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      The jungle blazed in my night vision, a luminescent universe of bright green extending up the steep volcanic slope.

      Clambering up the thickly jungled hillside was loud, but stealth wasn’t an issue—not yet. A chattering chorus of insects and amphibians concealed our movement, and I felt reasonably confident that no bad guys were out here at this time of night, clinging to the slope. They didn’t have to be. After all, the Abu Sayyaf Group owned a significant portion of this island, moving freely among their jungle bases and enjoying the support of a local populace with abundant familial ties.

      But we couldn’t take any chances under the best of circumstances, and it didn’t help that our intelligence couldn’t tell us whether to expect twenty bad guys along our route, or a hundred.

      I glanced to my right and left, verifying that a teammate still trailed me on either side. They were visible only in fleeting glimpses through a labyrinth of vegetation, appearing as shadowy silhouettes that moved as I did: suppressed rifles at the ready, faces half-covered by night vision devices.

      Together, our three-man wedge formation followed the point man as he threaded his way uphill.

      My team had packed light for our inaugural mission, wearing assault packs with just enough water and supplies for a two-night operation. But weight was relative in this hazardous terrain, particularly when we’d all sweated through our fatigues within minutes of entering the sweltering jungle.

      We carried HK416s, gas piston rifles that fired the same 5.56mm round widely used by the island’s many jihadist terrorists. Sure, our guns had a few key differences from your average outdated insurgent weapon—optics, infrared lasers, suppressors, and subsonic ammo—but none of that would matter once we were gone. When we left this island in two days’ time, the only evidence of American passing would be bootprints, expended shell casings, and, if all went according to plan, one dead terrorist leader.

      My radio earpiece crackled with a genteel Southern accent—Worthy, our point man.

      “I can see the crest, David. We’re almost there.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief in the humid night air and transmitted back in a whisper.

      “Copy, let’s take a short halt at the top.”

      As I advanced a few meters up the slope toward the crest, the dense wall of foliage gave way to clear sky. By the time I reached the top, I faced a breathtaking view.

      The short scrub brush and scattered trees of the high ground fell away to reveal Jolo Island’s interior, a rippling expanse of jungle and crop fields, a round crater lake, and a jagged coastline ending at a flat, calm sea. A brilliant galaxy of stars glittered overhead, and I scarcely had time to observe the sight before a breeze washed over my sweat-soaked face. The cool night air, salty with seawater, was a welcome respite from the humidity and swarms of mosquitoes we’d fought through to get here. Now that we’d arrived at the high ground, we could easily follow this volcanic ridge to reach our bed-down site well before sunrise.

      I approached Worthy, now on a knee and pulling front security. He had the least operational experience of any of us, and that made him a liability. But a childhood spent in the forests and swamps of south Georgia with his hunting guide father had endowed him with a preternatural ability to navigate through the most heinous terrain with ease and, perhaps more importantly, detect the slightest thing out of place with the natural surroundings.

      He was eager to prove himself, and I’d made the decision to employ him as the team point man. This mission would tell if I’d chosen wisely or not, and I hoped that uncertainty accounted for the light quivering in my stomach, growing in intensity and hinting that something was about to go terribly wrong.

      I stopped behind Worthy’s kneeling figure, taking a knee to face back the way we’d come, and watched as our remaining two teammates climbed onto the ridge, approaching like a pair of green ghosts in my night vision.

      It was easy enough to tell who was who—apart from my familiarity with operating alongside them at night, they couldn’t have been more different.

      Reilly, our medic, possessed a heart as big as his torso. His broad shoulders made the rifle in his grasp seem like a plaything as he took a knee to my right, picking up a sector of fire and whispering in his boyish voice, a near-lisp marking the last word.

      “Well, that sucked.”

      Our fourth man closed in, his lanky frame moving at a casual saunter. His real name was Alan, but everyone called him Cancer. I’d first named him that because of his affinity for cigarettes, though he claimed it was because he’d killed more men than cancer. While he was a highly trained sniper, tonight he carried a suppressed HK416 in anticipation of shooting up close and personal.

      Cancer knelt beside me, completing our tight 360 perimeter and addressing the point man in his raspy Jersey lilt.

      “Find enough thorn patches to walk us through, asshole?”

