bad, at first. It was summer when he arrived, and he had found the city to his liking. The food was good, the girls were pretty, and while Lake Michigan was not the Pacific, at least it had a beach.  
 
    But then winter came.  
 
    He shivered at the memory. It had been his first exposure to the true meaning of cold, to facing the very real possibility of frostbite and hypothermia, to feeling the relentless, merciless wind off Lake Michigan cut through any amount of clothing like an icy blade. He had once thought no place could be as miserable as Chicago. 
 
    Colorado had proven him wrong.  
 
    In all the years since his shameful exit from California, he had never made his way back to the Pacific Coast. He could have, he realized now. There had been nothing stopping him. He’d had a car, and money, and he could have found another university to attend. He could have started over, corrected his past mistakes. But he had not. To this day, he did not know why. It was, perhaps, his greatest regret. If he had gone back to California, his life might have turned out much differently. Or maybe he would be dead. On balance, he was not sure which was worse.  
 
    Looking toward the high windows, he felt a crushing depression come over him. He did not want to be here. Did not want to stomp his feet and dig his hands into his pockets and stare at the bare concrete walls of this shitty warehouse and freeze his ass off because some fucking old lunatic had decided it was the best use of his talents. He wanted to dig his toes into warm sand, feel the hot sun on his face, and breathe in the scent of salty air. But that was not going to happen. Not while he was stuck babysitting a gaggle of vicious, contemptible morons while snow fell outside and the cold threatened to shrivel his balls into his stomach.  
 
    Does it get worse than this? Does it get worse than wondering if death would be a better option than carrying on this way? What am I doing here? Why don’t I just leave? What am I so afraid of? 
 
    The questions had been haunting him for months now, maybe even years. In the past he had been able to ignore them, but something was changing. He was changing. The vague sense of disgust and disillusionment he had been carrying for so long was metastasizing. The low murmur of bitter thoughts, the sense of impending doom, the gut-wrenching dread, all of it was swelling and stretching and tearing him apart from the inside out. He could no longer ignore these whisperings, these feelings. Something had to change. Something had to be done. And Maru was beginning to think he might know what that something was.  
 
    “Maru, can we talk a minute?”  
 
    The big man had heard Locke and Horton approaching, recognized their footsteps, but did not bother turning around. It was Horton, the more sensible of the two, who had spoken. Maru stood and stared at the pile of old wooden pallets that covered the underground sarcophagus where the monsters were being held.  
 
    “Any word from Ferguson or Tobias?” Maru asked. 
 
    “Nothing from Ferguson, but you know him. No news is good news. Tobias called. Everything’s clear at the tavern.” 
 
    “Cops?”  
 
    “No sign, he says. Our guys haven’t spotted anyone either.”  
 
    “You sure?”  
 
    “If they’re out there, we’ll know.”  
 
    A snort. “Right. All the same, tell the men to stay alert.” 
 
    Horton stepped around in front of Maru, followed closely by Locke. “Something on your mind?” Maru asked.  
 
    “If the feds haven’t figured this out yet, they will,” Horton said, keeping his voice low. “And it won’t take long.”   
 
    “That’s right,” Locke chimed in. “We need to talk about this.”  
 
    Maru looked at them coldly. “So talk.”   
 
    Horton sighed and did not answer. Locke, the sadistic fuck, was also being uncharacteristically quiet. 
 
    “What’s the problem, Locke? Cat got your tongue?”  
 
    The skeletally thin man stared wide-eyed at Maru. The insolence and cruelty normally etched into the torturer’s face had been replaced by the panicked look of a cornered animal.  
 
    “We’re in trouble, Maru,” Locke said. “This has gone too far.”  
 
    A few seconds of silence stretched between them. Maru wanted to ask Locke why he had not been worried during the preceding months when he had taken every opportunity to throw some poor doomed soul into a hole full of nightmares. He had certainly not been worried when he had come up with the idea of imprisoning Grays in bunkers for the specific purpose of executing the tribe’s enemies. And he absolutely had not been worried when he had recommended to Heinrich they feed every rival, snitch, informant, and unfortunate loose end to the Grays when he had discovered the fucking things were changing.  
 
    “Getting cold feet?”  
 
    Locke shuffled and scratched his pockmarked face. “It was a mistake letting those things loose in the district. There had to have been witnesses. Somebody saw what we did, and those people aren’t going to keep their mouths shut for long. Not after what’s happened. The feds are going to know it was us.” 
 
    “If they don’t already,” Maru said.  
 
    “That’s what we’re saying,” Horton said. “Look, Heinrich took things too far this time. We were just criminals before, but now we’re fucking terrorists. Sooner or later, the feds are gonna come after us. And not with handcuffs. They’ll be out for blood.”  
 
    Maru’s mouth twisted in a cruel parody of a smile. “That’s funny, mate. I don’t remember hearing either of you cunts speak up when Heinrich floated the idea of releasing the ghouls.”  
 
     Locked swallowed and looked away. Only Horton met Maru’s gaze.  
 
    “I wanted to. A lot of us did. And I think you did too.”  
 
    Maru did not answer.  
 
    “Look, it doesn’t matter now. They’re coming. What do you want to do?”  
 
    Maru walked a few steps closer to the bunker. “For now, we lay low.”  
 
    Horton stepped next to him and lowered his voice. “And what if we get the order to release these things?”  
 
    “We’re the only ones who will know. We tell the men to sit tight, make an excuse about being called away, and leave.” 
 
    “And what about after? What happens when the feds figure out where this place is?”  
 
    “Leave that to me.”  
 
    Locke’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “That’s not going to cut it, Maru. We need details.”  
 
    Maru fixed the torturer with a glare. It was just like the little shit to come shuffling over with his hat in his hands and then try to take control.  
 
    I’ve had enough of this.  
 
    Maru looked back toward the bunker. In that moment, he made a decision. And with that decision came a sense of relief. For a second or two, he almost allowed himself to smile. The consequences did not matter. The facts did not matter. Nothing mattered anymore. If the next few minutes wound up costing him his life, then it was worth it not to have to live another second in the purgatory of indecision. If this was the end of the whole thing, then so be it. He would go out on his terms. And if he somehow survived…well, he had muddled along pretty well so far. Maybe he could make it a little farther.  
 
    Maru made a show of surreptitiously glancing around. “We shouldn’t talk here. Let’s go on patrol.”  
 
    Locke and Horton glanced at each other. “Okay,” Horton said. “I’ll let the men know.”  
 
    “Meet us by the east exit in five minutes,” Maru said. 
 
    A nod.  
 
    Locke followed Maru to the exit. There were two men guarding the door, both positioned behind concrete pillars twenty feet away. They had carried empty crates over to their posts and were sitting on them. When they heard Maru approaching, they stood up and faced him attentively. There was a small part of Maru that wanted to scold them for being lax on duty, but the rest of him knew it no longer mattered what these guards did. Their fate was as good as sealed. 
 
    “Stand easy,” Maru said. “We’re heading out on patrol. Just waiting on Horton.”  
 
    “Yes sir,” one of the guards said. He and his partner remained standing, feet shuffling nervously.  
 
    “Go on, take it easy,” Maru said, waving a hand toward the crates. “We’re in for a long night.”  
 
    The men looked at each other, then relaxed and sat back down. Maru and Locke walked over to the door and leaned against the wall next to it. 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” Locke said quietly. 
 
    “Wait for Horton. We’ll talk outside.”  
 
    Maru dipped a hand into his pocket and felt the garrote waiting there. He always kept at least one on him, as well as several knives. It was bloody work he did, and it often required stealth. Garrotes and knives were good tools for that sort of thing. He glanced at Locke from the corner of his eye and tightened his hand. The nylon cord was smooth and sinuous under his fingertips. He felt a giddy sense of anticipation. All the years of doubt and anxiety and sleepless nights and the slow-burning hatred that had been building in him was now bubbling close to the surface. He took a long breath and counseled himself to stay calm, to not let the simmering emotions persuade him to act hastily. He would only have one shot at this, and he needed to get it right.  
 
    Horton returned after a few minutes and nodded toward the door. “Let’s go.”  
 
    Maru took the radio from his coat, held it up, and turned to the guards. “Stay alert. We’ll be back shortly. I’ll call if we spot anything.” 
 
    The guards muttered assent. Maru held the door open for Locke and Horton, then quietly shut it behind them. He took a moment to look around. The empty alleys and abandoned buildings surrounding the warehouse were quiet, the snow covering the cracked and broken streets unmarred. Overhead, a sullen sheet of iron gray clouds dropped snowfall in slow, gentle drifts. It was nearly dark. Night would fall soon, and Maru knew if the feds were going to strike, they would do it early in the morning. He planned to be long gone before then.  
 
    “Place looks empty,” Horton remarked.  
 
    “There’s people out there,” Locke replied. “Holed up like rats. They know something is going down.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Horton said, “and if the cops show up, they’ll sing like birds.”  
 
    “Quiet,” Maru said. “Let’s get a couple blocks away, then we’ll talk.”  
 
    He walked in front and led the two marauders away from the warehouse. Walking in front was important. A sign of trust. He wanted them relaxed, wanted them to think he was on their side, a co-conspirator.  
 
    Two blocks of silent, empty alleys and parking lots full of rusted out hulks of vehicles passed before Maru spotted a suitably dark and concealed lane between two abandoned industrial buildings. He pointed toward it.  
 
    “Over here,” he said, and walked into the darkness. Horton and Locke followed suit. When they were under the shadow of the buildings, Maru stopped and waited. The two men caught up, their eyes darting nervously.  
 
    “Why so far away?” Horton asked. “We don’t know who’s out here.”  
 
    “No one we need to worry about,” Maru replied. “Our men won’t be out this far, and we’re not going to be gone long.”  
 
    Horton sighed, a cloud of white vapor forming in front of his face. “Shit. I can’t believe we’re really doing this.”  
 
    “We don’t have a choice,” Locke said. “Heinrich is playing a violin on the fucking Titanic. If we don’t get out of this mess, we go down with him.”  
 
    Maru gauged the distance between them. His left hand slipped into a pocket and grabbed the steel ball crimped around the bottom of the garrote. His right hand hung loose. He took a step forward and positioned himself within an arms’ length. With his free hand, he pointed across the street.  
 
    “You see that rooftop over there?”  
 
    Both men turned. “What about it?” Locke asked.  
 
    Horton was standing on Maru’s right side. Locke was leaning away, eyes narrowed against the gloom.  
 
    “It’s the last thing you’ll ever see.”  
 
    Horton’s head snapped around just in time for Maru’s massive fist to connect with a sickening crunch. The man’s feet left the ground before he crashed into the ankle-deep snow. Locke, being the quicker of the two, was reaching for a weapon. 
 
    He never made it.  
 
    The garrote was already out, Maru’s left hand shaking it loose. His right hand grabbed the loop and slung it over Locke’s head while his left arm tugged viciously. Locke was pulled off his feet, hands instinctively reaching for the string cutting off his airway. Maru caught him, spun him around, and forced him face-down onto the ground. He kept a tight grip on the garrote with one hand, pushed Locke’s head down with the other, and crushed the center of his back with a knee. In ten seconds, Locke ceased struggling. Maru counted another two full minutes in his head. He had strangled a lot of people in his life, and he knew from experience it was not a quick process. In the movies, people caught in chokeholds died in seconds. But in real life, the brain could survive up to five minutes without oxygen. Two, however, was generally enough to get the job done.  
 
    Once he was sure Locke was not getting back up, he took off one glove and undid the metal clasp on the garrote. After loosening it, he rewound it carefully and returned it to his pocket. As he did so, he heard a soft groan behind him. Maru glanced down both sides of the alley and saw no one. Locke was lying still, not breathing. Just to be sure, Maru put a knee on the back of his neck, wrapped his hands around Locke’s forehead, and with a single, powerful motion, snapped his neck. Then he stood up and walked over to Horton. 
 
    “Sorry it had to be this way,” Maru said as he stood over the marauder. “We’ve never been mates, exactly, but you’re not the worst of them.”  
 
    Then he raised a booted foot, aimed his heel at Horton’s throat, and stomped.  
 
    Back out on the street, he looked in the direction of the warehouse. He could leave now, he knew. It would be an hour or more before the men began to question his absence, and longer than that before they called it in. Plenty of time to raid a cache of supplies and make his way out of the city. But something made him hesitate.  
 
    The monsters were still there. If the order came down, and Maru was not there to intercept it, the creatures would be released. To his surprise, he found he did not want that to happen. He wanted to destroy the damn things and kill anyone who tried to stop him. But that was not possible. He was good, but not good enough to overcome all the men at the warehouse.  
 
    Unless… 
 
    A plan began to form. Maru thought it over, nodded to himself, and headed back the way he had come.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Eric 
 
    BSC Headquarters 
 
      
 
    I paid a visit to Allison and the little guy.  
 
    She was worried and wanted me to leave off and let Gabe handle things. I told her we had talked about this already, I was tired of explaining myself, and she could either respect my decision or not. She told me it was not that fucking simple. I said good talk, Allison, and left.  
 
    Now, standing in the freezing gloom on an outdoor patio on the third floor, I felt shitty about the whole thing. As usual, I had let my temper get the best of me and said something I did not mean. Pretty soon, I was going to pay the price for it.  
 
    Story of my life.  
 
    “Something bothering you?” Great Hawk asked.  
 
    I was standing at the edge of the railing, peering toward the lights of the Garden District. “Yes.”  
 
    “Want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Not really.”  
 
    Great Hawk nodded. “Sure. Why should today be any different?”  
 
    I turned to say something sharp in reply, but he was already walking away.  
 
    Congratulations, smart guy. Alienating friends and family alike. Doing great.  
 
    At the end of the patio, the glass doors opened, and Caleb Hicks walked through. I stepped away from the railing and walked toward him. I was expecting Caleb to be alone, as were the others, so when four more people walked through the door, there was a general shared feeling of surprise and moderate alarm. As if by instinct, the six of us not affiliated with Homeland Security closed ranks and stood facing Hicks and his quartet of newcomers. Gabe, as was his habit, was front and center.  
 
    “This your team?” he asked.  
 
    Hicks turned and held a hand toward the one on my far left. She was a tall woman with close cropped hair and a tattoo of a skull with wings on the side of her head. “This is Hahn. That’s Chopra, Downs, and Muir.”  
 
    I studied each face in turn. Chopra was young, maybe late twenties, and I was guessing of Indian heritage. Downs was a big ugly white guy with a shaved head. When I got to Muir, I stared for a moment. He looked familiar. Remarkably familiar. His hair was long and tied back, face dominated by a trimmed beard, and there was a nasty scar running from just above his eyebrow all the way to his hairline. My mind traveled backwards for a few seconds, and then I had it. I snapped my fingers and pointed.  
 
    “I know you,” I said.  
 
    Muir looked at me and sighed. It was a very specific kind of sigh. Like saying, here we go again.  
 
    “You’re Alexander Muir.”  
 
    Cole looked at me in confusion. “You two know each other?”  
 
    “No. Not personally. Come on, weren’t any of you guys fight fans before the Outbreak?”  
 
    “I was,” Holland said, and studied Muir. “I’ll be damned, it is you. Small fuckin’ world.”  
 
    “Yes, I’m Alexander Muir. Former professional fighter, number one contender in the middleweight division, used to be sort of famous. Now I’m just a guy, same as everybody else. Can we move past it? Does anybody need to gush about how they used to be a big fan back in the day?” 
 
     I was about to do exactly that but checked myself. If Muir was like everyone else, he probably did not like to talk about life before the Outbreak. Not to mention the fact he was now obviously working with Homeland and had come here to discuss a dangerous mission of national importance. I cleared my throat and stuck my hands in my coat pockets.  
 
    “Sorry. I’m just surprised to see you after all these years. Didn’t mean any offense.”  
 
    “Same here,” Holland said, looking contrite for once in his life.  
 
    The hardness left Muir’s eyes. “Sure. No offense taken.” 
 
     Hicks let the silence hang a few seconds before he spoke. “Gabe, you want to go over the plan again? I think it’s best if my people hear it from you.”  
 
    “Sounds good,” Gabe said. “But let’s go find a conference room first. It’s freezing out here.”  
 
    Caleb looked relieved. “Fine by me.”  
 
     We all followed Hicks and company inside. Gabe pointed to the right down the hallway, stopped at a door, unlocked it, and held it open while everyone went inside. When the door shut, I took off my jacket and hung it from a hook on the wall. The warm, central heated air was delicious after the biting cold and merciless wind on the patio. Gabe went to a table in the corner and put some coffee on before sitting down. While everyone got settled, the aroma from the coffee machine began to permeate the room. For most of us, it was no big deal. That was Gabe for you, always generous. But Hicks’s four guests sat up straight and took notice.  
 
    “Is that real coffee?” Hahn said. She had the shining eyes and strained expression of a junkie itching for a relapse.  
 
    “It is.”  
 
    Chopra spoke for the first time. The accent was American, not Indian. “Where on earth did you get it?”  
 
    “Merchant freighter out of California picked it up in Colombia.”  
 
    “Colombia? There are survivors there?”  
 
    “Evidently.”  
 
    Chopra got a strange look on his face and went silent. I was curious what he was thinking but did not dare ask. I did not know him well enough, and he probably would not have answered anyway.  
 
    “I’ll take a cup of that before we get started,” Hicks said.  
 
    “Probably best if we all do,” Gabe replied, rubbing at his face. His eyes were red around the edges. “This shit ain’t as easy as it used to be.”  
 
    “Amen,” I said.  
 
    Gabe passed around the coffee pot. Everyone but Muir poured themselves a cup. We sat and drank and felt the caffeine doing its good work. No one spoke, but it was a comfortable kind of silence, like everyone understood there was an important task at hand, and we all needed to clear our heads and rest a little before getting into it. Or maybe I was projecting. Either way, it was nice to just sit and drink coffee and not have to talk to anyone for a little while. But, as all good things do, it soon came to an end.  
 
    “How much have you briefed them on?” Gabe asked, setting his cup aside.  
 
    “Just the outline. You guys are taking the warehouse, we’re taking the tavern. We’ll have sat-phones for communication. You’ll have a secure line to Stan Kaminsky to pass along any intel on where the Grays are. Did I miss anything?”  
 
    “That’s the bones of it, but I want to emphasize two more things. One, we cannot get caught. Not by SRT, not by the cops, not by anyone. This mission is strictly off the books. Which is to say, illegal. Any kind of body count is going to attract the attention of CSPD. We can’t have that. Second, if you get a chance to capture one of these SRT assholes, do it, but do it quietly. Again, we can’t have any attention. Once we know where the grays are, we pass the intel along to the FBI and let them do their thing. This is not a search and destroy mission.”  
 
    “Understood,” Hicks said, nodding. “Any questions about that?”  
 
    The people on his team shook their heads and said nothing.  
 
    “Good,” Gabe said, and stood up. As before, he walked over to the chalkboard, grabbed a little white stick, and began drawing. “Here’s how we’re going to play it…”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “What do you think of Hick’s team?”  
 
    I shrugged as I walked out of the conference room and started down the hallway. “Hard to say. Downs and Hahn are clearly ex-military. Chopra has a tech geek kind of vibe to him, but he looks capable enough. As for Muir…I don’t know. What the hell is a cage fighter doing working for Homeland Security?”  
 
    Gabe shook his head. “I have no idea. Maybe he decided to change careers.”  
 
    “Obviously.”  
 
    “I’d be interested to hear his story.”  
 
    “Me too.”  
 
    A few seconds passed before Gabe spoke again.  
 
    “Did you get a chance to talk to Allison?”  
 
    “I did.”  
 
    “How’d it go?”  
 
    “Not well.”  
 
    We walked a few more steps down the hallway. “She wants you out of the game.”  
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “But that’s not what you want.”  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    He stopped. I took a couple more steps before turning to him. “What?”  
 
    “Why not? I mean it. You have a kid at home and another one on the way. You’re stupid rich. You have a small army of private security working for you. Why are you still going out in the field?”  
 
    “Why do you, Gabe? You have a wife and kid too.”  
 
    “I’m a Blackthorn. It’s my job, and my wife understands that. As for my kid, she’s not going to be a kid much longer. She’s only living with me because she wants to. She was doing fine before we met, and she’ll be fine when she decides to leave. Your kids, on the other hand, are going to need you for a long time to come. They deserve to have their dad around.”  
 
    I looked at the floor and said nothing. Gabe stepped closer and put a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “Listen, Eric. Take it from someone who grew up without his father. You don’t want that for your kids.”  
 
    “Duly noted.” I turned and continued down the hall. Gabe sighed irritably and followed.  
 
    “When do we move out?” I asked.  
 
    “I need to call Stan and get things rolling on his end, then I’m going to grab a few hours’ sleep. We’ll reconvene at 0200.”  
 
    “Works for me. I’m headed back to the hotel. I’ll be back in time for the briefing.”  
 
    “You should go see Allison. Try to smooth things over.”  
 
    “Why, so she can yell at me again? No thanks. I need to keep my head clear.”  
 
    We reached the end of the hallway and I started down the stairs.  
 
    “Want me to check on her?”  
 
    I stopped but did not turn around. “Only if you tell me what she says.”  
 
    “No promises.”  
 
    I stared straight ahead a few seconds. There was a heavy feeling in my chest and a light constriction in my throat. I used to feel the same way as a kid when I would get so frustrated about something I wanted to cry. Back in those days, when my temper reared up and made me do things I regretted later, I used to go and talk to my mother. She always knew what to say to calm me down, to vent the tension out of my spinning brain and bring me back to the calm place at the center of my mind. But my mother had been dead a long time now, and as the years passed, I found myself getting worse and worse at taking advice. It was not a quality about myself I admired.  
 
    “Fair enough. Give little Gabe a hug for me.” 
 
    “Will do.”  
 
    The air outside the compound was cold. The night was dense and close and oppressive and the moon was not yet visible overhead. I flagged a carriage, paid for a ride to the Western Estates, and once inside the room, took off my boots and laid down on the bed.  
 
    The streetlights outside the window reflected a warm amber radiance off the clean white snow that had fallen earlier in the day. I stared at it and thought about my life, about all the tragedy and triumph and hard work that had all led me to where I was today. I thought about the Free Legion, and the weeks spent in darkness starving and digging and listening to the pained moans of the other slaves as they slowly died of exhaustion and malnutrition. I thought about the man I killed with my bare hands to escape that subterranean hell, and the horror I had felt watching the pool of blood expand under his head. I thought about the second time I had gotten shot, and the weeks of itching, throbbing, maddening pain that had ensued, and how Allison had comforted me by talking to me and playing little games with me and doing everything she could to keep my mind off the pain. The clinic where she worked had painkillers, but they only prescribed them when absolutely necessary. My wound had been painful, but not worthy of the blessing of opiates, so Allison had taken on the role of caregiver and comforter and distractor in chief. It had been annoying at first, but I soon found myself dreading the hours when she would not be there, when I would be alone with the burning pain in my leg and the frustration of not being able to move around much.  
 
    I learned a valuable lesson then. I learned that in the darkest times, when I am at my lowest, the greatest comfort I have is the people who care about me. I learned that without someone to be there for you when you are sick or hurt or just fucking fed up with life, finding meaning in the drudgery that passes one day into the next is almost impossible. Thinking back, if I’d had to endure that wound without Allison there to keep me distracted, the suffering might have driven me to another tenure of extended binge drinking.  
 
    Now, looking ahead to the danger that waited for me across town, I wondered if I would have to endure it again. Just the thought of it made the scar on my leg ache. I sat up in bed and massaged it and watched people walk by on the street below.  
 
    Allison was right. I could not keep doing things this way. If I did, my wife was going to leave me. Maybe not for a while, maybe not even for a few years, but sooner or later, she would say enough is enough and cut her losses. At the same time, I wondered how I could give her what she wanted without losing a part of myself I was loathe to give up.  
 
    “Maybe you can’t,” I said into the silence. “Maybe you just have to learn to live with it.”  
 
    Exhaustion slowly took hold, making my eyes heavy. I needed rest. It was going to be a busy night. Before I could drift off, I got out of bed and set an alarm, making sure to put it across the room so I would be forced to get out of bed to address it. Then I laid down and was out before I could pull the blanket over me.  
 
     

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    Eric 
 
    Old Industrial District, Outskirts of Bricktown 
 
      
 
    “All stations, report,” Gabe said over the radio.  
 
    Great Hawk answered first. “Three tangos on the roof. One more patrolling the upper level on the east side. No activity outside the building.” 
 
    “Same as before,” Holland said next. “Confirm three tangos on the roof. One patrolling on the south upper level, and one on the west. No visual on lower level.”  
 
    “Copy,” Gabriel said. “I got zero on the north side, upper level. No visual on lower level. That gives us three on the roof, three patrolling the upper level, and an unknown number on the warehouse floor. Echo Lead, how copy?”  
 
    “Lima Charlie,” I said. “Standing by. Hicks just called in. His team is in position in Southtown. Eyes on and waiting.”  
 
    “Delta?”  
 
    “All present and accounted for,” Cole said. “Standing by.”  
 
    “Acknowledged.”  
 
    “Alpha, these guys look like they’re about to drop,” Holland said. “God only knows how long they’ve been awake. Their guard is down. Might be a good time to get eyes inside that building. There’s some broken windows on the east side I could get through.”  
 
    A pause. “Think you can get in there without being seen?”  
 
    “Done this kind of thing a thousand times, chief.”  
 
    Another pause. “Alright. Approach from the east so Hawk can provide overwatch.”  
 
    “Roger that. En route.”  
 
    “And for the love of God, Holland, don’t fuck this up. If they see you, they might release the Grays.”  
 
    “Yeah, assuming they’re actually in there.”  
 
    “We have to assume they are. You sure you can do this?”  
 
    “Relax, I got it. Going dark. Call you when I’m in position.” 
 
    “Roger that. Good luck.”  
 
    And then there was silence.  
 
    I raised a pair of field glasses and peered down the alley behind the building where Great Hawk and I were hiding. Still empty. Scanned the streets, rooftops, and windows for signs of movement. Nothing. Glanced at Great Hawk. He was seated behind a desk set back from a window, head lowered over his sniper rifle, one eye peering through the aperture of a thermal scope.  
 
    Ten minutes passed, and then the radio crackled.  
 
    “All stations, I’m in position.”  
 
    I stopped scanning the streets outside the window and listened.  
 
    “Roger,” Gabe replied. “You have eyes inside the building?”  
 
    “Affirmative. I’m in the rafters, got everyone on FLIR.”  
 
    “Copy. Go ahead.”  
 
    “These guys must have been here a long time. Body language is even more exhausted up close, except for one of them. Pretty sure he’s the man in charge. Big motherfucker, gotta be six foot seven, probably weighs over three hundred pounds.”  
 
    “Dark skin?” Gabe asked. “Tattoos on his face?”  
 
    “Wait one.” A few seconds passed. I imagined Holland flipping the FLIR goggles up on his helmet and squinting into the dim interior of the warehouse. “Yeah, dark skin and tattoos. How’d you know?”  
 
    “Pretty sure you’re looking at the guy from the photograph.”  
 
    “The one from the hotel?”  
 
    “I think so. Any visual on the other guy?”  
 
    “Negative. No sign of him.”  
 
    “You sure?”  
 
    “Affirmative. Nobody tall enough or old enough.”  
 
    “Roger. What else do you see?”  
 
    Another few seconds passed. “Hang on a sec, guys. Something’s happening down…holy shit!”  
 
    “What?” Gabe said. “Holland, talk to me. What’s happening?”  
 
    Holland’s voice was a whisper. “The big guy just killed two of his own men.”  
 
    “Say again?”  
 
    “Two guards on the ground floor, east side entrance. Stabbed one in the back of the head and snapped the other’s neck. Took him two fuckin’ seconds. Jesus.”  
 
    “The guy from the photograph?” Gabe asked.  
 
    “Yeah, him, the big guy. He’s headed topside now.”  
 
    “I see him,” Great Hawk said. “He is approaching the rover on the south side.”  
 
    “Holland, what do you got?” Gabe said.  
 
    The radio clicked three times, indicating Holland could not talk at the moment. The big man must have been close to his position in the ceiling.  
 
    “I have eyes on, Alpha,” Great Hawk said.  
 
    “Talk to me.”  
 
    “He is talking to…scratch that. He just pulled a garrote.”  
 
    “What’s happening?”  
 
    “He is killing the sentry on the south side.”  
 
    A few seconds went by. Great Hawk said, “South side rover is down. Target choked him out, then stabbed him in the back of the neck. What do you want to do, Alpha?”  
 
    “Keep watching. Let’s see what happens.”  
 
    “Roger that.”  
 
    I listened to Great Hawk describe the mystery man as he killed the other two sentries. One he stabbed in the kidney and chocked unconscious before retrieving his knife and planting it in the man’s sternum. The blade got stuck, so he took a tomahawk off the sentry’s belt, tucked it under his jacket, and approached the third sentry. All the while, he made sure to stick to the shadows so the others could not see him. When he reached the third man, he pointed toward a window and let the man walk ahead. There was an operator’s booth for an overhead crane nearby just wide enough to obscure him from the warehouse floor. When they were behind it, the big man produced the tomahawk, buried it in the back of the sentry’s head, caught him on the way down, and gently eased him to the catwalk floor.  
 
    “Fuck’s sake,” I whispered to Great Hawk. I had moved over to the window and was peering outward even though it was too dark to see anything inside the warehouse. “This guy’s a professional.”  
 
    “So it would seem.” He keyed his radio. “Alpha, I have lost visual on the target.”  
 
    “Which way did he go?”  
 
    “Down to the warehouse floor. Do you have visual?”  
 
    “Negative. Can’t see him either.”  
 
    Great Hawk looked up from his scope and stared out the window. “Awaiting instructions, Alpha.”  
 
    A brief silence followed. I knew what Gabe was thinking. The plan had been to watch the building, get someone inside, and report back to Agent Kaminsky. He needed to know how many people he would be dealing with, how heavily they were armed, and where they were located. That done, we were to provide overwatch while Stan mobilized a tactical team and surrounded the building. But now, the calculus had shifted. We had not wanted to breach the warehouse but had come prepared with shaped charges and concussion grenades just in case. And now there was a man on the inside systematically executing his own people. We needed as many alive as we could get, and if we let the big guy keep doing what he was doing, there would be no one left. Which meant waiting for Stan was no longer an option. We needed to get inside that building, but to do that, we had to get close. And in order to do that, we had to take out the sentries on the roof. There was a lot of open ground leading to the warehouse, and while Holland was a good enough ninja to sneak inside, it was unlikely all of us would be so lucky. Which left only one viable option.  
 
    “We’ll take the guys on the rooftop,” Gabe said finally. “Echo lead, I need you to take position on the building across the street.”  
 
    “Roger that. Heading out now. Call you when I’m in position.”  
 
    “Copy.”  
 
    I picked up my sniper carbine, checked the suppressor was tightened, verified the magazine was secure and there was a round in the chamber, put the safety to semi-auto, nodded to Great Hawk, and headed downstairs. Out on the street, I stuck close to the side of the building and stopped when I reached the corner. Waited. Listened. The eerie keening of high winds blew through empty streets and the whisper of loose snow scuttled across the pale white blanket covering the ground. Looking ahead, I saw no one between me and the next building fifty yards ahead. I would have to cross in the open. Nothing for it. My passing would leave footprints, but there was nothing to be done about that either. After waiting a few more seconds and detecting no signs of life, I stepped away from the wall and moved as fast as I could through the ankle-deep snow. It took less than thirty seconds but felt like forever.  
 
    At the other building, I moved closer to an overturned dumpster and took a knee behind it. The short sprint to get there would not have bothered me any other day, but combined with my heavy gear, the cold, and the adrenaline of impending danger, I needed a minute to catch my breath. When my heart slowed down enough, I moved to the doorway. There was no door, just an empty hole and some wood still clinging to broken hinges. I reached up and flipped down my NVGs, turned them on, and slowly made my way inside. Cleared the ground floor. No sign of anyone having been there in a long time. The stairs creaked as I made my way up them, but I heard no movement and saw no one on the second floor. Same story on the third. Finally, I found a ladder leading to the rooftop. There was a broken padlock on the ground beneath the closed hatch. I slung my rifle, climbed the ladder, and gave it a nudge. It moved, but only a little.  
 
    Snow. Gotta be thirty pounds of snow and ice on top of this thing.  
 