      Trading his unflappably polished Southern accent for a crude Austrian one, Worthy calmly replied, “What’s the matter? The CIA got you pushing too many pencils?”

      I shook my head mournfully.

      During a break in training last week, we’d watched the ’80s Schwarzenegger classic Predator in our team room. Cancer had made a halfhearted comment that whoever had the best use of a movie quote on this Philippines mission should get a case of beer, paid for by his teammates—and this casual remark had ignited a firestorm of Predator references, from the remainder of our planning up until we’d slipped into the jungle hours ago.

      “Let’s pick it up,” I said. “Catch our breath on an easy descent, and—”

      Then Reilly hissed one word that stopped me in my tracks.

      “Helicopter!”

      We leapt to our feet in a flash, scattering away from one another as each man sought the cover of trees in the clearing.

      I threw my back against a tree trunk, peeking out and trying to catch sight of the aircraft. Before I could locate it, Reilly transmitted over my earpiece.

      “David, I’ve got eyes on—it’s headed right for us. Ten seconds out.”

      I swallowed hard, feeling the hair lift on the back of my neck. The rhythmic throbbing of insect calls continued, quieter here on the ridge—but even with the jungle noise, we should have had more than ten seconds’ notice from any approaching helicopter.

      How had it managed to sneak up on us?

      I got my answer a second later when Cancer transmitted, “That’s a Little Bird.”

      The second I heard it, I knew he was right. The approaching rotor noise was unmistakable—a thin buzzing whir almost comically quiet compared to other helicopters in the US arsenal. The Little Bird was so named for good reason: it was absurdly small, requiring the two pilots to sit nearly shoulder to shoulder.

      But small didn’t mean it wasn’t deadly.

      Little Birds were outfitted in one of two configurations: either with armament for attack purposes or benches to deposit groups of highly trained assaulters. Either was a terrorist’s worst nightmare and, regrettably at present, equally nightmarish to my team.

      Because the two American pilots screaming toward our position were mere seconds away, and on their thermal display we’d be indistinguishable from the violent extremists swarming across this island.

      And while indiscriminate strikes were not the hallmark of US military pilots, the fact remained that none of them knew my team was here. We’d programmed a multitude of American and Philippine military frequencies in our radios but were expressly forbidden from making contact. Due to the nature of our mission, we lacked any legal protection afforded a sanctioned unit. That much was by design, though I now feared this safeguard was about to get us killed an hour into our first mission.

      My heart hammered in my throat as the buzz of rotor blades grew in volume until it was nearly on top of us; in seconds, we’d know if the pilots would ignore us or perceive us as a threat.

      But the helicopter’s noise peaked a moment before it reached us, then faded. I looked out from behind my tree as the tiny helicopter banked away from our position. Under night vision it looked like little more than a dark egg with rotors, and I saw at once that my fears of being shot at were unfounded. This aircraft wasn’t configured for attack but troop insertion—and the exterior benches were bare, a neat square of night sky momentarily visible through the empty fuselage. Whatever their mission, the two pilots were headed back to their staging area, likely one of the Navy amphibious assault ships currently operating off the island’s north coast.

      As the helicopter soared toward the sea, I transmitted, “All right, let’s pick it back up and—”

      But I never got to finish.

      The words died on my lips as a cluster of explosions sounded in the distance, a terrifying cacophony of booms followed by the hiss of rockets.

      I swung my night vision device toward the departing helicopter, locating it in the distance just in time to register a flash of light.

      The sound of the explosion reached me a half-second later, and the spark of flame darkened to reveal the Little Bird spinning wildly before disappearing into the jungle beneath a smoky pyramid of rockets that streaked skyward, victorious.

      My stomach turned to stone, my momentary disbelief vanishing as I shouted, “Worthy, take us there!”

      The only confirmation that he’d heard me came as he appeared in the clearing, running toward the far slope.

      Cancer, Reilly, and I followed suit, wordlessly falling into a tight single file—not the most tactically sound formation, but by far and away the fastest. If there was any time to sacrifice security for speed, this was it.

      Together the four of us crashed downhill, abandoning any attempt at noise discipline.