    I reset my feet on the ladder and put my shoulder into the hatch. It went up slowly until it was upright enough for the snow to slough off, and then fell open easily. I climbed out and moved to the side of the rooftop facing the warehouse. There was a three-foot brick façade at the edge, providing a small amount of cover and concealment. Not great, but better than nothing. In my experience, brickworks were like ceramic armor plates. They can stop a bullet or two, but hit them too many times, and they crumble.  
 
    After dropping my assault pack, I took a sandbag from one of the pockets, placed it on the edge of the façade, and rested the foregrip of my rifle on it. Took a knee. Flipped up my NVGs. Sat on my heel. Turned on the FLIR scope. Peered through and picked a target. Let out a deep breath. Touched the throat mic.  
 
    “All stations, Echo. I’m in position, good visual on target. Sighting in.” 
 
     “Copy,” Gabe said. “Take the guard on the east side. I’ll take north. Hawk, you got south.”  
 
    “Roger that,” Great Hawk said. “Target acquired, standing by.”  
 
    “Echo?”  
 
    “Wait one.”  
 
    I used a rangefinder to gauge the distance and made a few adjustments to the scope. The wind was high, but steady, coming from a consistent direction. This was not going to be an easy shot. I gauged the wind’s speed as best I could and made another scope adjustment.  
 
    “Target acquired. Ready when you are.”  
 
    “Copy. On my mark. Three, two, one, mark.”  
 
    There was a brief delay between recoil and impact. The bullet hit high on the man’s back, close to his neck. From the way he collapsed, I guessed I must have severed his spine. A quick scan showed me Gabe’s target missing the top half of his head and Great Hawk’s lying on his side, not moving. I heard the Hawk’s shot faintly, but Gabe’s not at all. My own echoed flatly off the walls of nearby buildings before being suffocated by the relentless wind. Between the windstorm and the suppressors we were using, I doubted anyone more than fifty yards away heard a thing. 
 
     “I have all targets down,” Gabe said. “Echo?”  
 
    “Confirm all targets down,” I said.  
 
    Great Hawk acknowledged the same. I turned my scope toward Gabe and saw him crouch-walking toward a stairway entrance on his rooftop.  
 
    “All stations, proceed to the target area. Delta, get the breaching charges ready.”  
 
    “Roger that, Alpha,” Cole said. “En route.”  
 
    I climbed down from the roof and found Great Hawk waiting for me on the first floor. When he saw me, he turned and went back outside. I followed him out the door, sweeping the street with my carbine as I exited the building.  
 
    “So much for plan A,” I said.  
 
    The Hawk was as stone-faced as ever. “That is why we have a plan B. Are you ready?”  
 
    “Yeah. We need to move fast, though. No telling how many SRTs are left.”  
 
    “There will be at least one.”  
 
    I walked to the corner of the building and looked across the street with my FLIR scope. Nothing. Turned back to Great Hawk.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s what worries me. Let’s just hope we can take him down without a fight.”  
 
    The Hawk’s mouth turned up at one corner. “Speak for yourself.”  
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    Maru was running out of time.  
 
    He had planned the first kills to happen immediately after all stations check-in, which occurred every ten minutes. According to his watch, that was six minutes and thirty-eight seconds ago. Killing the guards at the east entrance had been easy enough, as had taking down the rovers on the upper-level catwalk, but there were still three men on the rooftop and another eight on the ground floor. Half of them were asleep, the other half barely awake and praying for time to move faster so they could have a turn on the cots. Maru planned to use that to his advantage.  
 
    He needed to dispatch the remaining guards quietly. If he could do that, the sleeping men would be no trouble. The rooftop guards were another matter. Maru had a ruse he intended to employ, but it was risky. Then again, killing Locke and Horton had been risky as well. But it had worked out well, and the rest of his men had no trouble believing the two lieutenants had been called back to the Red Barrel. Locke and Horton had been Heinrich’s go-to guys for interrogations and were frequently pulled from other assignments. After spinning his story, Maru had settled in to wait. He knew the best time to spring an attack was early in the morning when the marauders’ tired minds would be screaming for sleep. His chances of success would be best then, provided the feds did not show up first.  
 
    Forget the feds. Focus on what’s in front of you.  
 
    Maru spotted one of the four remaining sentries and began making his way toward him. He stuck close to the wall and stayed in the deep shadows. Slowed his footsteps. Made sure not to kick anything. Slipped a hand into his pocket and grasped a folding knife. Took it out. Opened the blade. Thumbed the lock to keep it from clicking. Slowly released. Tested the blade was set.  
 
    The sentry had his back turned, idly fiddling with the strap of his rifle. Maru remembered his name was Billings, and he was from Oklahoma. He had a strong accent and was good with horses. These recollections meant nothing to Maru. Perhaps they would later, perhaps he would see Billings’ face along with all the others in the drifting time between awake and asleep, but for the moment, he was an obstacle Maru needed removed.  
 
    He stopped for a moment to make sure the ground between him and his target was clear. The man stopped fiddling with his rifle and started humming to himself, weight leaned on one leg, eyes turned upward to the moonlight filtering in through the windows.  
 
    Perfect, Maru thought. He gathered his legs beneath him, held his breath, and prepared to lunge.  
 
    And then the main entrance exploded.  
 
    The noise was deafening. Maru stumbled back with an arm over his face. Two seconds later, several more explosions went off, blinding him and slamming his ears hard enough to disorient him.  
 
    Shit. Flash bangs.  
 
    Maru used the wall to balance himself and retreated toward the east exit. Before he could get there, another explosion blew that door off its hinges as well. He sank to his knees behind a pile of crates and struggled to regain his senses.  
 
    Then the shooting started.  
 
    From the middle of the warehouse, there was the chatter of un-suppressed automatic fire from the short carbines the tribe had stolen from the Army a while back. The shooting was wild, panicked, unfocused. Maru heard and felt bullets impacting the concrete behind him and slamming into the stack of crates he hid behind. He went prone, praying none of the strays found him.  
 
    In response, he heard the muted clapping of suppressed M-4s, a sound he was all too familiar with. The shots came in short, controlled bursts, and were answered by screams and cursing. Maru stayed down and listened to the sentries die in the first few seconds of the attack. Suppressed fire was coming from two directions, and with each burst, someone cried out in pain. Then came the panicked screaming of the men who had been asleep. In their terror, they snatched up their weapons and, like the others, began firing wildly. Several more bursts of suppressed fire sounded, and the screaming stopped.  
 
    Then there was silence.  
 
    “Shit,” he heard a gravelly voice say. To his damaged ears, the voice sounded like it was at the bottom of the ocean. “Is that all of them?”  
 
    “No,” another voice said, this one making Maru’s stomach coil with dread. “I have a live one.”  
 
    The speaker was standing right behind him. 
 
    A set of boots appeared in Maru’s vision. A tall, heavily built man aimed a suppressor at his face and motioned for him to rise.  
 
    “Take it slow,” the gravelly voice said again. “On your knees, hands on top of your head.”  
 
    Maru complied. 
 
    “Cross your ankles and sit back.”  
 
    He obeyed. Strong hands gripped his wrists, twisted his arms behind his back, and deftly applied a pair of riot cuffs.  
 
    “I have him. See to the others.”  
 
    “Right.”  
 
    The big man walked away. Maru turned to look behind him but stopped when he felt hot metal tap the back of his head.  
 
    “Face forward. Do not move. Try anything and I will kill you.”  
 
    Maru said nothing and did as he was told. He knelt quietly while men he could not see counted the dead and dragged them to the center of the warehouse floor. The big man came back over, drew a stag-handled bowie knife, and held it in front of Maru’s face. The blade was long, Damascus patterned, and practically hummed with razor sharpness. Maru felt something curl up and freeze inside his stomach.  
 
    These are not feds.  
 
    “Look at me,” the big man said.  
 
    Maru did. In the dim light, he saw a helmet and the shadow of a face beneath. The man reached up and took off the helmet, then went down to one knee. Maru’s face was less than two feet from his captor’s now. He looked into the man’s eyes. They were deep set and bright gray, like the color of polished steel. The man’s face was scarred, made of hard angles and sharp lines, the expression holding no mercy, no pity, nothing but contempt. He knew this man, had seen his face many times, had spent days on end conducting surveillance on him and his family.  
 
    Gabriel Garrett, he thought. The lord high Blackthorn. Not quite how I thought we would meet. 
 
    The Bowie knife came up again, the tip uncomfortably close to Maru’s left eye.  
 
    “I’m going to ask you this once, and then I’m going to start cutting. Where are they?”  
 
    The frozen thing in his stomach turned to liquid. Maru took a deep breath to keep from trembling.  
 
    “You mean the monsters?”  
 
    A nod.  
 
    “I’ll show you.”  
 
    Garrett got to his feet. “Stand him up.”  
 
    Hands grabbed his shoulders from behind and hauled him upright.  
 
    “Over there,” Maru said, pointing with his head. “Toward the crane.”  
 
    To his right, the other Blackthorns—Maru assumed that was who they were—turned on tactical lights and began shining them around the room. A short man with a hostile face approached Maru and stood in front of him.  
 
    “Just so you know,” the short man said. “I had eyes on you the last ten minutes. Watched you kill your own men. Could have put a bullet in your head any time I wanted.”  
 
    Maru was good at detecting lies and bravado, but he sensed none coming from this man. His voice and body language held the ring of truth. He was not bragging, just stating the facts. Maru glanced around the warehouse at the others, counting six in all, and wondered exactly how bad of a situation he had landed in.  
 
    “Come on,” Garrett said, pulling him forward by one arm and holding a flashlight overhead.   
 
    When they were close to the crane, Maru nodded toward a stack of old crates, boxes, and cable spools. “Under there,” he said. “There’s a metal door underneath, lays flat with the floor.”  
 
    Garrett looked at the man behind Maru, who he still had not seen. “Keep an eye on him. Thompson, Cole, give me a hand here.”  
 
    Two more men walked over and began helping Garrett clear away the boxes. The man behind him gripped the collar of his coat with one hand and kept a pistol firmly against his lower spine with the other. Maru remained still and did not attempt to speak. He had a feeling anything he might say right now would only make things worse.  
 
    In short order, the boxes and other rubbish were out of the way and Garrett stood staring at the hatch, along with the men he had called Thompson and Cole. Another man walked over, this one medium height and build. He had blue eyes and a short blond beard.  
 
    “How many are there?” the blue-eyed man asked.  
 
    “Six,” Maru replied.  
 
    “Six.” The man stared angrily at the hatch and shook his head. “Motherfucker.”  
 
    Garrett turned to Maru and shined a light in his face. “We need to talk, you and I.”  
 
    The light moved away, and Maru met Garrett’s unflinching gaze. In that instant, he told himself several things. First, these men were keeping him alive for a reason, and he had a good idea what that reason was. If he was right, it meant he had leverage to buy himself some time. With enough time, he might just dream up a way out of this mess. Second, he told himself it had been foolish to think he could escape the tribe and there would be no price to pay. Of course there was a price. But whatever it was, he would pay it, no matter the cost.  
 
    Last, he told himself that if he was to die here, then he should die well. Not begging, not trembling, not wishing he had done things differently. This was his bed, he had made it, and he could damn well lie in it. And if it killed him, he would face his end with calm and dignity and a sense of purpose. The ice in his stomach thawed as he thought this, and he felt strength flow back into his limbs. He nodded and took a deep breath.  
 
    “Right,” Maru said. “If we’re going to put a stop to this, there’s a lot you need to know.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Gabriel, 
 
    Old Industrial District, Outskirts of Bricktown 
 
      
 
    “Let’s start with your name.”  
 
    “Maru.”  
 
    “Full name, dumb-shit.”  
 
    “Tahaka. Maru Tahaka.”  
 
    “Where’d you get the accent?”  
 
    “New Zealand.”  
 
    “Alright. We’re off to a good start.”  
 
    I heard footsteps behind me as Eric approached with an empty crate. I sat down on it and studied the man in front of me. Between the scars and the tattoos and the arsenal of weapons we found on him, there was a lot to take in. The most striking thing about him, however, was his size. He was, quite simply, huge. Six foot seven or eight, no less than three hundred pounds, and none of it fat. Even sitting on a crate and restrained at the wrists and ankles, the sheer mass of him was impressive. Being as big as I am, it is a rare human who can make me feel small. Maru Tahaka was one of those humans. It was a good thing the explosives and flash bangs had rung his bell when we entered the warehouse. If he had put up a fight, I doubt my team would have walked away unscathed.  
 
    “Tell me why you killed your own men.”  
 
    Tahaka looked up, his expression impatient. “That’s a story we don’t have time for right now. I’m supposed to check in soon. What time is it?”  
 
    I studied him a moment, then looked at my watch. “Just past four in the morning.”  
 
    He ground his teeth. “Fuck. I’m already late.”  
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    “It means Heinrich knows this site is compromised.”  
 
    “Who the hell is Heinrich?”  
 
    “He’s the chief of the Storm Road Tribe.”  
 
    My heart began to beat faster. It took an effort of will to keep my hands steady as I removed the photo from a pocket, shined a light on it, and held it in front of Tahaka’s face.  
 
    “Is this him?”  
 
    He squinted at the photo, then nodded. “Yeah. That’s him.”  
 
    “What’s his full name?” 
 
    “I don’t know. No one does. Only name he’s ever given is Heinrich.”  
 
    “Where is he now?”  
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    I drew my Bowie knife and tapped it against my palm. Tahaka’s eyes followed the blade like it had its own gravitational pull.  
 
    “Mr. Tahaka, I am not fucking around with you. If you don’t think I will use this knife to cause you extreme pain and permanent injury, think again. Now, I’m going to ask you one last time. Where can I find him?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” he said again.  
 
    I stood up and motioned to Cole and Great Hawk. “Hold him.”  
 
    The two men moved in, grabbed Tahaka by the arms, and started taking him to the ground.  
 
    “Wait!” he shouted. “I don’t know where he is, not for sure. But I can tell you where his usual hideouts are. He doesn’t know I know about them. He only goes there alone, but I’ve followed him before. I know where they are.”  
 
    I stopped Cole and the Hawk with an upraised hand. “Where?”  
 
    “He might be in the Outer Boroughs at a restaurant near the East Gate Market, or at his place in the Garden District.”  
 
    I stared at him and could not speak for a few seconds.  
 
    “The Garden District?” I asked finally, feeling surprised and somehow violated. My house was in the Garden District. The notion I had been sharing a neighborhood with the SRT ringleader all this time made me feel nauseated.  “The fucker lives there?”  
 
    “Not all the time. Only when he needs to lie low for a while.”  
 
    “And you think he might be there now?”  
 
    “There or the Iron Kettle at the East Gate Market in the Boroughs, yeah.”  
 
    “I want addresses, coordinates, directions, descriptions, whatever you have.”  
 
    He gave them. I took out my satellite phone and motioned to Great Hawk. “Watch him. I need to call this in.”  
 
    “He’s the least of your concerns right now,” Tahaka said, raising his voice. 
 
    I stopped dialing. “Why? You trying to protect him?”  
 
    To my surprise, the man’s face lit up and he started laughing. “Protect him? Fuck no. I want the bastard dead as much as you do.”  
 
    I put the phone away and stood staring at him. “Why do you want him dead? What did he do to you?”  
 
    Tahaka shook his head. “No time for that, mate. You need to know where the other monsters are being held. There might still be time to stop what’s about to happen.”  
 
    “What is about to happen?”  
 
    “Heinrich is planning to release the monsters over the next couple of days. But if he thinks he’s been exposed, there’s no telling what he’ll do. The man is an unhinged fucking lunatic. He might just turn the damn things loose and use to chaos to slip out of the city.”  
 
    I felt the eyes of everyone in the room shift to me.   
 
    “Bullshit. You’re stalling.”  
 
    Tahaka looked confused. “What?”  
 
    “There’s no way he would do that. He’d be burning down everything he’s spent years building. His empire would cease to exist. No way he gives that up.”  
 
    Another bitter laugh. “You don’t know the man like I do. You don’t know how fucking twisted he is. You haven’t seen what he’ll do to save his own hide. He will burn this city to the ground, and he won’t blink. He’ll kill anyone, destroy anything, sacrifice whatever it takes to get what he wants.”  
 
    I knelt in front of him and met his gaze. “And what, exactly, does he want? What is he after?”  
 
    Tahaka looked aside for a moment, eyes distant, thinking how to answer. I stayed quiet and let him.  
 
    Finally, he said, “He’s a complete narcissist. A fucking psychopath. He craves attention and adoration and fear. He’s addicted to feeling like the smartest man in the room and having people walking on eggshells around him. He lives in constant need of something to brag about, something to make himself feel superior. He thinks everyone else is just a tool to be exploited, and the people who oppose him are too stupid to be a real threat. Except, sometimes, his little bubble gets a crack in it, and he realizes he’s not the center of the universe, and there are people out there smarter than him, people who can hurt him, and he panics. When that happens, people die. Why do you think he released the monsters on the Refugee District? He was afraid. The feds were closing in and he panicked. And as bad as that was, it’s not the worst of it. He’s got over a dozen more of those things hidden around the city as we speak, and right now, he’s probably losing his fucking mind because I haven’t called in. You seem like a smart man, so do the math. What would you do in his place?”  
 
    I did my best to keep the horror off my face, but I must have done a poor job. Tahaka leaned forward, pressing his advantage.  
 
    “I killed my own men because I want out. I’m done with this shit. I’m done with Heinrich and his lunacy and his fucking ego. I want him dead. I want the Storm Road Tribe to cease to exist, and I don’t care what price I have to pay to make that happen. Do you understand? You need to let me help you. I can give you Heinrich’s whole operation on a fucking platter. I can help you find him, and all the others, and you can kill the Storm Road Tribe root and branch. We can put a stop to this.”  
 
    My mind was spinning, the permutations and possibilities swirling. I needed time to think things through. But if Tahaka was telling the truth, time was a luxury I did not have.  
 
    Standing up, I stepped away and took a breath. Then another one. After a few seconds, the tension drained out of me, my thoughts cleared, and I realized what was happening.  
 
    He almost got me, I thought with amusement. The son of a bitch had me fooled for a minute there.  
 
    But it was that last sentence that broke the spell. He had said we and not you. A pivot from ‘you’ and ‘I’ as opposing forces to a deliberate, manipulative gambit aimed at establishing rapport. And rapport was exactly what Tahaka needed in his situation. He had no leverage, so in order to keep us from killing him, he needed to convince us he had something we needed that only he could provide. If he could do that, it would mean I had to include him in any plans I made going forward. And once you get your interrogator to start thinking in terms of ‘we’ rather than ‘I’, you have gained a measure of control over the situation. Which, for Tahaka, meant staying alive a little while longer.  
 
    I had to give credit where it was due. Tahaka was a lot smarter than he looked. In a few short minutes he had taken me from being the interrogator and holding all the cards to being off balance and hanging on his every word. Other people I had interrogated over the years had tried similar tactics and not come nearly as close to succeeding. It forced me to revise my opinion of the man.  
 
    Behind me, I heard Eric step into the breach. “Yeah, cool story, buddy,” he said. “Problem is, you’re full of shit. Sounds to me like your balls are in a vice and you made up this nice, convenient fiction to save them from getting crushed. I mean, don’t get me wrong, you’re really selling it. But I’m not buying a word.”  
 
    Tahaka turned a glare on him, and from the corner of my eye, I saw Eric take an involuntary step back.  
 
    “It. Is. Not. Bullshit.” The words came out through clenched teeth. “I’m telling you the truth. Don’t believe me? Fine. In less than an hour, you’re going to hear sirens going off all over the city. You’ll see fires burning in the dark. Pretty soon you’ll hear the screams. When that happens, we can talk again about how full of shit I am. Or you can pull your head out of your ass and listen to me before it’s too late.”  
 
    For once, Eric did not have a witty comeback. He looked at me and pointed toward the other end of the warehouse. When we were far enough away, he said, “Okay, let’s pretend he’s telling the truth for a minute. What’s the play?”  
 
    “We hear him out. Call it in. Investigate. What else can we do?”  
 
    “You could activate the Blackthorns.”  
 
    I thought about it. It had occurred to me to do exactly that, but on the chance Tahaka was lying, I did not want to bring attention to what we were up to.  
 
    “If he can prove what he’s saying, I will. But for now, let’s keep him talking.”  
 
    “Right.”  
 
    We walked back over to the others. On the way, I told my mind to stop calculating possibilities and focus on the here and now. I needed to take back control of the interrogation, and I needed to do it quickly.  
 
    “The big Grays,” I said without preamble. “You know where they are?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Tell me.”  
 
    “I only know of three locations, but there could be more. Heinrich doesn’t share everything with anyone in the organization. He likes to be the only one with the whole plan.” 
 
    “Tell me what you know, then.”  
 
    “Got a pen and paper?”  
 
    “Just tell me. I’ll remember.”  
 
    He told me. When he was done, I took the satellite phone out of my pocket and called Stan. He answered on the first ring. 
 
    “Kaminsky.”  
 
    “I have a lead on the SRT ringleader and the locations of more big Grays.” 
 
    “Christ, you work fast. Who’s the leader?”  
 
    “His name is Heinrich. Not sure if it’s a first or a last name. Use the photo I gave you and cross-check the name against military records in the Archive. If it’s not an alias, you’ll probably find him there.”  
 
    Another pause. “What’s your source?”  
 
    “One of his men.”  
 
    “He still alive?”  
 
    “For the moment.”  
 
    A relieved sigh. “Don’t kill him, Gabe. Bring him in alive.”  
 
    “I’ll do my best. In the meantime, I need you to take down some information. Got a pen?”  
 
    “Go.”  
 
    I gave him Tahaka’s full name, the list of addresses for Heinrich’s hideouts, and the locations the Grays were hidden.  
 
    “I’ll put some people on it right away.”  
 
    “Send tactical teams. And be careful when you go after Heinrich. He’ll be armed. The informant says he’s alone, but we can’t take him at his word.”  
 
    “Understood. What’s the status of the warehouse?”  
 
    “Compromised. We had to move in and breach.”  
 
    A pause. “You did what?”  
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    Another pause. “Did you kill anyone?”  
 
    “We don’t have time for this, Stan.”  
 
    “Answer the question.”  
 
    I let out a sigh. “What do you think?”  
 
    Kaminsky banged a fist into something hard and explained, in detail, his estimation of my lack of caution, undue arrogance, impaired cognitive abilities, and questionable ancestry. I tapped my foot impatiently and let him get it out of his system. Finally, he took a big breath and said, “Goddammit, Gabe, what the hell happened?”  
 
    “We’ll talk about it later. For now, we need to move on this intel.”  
 
    “No, Gabe, we agreed-” 
 
    “That’s out the window, Stan,” I said, feeling the last strands of my patience snap. “Plan A is a bust. So are plans B and C and all the others. We’re on plan FUBAR right now, and it’s only going to get worse. I don’t have time to listen to you complain anymore, so either find another gear and get with the program, or I’ll handle this myself and worry about the consequences later. What’s it gonna be?” 
 
    I heard him breathing heavily through the receiver.  
 
    “Fine,” he said angrily. “I’ll get my people on the addresses. What are you going to do?”  
 
    “Find a way to clean up this mess.” 
 
    “What I mean,” Stan said, “is what are you going to do about the Grays at the warehouse?”  
 
    “They’re locked up in a hole, and I have explosives.”  
 
    “Right. Of course you do. What about the SRT guys there? What kind of a body count are we looking at?”  
 
    “Do you really want to know?”  
 
    Several seconds passed. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but not really.”  
 
    “Then forget about this place. I’ll handle it.”  
 
    “I’m not forgetting a damn thing. You got anything else for me?”  
 
    “One of those addresses I gave you, the Red Barrel Tavern. We’ve got a team watching the place right now.”  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “The kid from Homeland.”  
 
    “Hicks?”  
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “Is he going to shoot the place up, or can he be discreet?”  
 
    “Depends on the situation, I guess.”  
 
    “Jesus, Gabe.”  
 
    “Like I said, Stan, you can either help me, or you can get out of my way. What do you want to do?”  
 
    “What fucking choice do I have?”  
 
    I did not answer that.  
 
    “This Hicks kid,” he said after a moment, “do you trust him?”  
 
    “I do. We go back a ways.” 
 
    “You got a plan?”  
 
    “I’m thinking we hit the tavern, take out the SRT guys, and kill any Grays we find. Your people can take care of the rest and find this Heinrich asshole.” 
 
    A long moment passed before he replied. When he did, his voice was regretful, but resolute.  
 
    “No. I’m sorry, Gabe, but no. Absolutely not. It’s too risky, and I’ve let this go too far already. You need to stand down. Go back to BSC and sit this one out. I’ll keep your name out of whatever happens next—I owe you that much. But that only applies if you let the Bureau handle things from here on. If you don’t, I can’t protect you anymore.”  
 
    I let out a short laugh. “Stan, in case I didn’t make myself clear, I’m not asking for your permission. Or your protection.”  
 
    There was a rasping sound, and I imagined Stan running a trembling hand over his unshaven face.  
 
    “I knew you were going to say that.”  
 
    “Hey, you had to try.”  
 
    “Yeah, I did.”  
 
    “Look,” I said, taking the opening to smooth things over. “I know what I’m asking, and I know both our asses could end up in a sling over this. But if I have to choose between that and dead bodies in the streets, I’ll take the fucking sling. How about you?”  
 
    A few more breaths, then a tired sigh. “I hate to say it, but you’re right. Just do me a favor, okay? Minimize the collateral damage and get the hell out of there before the cops show up. I won’t be able to save you if you get caught.”  
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” 
 
    “The times we live in.”  
 
    “Yeah, no shit. Listen, I have work to do, and so do you. Get to it. Good luck.”  
 
    “Same to you.” 
 
    I put the phone away and looked at Eric. He nodded toward the bodies on the floor. “What do you want to do about them?”  
 
    “Well,” I said. “There’s a hole full of infected over there, and I have a bag of Semtex.”  
 
    Eric smiled. “I like the way you think.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Hicks 
 
    Red Barrel Tavern, Southtown 
 
      
 
    “What’s the deal?”  
 
    Hicks pressed a button on the satellite phone, stowed it in his vest, and tried not to shiver in the cold. He looked longingly at the fireplace in the corner and wished he could light it, but operational security precluded that. Not that it mattered. Even if he was not here on an op, there was no fuel in the room. The only furniture was a plastic table and two metal chairs, one of which was currently occupied by Alex Muir as he watched the tavern across the street. Hicks stared at the gun cases on the table for a few seconds, then walked to the window and said, “It’s bad.”  
 
    Muir lowered his binoculars. “How bad?”  
 
    “At least three locations, not counting this one. Garrett’s taking care of the one of them, which leaves two for us. That’s the good news.”  
 
    “And the bad?”  
 
    “The other locations have at least a dozen Draugr between them. And we don’t know for sure how many locations.”  
 
    Muir blinked. “A dozen Draugr?”  
 
    “Or more.”  
 
    Even in the darkness, Hicks could see Muir go pale. “Son of a bitch. What are we gonna do?”  
 
    “Put your earpiece in.”  
 
    Muir obeyed and listened while his team leader keyed the radio. “Blue, this is Actual. How copy?”  
 
    “Lima Charlie, Actual,” Christina Hahn replied. “Go ahead.”  
 
    “Pretty Boy have his ears in?” Hicks said, referring to the nickname Hahn had given their fourth team member, Nathan Downs, a former Army Ranger who was decidedly not pretty. A few seconds passed, and then Downs said, “I do now.” 
 
    “Widget, I assume you’re listening in.”  
 
    Rohan Chopra, the team’s communications specialist, answered immediately. “I hear all, puny mortals. Did the merc come through with the goods?”  
 
    “First of all, Widget, you better not let the merc hear you call him that. Ever.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it.”  
 
    “Good. I’d hate to lose you. As for the intel, that’s an affirmative, but you’re not going to like it.”  
 
    Hahn said, “When do we ever? Lay it on us.”  
 
    Hicks relayed the information Gabe had given him. He said it calmly, carefully, and in a matter-of-fact tone with no opinions or emotional appeals offered. Then he waited a full fifteen seconds to let the shock wear off before he keyed the radio again.  
 
    “Anybody needs to say something, do it now.”  
 
    Downs spoke first. “Not that I don’t appreciate the help, boss, but does Garrett’s crew know what they’re up against? I mean, they’re a bunch of guns for hire and a civilian. Won’t they just be in the way?” 
 
    “Hey, genius,” Chopra said. “I’m a civilian.”  
 
    “Me too,” Muir said.  
 
    “No, you used to be civilians,” Downs said. “Now you’re something else.”  
 
    “That’s enough,” Hicks said, and silently told himself to be patient. Downs was not being an asshole, at least no more than usual. He was just concerned for the mission.  
 
    “Like I told you before, I’ve known that crew a long time. They fought the emergence at the Refugee District and stopped it in its tracks. Trust me, they’re solid.”  
 
    “What about containment?” Hahn said before Downs could chime in again. “Central needs to initiate lockdown protocol.”  
 
    “They will,” Hicks said. “But right now, we need to focus on the task at hand. We’re facing an untracked emergence in the last major city in North America. You know what the Draugr can do. The civilian population won’t be equipped to fight them if they get loose. Do I need to explain to anyone what that means?”  
 
    Muir keyed his radio so the others, positioned in a building across the street, could hear. “We understand, boss. It’s a nightmare scenario, and we’re the first responders. Don’t worry, we got your back.”  
 
    Hicks looked at him, saw the belief and confidence in the man’s eyes, and wondered if he actually possessed the qualities Muir saw in him.  
 
    “Good,” he said, grateful for the authority in his voice. “Blue, what do you say?”  
 
    “You know me,” Hahn replied. “I live for this shit.”  
 
    Downs keyed his radio. “Yeah. What she said.”  
 
    “Widget?”  
 
    “Yes sir. Message received.”  
 
    “Good. Stay alert and stand by.”  
 
    Hicks turned off his radio. “Monitor the channel,” he said to Muir. “I need to call Jacobs.”  
 
    “Got it.”  
 
    Hicks took out his satellite phone and went through security protocol. A few seconds later, General Phillip Jacobs came on the line.  
 
    “What do you have?” he said with no introduction.  
 
    “Garrett came through. SRT was keeping Draugr at the warehouse.”  
 
    “Did he destroy them?”  
 
    “He’s setting explosives as we speak.”  
 
    “Good. What else?”  
 
    Hicks took a deep breath before answering. “SRT has more Draugr positioned around the city.”  
 
    A few seconds of silence. “Where? How many?”  
 
    Hicks told him.  
 
    “I’ll get teams en route. Who else knows?”  
 
    “Stan Kaminsky. He’s on his way to the locations now.”  
 
    Jacobs let out a curse. “Well, I suppose there was no avoiding it. Kaminsky’s too smart for his own damn good. I’ll have Colonel Bryant give him a call. Hopefully we can stop him from getting any of his people killed.”  
 
    “Yes sir.”  
 
    “And you’re on location at the tavern in Southtown?”  
 
    “Yes sir.”  
 
    “Good. Sit tight and wait for backup. We need to clear the area before we engage.”  
 
    Hicks grimaced even though he knew Jacobs could not see it. “Sir, SRT will see that coming. They have eyes everywhere.”  
 
    “Do you have a better idea?”  
 
    “Yes sir. We hit them now, take them by surprise. With any luck, we can eliminate the Draugr before SRT has a chance to release them.”  
 
    “Caleb, I’m sure you see the problem with that.”  
 
    “I do, but what choice do we have?”  
 
    “We need to contain this thing,” Jacobs said firmly.  
 
    “With all due respect, sir, I think it’s a little late for that. Word about what happened in the Refugee District is spreading. People know, and they’re talking. The best we can do now is keep it from happening again.”  
 
    Hicks waited, listening to the sounds of people moving around inside the building. He heard doors opening and shutting, voices talking, pots and kettles rattling as people stoked fires in their stoves and cooked breakfast. At this hour, city guardsmen were preparing to relieve the night watch and sanitation workers were getting ready to start their shifts. In another hour or so, the army of laborers that kept the city functioning would awaken as well. None of them had any idea of the danger they were in.  
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” Jacobs said finally. There was a quaver in his voice, and Hicks could hear a rhythmic rustle in his ear. The general’s illness was getting worse, causing his hands to shake. “Is your team ready to go?”  
 
    “Yes sir.”  
 
    “Keep the casualties to a minimum. Make sure you’re out before the cops arrive. I’ll stall them as long as I can.”  
 
    “Understood, sir.”  
 
    “Give me thirty minutes. Good luck.” 
 
    Jacobs hung up. Hicks looked at his watch and set a timer. 
 
    “What’s the word?” Muir asked.  
 
    “We’re hitting the tavern,” Hicks said. “Thirty minutes. Inform the team and gear up.”   
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    Heinrich 
 
    Iron Kettle, East Gate Market, Outer Boroughs 
 
      
 
    The restaurant was lit by a few oil lanterns that failed to fully disperse the early morning darkness. A dozen or so patrons, early risers preparing for a day of hard labor, ate quietly at wooden tables and drank from metal cups. There were no menus here, nor was there a wait staff. The owner made breakfast in a large cast-iron cauldron—the restaurant’s namesake—over a fire at one end of the dining room. His customers took bowls from a table near the door, walked to the serving line, paid in whatever currency they had, and waited while he served them with a big ladle. A teenage boy handed out loaves of dense sourdough bread to those willing to pay a little extra. The hungry laborers then went to their tables where cups, spoons, and pitchers of water had been laid out.  
 
    Heinrich watched them a few minutes before looking out the windows at the newly paved streets. He marveled at how a once squalid slum had become a decent place to live. In a few hours, people would shuffle off to their jobs, shop at market stalls, drink together in bars, eat at restaurants, and watch their children play in newly built parks. Two years ago, none of that would have happened here. But that was two years ago. A lot had changed since then.   
 
    Heinrich’s part in the recovery of the Outer Boroughs, as the vast circle of settlements along the perimeter wall were now called, was to send twenty hard men to bring the street gangs, pimps, and dealers to heel and organize the vice trade. They had performed admirably. Violent crime in the Boroughs was now almost non-existent. Robbery, rape, and murder were things of the past. The streets were safe to walk at night, and the good people living here had finally been able to work, build, and flourish.  
 
    Being fair, Heinrich had to admit the politicians in the Springs had helped somewhat. When it became clear the Boroughs’ rampant violence had ceased, grifters in the city government had smelled opportunity and proposed ambitious infrastructure projects. Once approved, they gave the contracts to corrupt developers who paid generous kickbacks on the city’s dime.  
 
    The most notable of these projects were the sewage system, water tower, treatment facility, and pipelines that brought clean water to the area. This, in turn, led to a dramatic decline in infectious diseases among the population. With disease gone and irrigation now possible, farms and ranches had sprouted like weeds in a summer garden. This prompted entrepreneurs to open restaurants, hotels, and drinking holes to serve the hundreds of laborers migrating out of the city to find work. Laundries, liveries, and general stores moved in a short time later, followed closely by carpenters, masons, blacksmiths, weavers, and a host of other skilled workers. Then came the retailers, salvage companies, warehouses, bankers, accountants, lawyers…the list went on.  
 
    In a place where the primary exports had once been venereal disease and hopeless depression, one could trade for salt, sugar, steel, textiles, weapons, ammunition, livestock, manufactured goods, preserved food, and just about every other consumer staple, legal or otherwise. Many of the caravans that came to the region did not even bother going inside the city proper anymore. They could do all the trade they needed right here in the Boroughs. Especially if they were after flesh, opium, booze, or looking to gamble away their profits.  
 
    The people of the Boroughs were well-aware of the Storm Road Tribe’s activities, but they tolerated it because the tribe operated under two iron-clad rules. The first and most important of which was to leave civilians alone. No extortion, no robbery, no loan sharking, and no poaching the local populace for sex workers. Selling drugs was allowed, but only in the opium dens. Same for gambling and prostitution. If people wanted to forget their troubles for a while, they had to do so in designated areas. Prostitutes did not loiter on street corners, gambling was forbidden outside the card and dice rooms, and drug dealers were not allowed to sell people opium to take home with them. If you wanted it, you had to do it onsite. No exceptions.  
 
    This rule had not prevented people from becoming addicts, but at least it let everyone know who the addicts were. It was not an ideal arrangement for the locals, but everyone seemed to understand that if people wanted to get high, they were going to high, and a certain number of them were going to become addicts whether they were allowed to or not. Heinrich’s regulations kept the problem from spiraling out of control, which everyone knew was the best they could hope for.  
 
    The second rule was to play nice with the cops. In the post-Outbreak world, law enforcement was an entrepreneurial pursuit. In the Boroughs, this meant if you left the good people alone and gave the cops a cut of the action, they would turn a blind eye. Thus, in order to sustain the continued forbearance of the constabulary, anyone who broke Heinrich’s rules met with a painful and violent end.  
 
    Even a few of Heinrich’s own men, who had been under the mistaken impression the rules did not apply to them, had found out the hard way just how serious their chief was about maintaining order. The rules applied to everyone, and Heinrich made sure the people of the Boroughs knew it.  
 
    To an outsider, it would seem strange the people here allowed a violent crime syndicate to exist among them. But the locals, despite the problems the vice trade caused, had come to accept the tribe as part of their community. No one thought they were good people, but at least they could be reasoned with. More importantly, no one wanted to go back to the way things had been before—the days of violence, poverty, and disease.  
 
     Another benefit to the community was how adept the tribe was at keeping the grifters and opportunists at bay. When a developer threatened to burn down people’s homes so he could build luxury apartments, his wife disappeared. He received a letter with instructions, and a warning that if the instructions were not followed, he would witness the horror of his wife’s death shortly before he himself died. When that happened, the developer found other properties to acquire. When a wealthy rancher did not manage his land properly and began contaminating the water supply, his horses and cattle were systematically killed until he mended his ways. When caravan drivers complained about marauders on the road, they found the bodies hung from trees on their way back home. Over time, these actions in defense of the locals caused the tribe to attain a kind of folk hero status.  
 
    There were complaints from newcomers, of course. People talked. Stories were shared.  Would-be tycoons whined to the feds about a shadowy syndicate that made it impossible to properly exploit the opportunities offered by the newly affluent Boroughs. So, naturally, when word reached the politicians and city officials profiting from said exploitation, they sent agents to investigate. Those investigations, however, went nowhere because the agents in question ran headlong into an impenetrable wall of hostile silence. Not only did the locals not cooperate, but they had questions of their own. Uncomfortable questions.  
 
    What has city hall ever done for the Boroughs?  
 
    Why doesn’t the mayor ever come out here?  
 
    Why doesn’t the city give us any medical supplies or funding for schools?  
 
    Why did the feds only start caring about the Boroughs when rich people started losing money? 
 
    The agents had no answers for those questions. 
 
    Then leave, they were told. Go back behind your wall and stay there. No one here is going to help you.  
 
    Heinrich smiled a little as he thought this. To these people, he was a protector, a shield against the cruelty and exploitation of the moneyed few. They believed he hated the wealthy interlopers from the city and that he sympathized with the poor and the downtrodden, maybe had been one of them once.  
 
    Nothing could have been further from the truth.  
 
    The difference between reality and what people chose to believe never ceased to amaze Heinrich. He was not an upstanding protector of the community. He was not a kindred spirit. He was no one’s hero, despite what some might believe. In truth, he cared nothing for these people. He helped them because it benefitted him to do so. Operating in the Boroughs gave him a base of operations far away from the prying eyes of government inspectors, which gave him unfettered access to the caravans that brought him his opium. If at any point Heinrich believed he could gain something by burning the place to the ground, he would set the fire himself. 
 
    He would never admit any of this, of course. Not to the locals. He needed their admiration, their respect, and most importantly, their silence. So, he threw them a bone here and there, and like any dog that had been kicked too many times, they took it as love. But at the end of the day, Heinrich was the only thing that mattered to Heinrich. 
 
    A stir of muttering rippled through the restaurant, causing him to look up from his plate. His lieutenant in charge of the Boroughs stepped through the thin curtains that served as a front door. He paused for a moment to let his eyes adjust as he scanned the patrons for his chief. Heinrich made a small gesture, to which the man raised his chin and began walking over.  
 
    “Ferguson,” Heinrich said by way of greeting as his lieutenant sat down. The chair creaked loudly under his weight. He was a tower of a man, standing nearly seven feet tall and weighing close to four hundred pounds. He was the only person Heinrich had ever met who was bigger and more intimidating than Maru.  
 
    “Mornin’, Chief.”  
 
    “It certainly is,” Heinrich said, rubbing his eyes and stifling a yawn. He really needed to get some rest. “What’s got you up so early?”   
 
    Ferguson sat forward, folded his massive arms on the table, and lowered his voice. “The warehouse missed check-in.”  
 
    Heinrich froze with a spoon halfway to his mouth. He stayed that way for a few seconds, then slowly put it down.  
 
    “How long?”  
 
    “Almost an hour now.”  
 
    Heinrich kept his face carefully still. He pushed his plate away, folded his hands in his lap, and sat back in his chair.  
 
    “And the tavern?”  
 
    “All secure.”  
 
    A nod. “What have you heard?”  
 
    “The feds are on the move. One of our guys in the Bureau called in. They’re mobilizing tactical teams.”  
 
    “Any idea where they’re headed?”  
 
    “No. They’re keeping things quiet.”  
 
    Another nod. Heinrich thought through the possibilities and knew there was only one explanation.  
 
    Someone talked.  
 
    “Any idea what happened?”  
 
    “To the warehouse?”  
 
    No, to your fucking chicken coop, idiot. Heinrich kept his anger in check and said, “Yes.”  
 
    “No, but I’m guessing somebody hit them. Whoever it was, it ain’t the feds. We would have heard about it by now.”  
 
    Heinrich took a drink of water to sooth his dry throat. As he put his cup down, he had to fight the urge to throw it across the room.  
 
    Blackthorns. Has to be.  
 
    “We have to assume we’re compromised,” Ferguson said. “We need to get you out of here.”  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    A few seconds of uncomfortable silence.  
 
    “What do you want to do about the bunkers in the city?” 
 
    Heinrich turned his head and looked Ferguson in the eye. “Blow them. And tell our people to get the hell out of there.”  
 
    The giant’s jaw flexed as he took this in. “Where do you want them to regroup?”  
 
    “Manzanola. The old high school.”  
 
    “I’ll let ‘em know. What about the Boroughs?”  
 
    Heinrich thought about it. If their operations in the city were blown, the Boroughs would not be far behind. As much as he hated to admit it, the tribe’s tenure in Colorado Springs was at an end.  
 
    No matter, he thought. We’ll just find another place to set up shop. Same as last time.  
 
    “We’re burned here. We need to keep the feds and the Army occupied while we escape.”  
 
    Ferguson ran a hand over his mouth, lowered his head, and took a deep breath. “Okay. I’ll see to it personally.”  
 
    “No. Have one of your sergeants do it. If the warehouse is gone, we have to assume Maru is gone too. You’re my second now. I want you with me when I leave. Gather an escort and meet me at the stables. I’ll get everything ready.”  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    As his new executive officer stood to leave, Heinrich put a hand on his arm. “Move quickly, Ferguson. We don’t have much time.”  
 
    “Understood.”  
 
    Heinrich watched him leave and felt his rage and frustration begin to wane. The more he thought about it, the more he saw this as a good thing. He had grown tired of the Springs anyway. Doing business here was more stressful than it was worth. He welcomed the idea of finding someplace smaller and easier to manage. The image of the city burning behind him while he rode away to greener pastures gave him a profound sense of relief.  
 
    To hell with it, he thought. It was fun while it lasted.  
 
    Starting up again would be no problem. The tribe had huge caches of trade goods stored away in the mountains. He could gather them, buy livestock and wagons from outfitters along the caravan routes, and disappear into the swarms of people that would be fleeing the city in the very near future. Then he would lead the tribe south toward opium country. The trade there was run by small groups of farmers lorded over by warring clans of traffickers. He did not foresee having too much difficulty dealing with them. They were a divided lot, constantly fighting each other, a gaggle of undisciplined thugs preying on poor farmers to grow their poppies. He saw tremendous opportunity there.  
 
    Heinrich drained his water, waved to the owner, and walked calmly out the door.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY 
 
      
 
    Ferguson,  
 
    East Gate Market, Outer Boroughs 
 
      
 
    Ferguson stood in the upstairs window of his house and watched the hurried movements of lanterns glittering along the alleyways. His men were preparing to evacuate the Boroughs, and they were doing it in a hurry. It was a drill they had practiced many times: one man got the word from Ferguson, who spread it to several others at the tavern down the street, who ran and told others, who ran and told others, and on it went. In ten minutes’ time, the tribe would grab their go-bags, tell whoever was at home they had urgent business, and muster at the network of barns and sheds where wagons, livestock, supplies, and weapons waited.  
 
    On any other day, they would saddle up their horses, put oxen in the traces, load up the wagons, and wait for inspection. No riding out, no leaving behind their women, and, in a few cases, their children. Just a long boring sit in a dusty stable with stinking animals while waiting for Ferguson or one of his sergeants to show up and give the all-clear. Only today, there would be no inspection. There would be no all-clear. The exercise would not end with a grunt and a roll of the eyes and a few muttered curses on the way home. The password had been given. 
 
    Nougat.  
 
    A word no one used anymore because it did not mean anything anymore—except to the tribe. To them, the word had so much weight it could crush a hundred strong horses. To them it meant, this is not a drill.  
 
    Ferguson knew he needed to be moving. He should be on his satellite phone giving the order to set the charges that would free the monsters when the tribe was at a good safe distance. Charges that would detonate at the slightest provocation if someone tried to disarm them. It was what he was expected to do. It was what he had trained to do. But he did not do it. The weight of the little black device was heavy in his coat pocket. He kept his hands carefully away from it.  
 
    Not that he was absolved of anything, of course. Far from it. He had used the satellite phone once already to call the stations behind the city wall. The caches of monsters there had most likely already been blown. Ferguson had felt a brief pang of regret at the decision, but then upon reflection, had said to hell with it. The Springs had had things too good for too long. It was time for those city-dwelling shitbirds to find out how the other half lived. People in the Springs were little better than animals, Ferguson told himself. A bunch of rats in a warren tearing at each other for scraps of meat.  
 
    Fuck ‘em.  
 
    Things were different in the Boroughs, though. Out here, people stuck together. They looked out for each other. There were no walls, no guardsmen, no Army presence, and no hospitals. Balanced against that, though, was the fact there was also very little government. People out here were free to live pretty much however they wanted. And they did. Ferguson loved that about this place.  
 
    As he thought this, he was struck by a sudden feeling of warmth in his chest, a tingling in his face, a coldness in his hands and legs, a churning in his stomach. He began to tremble, first in his hands and then in his knees. His breath came in short, wheezing gasps. For a moment he was worried he was having a heart attack, but then he realized, no, this was something familiar. It felt just like the afternoon a sheriff’s deputy had shown up on his porch to deliver the news about his father. Ferguson had stood at his mother’s side and listened and felt the same stunned, sinking, blood-draining realization he was having right now. But unlike before, this feeling did not stem from being told his father had been hit by a tractor trailer while riding his motorcycle drunk. This feeling stemmed from the undeniable revelation of a truth about himself he had been denying for a long time now.  
 
    He had changed.  
 
    Something inside him had become different. Until this moment, he had never identified himself with anyone or anything, never seen himself as a part of some greater whole, never harbored any feelings of belonging or allegiance. Even his role with the tribe had been born of pure necessity, something he had done to survive.  
 
    He had discovered at an early age, being the son of an enforcer for a meth-dealing motorcycle club, that every king needed soldiers to carry out their orders. And those soldiers needed to be led by someone the king could trust. Someone with the raw force of presence to intimidate even the most vicious of men into subservience. And that was what he did, what he had been doing since the age of sixteen. It was his specialty, a skill he had developed, mastered, and marketed as a means to earn a living. He aligned himself with men who possessed the charisma and magnetism he lacked, men who could sway others to their service through persuasion and force of will. He did the work for them they did not want to do for themselves. Dirty work. Violent work. 
 
    Only now, for the very first time in his life, he found himself questioning if this kind of work was still what he wanted to do. If this was still what he wanted to be.  
 
    When he had first come to the Boroughs, when the tribe had entered posing as a merchant caravan out of Arkansas making their first foray into the Springs, Heinrich had ridden over to him and motioned for Ferguson to follow. No words. No explanation. Just a gesture and a manner of motion that brooked no argument. Ferguson had sighed wearily, nodded to one of his sergeants to let him know he was in charge, and then spurred his horse to keep pace with his chief.  
 
    They rode to a low hill overlooking the eastern side of the vast, sweltering slum the Boroughs had once been. At the edge of a steep slope Heinrich had reined in his mount and sat up straight, one hand on the saddle horn, the other poised on his hip, elbow outthrust, figure framed by the setting sun. Ferguson had clenched his teeth and tamped down the urge to snort. It was the most obvious attempt at a dramatic pose he had ever seen, and even if done correctly, would have looked no better than a dim-witted child’s idea of dime-novel romanticism. As it was, it just looked like a fumbling idiot trying for majestic and landing on ridiculous.  
 
    “When you look out there,” Heinrich said with a dramatic sweep of his hand, “what do you see?”  
 
    Again, Ferguson forced himself not to laugh. He wondered if Heinrich knew, as he posed and preened and tried to look like something he was not, that he had dead leaves stuck in his hair and his horse had just lifted its tail to take a big, leaky shit.  
 
    “Nothing much I care to look at,” Ferguson said, and meant it.  
 
    Heinrich smiled. “You lack vision, Mr. Ferguson. Not that I blame you. You’re a man who sees the world for what it is, and that is a quality about you I would not diminish. But I ask you to look beyond what is and think about what could be.”  
 
    Ferguson looked out over the slum again. He saw rickety buildings pieced together from scrap that looked ready to collapse at the first strong wind. He saw gaunt women with sunken eyes dressed in rags scurrying hastily from one place to another, constantly looking over their shoulders, eyes darting. He saw starving children with distended guts and slack, indifferent faces peering out of doorways and sitting in clusters on a street slick with raw sewage. He saw men with weapons openly displayed moving among them, their expressions twisted with cruelty and aggression.  
 
    All in all, he saw nothing worth admiring.  
 
    “You want me to burn the place down or something?” Ferguson asked. 
 
    Heinrich laughed. It was the first time Ferguson had heard him do it, and it unnerved him. The sound was high and manic, like the way his father used to laugh when he dropped too much acid.  
 
    “No, Ferg. I don’t want you to burn it down. Quite the opposite, in fact.”  
 
    Heinrich waited. Ferguson knew the man loved his dramatic pauses, loved to keep people hanging on his every word. He also knew he was expected to take the bait by providing the obvious response, so after waiting an appropriately long moment, he said, tiredly, “Well, what do you want me to do?”  
 
    A triumphant smile. “I want you to save these people.”  
 
    It was the last thing he had expected to hear.  
 
    Getting the job done had taken time, and he had been forced to kill over a dozen people, but he and his men had dismantled the loose network of bullies and thugs that had lorded over the place, organized what was left, and set to work turning the slums into a place where people could live in peace. It had taken over two years, and the road had been anything but smooth, but when he looked out over the Boroughs today, he saw a land transformed. More importantly, he saw people transformed. Gone were the gaunt figures in rags and the starving children and the slinking murderers and the shacks and the sewage. People here today wore simple homespun clothes and walked straight and confident and the children were well fed and the men carried themselves with the dignity of the gainfully employed and the streets were clean and the buildings were well maintained. Ferguson took a measure of pride in knowing he had been instrumental in making these changes happen.  
 
    Except now, on the whim of a fucking man-child lunatic, he was supposed to destroy it all. Burn down all the hard work he had put into this place. Destroy the legacy of his sweat and toil, of overcoming challenges and obstacles and struggles and dangers and fucking breaking his back day in and day out to make the Boroughs the kind of place a man could live with some goddamn dignity. He was supposed to forget all the friends he had made, the buildings he had watched go from being holes in the ground to flourishing businesses and homes, to forget all the children he had watched be born and grow and the marriages and funerals he had attended and the drinks he had shared with these people in the taverns and the meals and the long nights playing cards by the warmth of a roaring fire with a pint of moonshine at his elbow.  
 
    Heinrich expected him to follow orders, unleash the monsters, and ride away with him to God knew where while those fucking things tore this place apart. 
 
    Tore his life apart.  
 
    Fuck that.  
 
    Ferguson put his hand on the wooden sill of his window. He loved this house. Loved it in a way he had never loved anything else in his life. He had built it himself, with his own two hands, the symmetry and style of the woodwork reflecting the affection and excitement he had felt while building it. This was not just a house. It was his home. The Boroughs were his home. And he would be damned if he was going to destroy its just because some batshit crazy psychopath thought it would be a good idea.  
 
    But that will create its own problems, Ferguson thought, and it was like a splash of cold water to the face. He took a moment to calm himself, deep breaths, get the heartbeat under control, clear your head, don’t make decisions hot, my friend. Make them cold.  
 
    Better.  
 
    Heinrich would be pissed, that much was certain. Ferguson did not really care about that, at least not in the sense that he feared Heinrich’s temper. He was, however, worried how the rest of the tribe might react. Ferguson did not quite understand why, but there was a large contingent of men within the tribe who genuinely admired Heinrich. They cheered for him when he came around, did his bidding, bowed their heads like good dogs when he was happy and scattered like frightened children when he was angry. That said, there were also quite a few men who were silent while the others cheered, who accepted orders with quiet reluctance, and kept their mouths carefully closed when rewards and punishments were doled out. He knew who they were. He just did not know if he could count on their support.  
 
    Support for what? 
 
    The question came to mind unbidden. But after only a few seconds’ thought, he knew. He had always known, ever since the beginning when he had seen for himself just exactly the kind of cruel, twisted, self-absorbed twat Heinrich was. He had always known, sooner or later, he would be asked to do something that even an old crook like him could not stomach, and when that day came, Heinrich would have to be dealt with.  
 
    His ruminations were interrupted by a motion at the edge of his vision. He grabbed a pair of binoculars off a table nearby and peered at the East Gate leading into the Springs. The gate had opened, and several black Humvees were pouring out of it.  
 
    That would be the feds, he thought. Just like I figured. Someone told them where to find Heinrich.  
 
    For a second, there was panic. But then Ferguson took a breath, and then another one, and in a flash of inspiration, a plan formed in his mind. He took his satellite phone out of his pocket.  
 
    “Richards,” came the answer.  
 
    “It’s Ferg.”  
 
    “What can I do for you, boss?”  
 
    “Come to my house, double quick. We need to talk.”  
 
    A long silence. “What about, boss?”  
 
    Ferguson weighed his next words carefully. “I’m not too happy with the way things have been going around here lately. How about you?”  
 
    “Let’s just say I would have managed things differently, if it were up to me.”  
 
    “Same here. I’m thinking maybe it’s time for a change of management. Starting from the top.”  
 
    “The very top?”  
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    “I’m on my way.”  
 
    “If you can think of anyone else who might be amenable, bring them along, but do it fast. The feds are on their way. The locals will slow them down, but we don’t have long.”  
 
    “I’m on it. Be there soon.”  
 
    Ferguson put the phone back in his pocket and stood staring at the feds as they sped across the open space between the city and the Boroughs. He stood and waited and felt himself begin to smile.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Eric, 
 
    Red Barrel Tavern, Southtown 
 
      
 
    I heard the gunfire start before we were halfway up the block.  
 
    “Shit,” Gabe said, hunched under the wagon’s canopy across from me. “He went in without us.”  
 
    “I told you we were taking too long,” I said.  
 
    “Fuck off. We needed a wagon.”  
 
    “We should have stolen one.”  
 
    Gabe glared at me and said nothing.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter now,” Cole said. “The party’s already started.”  
 
    “He is right,” Great Hawk said and moved to a kneeling position to face everyone. “We should get out here and approach on foot.”   
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, but Gabe stopped me with an upturned hand. “Hawk’s right. There’s no time.” Gabe leaned up and poked his head through the hanging cloth between the buckboard and the cargo area.  
 
    “Thompson, stop here. We’re getting out.”  
 
    “Roger that,” Thompson said, and began hauling on the reins.  
 
    When the wagon was stopped and the brake set, we all piled out, dragging our packs and weapons with us. We were still wearing the unmarked black fatigues we had set out in earlier in the morning. The wagon had been brought to us by a pair of Blackthorns Gabe trusted to keep their mouths shut. We sent them back with one tied-up, hulking brute by the name of Maru Tahaka. Gabe told the Blackthorns to find a secluded room with a nice sturdy pole to chain him to, and we would deal with him later.  
 
    “What’s the plan?” Holland asked as we donned our packs and checked our weapons.  
 
    Gabe thought for a moment, and I could practically see the building plans for the tavern appearing in his mind like an interactive hologram.  
 
    “Eric and I will hit the main entrance. I want you and Thompson to take the service entrance in the alleyway on the east side. Cole, Hawk, go in through the back.”  
 
    “We’re not leaving anyone to watch the street?” Cole asked.  
 
    “If I know Caleb, he’s already got somebody on that. Just make sure you announce yourselves going in. We don’t want any friendly fire. Questions?”  
 
    No one spoke.  
 
    “Same drill as before. Radios on channel three, keep the chatter to a minimum. Eric and I are Alpha. Hawk, your team is Bravo, Thompson, you’re Charlie. Let’s move.”  
 
    I paired up with Gabe and followed him onto a side street, then turned left toward the tavern. The others went their own directions, paralleling the tavern so as not to be seen on approach. We were only one block down from our destination, but that was plenty of distance to get spotted by one of SRTs lookouts. However, as Gabe and I moved down the narrow street and dodged piles of garbage, delivery wagons, and homeless drunks sleeping it off in the early morning chill, I realized I need not have worried. Most everyone was asleep at this hour, and if the gunfire at the tavern bothered them, they gave no sign. I wondered what it said about this neighborhood that the sound of automatic weapons chopping away before dawn was no cause for concern.  
 
    We turned a corner at a barber shop and waited briefly in the alley. The main entrance was directly across from us, less than twenty feet away. The gunfire inside the tavern was much louder and more rapid than it had been before. What few people there were on the streets moved hurriedly in the opposite direction.  
 
    Gabe got on the radio. “All stations, Alpha in position.”  
 
    “Bravo in position.”   
 
    “Charlie, ready to go.”   
 
    “Move on my mark,” Gabe said. “Three, two, one, mark.”  
 
    Gabe went first. I put a hand on his shoulder, kept the muzzle of my rifle pointed alongside but well away from him, and held the optic at eye level with the stock tucked into my shoulder. We moved quickly toward the front entrance and stacked up on either side when we reached it. The door had been smashed in by a boot or a sledgehammer. It still hung on its hinges, but the handle and doorjamb were shattered. Somehow it had managed to swing shut, blocking our view of the interior. Gabe held up a hand, silently counted down from three, and then pushed through the door. I went in a step behind. Gabe broke left, as was his usual habit, and I broke right.  
 
    “Caleb, it’s Gabe,” he shouted loud enough to ring my ears. “My people are coming through the entrances. Don’t shoot them.” 
 
    I heard a muffled voice shout, “Roger that.”  
 
    The room was clear. There were a couple of dead bodies on the ground, both obviously SRT. They had died before they could fire a shot, as evidenced by the fact their weapons were still leaning against the wall.  
 
    “Clear,” I said after checking behind the bar.  
 
    “Clear,” Gabe answered.  
 
    We moved through the kitchen door and split up to cover both sides of the long counter running down the middle. There was a wood stove on one side, still burning with a pot of something dark and smelly on it, a filthy sink on the other side, and a few boxes of winter vegetables and raw meat stacked up in a corner. I had a second to wonder how people ate this shit without dying, and then gunfire picked up again above us.  
 
    “Looks like the fight moved upstairs,” I said.  
 
    Rather than answer, Gabe got on the radio. “All stations, Alpha. Report.”  
 
    “Got a few dead bodies here,” Thompson answered. “Otherwise clear.”  
 
    “The same,” Great Hawk said.  
 
    “Copy. There should be two stairwells. One in the back close to the exit, and one on the other side of the kitchen where I’m at. Thompson, link up with Hawk’s team. Holland, you’re with me. Do it fast, we need to move upstairs.”  
 
    A few seconds later we heard approaching footsteps and a knock on the wall. “Alpha, it’s Holland. Turning the corner. Don’t fucking shoot me.”  
 
    Holland stepped around the corner. There was a crackle, and Thompson said over the radio, “Alpha, I’m good to go.”  
 
    “Copy. Hawk, move now.”  
 
    “Roger that.”  
 
    Gabe took point going up the stairwell. I went behind him and turned as I went up to watch our backs. There was a landing at the corner atop the stairwell that led to a long hallway lined with narrow rooms on both sides. Several of the doors were open, and I could see figures crouched in the doorways. Gabe took one side of the hallway and I took the other. Holland followed behind, turned so he could watch our backs as we moved along. Ahead of me, I saw Great Hawk’s head appear above the floor at the other stairwell. He waved a hand, and Gabe waved back, motioning for him to stay low. If the Hawk and his team went up the stairs now, we would run the risk of hitting them if we had to shoot. Better if they stayed in reserve for the moment.  
 
    As I walked down the hall as quietly as I could, a man I did not recognize leaned out of a doorway and peeked around. When he saw me, his eyes went wide, and he swung his weapon in my direction. I was ready for it. My rifle was against my shoulder, knees slightly bent, gaze steady through the optic’s glass. Before the man could aim, I hit him with a double tap through the sinus cavity. A splash of red appeared on the wall behind him and he slumped to the floor, weapon slipping from nerveless fingers. The suppressor on my rifle dulled the noise so it was not deafening, but it was still loud enough to announce our presence to everyone in the hallway.  
 
    “Cover!” Gabe shouted, and rammed a shoulder through a doorway on his left. I did the same through a door to my right. The room was empty, for which I offered a quick prayer of thanks. There was a bed along the wall opposite me, a small chest of drawers with a pitcher and a bowl on top, and a tiny nightstand. Turning, I leaned out the door and covered the hallway while Holland approached and slipped into the room with me. Across the way, there was a high, feminine scream and a male voice shouting angry words. I heard a meaty slap and the angry words stopped. A second later, a scrawny fellow wearing only a pair of homespun pants came tumbling out of the room followed by a blanket-clad girl no older than sixteen. Both were barefoot, the girl’s legs flashing under the blanket as she ran down the hallway and practically fell down the stairs we had just come up. The man hesitated a moment, fists clenched, and then saw me looking at him. More importantly, he saw the rifle I had leveled at his chest. I took one hand off the weapon and pointed firmly toward the stairwell. The man nodded quickly and was gone in seconds.  
 
    “Gabe, that you?” Caleb’s voice called out from a few doors up. 
 
    “Yep,” Gabe called back. “Five friendlies with me. Watch the far stairwell.”  
 
    “Roger that.”  
 
    One of the SRTs took the moment as a distraction and leaned out to fire. A pistol appeared through another open door and fired four times. The man uttered an agonized scream, dropped his weapon, and retreated inside the doorway.  
 
    “It’s over,” Caleb yelled. “There’s eight of us and only three of you left. Throw down your weapons and come out with your hands in the air.”  
 
    “Fuck you!” someone called out and followed up by shooting a swarm of bullets through the walls. The shots were aimed away from me, but I hit the floor anyway and flattened out as best I could.  
 
    In movies, when people shoot at someone behind cover indoors, the bullets smash into the flimsy drywall and either stop or ricochet away from the heroes. In real life, it does not happen that way. There was no drywall here, only thin, vertical tongue-in-groove wooden slats. The insulation, judging by the tufts of pink fibers littering the ground, was salvaged pre-Outbreak fiberglass. Neither was anywhere near enough to stop a bullet. Also, contrary to what television and movies would have us believe, bullets can go through not only one, but several walls without much deviation in their flight path and without losing all that much velocity. Which is to say, even a bullet fired through several walls is still extremely lethal if it hits you. That said, most people shoot at shoulder level, so if bullets start coming through the walls, the best thing you can do is hit the ground and go as flat as you can. That much, at least, movies usually get right.  
 
     The gunfire did not last long. Whoever was shooting was doing it on full auto. It only takes a few seconds to completely drain a magazine shooting that fast, which is why I rarely flip the selector switch all the way over. When the shooting stopped, I leaned out the door, aimed in the general direction of where the shots had come from, and fired six times. I heard cursing, but no screams.  
 
    A few doors up, Christina Hahn poked her head out, saw me, motioned toward the door I had just shot at, and moved swiftly toward it. For a horrified second, I thought she was going to try for a room entry, but my horror turned to relief when she stopped and expertly winged a flashbang through the entrance.  
 
    The SRTs had a second to shout at each other, and then a flash of light and a hollow boom filled the hallway. I had my eyes closed and my hands over my ears, but it was still somewhat painful. I could not imagine how the bad guys felt.  
 
    When I looked again, Hicks, Hahn, and Downs were all approaching the door where the flashbang had just detonated. Downs was on point, yelled at someone to drop the weapon, and then fired five times.  
 