      We moved as quickly as the vegetation would allow, each man struggling to keep the teammate to his front in sight through the leaves. We needed no discussion about our next actions—an American helo was down, and the enemy would be swarming over the crash site as fast as they could reach it. If my team didn’t make it there first, the pilots would fall into the hands of a terrorist enemy whose calling card was decapitation.

      I keyed a button to transmit over the command frequency, speaking breathlessly as I ran.

      “Angel One, Angel One,” I gasped. “These fuckers just took down a Little Bird. We’re hauling ass to the crash site.”

      No return transmission came over my earpiece, and I was about to repeat the call when I heard a response: the nasal voice of an extremely calm man referencing me by callsign.

      “Suicide, this is Angel One. Copy all. I’m on it.”

      I gave no thought to what “it” meant for Ian, whose callsign of Angel One had been well-earned. In the intelligence world, Ian was a miracle worker; his expert analysis and boundless intellect were almost without peer. But his options now were limited—Ian was currently loitering offshore in the fishing vessel that had inserted my team on the beach, his only weapon at present a communications suite that served as the sole link to our higher command.

      I directed my thoughts to the tactical situation.

      This attack was no chance encounter. The odds of an RPG hitting, much less downing, a helicopter were absurdly small. So the implications of a coordinated RPG salvo were clear—this ambush was a well-planned and executed operation to capture US pilots.

      And on this part of the island, that meant one man was responsible.

      We’d been sent to kill him, the attack planned for tomorrow night, but our orders had apparently come one night too late. Now we were reacting to his plan, racing against a savage force of enemy fighters to recover two pilots whether they were living or dead.

      Ahead of me, Worthy abruptly halted his downhill movement.

      I stopped too, assuming he just needed a moment to evaluate his choice of path through the jungle’s myriad obstacles.

      But instead of continuing movement, he transmitted a radio call.

      “David, I can make out a campfire ahead—two, maybe three guys. We can probably redirect around them to bypass.”

      “Negative,” I transmitted, “we’re going to hit them and go straight through. I’ll initiate. Get on line.”

      Reilly and Cancer needed no encouragement from me; as Worthy held his fixed position, the three of us advanced on either side of him to form a consolidated front. No civilians inhabited this part of the island, and by the time we swung wide to bypass the campfire, we’d lose time we didn’t have to spare. I likewise had no interest in leaving an enemy element alive to our rear, where we’d be most vulnerable to tracking and pursuit.

      Besides, I thought, we were already uphill of the campfire. In a gunfight, occupying an elevated position against your opponent was practically half the battle.

      We advanced down the slope, remaining on line with one another. The campfire’s glow was now visible to each of us, and after we’d advanced slightly, so were the men around it.

      They were dancing, laughing, and hoisting their rifles like they’d just scored the winning goal at the World Cup. For an organization like Abu Sayyaf, downing an American military chopper was a far greater achievement, and these three men appeared to be celebrating the victory with glee. Their silhouettes were green shadows flitting in the center of their camp, our infrared lasers flickering in and out of visibility against the glowing blaze of the fire.

      I could only make out the three men through the leaves, and tried to hold my fire until the last possible moment as we crept closer. If any additional forces were present, the element of surprise wouldn’t count for much, and we needed to kill as many as possible in the opening salvo to have any chance of wiping them out completely.

      But I saw no one else, and we were now only a few meters distant. If we got much closer, the fire would glint off the lens of a night vision device, alerting them that they were no longer alone.

      When my next footfall landed on the damp bed of leaf litter, I stopped in place. Flicking my rifle’s selector lever from safe to semiautomatic, I opened fire on the center man.

      My subsonic bullet found its mark, causing the man to jolt violently as I chased the first shot with three more, then swung my barrel left.

      I heard the hissing plinks of four suppressed rifles shooting in unison. My aim found the next man, who was already being drilled with bullets. I got two shots off before he fell, and by the time I searched for the third man, he’d already dropped out of sight.

      I called out, “Advance!”

      We moved forward on line, taking deliberate steps in a measured approach. My senses were on hyperalert, waiting for return fire to ring out, for unseen enemies to open fire from our flanks.

      But the rhythmic symphony of night creatures continued unabated around us. Creeping toward the edge of the trees, we found the three fallen bodies motionless around the small campfire. We fired another volley of suppressed gunfire, achieving stationary headshots that ejected splatters of brain matter across the jungle floor.