    “Anyone else?” Downs said as he entered the room and went out of sight. Hicks and Hahn were right behind him.  
 
    I looked behind me and saw Holland had moved back out to the hallway and was covering our retreat. Gabe was on one knee, leaning out of his doorway, rifle trained down the hall to cover Hick’s team in case there was anyone else in another room. I moved across the hall, took a knee, and joined Holland in covering our six. A few seconds later Hicks emerged and gave the all-clear. I stood up and looked at Holland.  
 
    “Go ahead,” he said. “I got this.”  
 
    I walked down the hall and stopped in front of Hicks. He was sweating despite the chill and had a bleeding scratch on his forehead, but otherwise looked unhurt. Hahn and Downs had a man by the elbows, his hands zip-tied behind him. He was smallish, rail thin, and probably not more than twenty years old. Just a kid, really. 
 
    “This the only survivor?” Gabe asked as he approached behind me.  
 
    Hicks nodded. “They put up a hell of a fight.”  
 
    Gabe stood in front of the kid and stared down at him. The kid looked up nervously and tried to take a step back, but Hahn and Downs gave him a shake.  
 
    “I’m only going to ask you this once,” Gabe said. “Where are they?”  
 
    “What?” the kid said shakily.  
 
    I barely saw Gabe’s arm move, but the sharp crack of his hand striking the kid’s face was unmistakable.  
 
    “Want to try again?” Gabe said.  
 
    Hahn’s eyes widened, and she looked at Gabe with a mixture of surprise and anger.  
 
    “Hey, this is our prisoner,” she said.  
 
    Gabe turned the cold gray eyes on her. “I don’t care. We need to find those things and we need to do it now.”  
 
    “You mean the big ones? The monsters?” the kid said.  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “They’re not here.”  
 
    Gabe did not speak for a couple of seconds. “Where are they?”  
 
    “I think they’re-” 
 
    Before the kid could finish, an explosion rattled the walls.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Sabrina,  
 
    Memorial Plaza, Garden District 
 
      
 
    A woman in a torn dress stood atop a pile of wreckage.  
 
    From the heaps of bricks and protruding spears of rebar, one could infer the wreckage used to be a building of some sort. The woman clutched a short hatchet in one hand and the hand of a small boy in the other. The boy’s cherubic face wore a carefully crafted expression of fear, mouth open in alarm, eyes turned imploringly up to the woman. The woman looked not at the boy but stared straight ahead, shoulders squared, eyes fixed on some far destination. An inscription at the base of the statue read, ‘ALWAYS FORWARD’.  
 
    It did not take a genius to figure out the symbolism. Looking farther down the bronze figure, Sabrina noticed both the woman and the boy were barefoot. If there was a better analogy for desperation than bare feet on sharp rubble, Sabrina did not know what it was.  
 
    She had been barefoot when the soldiers had taken her mother away. She remembered broken glass biting into her feet while she screamed and struggled and tried to bite the hands holding her back. She remembered fleeing the encampment shortly thereafter and running and running until her feet were torn and bloody and the pain was unbearable and then running some more. She remembered panicking when a few hundred infected heard her crashing, clumsy flight and chased her to the charred remains of a small town in West Virginia. They could smell the blood, she knew. She had left a long trail of it over grass and fields and streets littered with crashed vehicles and dead bodies. The infected followed that trail straight to the house where she had taken refuge. They could not get to her, but neither could she get away from them. She remembered trying to decide if she would rather die a slow death of dehydration or find something in the house to do the job less painfully.  
 
    And then she found Manny.  
 
    He used his shirt to cover the wounds and stop the bleeding, and then they had waited long, painful hours in the stifling heat with only a liter of water between them. The infected eventually lost interest and wandered off. After waiting a few more hours just to be sure, she and Manny had climbed down from the attic and searched the town for supplies.  
 
    They discovered food and water, but despite their best efforts, neither of them managed to find shoes that fit her and would withstand more than a day of trekking through the rough West Virginia hill country. Finally, after Sabrina had broken down in tears of grief and frustration, Manny patted her on the shoulder and said, “You rest now. Go to house. You keep rifle. I find something and come back soon.”  
 
    He was gone until nearly sunset. When he returned, he had a leather awl, some twine, a vinyl cutter, and a dried-up old tire. Sabrina remembered being confused. Manny seemed so happy with what he had found, but it made no sense to be excited over a bunch of old junk. Her confusion soon gave way to curiosity, though, as she watched Manny use the vinyl cutter to trim pieces of the tire to fit Sabrina’s feet, pierced them in a few places with the awl, and then threaded the twine through the holes.  
 
    When he was finished, he held them up and said, grinning, “New shoes.”  
 
    It was two weeks before her feet were healed enough to try them on. At first, the cords raised welts on her ankles and between her toes, so Manny suggested she wrap her feet in cloth until they calloused at the places where the strings rubbed. She tried it, and after a few more weeks, her feet hardened and she threw away the wrappings. She remembered being so impressed she insisted Manny teach her how to make the sandals herself.  
 
    In the years that followed, she kept an awl, some twine, and a sharp, thin-bladed knife with her everywhere she went. The world was full of old tires, and as long as she could find one, she would never go shoeless again.   
 
    Looking anew at the monument, Sabrina thought if she had designed it, she would have made a few changes. The woman would have been Manny, and the boy would have been her at age ten. Instead of a hatchet, Manny’s fist would have clutched his old .22 rifle, and Sabrina would have a knife and pistol tucked into her belt. Manny would be smiling, as he usually did, and Sabrina would be scanning their surroundings with wide, feral eyes.  
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Elizabeth asked beside her.  
 
    Sabrina startled a bit and then berated herself for letting old memories distract her. In the wastelands, that kind of lapse could get her killed.  
 
    “Manny,” she said after a few seconds.  
 
    “The man who raised you?”  
 
    “Eh…I wouldn’t say he raised me, exactly. More like we looked out for each other.”  
 
    Elizabeth passed a hand through her arm and held it affectionately. The contact made Sabrina’s pulse quicken, and she only barely resisted a compulsion to pull away. For a fraction of a second, she was back in the darkness of an abandoned hardware store with a hand over her mouth, struggling to breath, struggling to scream, struggling to push away the heavy weight and stinking breath. Then the knife was in her hand and she was thrusting upward again and again and again. The heaviness cried out and the weight came off her and she heard Manny shouting angrily in Tagalog. Then she heard a sound like tearing paper, the distinct wet punching of repeated stabbing, coughing, gurgling, and then silence.  
 
    “Like an uncle, or an older brother?” Elizabeth said.  
 
    Sabrina swallowed and willed away the memory. “Something like that. He taught me a lot of things.”  
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    “He grew up in the Philippines, outside Manila. His family was poor, so they had to get by with pretty much nothing. He learned how to be self-sufficient. When I was ten, he taught me how to make shoes out of string and old tires. When I was twelve, he taught me how to build a forge and make my own weapons. He gave me these,” Sabrina held open her coat to show the twin karambits at her belt. “And he taught me how to use them.”  
 
    Elizabeth’s face grew solemn. “When I was that age, I was learning about makeup and boys.”  
 
    Sabrina shrugged. “I’ve never had much use for makeup. Boys aren’t so bad, though. At least from a recreational standpoint.”   
 
    Elizabeth looked up at her and gave a quiet smile. At the same time, a bell rang at the north end of the plaza, signaling the opening of a coffee stand. Sabrina sighed in relief and nearly dragged Elizabeth toward it. The stand was a hand-drawn cart tended by a man and woman in their early twenties. A sign on the header read: FRESH COFFEE – LIMITED SUPPLY – CASH ONLY. White steam roiled up from pots of boiling water set atop a small stove of blackened iron. Sabrina felt the heat radiating from it and envied the man and woman as they greeted customers and smiled and filled wooden mugs with hot black liquid.  
 
    Not a bad way to make a living, she thought. A warm fire, eager customers, and all the coffee you can drink.  
 
    While she waited in line, she kept her eyes moving and scanned the area for threats. The first thing she noticed was the plainclothes STUs her father had assigned to them. The one in charge was tall, bearded, and had a bulge under his heavy coat where a submachine gun waited. There was another one a few yards behind her and a third halfway up the stairs of an office building, all of them diligently scanning the crowd.  
 
    “I wish they would stop following us,” Elizabeth said, also looking at the STUs.  
 
    “I’m sure they would love to; it’s five o’clock in the morning. We should all be in bed.”  
 
    Elizabeth frowned. “I should be doing exactly what I’m doing. God only knows the caseload on my desk right now. It’s time I got back to work.” 
 
    Sabrina could have said something about the world not burning down in the time since the attack and how the stack of papers was not going anywhere, but held it in. She knew Elizabeth loved her job and did not mind escorting her to Main Justice. The detour through Memorial Plaza was solely for the acquisition of coffee. They were out at home, and Sabrina was getting edgy.  
 
    “Just between you and me,” Sabrina said, “I’m glad for the backup. SRT might try again.”  
 
    “Not here they wouldn’t,” Elizabeth said. “Too many witnesses.”  
 
    “They attacked me while I was surrounded by federal agents,” Sabrina said flatly. “I don’t think they care about witnesses.”  
 
    Elizabeth stepped closer, laid her head on Sabrina’s shoulder, and hugged her arm. “Fucking animals.”  
 
    Sabrina ground her teeth and took a long, calming breath. Elizabeth noticed and let go.  
 
    “That’s your gun arm, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Sabrina said. “Sorry.”  
 
    “Your father hates it when I hang on his arm like that. Probably for the same reason.” 
 
    “He’s a smart guy.”  
 
    Elizabeth gave her a pitying look. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to how different your sensibilities are.”  
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “You grew up in the wastelands. I grew up on a farm in Tennessee decades before the Outbreak. I see the world through a different lens. You were just a child when the Outbreak hit. I can’t imagine what you went through.”  
 
    Sabrina shifted her feet and scratched the back of her neck. “Yeah, well, I grew up fast. And I had Manny. We did okay.”  
 
    Elizabeth smiled. “You sound like your father.”  
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment.”  
 
    The line moved and they stepped closer to the stand. Steam billowed up from the kettle as the vendor poured hot brew. The earthy smell made Sabrina’s stomach churn and her mouth water. She remembered the stuff being popular before the Outbreak, and after trying it, she understood why. The burst of energy it gave her was like eating berries after starving a few days. Quick, strong, and invig- 
 
    WHAM 
 
    There were a few seconds of confusion. Her ears rang and she realized she was on the ground. Elizabeth was on top of her, fumbling and scrambling to stand up. Sabrina grabbed her arms and pushed her aside. When she made it to her feet, she looked around and saw a few dozen equally confused people screaming and running. The young couple with the coffee stand had abandoned their little business and were fleeing down an alleyway. The big pots had all overturned, spilling what must have been a small fortune in coffee on the ground. Sabrina had a strange second of unreasoning anger at the senseless waste and wanted to scream at the young couple to come back.  
 
    “Miss Garrett!”  
 
    Sabrina turned and saw the STUs running toward her. The submachine guns had come out, muzzles held in the low ready position. She turned back toward the source of the blast and tried to see through the haze of dust hanging in the air. Her pistol was in her hand, though she did not remember drawing it.  
 
    “What the fuck was that?” she said.  
 
    “I don’t know,” the STU replied. “We need to move.”  
 
    Sabrina helped Elizabeth to her feet. “Can you walk?” 
 
    Elizabeth coughed a few times, pushed her hair out of her face, and blinked her eyes. “Yes, I can walk.”  
 
    “Are you hurt?”  
 
    “No, I don’t think so.”  
 
    “Come on.”  
 
    The STUs took position around them in a triangle formation. Being in motion broke Sabrina’s sense of dazed paralysis and she was able to think again. She grabbed the man in charge by the shoulder.  
 
    “Hey, you, what’s your name?”  
 
    “Sergeant Penn.”  
 
    “Okay, Penn, you’re taking us to BSC Headquarters. Keep an eye out for a wagon. Take it at gunpoint if you have to. Let’s go.”  
 
    She turned to leave, but Penn stepped in front of her. “Wait,” he said. “Your father put me in charge of this detail, and we’ll go where I say we go. I can’t guarantee your safety otherwise.”  
 
    Sabrina bit down on her frustration and kept her tone even. “BSC headquarters is the safest place in the city.” 
 
    “I know that,” Penn snapped.  
 
    “Then what’s the problem? You got a better idea?”   
 
    His jaw twitched, but after a few heartbeats, he said, “Fine. We’ll make for headquarters.”  
 
    Penn gave a signal to his men and the five of them ran toward an intersection at the north side of the plaza. Once there, the Blackthorn running point motioned them into cover and swept the street ahead with his weapon. Seeing no threats, he waved everyone forward. The air was heavy with dust, limiting visibility to roughly ten feet. After twenty or so yards of running, a shape began to form ahead of them that resolved into a stunned looking man standing on the driver’s seat of a freight wagon. He had a hand over his eyes and was blinking in the direction of the explosion.   
 
    “Hey,” Penn shouted, waving. “We need a ride out of here.”  
 
    The man jumped. “Jesus, you scared the shit out of me. Did you see that? What the hell was that? Was that a bomb?”  
 
    “Sir, please,” Penn held up a hand. “We need-” 
 
    Sabrina fired a shot over the man’s head into the brick wall behind him. The driver covered his head and ducked into the floorboard.  
 
    “He said we need a ride, goddammit! Get this thing moving!”  
 
    The STUs looked at her in surprise. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Penn recovered first, his training overcoming his anger. “Come on, let’s go. Everybody in the wagon.”  
 
    The driver looked up from the well of the seat and locked eyes with Sabrina. There was a moment of confusion, and then his face turned bright red and he surged to his feet. “Are you fucking crazy?”  
 
    Sabrina lowered her weapon. “Yes, I am. Now drive.”  
 
    The horses were half panicked. The driver sputtered uselessly at Sabrina for another second or two, then took the reins and got the animals under control. In short order the wagon was moving forward.  
 
    “Turn right at the intersection,” Sabrina said. “Then right again on Fifth Street.”  
 
    “Where are we going?” the driver asked, his knuckles white around the reins.  
 
    “BSC Headquarters.”  
 
    He shook his head. “Nuh-uh. Forget it. My house is the other way, across town.”  
 
    Sabrina put the gun on her knee and turned toward him. “Fine, I’ll drive. Feel free to jump out anytime.”  
 
    The driver glared at her. He was a smallish fellow, gray haired and stooped, but his gaze held the stubborn defiance of a man who had seen much and was not easily intimidated.  
 
    “The police are going to hear about this, kid. Robbing wagons gets you ten years of hard labor in this city.”  
 
    Sabrina stared back angrily, then remembered she was training to be a federal agent and slowly let out a breath. This man was not her enemy. He was just another survivor trying to eke out a living in an uncaring and unforgiving place. The wagon she rode in was probably the old man’s only livelihood and had probably been purchased with the sum-total of his finances. He was not going to give it up without a fight. Sabrina respected that.  
 
    “Fine,” she said. “How’s five hundred sound?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Five hundred cash. That enough to calm you down?”  
 
    The man blinked, thought about it, and slowly relaxed as skeptical hope replaced his anger. “Well, uh…yeah. I suppose five hundred would do.”  
 
    “Good. Send an invoice to Sabrina Garrett at BSC headquarters. I have an expense account there. You’ll have a check by the end of the week.”  
 
    The old man narrowed his eyes. “You a Blackthorn, kid?”  
 
    “No, but my father is.”  
 
    They reached the intersection and began to turn. The driver reined in the horses just enough to avoid tipping over the wagon. In the cargo area, the STUs stood at three points, weapons trained down the oncoming streets and alleyways. Elizabeth sat on a pile of canvas sacks, two fingers rubbing each side of her temples. Sabrina reached over and touched her on the shoulder.  
 
    “Hey, you alright?”  
 
    “I think so. Just a bad headache.”  
 
    “Yeah, I know the feeling.”  
 
    She looked in the direction of the blast as the wagon crossed the north side of the plaza. Most of the people from the square had run off, but a few remained, slowly approaching the ruin of a half-collapsed building. Looking closer, Sabrina noticed the rubble from the blast had spread outward from the building’s front in a radial pattern.   
 
    That’s where the bomb went off, she thought. Street-facing wall is toast, but the others are still standing. Shaped charge, maybe? But that was an empty building. I’ve walked past it a hundred times, there’s nothing in there. No bodies, no collateral damage…it doesn’t make sense. Liz and I were over a hundred feet away, so it couldn’t have been for us. What the hell was the bomb for? 
 
    At the same instant she asked herself the question, a section of rubble seemed to move on its own. A small knot of people who had been inching closer froze at the sight of it, mouths agape. The rubble shifted again, rising this time, bricks and dust falling away until they revealed the shape of huge, rounded shoulders and a lumpy boulder of a head. The shape shook itself, turned its face toward the cluster of onlookers, spread its arms wide, and let out a guttural, thundering roar. The noise was so loud Sabrina clapped her hands over her ears and grimaced in pain. 
 
    “Shit!” one of the STUs shouted, wincing at the noise. “Anybody else seeing this?” 
 
    Sabrina stared at the emerging nightmare and was immediately reminded of the creatures her father had described fighting in the Refugee District. She reached out with one hand, wrenched the driver around by his coat, and shook him hard.  
 
    “Get us out of here!” she ordered. “Now!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Maru,  
 
    East Platt Avenue, Midtown 
 
      
 
    When he heard the explosions, Maru lowered his head and let out a whispered curse.  
 
    “The fuck was that?” the Blackthorn guarding him said.  
 
    “That,” Maru said, “is a whole heap of trouble.”  
 
    The Blackthorn kicked him in the shoulder.  
 
    “Shut the fuck up. Jake, can you see anything?”  
 
     Maru turned his head and glared. It was dark in the back of the wagon, but his eyes had adjusted enough so he could see the outline of the Blackthorn. The man had turned away from him and was leaning through the curtained partition separating the back of the wagon from the driver’s seat.  
 
    Now or never.  
 
    His captors had bound him with thick plastic riot cuffs, but while searching him, they had missed the razor blade he kept tucked into a hidden slot in his leather belt. He had worked it loose during the ride and had been slowly, very slowly, cutting the restraints until he was more than halfway through them. Now with the Blackthorns’ attention elsewhere, he had the opportunity he needed.  
 
    He took a deep breath, balled up his fists, and strained with everything he had. For a panicked instant Maru thought he was stuck, that he had not cut his restraints enough and would not be able to break them. But then there was a muted snap and his right arm broke free. The other cuff was still around his left wrist, but that would not stop him.  
 
    The Blackthorn talking to the driver spared a quick glance back at him. Maru stayed where he was, kept his gaze on the floor, arms behind his back.  
 
    “Do you think we should stop?” the driver asked.  
 
    “Fuck no. Take us back to headquarters. We’re only a couple blocks away. We’ll deal with this asshole and then find Jennings. He’ll know what to do.”  
 
    “You think he knows what Garrett is up to?”  
 
    “How the fuck should I-” 
 
    The man never finished his sentence. Maru rose up behind him, grabbed him by the helmet, and slammed his face into the driver’s seat. The man went rigid and tried to twist free, so Maru slammed him again. This time, he went limp.  
 
    “Son of a bitch!” 
 
    Before the driver could get a hand on his weapon, Maru wrapped an arm around his throat and dragged him back into the cargo area. There was a brief struggle, but Maru was more than twice as strong as the other man and pinned him on his stomach while he laid on top of him and choked him unconscious. The entire process, from breaking his restraints to counting backwards from fifteen while choking the driver, took no more than thirty seconds.  
 
    When he was sure the driver was out, Maru sat up and briefly wrestled with indecision. It would be easy to kill these two, but something, some instinct, told him not to. He remembered looking into the eyes of Gabriel Garrett, the cold, pitiless eyes of a professional killer, and decided that killing two of his men might well come back to haunt him someday.  
 
    He touched a hand to the two Blackthorns’ throats. Both still had a pulse. The one he had knocked out would have a concussion but would most likely survive. The one he had choked out was already spasming, his body kickstarting the breathing process. The horses, detecting their lack of a driver, slowed to a halt. Maru climbed over the man he had choked out and let down the tailgate. Got out. Looked around. The street was deserted. Snow lay in thick piles on either side of the curbs, the air clear and stinging cold. A full moon shown in bright radiance in the sky above. Maru thought of running, but then had a better idea. He climbed back into the wagon, relieved one of the men of a Glock pistol and two spare magazines, and dragged out the unconscious Blackthorns. He left them laying in the street.  
 
    That done, he sat down on the driver’s bench and clapped the reins a few times. The horses, not much caring who drove them, started walking again. Maru wanted to urge them to go faster but thought better of it. A slow wagon would draw little attention. A racing one with two panting horses and iron-bound wheels clattering over the pavement would have people looking out their windows. So he kept his voice low as he called to the horses and did not urge them to too quick of a pace. They pulled the wagon along East Platte Avenue, past the Blackthorns sprawling headquarters complex, and onto the exit for Highway 94. He took the exit and headed east.  
 
    Toward the gate.  
 
    Toward freedom.  
 
    The guards at the gate looked nervous. They had heard the explosions, but no one seemed to know what was happening just yet. A soldier asked him where he was headed, and he told him he was going to the Outer Boroughs to pick up a shipment of horse feed. It was a common enough occurrence and did not seem to arouse any suspicion. The inspector barely glanced at his empty wagon before waving him through. Maru had not expected any trouble here. The Army and the city guard were mostly concerned with what came into the city, not what went out.  
 
    Once outside the gate, he clapped the reins and shouted at the horses. Time was short now, and before he left this place for good, there was one more thing he had to take care of.  
 
    He headed for the Outer Boroughs.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Eric,  
 
    Red Barrel Tavern, Southtown 
 
      
 
    “Oh shit,” the kid said. “Ohshitohshitohshit-”  
 
    Gabriel slapped him again.  
 
    “Calm the fuck down,” he said. “Tell me what just happened.”  
 
    “It’s the monsters. I think they’re out now.”  
 
    “The monsters. The big Grays, like the ones from the Refugee District?”  
 
    The kid swallowed hard. “Yeah.”  
 
    “Shit,” Hicks swore.  
 
    Great Hawk and the others had climbed the staircase and joined us. The Hawk said, “How many?”  
 
    The kid looked at him fearfully. “Three, I think. More at the other sites.”  
 
    Gabe looked at Hicks, who unclipped his radio, removed the earpiece from the jack, and pressed the transmit key.  
 
    “Overwatch, Lead. What do you see?”  
 
    “A whole lot of dust,” I heard Muir’s voice say. “And a bunch of sleepy people stumbling out into the streets.”  
 
    “Any sign of Draugr?”  
 
    “Wait one.”  
 
    I looked at Gabe, made an inquisitive face, and mouthed, Draugr? He gave a little shrug and turned his attention back to Hicks. At the same moment, Downs grabbed Hicks by the arm.  
 
    “Sir, what are you doing?”  
 
    Hicks turned a cold stare on him. He glanced down at the hand holding his arm, and then back up at Downs. 
 
    “Nathan,” he said quietly. “Take your hand off my arm.”  
 
    Downs let go but did not back away. “They don’t have clearance for this.”  
 
    “Actually, most of them do. The rest are guys I’ve known since I was a private in the First Recon.” Hicks made a motion towards Cole, Thompson, and Holland. “I trust these men with my life, and I’m asking you to trust me.”  
 
    Downs looked at each of us in turn, then at Hahn. She shrugged, “He hasn’t led us wrong so far, Nathan. I’m good.”  
 
    Downs nodded as though coming to a decision and said, “Okay.”  
 
    “Uh, boss,” the radio squawked. “Got some bad news.”  
 
    “How many?”  
 
    “Wait one.”  
 
    I heard a very large rifle firing from somewhere not far away. A fifty-caliber, unless my ears deceived me.  
 
    “There were three a second ago. Down to two now. They’re on the move.”  
 
    “Do you have a shot?”  
 
    “Negative, but I don’t think we’ll have too much trouble following them.”  
 
    “Roger that. You and Widget get down here and rendezvous at the main entrance.”  
 
    “Roger that. On our way.”  
 
    Hicks plugged the earpiece back in, clipped his radio to his vest, and heaved a sigh. “Okay everyone, listen up. We don’t have much time, so I’m giving you the really short version.” 
 
    We all stood quietly and listened.  
 
    “Okay. You all remember a few years ago when we took down the Republic of California, right?”  
 
    “All too well,” Gabe said. I knew Gabe had been a part of the assault force, but he had never shared the details and I had never asked. Looking at his face, I decided I might need to amend that policy. 
 
    “Right. Well, we captured a couple of scientists who know more than anybody should about the infection that caused…” he made a vague gesture toward the wall. “Well, everything. We learned the organism that spreads the infection is changing. Evolving. Emerging into a new…I don’t know what to call it. Species, strain, whatever the fuck. Bottom line, if you take one of the Grays and feed it too much, it changes and becomes like the things you saw at the Refugee District. We call them Draugr.”  
 
    He paused to let the news sink in. I looked one by one at the faces of my friends and saw what I was feeling reflected back at me. Confusion, fear, curiosity, and about a thousand questions, all of which we did not have time for.  
 
    “So how does that help us?” I said, trying to stop the flood of questions before it could start.  
 
    “They’re bigger, stronger, and faster than normal infected,” Hicks went on. “If they infect someone, they turn within minutes rather than hours. The infected turned by Draugr are faster than other infected, and the infected turned by them are also faster than normal infected. The Draugr strain makes faster ghouls, who make more fast ghouls, who make more fast ghouls…get the picture?”  
 
    “Holy Christ,” Thompson said quietly, echoing my own sentiments. “They could swarm the city in a few hours.”  
 
    “That fits with what we saw in the Refugee District,” Gabe said.  
 
    “Hold on, now,” Cole said. “Back up a minute. You said there were scientists who know about this shit. What scientists?”  
 
    Hicks shook his head. “I’m sorry Isaac, but there’s no time. Here’s what you need to know. Headshots still work, but their brains can function even when damaged. So make it a double tap. Their skulls are thick and dense as hell, so hand weapons won’t do you any good. Bullets only. If you don’t have enough time to line up a shot, run like hell. The Draugr are fast, but not as fast as an able-bodied person. You can still outrun them. If you do, chances are pretty good they’ll latch onto someone else before they get to you. They’re just as easily distracted as any other Gray. I hate to put it this way, but you don’t necessarily need to outrun the Draugr.”  
 
    “You just need to outrun the guy next to you,” Great Hawk said.  
 
    Hicks nodded. “Exactly.”  
 
    Thompson looked sharply at Hicks. “Caleb, have you ever done that?”  
 
    Rather than answer, Hicks keyed his radio. “Overwatch, what’s your twenty?”  
 
    “We’re here, boss. Front entrance. Might want to hurry, it’s getting pretty dicey out here.”  
 
    “On our way.” Hicks checked his carbine. “Time to decide. You with us or not?”  
 
    “Are you fucking serious?” Holland asked, looking indignant. “Why would you even ask?”  
 
    Hicks glanced around and saw the rest of us looking at him like he was an idiot.  
 
    “Right. Dumb question. Let’s go.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    Eric,  
 
    Red Barrel Tavern, Southtown 
 
      
 
    “What do we do with him?” Holland asked, pointing at the kid.  
 
    Hicks looked at him, hesitated, and then took out a knife.  
 
    “Whoa, hey, wait a minute…” the kid stammered.  
 
    “Relax.” Hicks said as he stepped around behind him and cut his riot cuffs. The kid flexed his hands and rubbed at his wrists for a second, then just stood there looking scared and unsure of himself.  
 
    “So…what now?” he asked.  
 
    “What now is you get the fuck out of here,” Hicks told him. “In fact, if I were you, I’d get out of Colorado Springs altogether and never come back. Because if I ever see you again, I’ll put a bullet in your face, and I won’t bother asking questions. You copy that?” 
 
    The kid nodded quickly and began backing away. “Yeah, yeah, I got it, man. Fuck this shit. I’m going back to Wichita.”  
 
    And with that, he turned and scurried away.  
 
    “Think he’ll be a problem?” I asked Hicks.  
 
    “No,” he said, watching as the kid nearly fell down the stairs in his haste to get away. “I think we put the right kind of fear in him.”  
 
    On the way to the front entrance, Gabriel took out his satellite phone. I listened to him deliver the news in brief, forceful sentences. He wanted everyone available called in and ready to deploy, and he wanted both helicopters in the air as soon as possible.  
 
    “And tell Lieutenant Keitel to grab five crews and get their asses to the Red Barrel Tavern in Southtown and do it fucking yesterday,” he said. “If he needs directions, talk to Alicia Conyers at the intel hub.”  
 
    By the time Gabe hung up, we were all outside.  
 
    “The Blackthorns have been activated,” he said.  
 
    “What about the FBI?” Hicks asked.  
 
    “Let me find out.”  
 
    Gabe called, but got no answer. “They’ve had time to get to the other two locations,” he said. “If Stan’s not answering, he’s either fighting, or he’s on his way to the Outer Boroughs.”  
 
    “Jacobs said he was going to have Colonel Bryant tell him to stand down,” Hicks said.  
 
    Gabe snorted. “Yeah, I don’t see that happening.”  
 
    “Boss, are we going to do this or what?” Chopra said, looking anxiously down the street.  
 
    He was in tactical gear and had a SCAR 17 on a two-point sling. His vest was full of spare magazines and there was a Desert Eagle slung low on his thigh. It was a lot of firepower for a guy his size, but he seemed comfortable with it. Muir, for his part, had apparently abandoned his fifty-caliber sniper cannon and carried a SCAR 17. His sidearm was a large caliber revolver and there were several pouches for speed loaders on his belt. I had a Glock 17 and my sniper carbine, and I was beginning to feel underdressed.  
 
    “Right,” Hicks said, and looked down the street. “We’ll head south. My team will take everything to the east. Gabe, you and your guys go west. We need to take these Draugr out fast and then get the hell out of here.”  
 
    “What about evac?” Downs asked.  
 
    “I haven’t heard anything from General Jacobs yet. Think you can help with that, Gabe?”  
 
    “Five Humvees are already on the way,” Gabe said.   
 
    “Outstanding.” Hicks took a second to check his rifle, then blew out a hard breath. “Okay, remember everyone, work in teams and back each other up. If you can’t get a headshot, aim for the legs. If civilians engage you, treat them the same as any other combatant, but try to scare them off before you shoot them. We don’t want the locals turning on us.”  
 
    “Let us hope it does not come to that,” the Hawk said.  
 
    “Right. Okay, let’s move.”  
 
    I paired up with Great Hawk, Gabe paired up with Cole, and Thompson paired up with Holland. We set off down the street toward the sounds of roars and screaming. The sky overhead was a dull gray, just beginning to glow with the coming of dawn. It could not arrive fast enough, as far as I was concerned.  
 
    As we moved, in the distance, I heard more explosions. Five in all. Which meant, if I counted the one we were engaging, the two the FBI were headed for, and the one we had destroyed in the warehouse, there were a total of seven caches of monster Grays. Or Draugr, as Hicks called them. Of the five explosions, only two had armed men headed toward them. Which meant there were three we had not known about, and no one was onsite to cover them. I just had to hope the Blackthorns could get to them fast enough to stop the Draugr from spreading their strain all over the city.  
 
     We had only gone two blocks when I heard Muir, who had moved ahead on point for his team, call out contact left. I kept moving, trusting that Hicks had drilled his team well and could handle whatever they were attacking. Curiosity got the best of me, though, and I spared a glance toward them as I ran by.  
 
    A Draugr stood in the middle of the street just past the intersection. There were three dead bodies on the ground, two men and a woman. The creature must have seen them, hung a hard left at the traffic stop, and attacked. All three bodies had gaping wounds where their necks used to be and all three were beginning to twitch. They could not have been dead for more than a minute, but the reanimation process had already begun.  
 
    The Draugr held a fourth person in its hands, a screaming old man with his face twisted in pain as the monster tore huge bites of flesh out of his shoulders. The beast was hunched over with its back to Muir, denying him a clear shot at its head. He made a hand gesture, and the rest of his team fanned out around him. At a signal I could not detect, they all opened fire at the same time. Some of the shots missed, but most did not. The Draugr’s legs twitched where the bullets hit, the impact barely registering as it fed. Within a few seconds, though, the sheer volume of fire did enough structural damage the beast started tipping to one side and raised its head to look around in confusion. Chopra reloaded, took a knee, and fired two shots in quick succession. The rounds burst through the Draugr’s left knee, nearly severing the lower leg. The creature dropped the old man and pinwheeled its arms for a second before toppling over.  
 