      Then we crossed through the small encampment, spreading ourselves wide around the fire as we swept our barrels across ponchos and tarps strung up as outpost shelters. But I saw no other enemy, no survivors rallying in a counterattack to our intrusion.

      “You guys got anything?” I called out.

      A trio of responses in the negative.

      I glanced back toward the small outpost we’d just cleared. There was no time to search the bodies and likely no intelligence to recover if we did, but my view fell on a small handheld radio propped against a log. I darted to grab it and then turned it off immediately—the last thing I needed was to have our position compromised by an errant enemy transmission. After stuffing the radio in my cargo pocket, I called out, “Worthy, let’s go.”

      The action was over as quickly as it had begun, and then we were off again, reloading on the move as we followed Worthy downhill in a single file. Disadvantaged from the start, my team was running out of time; the enemy had surely staged forces to pounce on a downed chopper, and, short of a miracle, they’d be at the crash site long before we would. Our only advantage was that no one knew we were here, and we’d have to approach the crash site like we had the small enemy outpost—come in hot, using speed and surprise to compensate for our lack of numbers. After the initial shots, everything that followed would be an instinctive play-by-play, with us reacting to chaos as it unfolded in a desperate bid to save the pilots before they fell victim to a far worse fate.

      Ian’s voice came over the command frequency.

      “Suicide, this is Angel One. Cease movement to crash site, I say again cease movement now.”

      “Negative,” I replied, not breaking stride. “You out of your fucking mind?”

      “Listen to me. Radio chatter indicates forty enemy fighters there.”

      “Well, in a few minutes there’s going to be zero enemy fighters there.”

      “They’re calling for reinforcements and splitting into search parties. They only recovered one dead pilot.”

      I felt a wave of lightheadedness, as if suddenly overcome with vertigo. I couldn’t have heard him correctly.

      “Say again,” I said curtly.

      “There was only one pilot in the wreckage. He was dead when they got there. Whoever flew that bird with him is evading in the jungle. You’ve got a survivor to find.”

      I momentarily released my grip on the transmit switch, my mind going delirious with relief. How was this possible? In this preplanned attack, the enemy would have been swarming the crash site within minutes. With forty fighters charging the wreck, how had the surviving pilot possibly slipped into the jungle before being captured?

      Ian continued, “My assessment is that this pilot will be headed due north. The US amphibious fleet is already dispatching boats to the coast. By the time the pilot gets there, he’ll have Navy vessels patrolling to find him.”

      We had to change course fast—we were still moving at a brisk clip, though the increased density of plant life slowed our descent toward the low ground. Before I could confirm that my team had heard Ian’s transmission, Worthy was already redirecting our movement and transmitting, “Shifting course northwest.”

      I quickly resumed communications with Ian over the command net.

      “Did we load a frequency for his survival radio?” It was a valid question—Ian had loaded so many contingency frequencies into our radios that I couldn’t keep them straight short of consulting the coded list I carried, and there was no time for that now.

      “Channel 32 on your command radio is the emergency frequency. If the pilot took his survival radio out of that wreck, that’s what he’ll be tuned into. I already transmitted that your team is inbound. No response from the pilot, but that could be because I’m outside of range.”

      Or because he was too busy running for his life to answer.

      “Callsign?”

      “Aircraft callsign was Beast Three Six.”

      I flipped the channel of my command radio to the survival frequency—no small feat when moving through the jungle at night—and transmitted at once.

      “Beast Three Six, Beast Three Six. This is an American ground unit approximately one klick northwest of your crash site. We are moving north to link up along your evasion route to the north. Send your location when able.”

      I continued moving, the prospect of a response dancing like butterflies in my stomach. But I heard nothing, which, I supposed, was to be expected. For the pilot, activating much less monitoring his radio wouldn’t be a priority while he could hear the enemy combing the jungle to find him. The onus was on me to make radio contact, and I’d have to repeat the message every few minutes until he replied.

      In the meantime, I marveled at the fact that a survivor had managed to slip away from the wreckage. Whoever this pilot was, now on the run in a desperate attempt to evade capture, I knew only one thing for certain: he was very, very good.