    As I watched, it thrashed angrily for a moment, then used its arms to roll over onto its stomach, push itself up, and drag itself with alarming speed toward Hicks and his team. The gunfire shifted aim, and the creature’s head burst apart as dozens of rounds slammed into it at close range.  
 
    “One to go!” Muir shouted in our direction, and then joined his team dispatching the soon-to-be fast ghouls the Draugr had left in its wake.  
 
    At the same instant, I heard a roar to my right. I looked over and saw a Draugr leap up, grab the edge of a roof about twenty feet off the ground, and begin laboriously hauling itself over the edge. From the screams I heard, I knew there must be people up on that roof.  
 
    I did not have much time. The Draugr was a slow climber, but it was strong, and it was determined. I stopped, took a knee, sat back on my heel, and took aim. Let out a slow breath. Timed the heartbeats. The Draugr’s hand reached up and slammed into the roof, its bony claws digging in, feet scrambling for purchase.  
 
    I let out another breath.  
 
    The arm pulled, and the Draugr’s head cleared the edge of the roof. It stopped for a second to peer around, saw its prey, and opened its mouth to let out a roar.  
 
    The second of pause was all I needed.  
 
    The breath came out halfway and stopped. I aimed a tiny bit high, the crosshairs slightly below the top of the creature’s head. Range was just shy of fifty yards, but with a two-hundred yard zero, that was pretty much dead on. I kept the rifle steady and gently squeezed the trigger. It bucked, surprising me, letting me know I had done it right. Through the scope, I saw the Draugr’s head snap to the side, and for a moment, it dangled loosely from the roof. Then its claws came loose, and it fell limply to the ground.  
 
    “Damn,” I heard Cole say from somewhere to my right. “Nice shootin’, boss.”  
 
    I stood up. “Let’s go make sure it’s dead.”  
 
    We approached cautiously, fanning out in a skirmish line. There were no living people on the street, but there was a pair of dead bodies, both children, neither over the age of ten. One of the boys had a ragged stump where his arm used to be, an impossible amount of blood staining the snow around him, his head twisted around nearly backwards. The other boy had a huge hole scooped out of his chest, as if the Draugr had opened his mouth wide and rooted around in the boy’s innards. Probably it had.  
 
    “I got ‘em,” Holland said.  
 
    I looked at him and saw an uncharacteristic sadness in his eyes. I nodded in gratitude, and he nodded back. Then he walked over to the two boys, made the sign of the cross over them, muttered a prayer, and put two bullets into each boy’s head.  
 
    Up the street, closer to where I had shot the Draugr, I heard a startled shout.  
 
    “Shit!” Thompson said, bringing his rifle up. “The fucker’s not dead!”  
 
    I began running, but Great Hawk got there first. Not much hope of outrunning that guy. He was faster than anyone I had ever seen, and I had seen some runners in my time. He stopped when he was near the Draugr and fired four times. The creature had been halfway to its feet, but with its head now a bloody mess, it collapsed back to the ground.  
 
    “It is dead now,” the Hawk said.  
 
    “Fan out,” Gabe said. “Search the area. Make sure there’s no one else infected.”  
 
    “What do we do if we find someone bit?” Thompson asked.  
 
    Gabe thought for a moment. “Put ‘em down. No point in restraining them. Cops are going to be busy elsewhere.”  
 
    We formed back into pairs and searched the area. Hicks and his team did the same. We found no one bitten and found no other dead bodies. It took about fifteen minutes, at the end of which Gabe called everyone back where we had killed the last Draugr. When both teams had gathered in the street, we saw people slowly begin to emerge from doorways and poke their heads out of windows. A couple of kids saw the Draugr and began walking cautiously toward it.  
 
    “Hey,” Hicks shouted, startling them. “Stay away from that thing. It’s infected.”  
 
    To my relief, a few grownups appeared, and someone took charge. It was an old woman with a face like a roadmap and a voice like a drill instructor. She ordered the men to gather tarps and put them over the bodies and ordered the women to get the children inside. Whatever was happening, she told them, it wasn’t over. And like people do in these situations, when they are scared and their world has been turned upside down and they do not know what to do, they obeyed.  
 
    “Where’s our evac?” Hicks asked, looking at Gabe. Gabe took his satellite phone out of his vest. 
 
    “Hang on.” 
 
    He made a call and had a brief conversation. I gathered he was talking to Rossi, the Blackthorn that had been in the chopper with Great Hawk back at the Refugee District. In less than a minute, he hung up.  
 
    “Evac will be here in five,” he said. “Let’s get back to the tavern.”  
 
    When we got there, I could hear the rumbling of engines in the distance. I could also hear the popping of faraway gunfire and the rhythmic thrum of helicopters taking to the sky. People were out on the streets in force now, and a few stopped to ask us what was going on. Hicks told them the situation was under control and to get back inside and stay there. No one obeyed, instead choosing to walk down the street and see for themselves, but at least they stopped bothering us. The amount of hardware on display in our group probably had something to do with that.  
 
    “What now?” Thomson asked, looking around. “Where do we go next?”  
 
    A black Humvee turned the corner a half mile up the street and headed straight toward us, followed closely by four more. The vehicles in front and back had gunners manning M-240s mounted up top. People on the streets stopped and stared, mouths agape, as the convoy rolled past them.  
 
    “We go back to headquarters,” Gabe said, staring at the Humvees. “There’s nothing more we can do here, and I need to find my family.”  
 
    Thompson looked startled. “What do you mean there’s nothing more we can do? There’s more of those things out there, and-”  
 
    “And there’s a few hundred Blackthorns and a few thousand soldiers on the way to put them down,” Gabe said sharply. “Not to mention FBI and CSPD tactical teams. At this point, we’ll just be in the way.”  
 
    “Hold on now,” Cole said, stepping forward. “You tellin’ me we just gonna sit this one out?”  
 
    Gabe fixed him with a level stare. “Isaac, listen to me. We need to face the facts. The whole point of everything we’ve done over the last few days was to stop this attack from happening.” He pointed a finger down the street where we had just come from. “And we failed. You hear those choppers up there? Did you hear the explosions?” 
 
    Cole did not answer. Gabe waited a few seconds to let the idea take root.  
 
    “It’s over. I need to find my family, and then I need to get back to headquarters to help coordinate the Blackthorns’ response. The rest of you,” he waved a hand to encompass mine and Hicks’s teams. “Should come back with me. You’ll be safer at BSC than anywhere else in the city.”   
 
    Gabe turned and walked a few feet away before taking out his satellite phone and calling someone. I looked at Cole to see his reaction. He was standing completely still, his face blank. He stayed that way a few seconds before shaking his head, walking over to a bench in front of the tavern, and sitting down. At first, he sat up straight, then he unslung his weapon, set it aside, put his elbows on his knees, and laid his head in his hands.  
 
    I looked around and saw the same emotions play out on the faces of the other fighters. Muir absently stroked his beard with his arms crossed over his chest, his face unreadable. Hahn rubbed tears from the corners of her eyes and stepped away with a muttered curse. The muscles in Thompson’s jaw worked back and forth as he stared down the street, hands tight around his rifle. The Hawk pulled out some water and chugged it down, then side-armed the empty canteen at a broken window and cursed venomously in Apache. Everyone drifted a short distance away from each other, each person occupied with their own thoughts. No one spoke or made eye contact until the Hunvees arrived. I was the only one who did not move from where I stood.  
 
    “Think one of your guys can take us back to Peterson?” Hicks asked as the Humvees slowed to a stop on the street next to us.  
 
    Gabriel shook his head. “Negative. I know Tyrel. He’s going to want all available resources fighting the outbreak as soon as possible. You’ll have to wait with us at headquarters.”  
 
    Hicks nodded. “Fair enough.”  
 
    “I need to make a stop along the way,” Muir said, pointing northward. “Left my Barrett on a rooftop about a block that way.”  
 
    Gabe nodded. “We can do that.”  
 
    We divided up, climbed into the vehicles, and left Southtown behind.  
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    Sabrina, 
 
    Memorial Plaza, Garden District 
 
      
 
    It took an agonizing amount of time for the driver to turn the wagon around. The horses thrashed and whinnied, and the iron-bound wheels clattered on the pavement as the wagon rode a circle around the statue in the center of the plaza. Sabrina kept her eyes fixed on the half-collapsed building at the epicenter of the blast. While she watched, another nightmare shook itself loose from the rubble and stood up, giving another ear-blasting roar. Sabrina clapped her hands over her ears and watched the creature start lumbering toward a crowd of terrified onlookers. The onlookers—to their credit, Sabrina thought—did the smart thing and started running. The wagon was turned back the other way now and she twisted in her seat to look for the other one. She found it standing in the same place it had been before.  
 
    And it was looking straight at her.  
 
    “Shit,” she muttered. “Not good.”  
 
    The monstrosity opened its mouth and began running in the wagon’s direction. For a couple of seconds, Sabrina could only stare. It looked just like her father had described, a walking, slavering nightmare that could move much faster than any infected she had ever seen. There was something almost graceful about it, a kind of feline agility to its motions.  
 
    And it was coming on much quicker than the wagon was moving.  
 
    “Guys, guys” she said, pounding a hand on the stacked grain sacks in the back of the wagon. Elizabeth and the STUs looked at her. She pointed. “We got company.”  
 
    The STUs looked, blanched, and aimed their weapons. “Shit,” one of them said. “There’s civilians in the line of fire.”  
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Sabrina yelled, her voice rising an octave. “Shoot the damn thing!”  
 
    “Hang on,” Sergeant Penn shouted back. “We’ll let it get closer, and then we’ll take it down. We can’t risk hitting civilians.”  
 
    Sabrina wanted to rip her hair out. “No, shoot it now! If it gets too close it’ll-”  
 
    The beast chose that very moment to leap into the air. The STUs tried to re-aim their weapons, but the leap had caught them by surprise. The nightmare sailed toward them faster than the STUs could adjust for and landed directly on top of Sergeant Penn. It hit the man like a gigantic hammer, slamming him onto his back with enough force to rock the wagon violently. Elizabeth, who was less than two feet away from the big Gray, screamed and started scrambling backward. The other STUs, who had been kneeling on either side of the wagon, were bucked off and landed hard on the pavement below. The horses, panicked now, began running faster and quickly left the two Blackthorns behind.  
 
    “What the hell is going on!” the old driver cried out as he struggled to rein in the horses.  
 
    “Just keep this thing moving,” Sabrina shouted back, and then scrambled until she had one foot on the floor and the other braced on the driver’s bench.  
 
    The monster had nailed Sergeant Penn to the sacks of grain beneath him with clawed hands. Before Sabrina could get into position, it raised its snout, opened is maw to reveal rows of sharp, alligator-like teeth, and bit down on Penn’s shoulder. The man screamed in agony, his hands pushing uselessly at the giant ghoul’s shoulders. The creature shook its head back and forth like a rabid wolf and ripped away an incredible amount of flesh. Blood gushed from the wound in heavy gouts, and Penn’s face went ghost white from the sudden shock. Sabrina finally managed to set her balance aimed her pistol.  
 
    “Hey asshole!”  
 
    The head snapped in her direction, and for a moment, Sabrina saw a pair slitted red-and-yellow eyes staring back at her with unreasoning fury.  
 
    She also had its ugly lump of a forehead centered in her sights.  
 
    “Perfect. Thanks.”  
 
    She fired.  
 
    The head snapped backward, and the creature shuddered and collapsed on top of Penn, whose eyes had glazed over as the blood pouring from him slowed to a trickle. His carotid artery had been torn open, along with a few others. Seeing that he would be dead in seconds, Sabrina shifted aim and calmly put two rounds in his head. Then she turned her attention back to the monster.  
 
    To her dismay, it began to sit up.  
 
    “Fuck me running,” Sabrina said. “You are one tough son of a bitch.”  
 
    She fired five more times, reducing the thing’s head to a pulp. It went down again, and this time, it stayed down.  
 
    “Stop the wagon,” Sabrina said, slapping the driver on the arm.  
 
    “I’ll try,” he said. “Hang on.”  
 
    While the driver struggled to rein in the horses, Sabrina checked her magazine. Her weapon was a Glock 19 loaded with fifteen rounds. She had fired nine since the explosion. Six left. She inserted a fresh magazine and put the partially spent one in the empty mag slot on her belt.  
 
    After a great deal of thrashing and cursing, the driver finally got the horses under control and convinced them to stop. Sabrina reached over and set the brake. The driver turned around and stopped cold when he saw the big gray monstrosity collapsed on top of Sergeant Penn’s corpse.  
 
    “Mother of God,” he said in a breathless voice, eyes bulging in disbelief. “What is that thing?”  
 
    “Elizabeth,” Sabrina said, ignoring the driver and moving around the wagon. She put a hand on her stepmother’s arm. “You okay?”  
 
    Elizabeth was in the front corner of the wagon, pressed against the wall, eyes wide and breathing hard. It took a few seconds, but she finally managed to calm herself, scramble up to a sitting position, and swing her legs over the side. Sabrina caught her as she jumped down.  
 
    “I’m okay,” Elizabeth said. “I’m not hurt. At least no more than I was before.”  
 
    “Makes two of us,” Sabrina said. “Come on, help me get these bodies off the wagon.”  
 
    Sabrina dropped the tailgate and began pulling sacks of grain out of the way and dropping them in the street.  
 
    “Hey,” the driver shouted. “That’s my cargo! I paid for that.”  
 
    “It’s got infected blood all over it,” Sabrina said irritably. “You think anyone’s gonna buy it now?”  
 
    The man stuttered, stammered, and finally sat down.  
 
    Sabrina heard running footsteps behind her and turned with her weapon drawn. After a second, she lowered it. The other two STUs had finally caught up to them. They looked her and Elizabeth over anxiously.  
 
    “Are either of you hurt,” one of them, the younger one, asked.  
 
    “We’re fine, no thanks to you two stupid assholes.” Sabrina put her weapon away and began tugging at a sack of grain. “Make yourselves useful and give me a hand.”  
 
    “Where’s Penn?” the older one asked.  
 
    Sabrina pointed. “Up there. He’s dead.”  
 
    There was no response for a few seconds, and then one of them cursed and kicked one of the wagon’s wheels.  
 
    “Hey,” Sabrina barked at him. “You gonna help me or what?”  
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “I’m getting these blood-soaked bags and those two infected corpses out of our wagon. Mind giving me a fucking hand?”  
 
    She dropped a grain sack on the ground and grabbed another one. The STUs looked at each other for a moment.  
 
    “Come on,” the older one said. “She’s right. There’s nothing we can do, and our job hasn’t changed. We need to get this stuff out of the wagon, or they won’t let us in at headquarters.”  
 
    Between the four of them, they made quick work of it. It took everyone, including the driver, to remove the incredibly heavy body of the big Gray.  
 
    “Christ,” the younger STU said as they finally pulled it from the wagon and let it slump to the ground. “This thing must weigh four hundred pounds.”  
 
    “At least,” Sabrina said.  
 
    They were more careful with Sergeant Penn. Sabrina was still angry at him for not shooting the Gray when she had told him to, but she guessed it did not matter now. Stupid or not, the man had died trying to protect her. In Sabrina’s book, that counted for something. They laid him gently on the side of the road and crossed his arms over his chest. The older STU removed his coat and put it over Penn’s face.  
 
    “Are we just gonna leave him here?” the younger one said quietly, staring down at the body. “That doesn’t seem right.”  
 
    “He’s infected, numb-nuts,” Sabrina said.  
 
    “You know, I think I’ve had about enough of your mouth,” the younger STU said, glaring angrily at Sabrina. She stepped forward and got up in his face.  
 
    “Oh really? You want to be mad at somebody, you fucking moron? Well here’s an idea for you.” She jabbed two sharp fingers into his chest. “Take a look in the goddamn mirror. If you and your idiot friend here had opened fire when I fucking told you to, Penn would still be alive. What do you think about that?”  
 
    The man met her gaze for a few seconds, and then looked away.  
 
    “Yeah,” Sabrina said. “That’s what I thought.”  
 
    She walked around him and climbed back up into the wagon. “We’re done here,” she said. “Get in and let’s go.”  
 
    The STUs helped Elizabeth into the wagon and then climbed in themselves, shutting the tailgate after them. When they sat down, they were careful to stay away from the blood on the floor. There was not much, the grain sacks had absorbed most of it, but they were still loath to touch it.  
 
    Sabrina released the break and sat down on the bench. The old man took up the reins, hesitated, and looked over at her. Behind them, the roaring of the other monster and the screams of people in its path grew louder. She heard several helicopters in the air and wondered how many more of those things were out there.  
 
    “Listen,” the old man said. “I, uh…” 
 
    “Just shut the fuck up and drive,” Sabrina said.  
 
    The old man shut his mouth and nodded.  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    No one spoke the rest of the way to BSC headquarters.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Maru,  
 
    Outer Boroughs 
 
      
 
    Maru left the wagon at the base of a low ridge that paralleled the main road on the outskirts of the easternmost borough. There was a small sack of grain and a Gerry can full of water in the back locked in a wooden box. He let the horses dip their snouts into the grain and eat a few mouthfuls. Afterward, the horses were thirsty, licking their prehensile lips and foaming at the mouth. There was no bucket, but the wagon was covered in a blue waterproof tarp. Maru found the razorblade he had cut his restraints with and sliced a large square out of the tarp. It was not ideal, but if he held the four ends together, he could pour water into it. After he let the horses drink, he grabbed a handful of brush and gave them a quick rubdown. He planned to come back and retrieve the wagon and livestock when his work was done, and he wanted the horses to be fresh when he did. 
 
    Looking at the sky, he knew he did not have much time. It would be dawn soon, and Heinrich would want to be gone before the sun came up. When he left, he would most likely head south a few miles before turning west. If Heinrich made it into the mountains, he could choose from dozens of pre-planned escape routes, and at that point, Maru’s chances of finding him would be next to zero. He had to get to him before that happened.  
 
    Maru set the brake on the wagon, chocked the wheels with a few large stones, and set off toward town.  
 
    The half-mile to the East Gate Market passed under his feet quickly. Despite his large stature, Maru was a decent runner. He ran regularly for exercise, and because he enjoyed it. His workout jaunts through the streets of the Springs generally exceeded five miles, so covering half a mile at a hard pace was not too difficult even over the snowy, uneven ground.  
 
    He angled toward a tavern on the western fringe of the settlement where he hoped he could enter unseen. It was important for him to be unobtrusive, as this part of the Boroughs was something of an island. The area he would be searching only covered a few blocks, maybe just over forty buildings in total.  
 
    He knew where to find Heinrich’s house in this borough, but he also knew Heinrich would not be there. It was a place to sleep when he wanted to get out of the city, nothing more. Heinrich’s real home was a livery situated next to a small office building with a general store taking up the first floor. Heinrich kept a cache of trade goods there, as well as weapons, supplies, and ammunition. Maru figured that was where Heinrich would be if he were still in town, so he headed that way.  
 
    It was slow going at first. Maru’s face was not well known here, and people in this part of the Boroughs did not see much trade with the city. The area was mostly a place where locals who lived in other boroughs did business at prices far lower than what caravans and city dwellers paid. Consequently, everybody knew everybody else here and outsiders were regarded with suspicion. But as he made his way quietly along side streets and through alleyways, he quickly realized that almost everyone was still asleep. Only the earliest of early risers were out and about, and most of them were walking purposefully toward whatever it was that motivated them to awaken at this unholy hour.  
 
    Still, Maru had to be careful not to be seen. He was not exactly sure how many people from the tribe lived in the area, but he guessed there must be at least a dozen or more. If any of them saw and recognized him, it would make catching Heinrich by surprise that much more difficult.  
 
    As he turned a corner, something at the edge of his vision drew his attention. Maru looked westward and squinted at something in the distance. After a few seconds, he realized he was looking at headlights approaching from just beyond the wall. Several sets of headlights, in fact.  
 
    Feds, he thought. Those bastards can really move when they want to.  
 
    He had hoped to have more time before Garrett’s fed contacts could organize and set out for the Boroughs in force, but it looked like that was not to be. Looking eastward again, Maru saw the peak of the livery roof where Heinrich might be waiting. He looked up the street and saw no one. Looked the other way. Nothing. Throwing caution to the wind, he set out at a run.  
 
    He covered one block without incident, but as he turned to approach the livery via the alley running behind it, he saw shapes silhouetted against the dim morning light. Thinking quickly, he turned and ducked behind a large trash bin next to a blacksmith’s shop. The smell of scorched metal and coal ash stung his nose as he crouched and waited, the approaching footsteps and voices growing louder. He reached into his coat pocket and put a hand around the Glock pistol he had taken from one of the Blackthorns earlier. He hoped he would not need to use it. Not yet at least.  
 
    The voices finally reached him. The men were from the tribe, that much was certain. They talked nervously about the approaching feds and what they could do to slow them down while Heinrich rode away. One of them, a man who went by the name of Stubbs, who Maru had known since the early days of the tribe, spoke the loudest of all.  
 
    “Listen to me, enough with the bullshit,” he said. “We’re not shootin’ at ‘em. They’re feds, you fuckin’ morons. They shoot back. We’ll stand out in the market square and make sure everyone can see us. If anybody goes to talk to the feds, we go over and walk past ‘em and glare at ‘em real mean like. Let ‘em know they better keep their fuckin’ mouths shut if they know what’s good for ‘em. Other than that, we don’t do shit. You hear me? Now make yourselves useful and go wake up the others.”  
 
    Several of the men muttered a grumbling assent and set off at a run. The others fell into step behind Stubbs and, within less than a minute, were gone from view, their voices fading. Maru stayed where he was, kept his breathing under control, and listened. Another minute passed, but he didn’t hear any other signs of life save for the snorting of horses and grunts of oxen at the livery.  
 
    “Well,” he said quietly. “I guess it’s now or never.”  
 
    For just a moment, he thought about choosing never. Heinrich did not know where he was, had no clue if he was even still alive. He could sneak back to the edge of the Boroughs, run back to his wagon, and ride north. There was a cache of the tribe’s trade goods, as well as weapons and ammunition, hidden under the toolshed of an abandoned ranch house half a day’s ride from where he stood. He knew this because he was the one who had put it there. He could raid the stash, fill up his wagon, and then set out for the Cheyenne Safe Zone in Wyoming. The tribe had no presence there—the local militias had zero tolerance for marauders—and he had no doubt he would be able to sell the tribe’s trade for something light, portable, and valuable like sugar or pemmican. He could trade his wagon and livestock for a healthy riding horse and a sturdy pack mule. He could purchase tools, supplies, a tent and bedroll, tack for his horses, and he could head west for California.  
 
    He thought of the ocean and the warm sun he had dreamed about for so long. No one would ever find him out there. Heinrich had no ambitions toward California, had no ambitions to the west at all. His interests lay in the civilized parts of the country where crime syndicates could earn enough money to make it worth the risks they took. California was settler country; only farmers and tradesmen had any interest in migrating there. For Heinrich, it was a land of slim pickings and scarce comforts. Hardly the kind of target worth the price of a raid.  
 
    For a few seconds, Maru almost turned away. He had even shifted his weight to one foot so that he could start walking back in the direction of his wagon. But then he had another thought and stopped.  
 
    No matter where he went, no matter what he did, there would always be a doubt in his mind. Always a shadow. Always a reason to look over his shoulder. And even if Heinrich never found him, he would always find himself looking eastward from time to time wondering where Heinrich was, what he was doing, who he was making suffer. Because that was what Heinrich did. He robbed, he raped, he looted, he pillaged, he did everything he could to cause as much suffering and misery as possible. Why? Because it pleased him to do so, and because if he did it right, he could profit from it. And just as he had with Maru, he would always find men he could manipulate, men who had lost their way, men who were wandering through life with no purpose and no plan, men who would accept his leadership if he could promise them an end to the incessant worry and fear that plagued them, an end the uncertainty of how to live in a ruined world where no law existed and men only owned what they could defend.  
 
    Heinrich would offer them safety. He would offer friendship and loyalty. He would offer wealth and comfort and women and trade and all the things they wanted in life. And in exchange, all he asked was that they obey him. That they follow his lead and fight for him. That they put aside whatever scraps of humanity and a soul they had left and commit whatever evil, depraved atrocity he commanded. And they would do it. If they were hungry enough, or lonely enough, or frightened enough, they would bend the knee and obey. Maru knew that all too well.  
 
    Maru also knew the pain it had caused him. Knew what it meant to feel the last vestiges of his humanity slip away and fall into the endless darkness of fear and viciousness that had defined his existence for far too long. But now, standing next to this building in this shell of a town in this cold, bitter part of the world, he also knew what it meant to search through that emptiness and find something inside he thought he had lost. Something warm and bright and beautiful, even if it was stained and diminished.  
 
    Maru looked inside himself and found his courage. 
 
    A quick peek around the corner told him the way ahead was clear. The sun was rising in the east and casting long shadows now—shadows deep enough to conceal him if he was careful. He kept the Glock in a low one-handed grip and edged his way forward, eyes constantly moving, staying close to the wall of the blacksmith shop. The windows of the buildings he could see were empty. The doors were all shut. He smelled woodsmoke and food cooking, which meant the few places that catered to morning diners had opened. It would not be long before more people headed out to visit them. He picked up the pace but was still careful not to crunch through the snow any louder than he had to.  
 
    He reached the alley between the blacksmith shop and the office building next to the livery. Maru could see the CLOSED sign hanging in the door. He took his time searching the windows. Nothing. Searched the rooftops. Same result.  
 
    Rather than dart across, he shoved his hands in his pockets and walked purposely forward. There were only two lines of sight where he could be observed, and if he was, he wanted to look like just another worker in scavenged pre-Outbreak military fatigues—a popular choice among laborers—headed glumly to work. When he reached the edge of the office building, he turned the corner and headed toward the eastern side of the livery. Took another glance around. No lines of sight here except the front of the store and the alley between the store and the livery. A glance down the alley revealed a scrawny, one-eyed cat nibbling at a chicken bone. The cat looked up at Maru for a moment, growled, picked up the chicken bone, and ran off.  
 
    “I know exactly how you feel, mate,” Maru muttered.  
 
    Maru heard voices from the open doors of the livery and flattened himself against the nearest wall. He was a few paces from the corner, less than twenty feet from the voices.  
 
    “Where are the others?” A voice said irritably. With a sinking, icy feeling, Maru realized it belonged to Heinrich.  
 
    “They’ll be here shortly. I sent most of the men out to see about slowing down the feds.”  
 
    The second voice was Ferguson. Maru frowned. What was Ferguson doing here? But then, after a moment’s consideration, he knew. After Maru had failed to report in from the warehouse, Heinrich must have written him off and chosen Ferguson as his new second in command. Maru was not surprised. Heinrich was not the kind of man to waste time on sentiment for fallen comrades. In fact, he had probably chosen Ferguson as Maru’s replacement years ago. Probably had other candidates in mind if anything happened to Ferguson. There was a moment of bitterness, but Maru pushed it down. If Ferguson was here, then things had just gotten much more difficult.  
 
    “How, exactly, do they plan to do that?” Heinrich said caustically.  
 
    “They’ll spread out around town, make their presence known,” Ferguson replied. “Make sure people know that once the feds leave, they still got to deal with us.”  
 
    A moment of quiet. “That’s actually not a bad idea. Nice thinking, Ferg.”  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    “But what about the Grays? I want them released before we leave. We’ll need the tribe once we’re out of town, and if we release them now, we might lose some men.”  
 
    “We might. But the four of us will be long gone.”  
 
    Four of them, Maru thought. Fucking hell.  
 
    “True.” Heinrich heaved a sigh. “I suppose it’s unavoidable at this point. We’ll need time to rebuild the tribe, afterward.”  
 
    Maru felt his blood begin to heat up. It was bad enough they were casually discussing sacrificing men who had served them loyally, but the way they were planning to do it…Maru had seen the monsters’ handiwork. He had heard the screams of people dying in their slavering maws. And not only was Heinrich willing to unleash them on his own men, he was going to release them on the rest of the Outer Boroughs, starting with this one. Men, women, children, old, young, rich, poor, no one would be spared. The people living out here were tough, but they had neither the training nor the firepower to take on the big Grays. It was going to be a slaughter.  
 
    Maru’s revulsion surprised him. He had seen and done so many horrible things over the years that he had begun to think nothing could faze him anymore. But over the last few months, something inside him had begun to wake up. It had grown and stretched and taken on mass and density until it sat hard in the center of Maru’s chest, a cold, icy thing that threatened to crush him, to shatter him from the inside out.  
 
    At least until he had decided to kill Horton and Locke.  
 
    In that moment, the ice had broken. It had been slow, gradual, small cracks forming at first, then widening and widening until the shell had fallen away and only one undeniable thing was left burning beneath.  
 
    Anger.  
 
    Anger for all the promises never kept. Anger at the way he had allowed himself to be manipulated. Anger at his own fear, at his lack of ability to take control of his own destiny. Anger at the pain he felt when he saw the faces of all the victims from all the raids and all the atrocities that he had committed in the name of survival. 
 
    Maru understood, now. Understood that survival was not enough. If a man expected to live, the first thing he needed was the ability to live with himself. And Maru had reached the point where he could not do that anymore. Not if he stayed on the path he had been walking. It was time now for a different path. It was time for Maru to regain control.  
 
    But don’t be too hasty, he told himself. The thought came unbidden, like the voice of a friend offering unsolicited, but not unwelcome, advice.  
 
    No. Not too hasty. Heinrich is quick, and so is Ferguson. I’ll only have one chance to get both, so I have to pick my moment. Take them by surprise. I need to breath, calm my nerves. Keep the hands steady, mate. Nice and steady.  
 
    He took several calming breaths, and then when Ferguson spoke again, he nearly laughed in utter surprise.  
 
    “We will rebuild the tribe, that’s a fact. But you won’t be around to see it.”  
 
    There was the sound of a hammer being drawn back on a very large gun. Maru knew exactly which gun it was. Ferguson carried a massive .44 magnum hand-cannon in a shoulder holster at all times. He was never without it.  
 
    Maru waited, ears straining. He expected to hear the thunderous report of the big pistol at any moment. Instead, he heard the high-pitched, unnerving sound of Heinrich’s laughter. Unable to contain his curiosity any longer, Maru moved to the edge of the door and peeked around the corner. He saw Ferguson and Heinrich standing inside the entrance, the light of the rising sun cutting a square on the floor at their feet. Ferguson stood a few feet away with his gun pointed at Heinrich’s chest. Heinrich stood with his hands empty, no weapon in sight. He did not need one. A man stood behind Ferguson with a pistol pressed to the back of his head.  
 
    That’s a mistake, Maru thought. Never hold a gun on a man from that close. Especially not one like Ferguson.  
 
    A fourth man stood nearby, eyes darting back and forth, clearly unsure what to do.  
 
    “Did you honestly think I wouldn’t see this coming?” Heinrich said, his voice still tittering with laughter. “I’ve seen the way you look at me, Ferg. I know you hate it every time I give you an order. Every time you call me Chief you sound like you’re about to choke. You’re good at a lot of things, Ferg, but your poker face is pure shit. I knew I needed to keep tabs on you, so I had Richards start watching you months ago.”  
 
    Ferguson moved his head slightly. “That true Richards?”  
 
    “Sorry Ferg,” Richards said. “I hate to-”  
 
    He never finished the sentence. Ferguson moved his head from the gun’s line of fire, spun, batted Richard’s arm aside, and fired his big revolver twice into the man’s chest. The whole sequence took less than a second, but it was enough time for Richards to clutch Ferguson’s shoulder with a surprised death grip.  
 
    Across from them, all the amusement left Heinrich’s face. He hauled up on his coat, reached behind his back, and began digging for a weapon.  
 
    Maru moved.  
 
    Richards was no longer a threat. The fourth man was still standing there looking lost and frightened and ready to bolt. Not much danger there. Maru just had to hope Ferguson did not look his way and decide to fire. As for Heinrich, he was still digging for a weapon. Maru had his out already, which he had learned long ago was really the only sensible way to walk into a gun fight. He took a loose stance, feet shoulder width apart, arms straight, eyes focused on the front sight. He let out a breath. He lined up the sight picture center of mass. Heinrich saw him, and for an instant, his eyes went wide with shock.  
 
    Then Maru fired.  
 
    The bullet struck him in the chest. From the spray of blood that splattered the fourth man, Maru knew two things. One, Heinrich was not wearing body armor. Second, the bullet had gone all the way through.  
 