      That much shouldn’t have come as a surprise.

      The enemy had shot down a Little Bird, and those were flown by the Army’s 160th SOAR—Special Operations Aviation Regiment. To call that organization legendary would be an offense to their true accomplishments worldwide, most of which were highly classified. Simply put, the 160th flew the most high-risk missions imaginable, using the most specialized helicopters on the planet, with a unit creed proclaiming their ability to arrive on target plus or minus thirty seconds anywhere in the world.

      But like every storied military unit throughout history, the true strength of the 160th lay not in their equipment, but their people.

      Our surviving pilot was a Night Stalker, the 160th’s not-so-unofficial nickname, and that term carried a lot of hard-earned implications. Night Stalker crews underwent extensive training in evading capture, so we were dealing with a pro. He’d already managed to flee the wreckage, which was impressive enough—now, his priority would be to distance himself from the crash site and stay hidden until the first search and rescue team arrived.

      Given our chance proximity to an aircraft shootdown on this island, that first team would be us.

      I tried contacting him again. Still no response.

      I consulted my GPS as we moved. The accuracy was degraded when under thick canopy, but we would be intersecting the azimuth due north of the crash site soon. However, until we received a response from the pilot, we could do little but follow his likely path toward the coast, transmitting every few minutes while trying to duck enemy patrols.

      But the sun would be rising soon, raising the stakes for everyone.

      I sent a third radio transmission.

      “Beast Three Six, American ground unit now approximately five hundred meters north of the crash site. Send your location.”

      No response.

      Irritated, I let go of my transmit switch and searched for Worthy’s form moving through the leaves ahead.

      He was gone.

      I stopped for a moment, looking left and right and realizing that I should have been able to see him.

      Then I heard repeated bursts of static over my earpiece—he was keying his radio repeatedly, signaling that he was unable to verbally transmit.

      I threw myself to the jungle floor, knowing that Cancer and Reilly would do the same behind me. Readying my weapon from the prone, I tried to sense whatever Worthy had detected—he’d chosen to “go to ground” rather than open fire, so he must have sensed at least a chance of us evading enemy contact.

      Trying to slow my breathing, I listened to the night jungle humming around me. I detected nothing out of place, so Worthy’s cue must have been visual—and from ground level, my nostrils thick with the smell of rotting leaf litter and mud, I could see nothing.

      As it turned out, I didn’t have to.

      Instead, I heard it, just a moment later—the rustle of foliage in a unified sweep toward us, some unseen enemy patrol coming from our front. The sound of their movement was close, and I was certain that they had either walked directly over Worthy or were about to step on him.

      But the noises swept to my left side, perhaps ten feet away through the jungle, headed southwest. The movement of brush was joined by the scrape of metal on fabric, boots traversing muddy jungle, and the clank of magazines in loose equipment pouches.

      If my team had been moving in anything but single file we’d have been compromised by now. Given the size of the element passing us, that confrontation would have been catastrophic—this must have been a squad-size element, ten or twelve men by the sound of it, and we’d accomplish little but breaking contact at best and being wiped out at worst.

      The enemy patrol continued out of earshot, continuing their sweep southwest until their movement gave way once again to the countless songs of insects and amphibians chanting in the night. Pinching my eyes shut, I waited another ten seconds before Worthy spoke over my earpiece.

      “Sorry about that, David. Couldn’t see them until their lead guy broke brush a few feet away.”

      I brushed a stream of sweat away from my brow, feeling a flicker of doubt—had Worthy missed something that a more senior point man would have caught, or had he done as well as anyone under the circumstances? Either was possible.

      As I prepared to transmit a response, I heard an African American voice over my earpiece. The accent was so authentic, so perfectly rehearsed, that it took me a moment to recognize the speaker as Reilly. “You’re ghostin’ us, motherfucker. I don’t care who you are back in the world, you give away our position one more time, I’ll bleed ya, real quiet. Leave ya here. Got that?”

      Another Predator quote—ill-timed, to be sure, but at least morale was still high.

      Cancer spoke next, addressing me. “That wasn’t the only group of shitheads out here, David. We don’t get ahold of this flyboy, it’s a matter of time before we get in a gunfight. And I like shooting fuckers as much as the next guy, but that ain’t gonna help the pilot.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, “let me try him again before we continue movement. Hang on.”