    For perhaps a second, Heinrich just stood there staring in disbelief. Then his face twisted with rage and he drew a pistol from his lower back. Maru recentered the sights and was about to unload his entire magazine when Ferguson’s big .44 magnum roared again. The impact spun Heinrich to one side and caused him to stumble back. He tried to raise his gun one last time, but Maru was faster. He fired four times, all four rounds taking Heinrich in the torso, his body twitching with the impacts.  
 
    Ferguson fired again, carefully aimed this time. The bulled bored a small hole through the bridge of Heinrich’s nose, and on its way out, tore off the back of his skull. Heinrich’s weapon fell from nervous fingers, his knees buckled, and as he collapsed, Maru felt a giddy sense of relief that made him want to pump his fists over his head and scream in triumph.  
 
    It’s over, he thought. We killed the fucker.  
 
    The relief was short lived, however. He felt movement to his left and turned his head to see Ferguson’s big revolver pointed at his face. The sight made his stomach do a couple of somersaults. He knew the barrel of the pistol was less than half an inch in diameter, but from this angle, it looked big enough to drive a truck through.  
 
    “Willy, what are you doing over there?” Ferguson asked.  
 
    The fourth man said, “What?”  
 
    “I said what are you doing over there?”  
 
    “N…nothing.”  
 
    “You got a weapon?”  
 
    “Yeah. You…uh…you want me to drop it?”  
 
    “No. Just keep it holstered and go sit on the bench outside.”  
 
    “Outside?”  
 
    “Yep. You know the bench over in front of the building next door?”  
 
    “Y…yeah.”  
 
    “Go sit on it. Stay there till I call for you.”  
 
    “Ok. I’m going now.”  
 
    “You do that, Willy.”  
 
    The man kept his hands in the air and walked slowly behind Ferguson. Ferguson kept his eyes on Maru while Willy made his way around the corner and out of sight. 
 
    “Gotta say, Maru,” Ferguson said. “Hell of a surprise seeing you here. Thought sure you were dead or in jail by now.”  
 
    “Very narrowly escaped both.”  
 
    “Want to tell me what happened at the warehouse?”  
 
    Maru turned his head a little more. “Want to put the guns down first?”  
 
    “After you, seeing as I’m the one with the drop.”  
 
    Maru had to admit the man was right. If Ferguson wanted to kill him, he still had two rounds in his weapon. But he had not fired. Which meant chances were pretty good he would not fire unless given sufficient provocation. Maru decided he did not want to provoke Ferguson and laid the Glock very carefully on the ground. When he was done, he stood up and faced Ferguson, hands upraised. The red-headed giant stared at him suspiciously for another couple of seconds, then lowered his gun.  
 
     “So what happened?” Ferguson said.  
 
    “We got raided.”  
 
    “By who?”  
 
    “Blackthorns. Pretty sure they were working with the feds.”  
 
    “How much do they know?”  
 
    “Pretty much everything.”  
 
    Ferguson nodded and looked at the ground. “Figured. What did you tell ‘em?”  
 
    “I told them about the monsters. As much as I knew anyway. And about Heinrich.”  
 
    “Anything else?”  
 
    “Your name didn’t come up if that’s what you’re asking. And once I told them about the monsters, they seemed to lose interest in other lines of questioning.”  
 
    Another nod. “How’d you get away?”  
 
    “Got taken into custody, but they only put two Blackthorns on me. I handled them.”  
 
    Ferguson chuckled. “You kill the fuckers?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    Maru shrugged. He did not feel much like lying, so he told the truth. “I met the Blackthorns’ field commander. Fella named Gabriel Garrett. Heard of him?”  
 
    “I have. He’s got a reputation.”  
 
    “It’s well earned. Didn’t reckon on killing his men because I didn’t want him coming after me.”  
 
    “What makes you think he won’t even without killing his men?”  
 
    Maru looked toward the spires of smoke rising above the city. “Reckon he’s got bigger things to worry about now. That your doing by the way?”  
 
    Ferguson shrugged. “I made the call and passed the message. Every man has to make his own decisions.”  
 
    It was Maru’s turn to nod. “Speaking of,” he pointed at Heinrich’s body and the pool of blood beneath it. “What was that all about? Not that I’m complaining, mind you. Just curious.”  
 
    Ferguson holstered his pistol, reached into a coat pocket, and pulled out a flask. “Care for a drink?”  
 
    “A little early for me, but sure. Why not?”  
 
    Maru walked closer, keeping his hands where Ferguson could see them. The red-headed giant took a long swallow, then held the flask out to Maru. He took a much smaller slug and handed the little metal container back. Ferguson replaced the lid and tucked the flask way.  
 
    “When I was a kid, I read a book by Hemingway,” Ferguson said. “It was a long time ago, and I don’t remember the story too well, but I seem to remember this one fella asking another fella, who had been a rich man until he lost all his money, how he went bankrupt. You know what the rich fella said?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Gradually, then suddenly.”  
 
    Maru’s hands were getting cold, so he put them in his pockets. “I think I know what you mean. I guess that’s how it happened for me too. Gradually, then suddenly.”  
 
    “Looking back on my life, it seems a lot of things end up that way. Being in love, being rich, being broke, being a crook. It starts slow. It starts out as bad habits, or good ones, or just the shit you do from one day to the next, over and over. We can’t help it. It’s just how people are. Then one day you look around and you realize, shit, I never wanted any of this. But here I am. Know what I mean?”  
 
    “I know exactly what you mean.” 
 
    “I just been getting by for so long. Getting by and nothing else. Then we came here to this place.”  
 
    Maru looked around appreciatively. “It’s changed a lot.”  
 
    “You’re damn right it has. And I was the man at the front of that change, despite what this asshole liked to tell people.” Ferguson made a dismissive gesture at Heinrich’s corpse.  
 
    The sound of engines approaching was getting louder. Maru knew he needed to wrap this up and get a move on, but he also knew Ferguson was building to something, and he did not want to risk angering the man.  
 
    “I like this place. I like the people here. Hell, I even made a few friends. Can you believe that?”  
 
    “Never had a problem with you, Ferguson. Never knew anyone who did. Maybe you’re a better man than you think.”  
 
    The giant laughed. “No, I am most certainly fucking not. But you know what? I realized something today. Or maybe not today. Maybe it was like what I said. Gradually, then suddenly. Anyway, I realized I don’t have to be that man anymore. I mean, shit, look around. It’s the end of the goddamn world. A man can be anything he wants.”  
 
    “Sure,” Maru said. “If he can learn to live with himself.”  
 
    Ferguson went quiet, then. He let out a deep breath and seemed to withdraw.  
 
    “Yeah. Maybe that’s what it is for me now,” he said. “I gotta learn to live with myself.”  
 
    “I know that feeling too.”  
 
    Ferguson looked at Maru. “Yeah, I guess you do.”  
 
    The two stood in silence for a short time, and then, to Maru’s surprise, Ferguson clapped him on the shoulder.  
 
    “You know, it’s good to see you again Maru. Been a while.”  
 
    “Thanks, Ferg.”  
 
    Maru tensed. He knew the conversation was ending, and he knew there was only one of two ways it would go.  
 
    “Feds will be here shortly. I guess you better be gettin’ on down the road.”  
 
    Maru eyed Ferguson for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah. Nothing here for me now. You planning to stick around?”  
 
    “I kind of have to. Gotta make sure the feds find Heinrich’s body, gotta get the boys in line, gotta go kill those fucking big Grays and get rid of the bodies. I got a lot of shit to do. Guess I better get to it.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” Maru said and began walking away. After a few steps, Ferguson called out to him.  
 
    “Hey, where you gonna go anyway?”  
 
    Maru stopped and turned around. “I was thinking California.”  
 
    “Long trip.”  
 
    Maru shrugged. “Nothing I haven’t done before.”  
 
    “Well…best of luck to you.”  
 
    “And you as well.”  
 
    Maru walked away from Ferguson. Then he walked away from the Outer Boroughs, found his wagon where he had left it, and followed the highway north toward Wyoming.  
 
    Along the way, he smiled.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Kaminsky,  
 
    East Gate Market, Outer Boroughs 
 
      
 
    The convoy rolled to a halt at the plaza in the center of the market. There were buildings on all four sides and a small cluster of vendor’s stalls in the middle. Looking out the window of the armored Humvee, Kaminsky could clearly see the rooftops skylined against the rising sun. He got on the radio.  
 
    “All stations, SAC Kaminsky. Prepare to exit your vehicles and set up a perimeter in the market square. Drivers, keep the engines running.”  
 
    The acknowledgments came back quickly. Kaminsky gave a short countdown and opened his door. As soon as he was out of the Humvee, he and his squad of agents in tactical gear—not the vaunted Hostage Rescue Team, but former soldiers hired by the FBI to fill in the gaps created by the Outbreak—fanned out and covered their corner of the square. Kaminsky was still in his rumpled suit but had donned body armor and commandeered an MP5 submachine gun.  
 
    He checked windows, alleyways, rooftops. He saw no one. Sparing a glance behind him, he saw the other agents and their tactical teams doing the same.  
 
    He and his team kept moving, going building to building, peering through windows and testing doors to see if they were locked. Almost all of them were. The ones that were not opened onto storerooms and sheds with nothing threatening in them.  
 
    In less than two minutes, the radio calls started coming in. The perimeter was secured. That much was good. But the other reports were not so good.  
 
    “There’s no one on the streets,” one of his agents informed him. “It’s like they all left.”  
 
    “They didn’t leave,” Kaminsky replied. “They’re here, they’re just staying out of sight. Stay alert. My team will take the Iron Kettle. The rest of you go house to house and start canvassing the area. I want as much intel on SRT as we can get.”  
 
    Kaminsky signaled his team and they set out for the restaurant at the far eastern edge of the market square. The smell of wood smoke and boiled vegetables hit Kaminsky’s stomach and made it growl ferociously, reminding him he had not eaten in nearly 24 hours. He swallowed to stop his mouth from watering and admonished himself to stay focused.  
 
    His men stacked up on either side of the entrance. There was no door, only a thin curtain nailed to a plank above the entrance. Kaminsky counted down with one hand, and the team moved. He was third through the door. Not by choice, but because that was as far as the tactical team’s squad leader was willing to let him get to being point man. Their job was to protect the agents they were assigned to, not the other way around.  
 
    The team moved quickly through the restaurant. Within seconds, every fire team had called out all clear. All except his.  
 
    Kaminsky stood looking at the serving line. There was a balding, lean, middle-aged man sitting on a stool next to a cast iron cauldron. Next to him, a sullen teenager leaned against a wall doing his best to look bored and unimpressed. There was only one patron. But what a patron he was.  
 
    Kaminsky advanced on him slowly, weapon at the ready. The man sat with his massive back to the agent, hunched over a bowl, wooden spoon slowly making the trip back and forth from food to mouth. Beans, carrots, and potatoes, Kaminsky observed. Looked rather good, actually. His stomach growled again, and Kaminsky cleared his throat to cover the noise.  
 
    The man turned his great shaggy head and looked at Kaminsky. “You fellas hungry? The grub here is pretty good.” He looked at the man sitting on the stool. “What do you call those herbs you put in this?”  
 
    “Rosemary and marjoram.”  
 
    “Grow ‘em yourself, right?”  
 
    A nod. “Sure do.”  
 
    “Make’s a damn fine stew, Roy.”  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    Kaminsky came around the man’s front, weapon leveled. One of the tactical agents moved to cover the old man and the kid.  
 
    “Who are you?” Kaminsky asked.  
 
    “Name’s Ferguson. And you are?”  
 
    “Special Agent Stan Kaminsky, FBI.”  
 
    “Special Agent, huh? Sounds important. What do you think, Roy? This man look important to you?”  
 
    The man on the stool said, “Not particularly.”  
 
    The teenager chuckled. Stan lowered his weapon and stood up straight.  
 
    “We’re looking for someone.” 
 
    “Well, that would explain why you come in here with guns drawn like a bunch of damn savages,” Ferguson said. The tone was friendly, but the look in his eyes was not. “Must be somebody real important to warrant scaring all these poor folks around here. Bad enough you federal types can’t lift a finger to help us. Least you can do is leave us the hell alone.” 
 
    Kaminsky felt his temper begin to flare and bit down on it.  
 
    “I’d be happy to do that. Just as soon as I get who I came for.”  
 
    Ferguson stared in hostile silence for a few seconds. “Well? You gonna tell me or what? I ain’t no fuckin’ mind reader.”  
 
     Patience, Stan. He removed the photo from a coat pocket and held it in front of Ferguson. While he did, he studied the man’s face. There was something familiar about him.  
 
    “Recognize this guy?”  
 
    The giant studied the photo. “Seen him around a few times. Comes up from the city to do trade. Keeps to himself, mostly. What kind of trouble is he in?”  
 
    Rather than answer, Kaminsky said, “Know where I can find him?”  
 
    The spoon dipped into the bowl. Ferguson shook it a few times to let the excess fall and then slowly put it in his mouth. Chewed. Swallowed. Took a sip of water. The man’s hands were enormous, the spoon and cup ridiculously tiny in his grip.  
 
    “Seen him out by the Bar-K livery yesterday. He’s got a house in town, from what I hear, but he spends most of his time in the office building over there. Figure that’s where he does his business when he’s in town.”  
 
    “You got an address on the house?”  
 
    “Corner of Mercantile and Carter, over by the caravan corral. Not sure which one. Neighbors should be able to tell you.”  
 
    Kaminsky got on the radio and called it in. When he was finished, he stood staring at Ferguson. He was familiar, alright. Hard to mistake a man of his stature. The hair was longer, and the beard had been trimmed, but the eyes were the same. He had not looked at the photos in a couple of years, but he was quite sure he knew who he was looking at. After a few seconds, he turned and motioned to the old man and the teenager.  
 
    “Get these two out of here.”  
 
    Two of the tactical agents moved toward the pair and grabbed them by the arms. “Let’s go,” one of them said. The bored looks left the pair’s faces as the agents shoved them toward the door. When they were out on the street, Kaminsky returned his attention to Ferguson.  
 
    “Mind if I have a seat?” he asked.  
 
    “Not at all.”  
 
    Kaminsky sat down and placed the MP5 across his lap. He studied Ferguson for a few seconds, fingers tapping against the barrel of his gun. Ferguson stared back, his eyes a pair of barely visible blue pinpoints behind the bushy eyebrows and broad shovel of a beard. Finally, Kaminsky unslung the weapon and hung it over the edge of his chair.  
 
    “So,” he said conversationally. “Tell me. How long have you been running with the Storm Road Tribe?”  
 
    Ferguson scrunched his eyebrows together and tilted his head. “Who?”  
 
    “The Storm Road Tribe. You know, the criminal syndicate you’ve been running with for at least two years now.”  
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking ab-”  
 
    Kaminsky cut him off by slamming a hand on the table. Ferguson sat back, caught off guard by the outburst. Kaminsky glared at the much bigger man with all the hatred he could muster.  
 
    “Who the hell do you think you’re talking to? You think this is a fucking game? Maybe you’re not aware, but a lot of new laws have been passed since the Outbreak, and what your syndicate has done constitutes multiple acts of biological terrorism. Not to mention racketeering, mass murder, sedition, and treason, all of which carry a death sentence. The National Allegiance and Recovery Act gives the FBI broad purview to investigate crimes against the Union. Which means if I decide to lock you up, I can hold you for up to ninety days without having to file charges. And in that time, if I uncover even one tiny scrap of information that ties you to the attacks on the city, you will disappear into a black site and you will never be heard from again. Get the picture, asshole?”  
 
    Ferguson’s face reddened in anger, but Kaminsky also detected a shift behind the eyes. The smugness and smirking disappeared. His mouth drew down into a hard line, and, despite the cold temperature, a sheen of sweat broke out on the man’s forehead.  
 
    “You got no right to threaten me, Agent Kaminsky. I ain’t got nothin’ to do with no attacks.”  
 
    Kaminsky let out a long, slow breath and withdrew his hand from the table.  
 
    “You don’t recognize me, do you?” he said quietly. 
 
    Now the confusion looked genuine. “Can’t say as I do.”  
 
    “Well, I recognize you.”  
 
    Ferguson’s eyes did a little dance behind the shadow of his sloping forehead.  
 
    “Two years ago,” Kaminsky went on, “almost to the day, I investigated a shooting in Southtown. Couple of local loan sharks got into it with some unidentified assailants. The loan sharks both wound up dead. Me and my agents went around to canvass the neighborhood, but everywhere we went, we found grim, rough looking men staring daggers at everyone we talked to. Not the first time I ever ran into that sort of thing, and I gotta tell you, it’s really a pain in the ass. So, I got to thinking one day. I asked myself, if people are so afraid of these assholes, there must be a reason. If I can figure out what that reason is, I’ll be that much closer to putting them all behind bars. So, you know what I did?”  
 
    Kaminsky reached into a pouch on his belt and removed a small digital camera.  
 
    “I started taking pictures.”  
 
    Ferguson stared at the camera like it was made of plutonium. “Fancy. What’s that got to do with me?”  
 
    “I remember one of those pictures very well. Biggest ginger son of a bitch I ever saw in my life. Took a few snapshots when he wasn’t looking. Still have them on the memory card here. Would you like to see them?”  
 
    Ferguson stared and said nothing.  
 
    “Saw him a few other times in a few other places linked to SRT activity. Saw him talking to a fellow who looks just like the guy in the picture I showed you.” Kaminsky held out his hands. “What a coincidence.”  
 
    “You going somewhere with this?” Ferguson growled.  
 
    “Just stay with me. So this big ginger fucker, I found out where he lived. Had a couple of agents follow him around. And then one day, out of the blue, the guy just vanishes. Poof. Gone. I asked around, but no one seems to know what happened to him. Next thing I know, there’s rumors of a gang war going on in the Boroughs. Fast forward two years, and I find you here. In the Boroughs. Sitting in this chair like you own the place. Like you’re some kind of a king. Honestly, I feel pretty stupid for not making the connection earlier. But when you disappeared, I figured you were dead. Never really followed up on it. Not even after the law changed and federal agencies didn’t need a warrant to access the Archive for criminal investigations anymore. If I had gone back through my files like I should have, I would have found your picture and run facial recognition and probably got a hit. But I never did. That said, I’m good at learning from my mistakes. And you can bet your ass I’m going to be pulling your files after I haul you back to the city.” 
 
    Kaminsky slid the photo across the table. “You know who this is, don’t you?”  
 
    Silence.  
 
    “His name is John Byron Heinrich. Former Marine Corps officer. Moved on to a career in the intelligence community after his military service. You should see the dossier on this guy. He’s a real piece of work. Half of his record is redacted. And judging by the circumstances under which he left the employ of the government, I’d say he was dabbling in some things he shouldn’t have been. Arms dealing, money laundering, murder for hire, that sort of thing. You had to be a certified ruthless bastard to move around in those circles back in the day. Which sounds to me like exactly the kind of guy who would use the chaos of the Outbreak to form his own little militia and start building an empire for himself.”  
 
    Kaminsky tapped the picture twice. “But I guess you know him better than I do.”  
 
    Ferguson pushed the photo across the table. “Like I told you. I seen him around, but I don’t know him.”  
 
    “Yes, you do, Ferguson. I have a photo of you two talking outside a known meeting place for SRT associates. I didn’t think anything of him at the time. Figured he was just another one of the hundreds of people you were leaning on for money or trade or drugs or whatever. I only saw you two together the one time, so I didn’t follow up. I should have investigated him further, but I didn’t. I was too excited about chasing you.”  
 
    Ferguson shrugged. “Check your pictures again. Wasn’t me.”  
 
    Kaminsky laughed. “Is that what you’re going with? It wasn’t me? Jesus, you’re a piece of work. Okay, tell me this then, tough guy. How well do think that’s going to fly with Homeland Security, huh? How do you think they’re gonna react when they run facial recognition and find you cozying up with the leader of a known terrorist organization responsible for the deaths of hundreds of people? What do you think they’re gonna do about that?”  
 
    Ferguson said nothing.  
 
    “Listen, we’re not talking about defending yourself in court here. You won’t make it that far. You’ll be in a metal box under the hot sun with no food or water for days at a time. You’ll be on your back with a towel in your mouth and a gallon of water running down your throat. You’ll be tied to a post with a couple of men beating you with extension cords. Do you understand what I’m telling you? Is it sinking in yet?”  
 
    Ferguson looked away, jaw twitching.  
 
    “Listen, pal. I’ve spent the last couple of years tracking you assholes, and I am completely the fuck out of patience. You should also know that the full weight of the FBI, Homeland, the Army, and anyone else the president can think of is going to be thrown into this investigation. No stone will be left unturned. We’re going to question absolutely everybody, and sooner or later, someone is going to flip. And when they do, the dominoes will fall, and your whole goddamn syndicate is going to get roasted alive. So now I’m going to ask you again, and I want you to think hard before you answer. How long have you been with the Storm Road Tribe?”  
 
    Ferguson did not say anything at first. Kaminsky could see his eyes darting, could practically hear the gears whirring in the man’s head. The cold sweat got worse, forcing him to wipe it from his brow. One of his feet started bouncing rapidly. Kaminsky doubted Ferguson was even aware of what he was doing.  
 
    Finally, Ferguson placed his elbows on the table and sat forward. “Let’s say I am who you think I am. What happens if I talk? If I’m just gonna end up dead or in prison anyway, why should I tell you anything?”  
 
    Kaminsky smiled and pointed a finger. “There it is. That’s what I was waiting for. You criminals are all the same. You’ll do anything to save your own asses.”  
 
    The red face grew even redder. “Well?”  
 
    Kaminsky shrugged. “Depends on what you can give me.”  
 
    “Let’s say I can give you enough evidence to bring down the whole organization. Names, addresses, dates, dead bodies, the works. What would I get for that?”  
 
    Kaminsky regarded the man coolly. “If you can give me that, I can offer full immunity and place you in the witness protection program. But that’s if,” Kaminsky leaned forward and pointed, “and only if you cooperate fully. No lies, no omissions, no bending the truth to save anybody from prosecution. You tell me everything. And if at any point I think you’re not being completely honest with me, I bounce you over to Homeland Security and they can do whatever the fuck they want with you.”  
 
    Ferguson wiped his forehead again. “Gotta say. That ain’t much of a deal.”  
 
    “It’s the only one you’re going to get. Take it or leave it.”  
 
    Ferguson shifted in his seat, hands balled up on the table in front of him. Kaminsky waited. He knew there was really no choice for Ferguson, and in all honesty, he even felt a smidgen of pity for the man. By the look of him, Kaminsky figured the guy was a career criminal. Probably had done time before the Outbreak, which meant he was used to the old way of policing. The kind that required probable cause and evidence and lawyers and technicalities. And for ordinary crimes, it was still like that. But what SRT had done to Colorado Springs was far outside the realm of ordinary crimes. Which gave Kaminsky all the latitude he needed to sweat Ferguson for everything he was worth.  
 
    Ferguson had not known that, Kaminsky realized. He had thought if he came here and stonewalled and pretended not to know anything, he could protect himself from prosecution. Probably was not even aware of the nature of the new laws that had been passed. But he was learning, that much was certain. He was getting a crash course in apocalyptic law enforcement, and he was not liking what he saw.  
 
    “Clock’s ticking,” Kaminsky said. “Offer expires in ten seconds. You won’t get another one.”  
 
    Ferguson looked at him with pure hatred, his breath coming more rapidly.  
 
    “Get as mad as you want, big guy. It won’t save you. I’m going to get what I want one way or another. Might as well make it easy on yourself. Five seconds.”  
 
    Ferguson held up a hand. “Okay. You win. I’ll tell you what you want to know.”  
 
    Kaminsky sat back in his chair and smiled.  
 
    “One thing though,” Ferguson said.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I don’t wanna go into no witness protection.”  
 
    Kaminsky blinked a couple of times, and then let out a torrent of genuine laughter. “You sure about that? Gonna be some real angry motherfuckers out there after you testify.”  
 
    Ferguson looked him in the eye again, and this time, Kaminsky saw resolve.  
 
    “This is my home. Ain’t nobody gonna run me off it. I’ll tell you what I know, and then I walk, but that’s it. We got a deal?”  
 
    Another laugh. “Fine by me, pal. It’s your funeral.”  
 
    “We’ll see about that. Now what do you want to know?”  
 
    Kaminsky pulled out a voice recorder, a gold pen, and a notebook.  
 
    “Let’s start with Heinrich.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    Eric,  
 
    BSC Headquarters 
 
      
 
     After we stopped to pick up Muir’s rifle, Gabe got a call on the radio that his family had arrived safely at headquarters. One of his men, however, had been killed getting them there. When Gabe asked what happened, the head of security said he was killed by a Draugr. At this news, Gabe passed a shaky hand over his face and asked after the condition of his wife and daughter. They were both in the infirmary being treated for minor injuries. Gabe ordered that they be given one of the executive suites as soon as they were out.  
 
    The gate guard hurried us through upon arrival. I hopped out of the Humvee at the headquarters building, but Gabe stayed. I stood watching as he sped off toward the helicopter pad. One of BSC’s Blackhawks had already landed and was waiting to take him onboard. He climbed in, and the big machine soared away toward the spires of smoke rising above the city.  
 
    When I turned around, my crew and Hicks’s team were all standing on the shoveled courtyard in front of the headquarters building. The sun had finally crested the horizon, erupting in shades of scarlet and orange over the buildings to the east.  
 
    “So what now?” Holland asked.  
 
    “What now is I go see my family,” I said.  
 
    “What about us?”  
 
    “I’ll talk to the receptionist inside. See if there’s someplace you can clean up and get a bite to eat.”  
 
    “I have a room at the officer’s barracks,” Hicks said. “But my team will need a place to rest.”  
 
    “Sure. Give me a minute.”  
 
    As it turned out, on the way to headquarters, while I had been staring out the window at the city passing by and thinking about my family and not listening to Gabe talking on the radio, he had given the receptionist instructions to set my guys and Hick’s team up in rooms in the visitor’s suites. I thanked her and went outside to deliver the news.  
 
    “I don’t even know where that is,” Cole said, eyes roving from building to building as if he could discern their purpose by staring hard enough.  
 
    “She’s sending someone down to take you over there,” I said. “Should be out in a minute.”  
 
    I stayed with my guys until a woman came outside and asked which one of us was Eric. I raised my hand.  
 
    “Your wife and son are upstairs. I called a driver to come pick these gentlemen up.”  
 
    On any other day, I probably would have looked around as though confused and said, ‘what gentlemen?’ and waited for the groans and insults to fly. But today I just was not in the mood.  
 
    “Okay.” I turned around and looked at my team. “I’m going to head on up. These buildings have working phones, so call the receptionist here if you need anything.”  
 
    “You gonna be alright?” Cole asked.  
 
    “I could ask all of you the same question.”  
 
    My crew looked at each other.  
 
    “We will be fine,” Great Hawk said. “Assuming the Blackthorns and the Army can bring the outbreak under control.”  
 
    “I still say this is horseshit,” Thompson said. “We should be out there fighting.”  
 
    I let out a sigh. “Don’t worry. Something tells me we’ll get our chance. Maybe not today, but soon.”  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Holland asked.  
 
    “You heard what Hicks said about the Draugr,” I said. “All a Gray has to do is eat too much and it turns into one of those things. There are millions of them out there. Think about it. How long do you figure it’ll be before they start showing up in the wild? A year? Less?”  
 
    As a unit, my team all turned and looked at Hicks. For a few seconds he fixed me with an irate glare. Then he turned his attention to his friends, looked at each of them in turn, men he had known for years and fought beside and suffered hardship with and called his brothers, and lowered his gaze.  
 
    “He’s right. It’s only a matter of time.”  
 
    “What else do you know about those things?” Thompson asked. “And how long have you known about them? Because I’ve gotten a few letters from you over the years, but none of them said anything about fucking giant ghouls.”  
 
    Hicks looked up. “Ethan, believe me. I wanted to tell you, but I couldn’t. You know too much as it is. That goes for all of you. You can’t talk about what happened today; you’ll be endangering yourselves and anyone you tell.”  
 
    Thompson walked close and stared hard at his old friend. “People are going to know about those things after today, Caleb. The secret is out. What the hell do you think you’re protecting at this point?”  
 
    Hicks stared back, his face blank. “There’s still a lot you don’t know, Ethan. For now, it’s best if it stays that way.”  
 
    “Best for who? You? The government? I think I can decide for myself what’s best for me. And I think all those people dying out there have a right to know as well.”  
 
    Hicks’s jaw twitched a few times and he swallowed. “It’s not my decision to make.”  
 
    “So you’re just following orders then?”  
 
    “Yes, I am. Just like we all used to do in the First Recon. You followed orders the same as I did, so you know how it is.”  
 
    Thompson continued to stare for a moment, then shook his head. “What happened to you, Caleb? We used to sit around and complain about guys like you. You used to hate guys like you. When did you decide to become one?”  
 
    “Hey,” Muir said, stepping into Thompson’s personal space. “You’re out of line, amigo.”  
 
    Thompson looked at him. “And who the fuck are you, exactly? How does a cage fighter end up working for Homeland Security?”  
 
    “None of your goddamn business, that’s how. Now do yourself a favor and back off.”  
 
    Thompson’s face began to redden. “Or what?”  
 
    Muir smiled, the brown eyes glittering dangerously. “Or I make you.”  
 
    I looked pointedly at Hicks. He nodded slightly and put a hand on Muir’s shoulder. “Alex, that’s not necessary.”  
 
    Muir stood still for a minute, the eerie smile still firmly in place. Then he slowly raised his hands and took two steps back. “Whatever you say, boss.”  
 
    “Thompson,” I said.  
 
    He looked at me.  
 
    “That’s enough. This isn’t helping.”  
 
    He looked back at Hicks briefly, then shook his head and walking away. Hicks looked at his team and motioned toward the other end of the courtyard. They all gave a final glance my way before following him. I walked over to the Hawk, stood close, and spoke quietly. 
 
    “Think you can keep these guys in line until the van gets here?”  
 
    He nodded and patted me on the arm. “I will keep the peace. Go and see your family.”  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Allison and the little guy were not in the suite.  
 
    I remembered there was an observation deck on other end of the building and walked over to it. As I stepped through the door and back out into the frigid morning air, I saw the bundled figures of my wife and son standing at the edge of the wide balcony. They were staring toward Bricktown. A column of smoke reached high into the air in that direction and I saw a helicopter circling low over the area.  
 
    Little Gabriel turned at the sound of the door, saw me, and I felt my chest tighten as his precious, red-cheeked face lit up with excitement.  
 
    “Dada!”  
 
    I forced myself to grin and started toward him. “Hey buddy.”  
 
    He tripped before reaching me, but the ankle-deep snow broke his fall. I got to him just as he regained his feet, lifted him up, and pulled him into a hug.  
 
    “I missed you,” he said as he wrapped his arms around my neck.  
 
    I kissed him on his cold forehead. “I missed you too, son.”  
 
    Allison walked over to us and put a hand on Gabriel’s back as she leaned up to kiss me. I could not help but notice she went for the cheek and not the mouth.  
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay,” she said.  
 
    “Yeah. Me too.”  
 
    “What happened out there?”  
 
    I let out a deep sigh. “It’s a long story. Mind if we go back to the room?”  
 
    “Of course not.”  
 
    Allison held the door while I carried the little guy inside and set him down on the carpet. Back in the room, we all stripped down a few layers, took off our boots, and went into the kitchen. Allison made coffee while I sat down at the table. I put Gabriel in my lap and held him close. He seemed to pick up on the mood I was in and laid his head against my chest and let me cling to him for a while.  
 
    When the coffee was done, Allison put a cup in front of me and sat down. None for her, though. I looked at her stomach, did a little math in my head, and realized her due date was in three weeks.  
 
    “How’s the baby?” I asked.  
 
    She smiled a little and ran a hand over her stomach. “She’s sleeping right now.”  
 
    I nodded and tried to think of something to say. “You do okay while I was gone?”  
 
    Allison did not look at me. “Not really, Eric. I was worried sick the whole time.”  
 
    I nodded again and tried not to show the lancing streak of pain that traveled from my chest to the base of my skull at hearing her say that. Gabriel stirred in my lap and announced he had to go potty. I set him down and watched him scurry to the bathroom.  
 
    When the door closed, Allison looked at me. “Are you alright?”  
 
    “I’m not hurt.”  
 
    “That’s not what I meant.”  
 
    I let out a shaky breath, put my elbows on the table, and rubbed my face a few times. My hands came away streaked with red.  
 
    “Shit. Am I bleeding?”  
 
    “A little. It’s mostly dried now.”  
 
    I went over to the kitchen sink, ran some warm water, and scrubbed my face. Gabriel was out of the bathroom a minute or so later, so I went in and looked in the mirror.  
 
    I had taken off the tactical gear and body armor and left it outside Gabe’s office before going to check the suite for my family. The only thing I had kept was the black fatigues. My shirt was soaked through with sweat and my pants were streaked with mud, dirt, splinters from the firefight at the Red Barrel, and blood from the firefight at the warehouse. There was a long scratch on my left cheek, but I had no idea from what. My hair was matted from being under a helmet for so long and there was dried blood in my short beard. I ran some more water and cleaned my face and beard as best I could and ran a comb through my hair. When I was done, the scratch was still there, but I looked marginally less disheveled than I had before. I went back out into the kitchen and joined Allison at the table.  
 
    “How bad is it out there?” she asked as I sat down.  
 
    I leaned back in my chair and studied her. There were bags under her eyes. The eyes themselves were red-rimmed and the lines of her face had deepened from exhaustion and worry. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail and looked as if it had not been combed in a few days. Her clothes were wrinkled, the collar around her neck was stretched, and her shirt was stained from having a three-year-old using her as a napkin.  
 
    “It’s bad, but not as bad as it could have been.”  
 
    “I take it you weren’t able to find all the big Grays?”  
 
    “Draugr,” I corrected without thinking.  
 
    Allison frowned. “What?”  
 
    I blinked. For a moment, I considered manufacturing some lie to cover up the mistake. But then I looked at my wife again, thought about how difficult all of this must have been for her, being stuck here alone and pregnant with a toddler running around and without her jackass husband to help her out, and I could not bring myself to do it.  
 
    “That’s what they’re called. Draugr.”  
 
    It was her turn to blink. “Who calls them that?”  
 
    “The government, apparently.”  
 
    Her mouth hung open as she dipped her head and peered at me intently. “And you know this how, exactly?”  
 
    I took a sip of the coffee. It was good. Just the right amount of sugar. No cream.  
 
    “Let me set the little guy up with a movie.”  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    Instead of Spongebob Squarepants, Gabriel wanted to watch Bubble Guppies. I got it running on the laptop in the bedroom and shut the door to drown out the overwrought theme music.  
 
    Then I sat down with my wife and told her everything.  
 
    All of it. Even the parts I was supposed to keep secret.  
 
    By the time I was done, I was leaning on the table with my hands clasped together and Allison was clutching her stomach with both arms. Her expression reminded me of disaster victims I used to see on the news.  
 
    “My God, Eric.”  
 
    “Yeah. I know.”  
 
    “So what happens now?”  
 
    “You know, you’re the second person to ask me that in the last hour.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not sure what happens, Allison. We’ll have to wait and see.”  
 
    “I’m not talking about the government.”  
 
    I furrowed my brow at her.  
 
    “I’m talking about us. What are we going to do?”  
 
    There were a lot of contexts I could take that in, so I decided to hedge my bets. “You mean as far as protecting ourselves from the Draugr?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    I let out a breath. For a moment there, I thought she was talking about our marriage.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. “I need to think about it. See what our options are. We can’t really do much until the baby is born. And we have to see what kind of shape the city is in…you know. After.”  
 
    “Do you think they can stop it? The outbreak, I mean.”  
 
    “There were seven sites where the Draugr were being held. We got two of them, and I’m pretty sure the FBI got two more. That only leaves three, and there’s thousands of troops responding. This isn’t like the early days, Allison. We know how to fight the infected now, even if they are bigger and faster.”  
 
    Allison seemed relieved at that. “Good.”  
 
    I slid my chair closer to hers and put a hand on her knee. “You don’t need to worry. We’ll be safe here.”  
 
    “I know. But I kind of feel bad about that, you know? Like, what right do we have to sit inside a fortress while everyone else has to fend for themselves?”  
 
    “I know what you mean. But think about it this way. Who benefits if we leave here on moral grounds? What good does that do for anybody?”  
 
    Allison, practical woman that she is, shook her head. “None. None at all.”  
 
    “Look, it sucks that not everyone in the city can be here, but that’s not our fault. And we would be stupid not to take advantage of the fact that we have access to this place. Especially having a toddler and with you being almost nine months pregnant.”  
 
    “Speaking of,” Allison said, looking up. “What if the hospital can’t take me?”  
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. If it comes down to it, I’ll deliver the baby myself. You’ll just have to walk me through it.”  
 
    Allison smiled, then smiled a little more, then leaned her head back and laughed. “Eric, if I have to ask anyone to help me deliver this baby, you can damn well bet it’s not going to be you.”  
 
    I did my best to look wounded.  
 
    “Who then?”  
 
    “Thompson has medical training. I’m sure he could help.”  
 
    “You know, all kidding aside, that’s actually a good point. You want me to ask him about it?”  
 
    “I already did.”  
 
    The wounded look was no longer fake.  
 
    “What? When?”  
 
    “Before we left Hollow Rock. I told him there was a possibility I might go into labor before we reached the Springs, and if I did, I wanted a trained medical professional to help me.”  
 
    “What did he say?”  
 
    “He said he’d be honored.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Of course he did. Fucking boy scout.”  
 
    Allison laughed again, and it warmed my heart to hear it. Sensing an opportunity, I took her hand and said, “Listen, honey…”  
 
    She sat up and put a finger over my lips. “I know what you’re going to say. You’re going to apologize for leaving me here by myself and risking your life to try and save the city, right?”  
 
    The finger left. “Uh…yeah. Pretty much.”  
 
    “You don’t have to.”  
 
    I stared at her blankly for about five heartbeats. “Really?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Why?” As soon as it was out of my mouth, I wanted to kick myself. I really should not be looking this particular gift horse in the mouth.  
 
    Allison sighed and sat back in her chair again. “Because after hearing that story, it occurs to me that what you’ve been through over the last few days has been worse than what I’ve been through. And instead of being mad at you, I should probably be proud of you. What you did in Southtown…you guys saved a lot of people.”  
 
    “Okay…I feel a ‘but’ coming on.”  
 
    “But if you want to apologize for the way you talked to me yesterday...”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m really sorry about that. I was under a lot of stress, and I lashed out. You didn’t deserve that.”  
 
    The amber eyes blinked lazily at me, the full lips curving into a smile. “That’s better.”  
 
    We moved over to the couch and assumed our usual position: me against the arm, Allison laying with her head on a pillow and her feet in my lap, and me rubbing said feet.  
 
    “How long do you think it will take?” she asked.  
 
    “Best guess? Maybe a few hours to find and destroy the Draugr. Maybe a few more to track down and kill anyone they turned. After that it’ll be all about damage assessment and helping the wounded.”  
 
    “I wish I could be there at the hospital. I’m a doctor. I should be helping.”  
 
    “You can barely stand for more than ten minutes at a time.”  
 
    A sigh. “Yeah. I know.”  
 
    I yawned, blinked, and decided to lay my head back for a little while. As I closed my eyes, I felt Allison shift and stick her feet under my thigh to keep them warm.  
 
    When I opened my eyes again, it was dark outside the window.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY 
 
      
 
    Eric,  
 
    BSC Headquarters 
 
      
 
    After Allison informed me that I had slept through the day and that she and the little guy were going to bed, I took a shower, put on some clean clothes, and went looking for Gabe.  
 
    He was not in his office, so I went downstairs to reception. There was a security guy at the desk who informed me that Mr. Garrett was still in the field but was expected back in the next few hours.  
 
    “Heard anything about the outbreak?”  
 
    The guard glanced up from a book he was reading. “Radio says the situation has been contained, but the government wants everyone to stay inside until they give the all clear.”  
 
    “That it?”  
 
    “That’s all they’re saying so far.”  
 
    “What’s your take on it?”  
 
    The guard looked up again. I got the impression he was surprised I was asking for his opinion. He was an older fellow, maybe late fifties, lean, fit looking, and had the demeanor of former military. His dark gray fatigues were a few shades lighter than the Blackthorn’s regular infantry, which marked him as site security instead of operational personnel. Nevertheless, despite his age and seeming indifference, I doubted Gabe and Tyrel would employ someone unqualified to handle a bad situation.  
 
    “My take?”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    He shrugged a little. “I think most people are going to stay out of the way until the Army’s off the streets. But after that…people are going to want some answers.”  
 
    “Any casualty reports come in?”  
 
    “You mean for the Blackthorns?”  
 
    “For anyone.”  
 
    “FEMA’s not saying too much at this point. Probably don’t know the extent of the damage just yet. It’s still early. Blackthorns lost four guys today, I know that much.”  
 
    I nodded slowly at that. “Hate to hear it.”  
 
    “Could have been a lot worse. Most of the guys first on the scene were at the Refugee District a few days ago. Knew what to expect.”  
 
    “How do you know that?”  
 
    He smiled. “I’m a social man. People talk. I listen. Nobody pays much attention to us security guys. You’d be amazed the stuff we hear.”  
 
    I found myself smiling back. “I bet I would. You have a good night.”  
 
    He waved as I left and went back to his novel.  
 
    I spent the next few hours at the visitor’s center. It was as nice as any standard hotel I had ever stayed in. There was a coffee bar open until one in the morning, a collection of DVDs, a serviceable television in the lounge, a snack bar, and a rec room with billiards, foosball, and card tables. A hallway led to a gym and a business center with desktop computers, printers, and paper available for a small fee per copy. There was even onsite laundry.  
 
    I found Cole and Holland in the rec room engaged in a highly competitive two-man nine-ball tournament. Holland was up three games to two, but Cole was making a comeback. I got a cup of coffee and a bag of trail mix from the snack bar and sat on a stool against the wall and watched them play. The other guys had turned in for the night, which I found not surprising at all.  
 
    Neither Cole nor Holland had heard much about what was going on outside headquarters. The emergency broadcasts were all the same, just a bland, male voice telling people the outbreak was under control and to stay indoors until further notice. A few small convoys of Humvees and APCs had already returned, which indicated the Blackthorns had done all they could and were in the process of standing down.  
 
    At just after midnight, I felt vibration in the wall I was leaning against and heard motors in the distance. I finished my coffee and threw away the empty trail mix bag.  
 
    “I’m gonna go see what’s happening,” I said.  
 
    Cole and Holland looked at each other, shrugged, and went back to their game.  
 
    Outside, I watched Humvee after Humvee stream through the main gate. They were followed by a pair of APCs, four Strykers, and a HEMTT rigged for communications. Last was an armored command vehicle, which stopped at the main headquarters building to drop off Hadrian Flint and Tyrel Jennings. I was about to approach them when I heard the thump of rotors overhead. I made my way to the helipad.  
 
    Gabe was the first one out the door. He said something to the men who had been in the helicopter with him, shook a few hands, and started walking toward the headquarters building. I stood on the sidewalk and waited for him to reach me.  
 
    “How’d it go out there?” I asked when he was close enough. He stopped, wiped both hands across his face, and let out a breath.  
 
    “About as well as could be expected.”  
 
    “If you don’t feel like talking, I can come back later,” I said.  
 
    He shook his head. “No, it’s fine. Not like I’m gonna sleep anytime soon anyway. Come on, let’s go see my girls.” 
 
    I followed him inside and waited while he talked to the security guard. The guard told him which of the executive suites his family was in and then we went upstairs. Gabe knocked on the door and waited. A few seconds later, the door opened.  
 
    “Dad,” Sabrina said, and stepped out to hug him fiercely. Gabe returned the hug and held his daughter for a while. I stayed quiet and tried not to move around.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Sabrina asked, stepping back.  
 
    “I’m fine. A little tired is all. Elizabeth up?”  
 
    “No, she’s knocked out. Had a migraine. Doctor at the infirmary gave her something to help her sleep.” 
 
    Gabe frowned. “Like what?” 
 
    I was curious as well. Pharmaceuticals were mostly a thing of the past.  
 
    “Laudanum,” Sabrina said, smiling sheepishly.  
 
    Gabe narrowed his eyes. “He better not have given her too much.”  
 
    “She’s fine, Dad. Come on inside. You too, Eric.”  
 
    I let Gabe go first and then stepped through the door. The apartment did not look much different than the one Gabe had lent me, although the decorating scheme was different. This one was done up to look like a hunting lodge. Racks of antlers and large fish mounted on the walls, paintings of fox hunts and horsemen, and an antique Winchester mounted over the fireplace. I stepped closer to examine it and saw it was an 1873 model chambered in .38-40. A valuable relic before the Outbreak, but now little more than a conversation piece. Still, it was a nice touch.  
 
    “I’m gonna go check on her,” Gabe said.  
 
    Sabrina gave a thumbs up and headed toward the kitchen. There was a small refrigerator from which she pulled a pitcher of water, a length of cured sausage, some bread, and a hunk of hard cheese.  
 
    “Hungry?” Sabrina asked me.  
 
    “Starving.” I sat down with her at the kitchen table.  
 
    Sabrina poured me a glass of water—an actual glass, not the usual wood or metal—grabbed a kitchen knife from a block on the counter, and started slicing up the sausage.  
 
    “You doing okay?” she asked.  
 
    “I’m fine. Managed to get some sleep. You?”  
 
    “Nothing I can’t handle. Haven’t slept a wink, though. Too wound up.”  
 
    “I know the feeling.”  
 
    She finished with the sausage and began carving off slices of the cheese. It was dense, pale white, and from the smell, made from unpasteurized goat’s milk. My mouth watered at the sight. I never ate unpasteurized cheese before the Outbreak, and the difference in flavor was eye-opening. The difference in danger to one’s health was also eye-opening if not properly prepared, but I was willing to bet BSC only sourced from reputable producers.  
 
    Sabrina grabbed a couple of plates—wooden this time—and dropped a couple of handfuls of sausage and cheese onto mine. She did the same for herself and laid the knife down next to the bread. I carved off a couple of slices and made a sandwich.  
 
    “This cheese is amazing,” I said.  
 
    “I know. I can’t stop eating it.”  
 
    “Any idea who makes it?”  
 
    “No clue. I just know it was in the fridge when Elizabeth and I got here.”  
 
    I looked toward the bedroom at the end of the apartment. The door was open, and there was enough light I could see Gabe’s silhouette sitting on the side of the bed. Elizabeth had rolled over and I could hear her talking sleepily to Gabe. After a few minutes, Gabe leaned down, kissed his wife, and then gently shut the door on his way out.  
 
    “Want a bite to eat?” Sabrina asked.  
 
    Gabe looked at the spread and swallowed. “Yes. Yes I do.”  
 
    He sat down and made a sandwich. I had finished my first one and was still hungry, so I made a second. We sat in silence and ate for a few minutes. It was nice. There was no awkwardness, no attempts at empty conversation, no effort to make the moment anything other than what it was. That’s how you know someone is really your friend. When you could just sit down with them and not talk and be perfectly fine.  
 
    When we were all finished, Gabe leaned over and kissed his daughter on top of her head. “I’m going up to my office. I’ll be back later.”  
 
    “Okay. We’ll be here.”  
 
    Upstairs in Gabe’s office, he peeled off his tactical gear and hung it up in his wall safe. Then he reached in a drawer, took out a bottle and a couple of glasses, and set them on the desktop.  
 
    “Am I hallucinating,” I said, “or is that an actual bottle of Jameson?”  
 
    “You’re not hallucinating.” Gabe poured a couple of fingers into each glass and offered me one. “After a day like today, it’s warranted.”  
 
    “No argument there.” I took the glass and sniffed the whiskey. It had been so long I had forgotten how good the stuff smelled. I set it back on the desk.  
 
    “You know, Mike Stall opened a new distillery in Kentucky. His first batch of bourbon should be ready in a few years.”  
 
    “I heard. Already pre-ordered a case.”  
 
    “Only a case?”  
 
    “Any more would be too much of a temptation. Speaking of.” He took the bottle off his desktop and stowed it in its drawer.  
 
    “How’d it go out there?” I asked.  
 
    A long sigh. “Could have been a hell of a lot worse. We managed to take out the Draugr pretty quick. Learned our lesson from the last time we fought ‘em; used our heavy weapons right from the start. Draugr are tough motherfuckers, but you cut the legs out from under ‘em, and they go down the same as any other ghoul.”  
 
    I nodded and remained silent, hoping he would continue. Gabe took a couple of slow sips of whiskey and set down his glass.  
 
    “Tracked down the rest of the infected by nine in the morning. Army helped a lot with that. Takes a lot of boots on the ground, you know?”  
 
    I nodded again. “If the infected were wiped out by nine, what have you been doing all day?”  
 
    “Damage assessment, processing survivors, decontamination, body disposal, putting out fires, that kind of thing.”  
 
    “How many casualties, you think?”  
 
    He drummed his fingers on the desktop. “Maybe a hundred or so civilians. Four Blackthorns. No regular Army, as far as I know.”  
 
    “I’m sorry about your men.”  
 
    Gabe lowered his head. “Thanks. One of them was with Sabrina and Elizabeth. They got attacked by a Draugr. Fucking thing jumped on him. Sabrina took it out while it was distracted.”  
 
    I could not think of anything to say to that.  
 
    “The others were taking down a Draugr when they got jumped from behind by a bunch of fast-movers. Never had a chance.”  
 
    Gabe was quiet for a few seconds after that. Finally, he said, “You know earlier, at the tavern, when I said we failed?”  
 
    “Don’t think I’ll ever forget.”  
 
    “Well, I’m starting to reassess that.”  
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Gabe raised a hand to scratch at his beard, realized he did not have one, and put his hand in his lap. “I think you were right, what you said about the attack at the Refugee District. I think it was a distraction, but I don’t think that was what SRT originally planned.”  
 
    “Yeah, I was thinking about that too. If what Caleb says about the Draugr is true, then they must have been in the district for a long time before the attack.”  
 
    “Exactly. Which means they were meant for something else, but then when the kidnapping failed, SRT needed something to draw the feds’ attention.”  
 
    “So they released the Draugr in the Refugee District.”  
 
    A nod.  
 
    “Kinda backfired on ‘em,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, it did. But that’s what happens when people panic. They don’t think things through.”  
 
    “What do you think the original plan was?”  
 
    Another sip of whiskey. I still had not touched mine.  
 
    “I think it was supposed to be a test run,” Gabe said. “Proof of concept.”  
 
    I thought about it. It made sense. “The District is fenced in. SRT probably owned the guardsmen, which is why they weren’t there when we showed up.”  
 
    “Probably lying in a shallow grave by now,” Gabe said.   
 
    “Probably. So they locked the gates, released the Draugr, and hung back to see what happened.”  
 
    “Pretty much.”  
 
    “Must have liked what they saw.”  
 
    “In their place, I would have.”  
 
    I crossed my feet in front of me and steepled my hands. “You know, the more I think about it, the more impressive of an operation it was. I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s the most sadistic thing I’ve ever seen in my life. But the scale of it, the timing, the planning, the coordination, the sheer effort and expense that must have gone into it…”  
 
    “I know what you mean. Whoever this Heinrich character is, he’s a smart one. A planner. He knows how to train people, control them, manipulate them, organize them, how to play the long game. He had this thing worked out down to the finest detail. At least until we came along.” 
 
    “What do you think his endgame was?”  
 
    Gabe shrugged. “My guess? I think he wanted to destabilize the power structure. Cause chaos. Create opportunities for the tribe. Make inroads they couldn’t make before. We’ve seen a lot of that since the Outbreak.”   
 
    I shook my head. “Must be one evil son of a bitch. By the way, did you ever hear from Stan?”  
 
    “Nothing yet.”  
 
    Gabe swirled his glass and stared into nothing for a few seconds. “You know what I think he was going to do?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I think he was planning to wait. After the district, he knew what the Draugr were capable of. So, he recalculated and started looking at how to do the most damage at the best time. I think he caught wind we were closing in on him, and that’s why he released the Draugr when he did. Doesn’t make sense otherwise.”  
 
    “How so?”  
 
    “Well, look at the timing. The attack happened early in the morning before most people were even out of bed. Streets are mostly empty that time of day. If you’re trying to cause as much destruction as possible, wouldn’t you wait until mid-day when the there’s tens of thousands of people on the street?”  
 
    I made a face at the thought. “Yeah, I guess I would.”  
 
    “That was one of our saving graces—that the attack happened so early. If it had happened at mid-day, it would have been a blood bath. Can you imagine all seven sites blowing at the same time, thousands of people in the streets, Draugr running around all over the place?”  
 
    “I’d rather not think about it.”  
 
    “We couldn’t have contained it,” Gabe said. “Not the way we did this morning. With that many people around, that many Draugr, and as fast as their victims turn? Half the city would have been destroyed.”  
 
    “At least.”  
 
    “As it stands, we got a couple hundred dead, counting the Refugee District. And that was with us and the FBI and Homeland all working to stop this thing from happening. If Stan hadn’t spent the last couple of years gathering intel on SRT…”  
 
    “We would have been clueless.”  
 
    A slow nod.  
 
    I picked up my glass and raised it. “To Stan. Savior of Colorado Springs.”  
 
    “To Stan.”  
 
    We drank to that. I held the whiskey on my tongue and let it down slowly. “Man, I forgot how good this stuff is.”  
 
    “Way better than moonshine.”  
 
    “God yes.”  
 
    Another protracted silence filled the room. I thought about the events of the previous day, and with a jolt, I sat up in my chair.  
 
    “Hey, what about the prisoner?” I said. “What’s his name? Tahaka?”  
 
    Gabe made a face. “Yeah, about that…”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “He uh…he escaped.”  
 
    My eyebrows shot up to my hairline. “Escaped?”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “How?”  
 
    Another sip of whisky and a long exhale. “My guys got sloppy.”  
 
    “Are they okay?”  
 
    “They’ll live.”  
 
    I sat back in my chair, deflated, but not entirely surprised. Tahaka was a slippery one—I had figured that much out after knowing him for less than an hour.  
 
    “Where do you think he went?”  
 
    Gabe held out his hands. “No idea. Could be anywhere by now. If I had to guess, I’d say he probably skipped town.”  
 
    “Which means we’ll probably never find him.”  
 
    “If he’s as smart as I think he is, probably not.”  
 
    Another sip of whiskey, then I put the glass down. “His intel panned out. I guess that’s something.”  
 
    “Yeah. Strange thing about that guy. God only knows how long he was running with SRT, what kind of shit he did while he was with them. And then this is what breaks him, you know? The Draugr.”  
 
    “Guess he finally reached his limit.”  
 
    “Guess so. Every man has one.”  
 
    “So I’ve heard.”  
 
    The phone rang. Gabe stared at it for a moment.  
 
    “Who do you think that could be?” I asked.  
 
    Gabe frowned. “At this hour? Who knows?”  
 
    The phone rang again.  
 
    “You gonna answer that?”  
 
    “I’d rather not.”  
 
    Another ring.  
 
    “If you don’t, I will.”  
 
    Gabe picked up the phone. 
 
    “Garrett.”  
 
    He listened for a few seconds, then a rueful smile spread across his face.  
 
    “Send him in. Thanks.”  
 
    He put down the phone. “Speak of the devil.”  
 
    I made a questioning face. Gabe pointed at the door, and a few seconds later, there was a knock. He got up to go answer it. I stood and waited. When the door opened, Stan Kaminsky stood at the entrance.  
 
    “You know, we were just talking about you,” Gabe said.  
 
    Stan walked inside and hung up his coat. There was a sweat stain circling his dress shirt in the shape of a bulletproof vest. 
 
    “Good things, I hope.”  
 
    Stan saw me and walked over. “Mr. Riordan.”  
 
    I shook his hand. “Agent Kaminsky. Good to see you alive.”  
 
    “Same to you.”  
 
    He loosened his tie, undid the top button of his shirt, and sat down heavily in the chair across from mine. “Colonel Bryant updated me on what happened today,” he said.  
 
    “So you heard about the prisoner,” Gabe said, moving to resume his seat behind his desk. 
 
    Stan nodded. “Colonel Bryant informed me. He knows to keep it between us, so don’t worry about that. It would have been nice to have another informant, but not critical at this point.”  
 
    “You got somebody else?” I asked.  
 
    “We do. High ranking member of SRT. He’s downtown right now. My people are working him.”  
 
    “What about Homeland?” Gabe asked.  
 
    Stan smiled wryly. “They’re off the case. President’s orders.”  
 
    Gabe’s eyes widened. “What changed her mind?”  
 
    “Probably a lot of things. Not much point in trying to hide the existence of the big Grays anymore. The word is out. And since Homeland didn’t manage to produce any real results in their investigation, the attorney general convinced the president the matter would be best left to the FBI, being as we were the ones who uncovered SRT’s plan and stopped four of the attacks.”  
 
    “Four?” Gabe asked.  
 
    “I said I’d keep your name out of it.” Kaminsky looked at me. “Yours too. And thank you for your help, by the way.”  
 
    I dipped my head.  
 
    “Did you find Heinrich?” Gabe asked.  
 
    Kaminsky’s face darkened. “Yeah, we found him alright. Found him full of lead.”  
 
    I looked at Gabe. He was as surprised as I was.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked.  
 
    Kaminsky waved a finger at both of us. “This is confidential. Got it?”  
 
    We both nodded.  
 
    “Looks like his own men did it. My informant, and one other.”  
 
    “Who?” Gabe asked.  
 
    Kaminsky gave a wry smile. “Your prisoner, Maru Tahaka.”  
 
    Gabe leaned forward. “You’re shitting me.”  
 
    “I shit you not. Ran straight for the Outer Boroughs as soon as he got loose from your men. Made a beeline for Heinrich and emptied half a magazine into him. My informant finished the job.”  
 
    “They were working together?” I asked.  
 
    “Not exactly. And that’s as much as I can tell you right now.”  
 
    I looked at Gabe again. Both of us spent the next few seconds absorbing what we had just heard.  
 
    “What happens now?” I asked. “Where does the investigation go from here?” 
 
    Kaminsky looked at me irritably. I held up my palms.  
 
    “Just the broad strokes, I’m not asking for details.”  
 
    A sigh. “Well, from here we pump my informant for everything we can get out of him. Then we start making arrests. We’ll have to move fast. As soon as word hits the street Heinrich is dead, SRT is gonna go to ground. We’ll probably be chasing those fuckers for years to come.”  
 
    Gabe’s eyes went cold. “Let me know if you need any help.”  
 
    “Same here,” I said.  
 
    Kaminsky smiled. “Careful, fellas. I might just take you up on that.”  
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    The next day Gabe came to visit us first thing in the morning. He offered to let us use his apartment for the duration of our stay in the Springs, but I declined. I suggested he ask the families of the men he lost if any of them needed a place to stay for a while. He grew solemn at that and said he would.  
 
    Most of the people admitted to Memorial Hospital were discharged within forty-eight hours, alleviating Allison’s fears of not being able to give birth there. I stopped by the maternity ward anyway to make sure things were still in order. The director assured me they were and spent the next half-hour soliciting a donation to help the hospital cover the costs of treating a couple of hundred people injured in the attacks over the last few days. I asked him how much they needed. It was less than my scheduled quarterly distribution from Centurion National’s profit for the previous year. I told him I would cover it and signed a pledge form. When we shook, I held his hand an extra few seconds and smiled and said I would really appreciate it if my wife got the VIP treatment during her stay. He nodded enthusiastically and said he would see to it himself.  
 
    That done, I spent a few days touring the city with Allison and the little guy. The attacks, for all the panic they caused, only damaged a few small parts of the area inside the wall. There were some structure fires and broken windows and a small amount of looting that was quicky put down, but for the most, within a few days, life was back to normal.  
 
    The Refugee District, however, would need months to recover. If it ever really did.  
 
    A few days of being a tourist were about all Allison could take. Much like her last pregnancy, she was tired all the time and her knees and ankles bothered her if she stood or walked for too long. Which left us with a dilemma. I did not want to leave her to look after little Gabriel on her own, but I had business matters I had been putting off that needed my attention. There were caregivers available for hire in the city, but I was not about to have some stranger looking after my wife and son. After discussing it with Allison, I realized I really only had one option.  
 
    The next morning, I swallowed my pride, made a call, and hired a carriage to Peterson Army Air Base.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    “It’s so good to see you!”  
 
    Miranda threw her arms around my neck and squeezed hard enough to make it tough to breath. I hugged her back.  
 
    “Good to see you too, kiddo. It’s been a while.”  
 
    She put her hands on my shoulders and stepped back. “Let me look at you.”  
 
    I stood still and let her and did some looking of my own. She had filled out some, the half-starved appearance she had always possessed in Tennessee giving way to a more well-fed, athletic look. Her hair had grown longer as well and she wore it in a half ponytail, the top part tied back and the rest hanging loose on her shoulders. Her eyes were just as sapphire blue as I remembered. She smelled like lavender and vanilla, and not for the first time, I thought to myself that Caleb was a lucky man.  
 
    “You look good,” she said. “I like the beard.”  
 
    “Eh. Makes one of us.”  
 
    “You don’t like it?”  
 
    “Not really. But Allison thinks it makes me look distinguished, so I guess I’m stuck with it.”  
 
    “Well, I think Allison’s right. Come on in.”  
 
    I followed her inside. The house was a three bedroom, retrofitted for the realities of the post-Outbreak world. There was a cast-iron stove in the living room and a wood-burning stove/oven setup in the kitchen. A stack of well-seasoned hardwood stood in a neatly stacked pile next to each, and through the kitchen window, I could see two large rectangles of firewood under tarps in the small back yard. The decorating scheme was what Allison would have called shabby-chic, consisting of rustic furniture in dark blues and grays with deliberately distressed paint and hand-carved wooden plaques on the walls with little sayings like Home Sweet Home and Love You to the Moon and Back. There was a bronze vase on the kitchen table with flowers that looked fresh, but upon inspection, were actually silk and plastic. Added a nice touch, though. I looked around and nodded in approval.  
 
    “You got a nice place here.”  
 
    “Thank you. Would you like something to drink?”  
 
    “Just some water would be great.”  
 
    “One minute. Make yourself at home.”  
 
    I sat down in one of a pair of armchairs across from the couch. It was comfortable and smelled vaguely of lavender and vanilla. I wondered if Miranda had been sitting in the same spot when I knocked on the door.  
 
    “Caleb went to the market to pick up a few things,” Miranda called out from the kitchen. She had taken a large block of ice from a hand-made icebox and was stabbing chunks off it with an icepick.  
 
    “I actually came here to talk to you,” I said.  
 
    Miranda walked over to the cast-iron stove. There was a kettle sitting next to it. I guessed she had boiled some water earlier in anticipation of my visit. The city water was safe to drink, or at least that was what the government said, but some people just were not willing to take the chance.  
 
    “Okay,” she said, pouring the water over ice. “What about?”  
 
    “Well, I was wondering if you would be willing to help me out with something.”  
 
    She smiled as she walked over and handed me the cup. It was wooden, but well carved and carefully sanded.  
 
    “I already have a job, Eric.”  
 
    “I know. And I know you enjoy what you do. I’m not here to bring you back to the company. Although, if you ever decide you’d be interested in heading up my human resources division…”  
 
    “I’ll let you know if that day ever comes.”  
 
    I smiled and nodded. “Fair enough.”  
 
    She sat down on the couch and crossed her legs underneath her. “What do you need help with?”  
 
    “It’s Allison,” I said. “She’s having a tough time.”  
 
    Miranda’s face grew sympathetic. “Is it as bad as last time?”  
 
    I nodded. “Yep. And now we’ve got the little guy, and I have a million things to do before the baby gets here, and…well, I was wondering if you could take some time off and, you know, look after them for a while.”  
 
    “That’s asking a lot, Eric. I don’t get much vacation time.”  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “And my kids would have to be taught by a substitute while I’m gone.”  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “How long are we talking?”  
 
    “A couple of weeks, maybe.”  
 
    A sigh. “Well…I guess I could. When do you need me to start?”  
 
    “Monday work okay?”  
 
    “I could do that.”  
 
    I breathed out in relief. “That’s great. I really appreciate it. I’ll pay you for your time. Whatever you want.”  
 
    Miranda shook her head. “I’m not going to charge you for a favor, Eric. I already owe you more than I can ever pay back.”  
 
    I felt my face heat up and looked down. “You don’t owe me a thing, Miranda.”  
 
    “You risked your life to save mine, and then you helped me through the hardest time I’ve ever been through. I wouldn’t be here if not for you.”  
 
    “You saved my life too. In more ways than you know.”  
 
    Miranda smiled. “Does Allison know about this?”  
 
    I breathed out, grateful for the change of subject. “Yeah, we talked about it.”  
 
    “Good. I have to admit, I’m really excited about seeing her and little Gabe again.”  
 
    “He was just a baby the last time you saw him.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve missed him so much.”  
 