      Switching my grip to my command radio’s transmit button, I sent another transmission over the survival frequency.

      “Beast Three Six, American ground unit is due north of the crash site. Send your location.”

      I heard nothing in response, and considered repeating the transmission before we continued moving. We should have had the broadcast range to reach the pilot’s survival radio, plain and simple. It was possible that he was hearing us and merely unable to respond—though that was unlikely. Even if he was transmitting in the blind, Ian should have been able to pick up his traffic and relay to us. I tried to think what I’d do if I were in the pilot’s situation.

      And after a few moments of consideration, the answer came to me.

      If I were flying over an enemy-held island with no reported American troops and then shot down only to receive immediate radio contact asking for my location, I probably wouldn’t respond either. The pilot could hear us, I decided.

      He just didn’t trust us.

      I keyed the mic, and transmitted to the pilot one more time.

      “Listen, brother. In a few hours this island’s going to be swarming with American forces trying to find you. But you don’t have that kind of time.” I momentarily released the radio button, then keyed it once more. “Think any of these terrorist assholes would know your unit motto? Well, I do. NSDQ—Night Stalkers Don’t Quit. Now I’ve got a team of Americans ready to retrieve you, and your odds of leaving this island alive are low even with us at your side. Without us, they’re zero. Give us a location, and we’ll move to you.”

      Radio silence. I wiped the burning sweat from my eyes with the back of my hand. My throat felt constricted; if this pilot didn’t believe me, then he was doomed. And we probably were too, because we wouldn’t stop looking for him—but in this jungle, the odds of finding anything but an enemy patrol by accident were slim to none.

      Then, a voice responded.

      It was garbled, virtually unintelligible with static—but I could make out a string of numbers. Programming them into my GPS, I saw the eight-digit grid was three hundred meters northeast of our current location. That was no small distance in the current terrain; but we now had a fixed point to move to, and the enemy didn’t.

      “Good copy,” I replied. “Stay put. We’re headed to you, ETA forty minutes or so depending on terrain. Stay hidden until we get there—we’re a bunch of gringos in native garb, carrying American weapons. You won’t miss us.”

      A static-filled, unintelligible response came and went before Worthy’s voice came over the tactical frequency.

      “I copied all, David. What are we waiting for?”

      We were on the move again in seconds. The terrain hadn’t gotten any easier to traverse, but now I felt invigorated, covering ground as easily as if I were floating over it; for the first time, we were heading to the surviving pilot’s known location. We didn’t know who he was, but an American on this remote island was as good as a family member in danger.

      And even under the current circumstances, the pilot probably didn’t realize how much danger he was in. Because based on our location on Jolo, the man responsible for hunting him was the most dangerous man on the island—and now that he’d taken down an American helicopter, probably the most dangerous man in the Philippines.

      His name was Khalil Noureddin. Unlike many of his terrorist contemporaries, he had no reason to pursue a life of violence—and that was what scared me most about him.

      Khalil had been born to an affluent Christian family in Manila, and attended the University of London on full scholarship. And there, due to circumstances that no one seemed to know, he’d converted to Islam and assumed his current name.

      Instead of returning home to Manila, he’d traveled to Jolo Island to join the ranks of Abu Sayyaf.

      This was a confounding move. Any number of international terrorist organizations would have welcomed a Western-educated convert with open arms; Abu Sayyaf, by contrast, was a homegrown movement whose strength lay in its family ties. Since its inception, it had largely disintegrated into a militant group interested in self-sustainment. Many in the ranks of modern Abu Sayyaf were bloodthirsty kids—sure, they managed a little Islamic rhetoric here and there, but for the most part their decision-making was a binary equation of ransom money or beheading.

      But Khalil had inexplicably chosen to join his local terrorist movement, surely recognizing that his odds of being accepted in the insular power structure were close to nil.

      And against all odds, he’d managed to gain a growing audience of loyal followers. Before tonight, Khalil Noureddin didn’t warrant mention on the international stage of terrorist leadership, much less Defense Department-sponsored allocation of the top national military assets. Those elite units had their hands full killing or capturing the top global leadership, an endless cycle tantamount to cutting the grass.