    “Still trying to make one of your own?”  
 
    Miranda looked down. “I’d like to be, but you know Caleb. He’s always off on some mission. Doesn’t spend much time at home anymore.”  
 
    I was about to make some excuse for him when I heard the man himself come in the front door.  
 
    “Hey babe, I’m back,” Caleb called out. His footsteps stopped halfway to the kitchen. “Is someone here?”  
 
    “Eric is here, honey,” Miranda replied.  
 
    The footsteps resumed. Caleb emerged from the hallway and set a couple of canvas bags on the kitchen island. “Got the potatoes and green beans and rosemary,” he said. “Butcher was out of beef though. Got chicken instead.”  
 
    “That’s fine. Did you find any butter?”  
 
    Caleb held up a fist-sized bundle wrapped in brown cloth. “Let me put this stuff away and I’ll be right with you.”  
 
    The potatoes and green beans stayed on the counter. The butter went into the icebox and the chicken went into a metal box on the back porch. It was in the thirties outside, so the meat would stay just as fresh as in a refrigerator.  
 
    Caleb poured himself a cup of water and sat down next to Miranda. “I’m surprised to see you,” he said, looking at me. “Figured you’d be out movin’ and shakin’.”  
 
    I studied him a moment. The face was outwardly friendly, but I could see the suspicion behind the calm blue eyes.  
 
    “Well, seeing as you poached my best employee, I figured I’d better try to get her back.”  
 
    Caleb frowned. “Your offices in the city opened months ago. Didn’t know you were still hiring.”  
 
    Miranda and I looked at each other.  
 
    “What?” Caleb asked.  
 
    “He just needs me to look after Allison and little Gabe for a couple of weeks.” Miranda affected a close approximation of Caleb’s Texas drawl. “You know, so he can do all that movin’ and shakin’.”  
 
    “Oh.” Caleb looked relieved. “How are they, by the way?”  
 
    “Gabe’s good. Allison is having some trouble. The last few weeks are tough.”  
 
    “She gonna be okay?”  
 
    “She’ll be fine. She’s as tough as they come.”  
 
    A nod. A silence. I moved to stand up, wanting to say my goodbyes before things got awkward, but Caleb spoke first.  
 
    “Hey, let’s take a walk outside,” he said. “Need to talk to you about something.”  
 
    I stopped a second, then finished standing up. “Okay.”  
 
    Miranda required another hug before my departure, which I gladly accommodated. She kissed me on the cheek and said she would be at the hotel Monday morning at nine. I told her I would make sure the concierge let her upstairs and went outside with Caleb. 
 
    Caleb was silent the first hundred yards or so. I looked around the neighborhood while we walked. It was a broad swath of base housing, built post-Outbreak, and laid out in neat grids with small yards and sidewalks and wooden street signs—a veritable paradise compared to many places I had seen in the wastelands. People here walked the streets unarmed, in clean clothes, and children were allowed to play on their own. In most places, people had learned to live with a much lower standard of hygiene. Clothes were patched together from whatever material was available, be it salvaged cloth or animal hides, and no one went anywhere unarmed. Children stayed close to their parents and scanned their surroundings with alert paranoia. I thought about my own children and wondered what future generations would make of things once all living memory of the pre-Outbreak world died with people like me.  
 
    “I know you have questions for me,” Caleb said finally.  
 
    I looked at him. “Yeah, I do.”  
 
    “You haven’t asked me anything.”  
 
    “Not much point in asking questions if I’m not going to get any answers.”  
 
    Caleb heard the bitterness in my tone and looked away. “I want to give you answers, Eric. I really do. Stop for a minute, will you?”  
 
    I stopped and faced him. He stood in front of me, opened his mouth, closed it, and cursed softly.  
 
    “What?” I asked. “Christ’s sake, Caleb, this is me, okay? Just spit it out.”  
 
    A long sigh. “General Jacobs wants to set up a meeting.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “I can’t tell you.”  
 
    I snorted. “Of course you can’t.”  
 
    “Listen, you want answers, this is the way to get them.”  
 
    “Caleb, I’m not following.”  
 
    Another sigh. “I can’t tell you much. There are…people. People who have been working behind the scenes trying to save what’s left of the world. They think you might be able to help. General Jacobs wants to meet with you to talk about it.”  
 
    I frowned. “You mean he wants to bring me into the fold. Like he did with you.”  
 
    Caleb’s eyes flashed. “I’m not some dumb kid, Eric. I wasn’t fooled or manipulated into anything. I walked into this job with my eyes wide open, and I don’t regret it. You’ve always said the world needs people like us, people who can do the hard things others won’t. Do you really believe that, or are you just talking out of your ass?”  
 
    I counted backwards from five and spoke carefully. “If you don’t know the answer by now, Caleb, you never will.”  
 
    “Then meet me at this address tomorrow morning at ten.”  
 
    He took out a pen and a small notepad, wrote something on it, ripped off a sheet, and handed it to me. I took it, read the address, and stuck it in a pocket.  
 
    “What happens if I do?”  
 
    “You’ll get the answers you’re looking for, and a few more you’re not. You won’t like what you find, I can promise you that. But you’ll also get a chance to make a real difference in the world.”  
 
    And with that, Caleb turned and walked home.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Eric,  
 
    Undisclosed Location, Rocky Mountains 
 
      
 
    It was a profound relief when Caleb pulled the black hood from my head. It was also a profound relief to be on the ground and not flying through turbulent mountain air in a Blackhawk that had seen its best days over a decade ago.  
 
    The port side door opened and a group of soldiers in heavy winter gear, armed with carbines, stood waiting. They wore goggles to shield their eyes from the wind and balaclavas over their mouths. I pulled my scarf up and rolled my knit cap down over my ears.  
 
    “Let’s go,” one of the soldiers said. He wore no rank insignia, none of them did, but from the tone, I got the impression he was in charge.  
 
    When I stepped down, the snow was ankle deep and loose as baby powder. The wind howled and the exposed skin around my eyes immediately began to ache. I pushed my scarf up over my nose and followed the soldiers toward a rocky outcropping. I tried looking around along the way, but between the wind and the blinding snow, there was not much to see.  
 
    We stopped in front of a granite wall on a flat shelf of mountain just big enough to land a helicopter and hold maybe a dozen people. The soldier in charge produced a strange looking stick of metal and inserted it between a cleft in two rocks. There was a hiss of escaping air and a twelve-foot-high section of the granite wall opened inward.  
 
    For a few seconds, all I could do was stare. The door was so well hidden, so carefully integrated into the lines of rocks, I never would have known it was there. But then again, I guess that was the point. I followed the soldiers inside and stood shivering while the doors shut behind us.  
 
    “Impressive, ain’t it?” Caleb said beside me. He pulled down the furry hood of his parka and removed his goggles.  
 
    “Yeah, no shit.”  
 
    I took off my knit cap and pulled down my scarf. I was standing in a metal room with dull lighting that made the walls look amber colored. There were cameras up high in the corners and the floor looked like diamond plate aluminum. Another large door stood at the end of a short corridor. The soldier in charge walked over to it and inserted the key into a socket. A turn of the wrist, and a panel slid open. The soldier took off his goggles and one glove. I watched him give his thumbprint and submit to a retinal scan. A few seconds later, the inner doors opened.  
 
    I was herded into another, larger room, this one with bare rock walls, a high granite ceiling, exposed conduit and wiring, and bright bulbs hanging from fixtures anchored to the mountain itself. The ceiling was over twenty feet high, and in the middle of everything, a pair of golf carts sat on a smooth track of concrete about fifteen feet wide. The track sloped off to more exposed rock on either side and disappeared around a bend over a hundred yards away. Taking it all in, I was in awe of the sheer scale of the place and the tremendous amount of work that must have gone into creating it.  
 
    “Let me guess,” I said. “Pre-Outbreak construction.”  
 
    Caleb grinned. “You think?”  
 
    He walked over to one of the golf carts, sat down in the driver’s seat, and turned a key. There was no rumble of motor, only a dull electric click.  
 
    “Well?” he said, looking over his shoulder. “You want a ride, or you gonna walk?”  
 
    I went over to the golf cart and sat down next to him.  
 
    “Where’s General Jacobs? I thought he was supposed to be here. And what the hell is this place?”  
 
    The grin faded as he engaged the shifter. “The general’s waiting for us. As for what this place is, you’ll see soon enough.”  
 
    I glanced backward and saw the soldiers were gone. No footsteps, no doors opening, no clank and rattle of kit and weapons. Just gone. I blinked at the wall a few times and turned back around.  
 
    We rode for what felt like an hour but was probably much less. We encountered no one else along the way. The track was smooth, hardly a bump to jostle us, winding along through tunnels marked with signs bearing designations I did not comprehend. Everything was labeled with an alphanumeric system I had never seen before. There were intersections and Y-splits, all of which Caleb navigated without slowing down. And all of it, every single inch, looked exactly the same.  
 
    I had a brief, mad instant where I wondered what would happen if Caleb just turned, booted me off the cart, and drove off. A man could wander through this place for an eternity and not find his way back. I imagined slowly going insane as exhaustion and dehydration set in and shoved the thought aside.  
 
    We went up a few times and then back down again, straight through a few intersections, and then down, down, down, until finally we came around a corner and into a wide parking area. There were small, lined-off spots along each wall occupied by a few golf carts and a small van with a wheelchair lift. Another large steel door stood at the end.  
 
    “This is the place,” Caleb said. He parked the golf cart, shut it off, and left the key in the ignition.  
 
    I stood up and looked around. The air was cold, and my nose was beginning to go numb.  
 
    “How deep inside the mountain are we?” 
 
    Caleb shook his head. “Not sure, honestly. This place is a maze. It’s designed to be disorienting for anyone who gets in here without permission. You could walk around for a long time and not find another living soul. Ain’t a good place to get lost.”  
 
    “Yeah, I got that impression.”  
 
    Caleb walked over to the door. The panel was already open on this one, no strange-looking key on a stick necessary. He did, however, have to scan his thumbprint and retinas. There was a hiss of air, and the door opened. The two of us walked into another vestibule much like the first one I had entered coming in from outside. Caleb repeated the access ritual after the door closed behind us and another one opened in front.  
 
    “When one door closes…” I muttered.  
 
    “Pretty sure whoever coined that phrase,” Caleb said, “this ain’t what they had in mind.”  
 
    “Alexander Graham Bell.”  
 
    He turned, eyebrows drawn. “What?” 
 
    “The quote. Alexander Graham Bell said it. ‘When one door closes, another opens. But we often look so long and so regretfully upon the closed door, we do not see the one opened for us’.”  
 
    Caleb looked at the door behind and got a strange look on his face. “You know, he might have been onto something.”  
 
    “How so?”  
 
    “There’s been…several parts to my life,” he said quietly. “Chapters, you might say. Times when I could say there was me before this thing happened, and me after, and they ain’t the same man. And every step farther along the way I go, I can’t help but look back at the things I’ve left behind and wonder what might have been.”  
 
    He was silent another moment, then turned and walked resolutely through the door ahead.  
 
    “Come on. People are waiting for us.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    I was not sure what to expect, but what I found was definitely not it.  
 
    The first surprise was Gabriel. I saw him standing next to a man in military dress uniform sitting in a wheelchair. After a moment, I realized the gaunt, diminished soldier was General Jacobs.  
 
    I stopped walking and stared for a few seconds. Jacobs looked to have aged twenty years, although it had been much less than that since I last saw him. His salt and pepper hair had turned solid gray and lay on his pale scalp in lank whisps. His eyes were sunken and stared out from under a shadowed brow. The eyes were focused on me and, despite Jacobs’s wizened appearance, had lost none of their heated intensity.  
 
    “Yeah, I know” he rasped, his voice like sandpaper on metal. “I look like shit. Come on over, kid.”  
 
    My paralysis broke and I walked closer.  
 
    The second surprise I noted was the fact I was in an observation area. There was a control panel on my right with a bespectacled man about my age sitting behind it. He smiled politely when I entered and gave a little wave. On my left, there was a big, partitioned glass wall with a metal barrier covering whatever lay beyond. The walls and ceiling were smooth granite and had the same exposed wiring and ductwork I had seen elsewhere. A thick bundle of wires ran from the control panel to the wall under the partitioned glass. A yellow plastic cord protector covered with red arrows and block-letter writing admonished me to watch my step.  
 
    “I’m Doctor Higgins,” the young man behind the control panel said. “You must be Mr. Riordan.”  
 
    He stood up and walked over to greet me, hand outstretched. I ignored him, walked over to Gabriel, and stopped in front of him.  
 
    “Should I be surprised to see you here?” I asked.  
 
    “No more surprised than I am to see you,” he said, looking pointedly at General Jacobs. 
 
    The old soldier gave a thin smile, his face wrinkling from the effort. “Glad you could make it.”  
 
    “Good to see you’re still kicking around, Phil,” I said.  
 
    “You know what they say. Old soldiers never die, they just fade away. Quite literally, in my case.”  
 
    “Yeah, I heard about that. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”  
 
    He flapped the comment aside with a trembling hand. “Ah. We all gotta die of something. At least I’m still me and not some fucking ghoul.”  
 
    “Silver lining.”  
 
    Jacobs gestured at Caleb. “Get behind this damn thing, will ya?”  
 
    Caleb walked over, took the handles of the wheelchair and positioned the general next to the control panel.  
 
    “Listen fellas,” Jacobs said. “I brought you here because I want to show you something.”  
 
    Gabe and I stepped closer.  
 
    “I thought we were here because you need our help,” I said.  
 
     “Yeah, that too. But you need to see this first. You need to understand what’s at stake.”  
 
    Jacobs reached out to the control panel and flipped a switch. I heard the thrum of electricity and felt a vibration through the floor.  
 
    “There’s not much I can say to prepare you for what you’re about to see,” Jacobs said. “Sometimes words just fail.”  
 
    The young technician resumed his seat and typed something into a keyboard. To my right, the wall beyond the viewing window began to part in the middle, the two halves sliding left and right on hidden rollers. There was another click, and the overhead lights went out. The only illumination in the room came from a bank of lights around the edge of the viewing window. Gabe and I glanced at each other, shrugged, and walked closer. Caleb pushed Jacobs over to join us. 
 
    “What are we looking at?” I asked.  
 
    “Just watch,” Jacobs said.  
 
    I glanced at him irritably. He ignored me, eyes fixed on the picture emerging as the walls slid away. 
 
    Looking again, I saw a cement room—walls, ceiling, and floor all bare—with a lattice of heavy steel bars that allowed us a view into the confines. It was quickly obvious I was looking at a prison cell, only this one could have served as solitary confinement for a Tyrannosaurus. The cell stood in the middle of a chamber carved out of the mountain’s guts with a column of concrete connecting it to the ceiling.  
 
    I heard a bell ring from somewhere. A door opened at the far end of the cell followed by a panel opening in the ceiling. A few seconds later, a slab of raw, bloody meat dropped down to the floor. The sound of it was strangely tinny, and, after looking around, I realized I was hearing everything through hidden speakers mounted at the corners of the window.  
 
    For a few seconds, nothing happened. Then, through the speakers, I heard a low snuffling sound, like that of some massive animal sniffing the ground. Then came a low rumbling and, just at the bottom of my range of hearing, a clatter like bones shaking together in a bag. Next was a clicking sound like a dog with too-long nails on a tile floor. 
 
    And then I saw it.  
 
    The damn thing must have been twenty feet from nose to tail. The tail made up more than half its length and ended in a long, sharp barb. And when I say barb, I mean the kind with a hook at the end designed to harpoon things and keep hold of them. The legs were short and eerily humanoid, the feet elongated and stretched so that the creature walked on its toes only. The toes had huge claws that looked as if they could disembowel a man with a single swipe. The knees of the hind legs were hinged backward, and the two front legs looked way too much like human arms. After walking through the door on all fours, it reared up on its hind legs and stood like a man.  
 
    Except it was definitely, without question, not a man.  
 
    The face looked like the Draugr I had seen, only instead of having an overbite and a long bottom jaw, it had a snout like an alligator or a moray eel. The eyes were large and forward swept, the retinas blood red and the irises yellow with black, slitted pupils. There was a crest of bony spikes on its head from the bridge of its nose to the base of its neck. The arms were large and horrifically muscular, the fingers ending in claws, the chest broad and striated like bundles of steel cable. But for all its fearsome appearance, the thing I found most disturbing was its skin.  
 
    When I was a kid, my parents took me to a borderline illegal petting zoo outside my hometown. One of the animals I encountered there was a baby Asian elephant. Where the owners got it, and whether it was lawful to have the thing, I have no idea. What I do know is when I petted it, I was amazed at how dense and tough its skin was. The hide must have been several inches thick and sturdy enough to stop a small caliber bullet. In retrospect, my assessment was not far off the mark.  
 
    When I looked at the Draugr’s skin, I was again reminded of the elephant’s thick, armor-like hide. Except this thing’s skin did not look armor-like. It looked like armor, plain and simple. Scale armor, to be specific. Hard, bony, overlapping rows spread over heavy muscles as if connected by a network of strong, stretchy fiber. The scales moved and rippled as the Draugr shifted, and much to my sinking dread, I saw the thickest, hardest-looking scales were around the creature’s skull and spinal cord.  
 
    “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Gabe muttered.  
 
    “That,” Jacobs said, pointing, “is Anthony Jones, formerly of Salt Lake City, Utah.”  
 
    Gabe and I both turned to him.  
 
    “Excuse me?” I said.  
 
    He produced a photograph from inside his uniform jacket. Gabe took it, looked at it, and passed it on to me. The man in the picture was in his thirties, a little portly, bespectacled, balding, and had the open, honest expression of a man who seen minimal hardship in his life. There had been millions just like him before the Outbreak, and most of them were decent enough people. They worked, raised families, complained about their wives, bragged about their kids, bemoaned their taxes, played fantasy football, and cooked burgers on the grill. I knew the kind exactly. My father had been one of them.   
 
    “He was a software engineer before the Outbreak,” Jacobs said. “He was married with a daughter. Both died the first year after Atlanta. Mr. Jones here managed to reach the Wichita Safe Zone, then got recruited by the Phoenix Initiative.”  
 
    I looked back through the window. The creature had moved over to the slab of meat, sat down on its haunches, and begun to eat. Its clawed hands kept a firm grip on the bloody flesh as its rows of teeth tore through it like a chainsaw through paper.  
 
    “What happened to him?” I asked.  
 
    “He was en route to Kentucky when his caravan ran afoul of a big damn horde. They were navigating a mountain pass under low visibility and got caught with their pants down. Mr. Jones escaped, but got bit in the fighting. A few others survived and managed to salvage the communications equipment. A little while later, they found Jones half dead and called for rescue.”  
 
    “Rescue?” Gabe said. “Why didn’t they just put him down?”  
 
    “They were under orders not to kill any members of the team, even if they got infected.”  
 
    A blink. “Why the hell not?”  
 
    “Because, at the time, there was hope for a treatment that could reverse the effects of reanimation. We wanted to keep members of the Initiative alive, so to speak, in case the research panned out. Sadly, it did not.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to ask about a hundred questions, but Jacobs held up a forestalling hand.  
 
    “We’re not here to talk about that,” he said. “The treatment turned out to be a bust. There’s no cure for the infection, and there never will be. After the eggheads figured that out, they turned Jonesy here over to Doctor Higgins.”  
 
    The man who had been sitting behind the console approached us. Gabe and I turned to look at him. He was close to my height, lean, pale, clean-cut, and had the jaded eyes of a much older man. His white coat was pressed and starched, and he wore a button-down Oxford and black slacks beneath. There was even polish on his shoes. I had seen a lot of guys like him over the years, people who just could not let go of their grooming and dressing habits from before the Outbreak, as if by holding on to such things they could retain some piece of the life they used to have. People like that always made me feel sad, like watching an old man eating a meal by himself.  
 
    “He hasn’t always been like this,” Higgins said, pointing. He was peering through the window with a drawn expression. “When he came here, he was a garden-variety wobbler.”  
 
    I looked at the Draugr, and then back at Higgins. “What the hell did you do to him?”  
 
    A shrug. “I fed him.”  
 
    Silence.  
 
    “That’s it?” Gabe said. “You just fed him?”  
 
    Higgins nodded. “That’s it. For three years, all I’ve done is feed him a steady diet of whatever meat the supply folks could bring in. It’s a lot more protein than most revenants get, so the transformation you’re seeing here is highly accelerated. But sooner or later, they’re all going to look like that.”  
 
    For a long moment, I couldn’t speak. I stared at Higgins open-mouthed and then looked back at the creature.  
 
    “How do you know that for sure?” I asked. 
 
    “This isn’t the first one we’ve experimented on. There have been others, and after several years of research and observation, all of them, without exception, have developed into these things. You probably know them as Draugr. The word comes from-”  
 
    “Norse mythology,” I said, interrupting. “Undead warriors that attack the living.”  
 
    Higgins blinked. “I’m amazed you know that. No one else ever has.”  
 
    “I read a book about it in college.”  
 
    “Interesting. Well, we don’t call these Draugr. Not after they grow a tail and their knee joints pop. Once they reach this stage, we call them Chimeras.”  
 
    “Greek mythology now,” I said. “Norse wasn’t good enough for you?”  
 
    A narrow smile. “I chose names that matched the creatures. But, in Mr. Jones’s case, it refers more to the medical definition of a chimera. Are you familiar with that one?”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “It’s a single organism made of the cells of more than one genotype. Multiple types of DNA, in other words. In this case, human and…whatever the infection is.”  
 
    “I thought it was some kind of bacteriophage,” Gabe said.  
 
    “It exhibits some characteristics of a bacteriophage,” Higgins replied, “but also of viruses and other things we still don’t understand.”  
 
    “So…what is it, exactly?” I said.  
 
    A shrug. “Honestly, I’m not sure. I know it’s not extra-terrestrial, and I know it was bioengineered from a single-celled organism that’s been on earth since long before the dinosaurs went extinct. But as for what it’s made of and how it works…I’m afraid that part is a bit beyond me.”  
 
    “Are you telling me the infection is man-made?” Gabe asked, pointing through the window.  
 
    “Not entirely. It was bio-engineered, or maybe bio-altered would be a better term, but the original organism exists in nature.”  
 
    “What organism?”  
 
    Higgins looked at Jacobs.  
 
    “We can discuss that later,” the general said. “It’s not important right now. What is important is you two understand that there are going to be more of these things. A lot more.”  
 
    I walked closer to the window and touched the glass. “How long did it take him to get this way?”  
 
    “Like I said, I’ve been feeding him for three years.”  
 
    “Yeah, but he became a Draugr first, right?”  
 
    “Right.”  
 
    “How long did that take? 
 
    Higgins leaned his back against the window and crossed one foot over the other. “Ghouls have a gestation period after they’re turned. They stay ghouls until about eighteen months go by, then they undergo some drastic changes to their internal structures. At that point, it doesn’t take much for them to turn into Grays. Once they reach that stage, it depends on how much they eat. They get bigger and bigger until they reach a kind of critical mass, and then the knees pop backward and they start growing a tail. The armored skin comes last.”  
 
    “Is there a stage beyond this one?”  
 
    “Not as far as we can tell. This seems to be the end of the line from a morphological standpoint. Except for this.”  
 
    Higgins walked back to the console, picked up a handset, and pressed the transmit button.  
 
    “Eddie, send the second drop.”  
 
    A second panel opened in the ceiling and a bundle of something I could not make out fell through. The thing that had once been Anthony Jones had just finished its bloody side of meat and now turned its attention to the new material. Looking more closely, I saw Higgins had dropped a bundle of root vegetables. Carrots, potatoes, turnips, that sort of thing. Without hesitation, the creature grabbed a potato in one hand and a turnip in the other and began eating. As I watched, the dread and disgust I had been feeling transformed into something just below the level of barely concealed panic. 
 
    “It’s…eating vegetables,” Gabe said in a quiet voice.  
 
    “On a long enough timeline,” Higgins said, “and after eating enough meat, the Draugr eventually become omnivorous. Some of them get there faster than others. Not sure why. Either way, that’s when the transformation really accelerates.”  
 
    I stood and felt my heart pounding in my chest. My face was cold, and my hands tingled with pins and needles. I walked over to the control panel and sat down heavily.  
 
    “Mr. Riordan,” Higgins said, sounding genuinely concerned. “Are you alright?”  
 
    I held up a hand. “Just give me a minute.”  
 
    The others gathered around and waited while I took a few long, deep breaths. I closed my eyes and focused on clearing my mind, focused on breathing. A minute or so later, I gathered myself enough to sit up and look at them.  
 
    “Do me a favor,” I said, pointing at the viewing window. “Close those doors.”  
 
    Higgins said, “Don’t worry, it can’t get through. That glass could stop a-”  
 
    “Just fucking close it,” I snapped.  
 
    Caleb walked over to the control panel and pressed a button. The steel panels slid back into place until the Chimera was, thankfully, out of sight. I breathed a little easier when the lights came back on.  
 
    Higgins walked over and drummed his fingers on the rim of the control panel. “So, uh…what other questions do you have?”  
 
    I looked at him and laughed bitterly. “Doc, there’s only one question left to ask. How long to do we have?”  
 
    The scientist looked at Caleb and raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “We’ve already seen a few emergences,” Caleb said. “No Chimeras yet, just Draugr. Mostly isolated cases, a ghoul finding a regular food source here and there. But we know the Grays can feed on other infected now, and satellite coverage is showing that happening in more and more places. The populations of revenants keep going down where no people live, like major cities, and not because they’re migrating.”  
 
    I swallowed hard. “They’re eating each other.”  
 
    A slow nod.  
 
    I stood up and faced Dr. Higgins. “Like I said, Doc. How much time do we have before we start seeing more Draugr?”  
 
    He rested an elbow on the console and rubbed the side of his neck. “Best estimate? Maybe a year. As for Mr. Jones,” he pointed at the window. “Two, maybe three years, tops.”  
 
    I rubbed my hands over my face and walked a few steps away. The Draugr had been a shock when I first saw them, but this was on another order of magnitude. When I looked at Gabe, he was standing with his hands on his hips, jaw clenched, head bowed.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let’s take a few steps back here. Caleb told me there are people trying to save the world, or whatever. I didn’t know what he meant then, but I think I’m starting to understand now.”  
 
    I turned around and walked back over to Jacobs. “How long have you known the infected were changing?”  
 
    The general let out a long sigh. “We saw the first signs a year and a half after the Outbreak. Right around the same time people started seeing Grays in the wastelands. The infected we had in captivity didn’t transform any faster than other ghouls. Like the doctor said, there was a gestation period regardless of how much they ate. But once that period passed…well, you know the rest.”  
 
    I let that sink in. “How many people know about this?”  
 
    “The president, me, Caleb, and a few others.”  
 
    “What others?”  
 
    “Hicks’s team and some government folks. You don’t need names right now. We can get to that part another time.”  
 
    I decided to let that one go, for the moment, and pressed on. “You’ve been keeping the Draugr’s existence a secret. Why?”  
 
    A shrug. “The usual shit. President didn’t want to cause a panic, didn’t want soldiers to start deserting again, didn’t want her enemies using it against her, blah fuckin’ blah blah. I’m sure you can figure out the rest.”  
 
    He was right. I could, and all too well. “Is there a plan?”  
 
    “Oh, yeah. There’s a plan alright. But that’s where we run into trouble.”  
 
    “What trouble?”  
 
    “We can’t get the military involved.”  
 
    I blinked at him. “Why the fuck not?”  
 
    “Because if we did, there are some folks who would use the opportunity to stage a military coup. And if that happens, we’re all up shit creek with a turd for a paddle.”  
 
    I looked at his face for a few protracted seconds and fought the urge to start screaming. “A coup. In the middle of all this. Are they fucking insane?”  
 
    “No. Just power hungry. The world might have changed, but people sure as hell haven’t. Greed and self-interest come before everything else, including the survival of the species.”  
 
    I looked at Gabe. I imagine my expression was not much different from his. There was anger, but not surprise. More like a sad, cynical kind of weariness.  
 
    “Then what the fuck are we supposed to do? If we can’t involve the military, how do we stop these things?”  
 
    Jacobs forked a couple of fingers and Gabe and me. “That’s where you two come in. Between the two of you, you command the second largest fighting force on the planet right now.”  
 
    “And then there’s the volunteer militias,” Caleb chimed in. “There aren’t a lot right now, but we’re working to change that.”  
 
    “Is that what you were doing in Arizona?” I asked. “You and…what did you call those people?”  
 
    “The Hellbreakers.”  
 
    “Right. So that’s where you recruited Muir and the rest of your team?”  
 
    A nod. “Yep.”  
 
    I looked at Jacobs. “So, you’re telling me you need me and Gabe to handle the fighting?”  
 
    “Not all of it. Just the part that requires a professional touch.”  
 
    No one spoke for a few seconds. Gabe and I looked at each other, both of us measuring, trying to gauge each other’s willingness. There was no way in hell I was going to say no, and Gabe knew it. When he looked down and nodded to himself, I knew he wasn’t going to say no either.  
 
    “Okay,” he said to Jacobs. “What do you need us to do?”  
 
    Jacobs pointed at Gabe. “You’re going to apply for a loan from Centurion National and borrow as much as they can lend you.”  
 
    He pointed at me. “You’re going to give him that loan and apply for a government contract to build cheap rifles for the Army.”  
 
    “I don’t own any factories that can make firearms.”  
 
    A grin. “Not yet you don’t. But mark my words, you will. You’re gonna get that contract, and I’m going to make damn sure it’s a big one. Then you’re going to use the contract funding and your cash and trade businesses to launder a whole shitload of wealth from other sources toward recruiting as many volunteer militias as humanly possible. That’s phase one.”  
 
    “Wait, what other sources? Whose money am I laundering?” 
 
    A sigh. “The opium trade.”  
 
    “The what?”  
 
    “You heard me.”  
 
    “How…what…seriously?”  
 
    “What, you never read about the CIA in the eighties? Yes, the opium trade. My agents control about half of it. How the hell do you think I fund the research we do here? I’m the head of Joint Special Operations Command, son. What do you think we do all day?”  
 
    Gabe saved me from another round of sputtering by saying, “What’s phase two?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about phase two right now.” Jacobs said. “Just do what I asked you, and if you can pull that off without getting yourselves killed or thrown in prison, we’ll talk about what comes next. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere I need to be. Higgins, give me a push. Caleb, give these two a ride home.”  
 
    Higgins took the reins and began pushing the old soldier toward the opposite door from where I came in. On his way by, Jacobs waved.  
 
    “Best of luck to you, fellas. You’re gonna need it.”  
 
    A few seconds later, the door shut behind him and he was gone.  
 
    “Well shit,” Gabe said.  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Now do you understand why I couldn’t tell you anything?”  
 
    Gabe and I looked at Caleb, and while I can’t speak for Gabe, I know in my case, it was with a newfound respect.  
 
    “Yeah. I understand.”  
 
    “Good. Now let’s go home. I hate this place.”  
 
    On the flight back to Colorado Springs, I looked out the port side window at the world below. There were mountains covered in white with trees straining through the glistening sheen. There were rivers and streams winding across the land, their waters sparkling in the sun. I saw a herd of elk running along the ruins of a highway and wolves crossing a frozen lake. There were towns with palisade walls and thin columns of smoke rising from chimneys and cookfires. I saw people in those towns, small and antlike from my perspective, and wondered if this was what we looked like to God, or Zeus, or Odin, or whoever it was that set this whole great circus of catastrophe in motion. I looked down and wondered, after everything we had done and the crimes that now defined us, if human beings really deserved to be a part of it all.  
 
    “Dark thoughts?” Gabe said through the radio. We were on our own channel, as requested by General Jacobs.  
 
    “You could say that.”  
 
    “What are they telling you?”  
 
    I turned to him, the darkness in the helicopter glazing my eyes after the harsh brightness of the day.  
 
    “They’re telling me we’re not just going to be fighting the infected,” I said. “They’re telling me it’s not going to be that simple. That we have to convince people to put aside their own wants and desires and pull together so our children can have a future. But at the same time, they’re also telling me it’s hopeless. That we’ll never get people to open their eyes and see that if we don’t all work together, then we’ll damn sure die together.”  
 
    Gabe nodded. “It’s a hell of a job ahead of us,” he said. “We’re going to be fighting a war against mankind’s oldest enemy.”  
 
    “What enemy is that?”  
 
    He looked at me, and the weight of all the years lived, miles trudged, battles fought, and pain endured were illuminated in the cold gray eyes.  
 
    “Human nature,” he said. “And that, Eric, is a war without end.”  
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