      My team existed to pull the weeds.

      In a year, Khalil would have enough followers and security to protect himself against being targeted. But tonight, it only would have taken four men to slip into a jungle camp, kill him in his sleep, and vanish with nary a headline to speak of.

      But we’d been sent in too late. One pilot had already paid the price for that, and now it was up to my team to ensure that the second made it home safely.

      The sun was rising now, and we stripped our night vision to find the jungle equally green by day—though this brightness belonged to nature, not night vision. Lush vegetation exploded from all directions, from the undergrowth to treetops. Even the tree trunks were concealed by leaves or too covered by moss to disrupt the rich green around us, pierced only by the first golden beams of sunlight penetrating the canopy. Plumes of mist wafted across the streaks of light as the sounds of nighttime jungle were replaced by obnoxiously loud bird calls. Their shrill cries played chorus to the undulating chirps of forest creatures rippling through the underbrush around us, concealing our movement as we approached the pilot’s location.

      Once we were within fifty meters, I transmitted to the pilot.

      “Beast Three Six, Beast Three Six, you should hear our movement any second. When you do, give us an audible.”

      I started to make out something gray to our front, its color alien amid the lush greenery shielding it. At first we only caught glimpses between the snaking tangle of trees, leaves, and vines, but as we pushed closer, we saw a water-soaked wall of craggy volcanic rock. It wasn’t a unified cliff face but a formation of giant stones with vine-coated surfaces rising twenty feet skyward. We moved parallel to the rock face, keenly aware that an enemy force could easily pin us down against this impassable terrain feature. The pilot should have known that too and sought the densest possible vegetation, someplace where evasion would be possible in every direction.

      Why would he risk hiding among these rocks?

      Some of the stones in this formation were tremendous in size, jagged boulders with the scalloped appearance of hand-carved arrowheads. I spotted one sliver of darkness among the stone, then another. These were crevices leading deeper into the rock formation, their entrances partially shielded by creeping vines draped across the stone. Upon closer inspection, the entire primordial structure was pitted with innumerable shadowy crevices between boulders, some of them big enough to conceal a person from outside view.

      Would the pilot have risked crawling into one of those, a certain dead end?

      But the more I thought about it, the more hiding in one of these caves made sense. If you knew a rescue force was coming to your location, then it was a hell of a place to make a last stand. So too would that strategy explain the sudden absence of radio contact: the cave would have blocked the signal, requiring the pilot to transmit from the open before hiding again.

      I keyed my radio. “Beast Three Six, we’re here.”

      No response. We didn’t have time to search every crevice, or hope he would hear the sound of our movement from wherever he was hiding, or even remain exposed here in the hopes that he’d eventually peek out and see us. If he wasn’t going to give me an audible signal, then I needed to give him one—something distinctive enough to be detected over the cries of jungle animals competing for attention.

      But what could that be?

      I thought about what I’d want to hear as the lone American hiding amid hordes of enemy fighters, having narrowly escaped capture only to fearfully await the arrival of a supposed team of friendlies who had mysteriously contacted me on a survival radio.

      And so I began whistling.

      My tune merged with the throbbing chant of birds above us, detectable only between their calls.

      Cancer momentarily lowered his rifle and placed a hand across his heart—I was whistling “The Star-Spangled Banner.”

      And while there was no lyrical accompaniment, my tune had scarcely crossed mention of the rocket’s red glare when we heard a noise from the rock face before us.

      I stopped whistling, trying to discern what I’d heard and receiving my answer when a pebble clattered down the stone surface and bounced into the underbrush.

      Tracing the pebble’s path upward, I saw movement in the shadows of a crevice and realized the pilot must have seen us before we saw him.

      Then I realized I’d been wrong about one thing.

      Because the figure clambering down the rock face toward us, clad in a digital camo flight suit and carrying a compact M4 rifle in the brightening glow of the jungle sunrise, wasn’t a man at all.

      It was a woman.

      I switched my command radio back to Ian’s frequency and transmitted, “Angel One, we’ve linked up with the pilot at known grid. Stand by for update.”

      Ian might have responded; if he had, I was too busy watching our newly found pilot descend the rocks before approaching my team. If I’d been a lone survivor in these circumstances, I’d probably be doing cartwheels toward my rescuers. But she was calm, unhurried, and looked surprisingly composed given the circumstances.

      She was all of five foot four, with Latina features and dark hair pulled into a low bun. As I approached her, hazel eyes met mine with immeasurable gratitude as she whispered, “Thank you for coming.”

      I nodded. “Come on, let’s push into some deeper vegetation so our medic can take a look at you.”

      Worthy led us fifty meters into the jungle, moving to a sufficiently dense spot for us to let our guard down without immediate fear of enemy observation. Once we stopped, he and Cancer picked up sectors of fire while Reilly dropped his assault pack next to the pilot.

      She protested immediately. “I’m fine, really.”

      “Do I tell you how to fly helicopters?” Reilly asked. “I’m a medic. You were in a crash, and you’re in shock. Or at least you should be. Let me take a look.”

      He checked her pupils, then had her watch his finger as he moved it left and right. Satisfied, he moved on to assess her for broken bones. His probing elicited a hiss of pain when he touched her left arm.

      Reilly frowned. “Let’s see it, tough guy.”

      She took off her survival harness, outfitted with aid and equipment pouches for just such an evasion scenario, and then unzipped her flight suit and pulled it down over her shoulder. The sleeve of her T-shirt was soaked in blood, and Reilly delicately lifted it to expose her slim tricep mottled in ugly purple bruising, the skin gashed apart.

      Cancer looked over his shoulder at the wound and, unable to help himself, paraphrased a Predator quote.

      “She ain’t got time to bleed.”

      “Shouldn’t you be pulling security?” Reilly hissed. Cancer looked away, and Reilly continued speaking to the pilot. “Bone’s intact, so that’s something. Just a nasty flesh wound I need to patch up.” He began retrieving supplies to disinfect and dress her injury, then stopped himself and added suavely, “Name’s Reilly, by the way.”

      The things about combat you can’t make up, I thought—not a downed helo, or an injured pilot, or marauding enemy forces could keep Reilly from flirting.

      But the pilot took no offense, seeming too relieved at the sight of Americans to mind.

      “Josephine,” she said. “CW3 Josephine Moreno. Where are the rest of your guys?”

      “You’re looking at it,” Reilly said, pointing to each of us in turn. “David, Worthy, Cancer. Just the four of us. You make our fifth man. I mean, woman. Well, you know what I—”

      I cut him off. “We saw the rocket volley from up on the ridge. I’m glad you’re okay.”

      Josephine shook her head slightly, her eyes going unfocused.

      “They got a lucky hit to our tail rotor. We autorotated our bird down, but the trees flipped us sideways. The impact killed my pilot-in-command, and he was—his body was pinned in the wreckage.” Her nostrils flared, her breathing growing shallower as she continued. “I could hear them closing in. I made the decision to run. I zeroed out the radios, took my rifle, and…and...”

      “You did the right thing.” I placed a reassuring hand on her uninjured shoulder. “Every national asset is in motion to recover your pilot-in-command. Whatever you were doing flying a Little Bird over Jolo Island, I’m guessing you completed your mission by the time your bird got hit.”

      She said nothing in response to this, which didn’t come as a surprise. Night Stalker aircraft usually flew in pairs, so whatever she was doing had been extremely discreet and thus highly classified. And while she may have trusted us enough to help her now, she wasn’t going to reveal any operational details.

      “So,” I continued, “all we need to worry about now is getting you to the coast.”

      Now she looked at me with suspicion. “There weren’t supposed to be any blue forces on the island. What are you people doing here?”

      Reilly glanced at me and quickly looked downward, focusing on her wound once more.

      Josephine continued, “I mean, your kit isn’t cool enough for a JSOC element.”

      “Don’t rub it in,” Reilly grunted, wrapping a gauze dressing around her arm.

      “So you guys are…who? Ground Branch?”

      It wasn’t a bad guess. After all, the CIA had technically sent us. But we’d never attended Agency training, much less served in the ranks of their elite paramilitary unit. The closest we’d legally ever come to CIA headquarters was a tenuous satellite connection.

      “We’re civilian contractors,” I replied, handing her the hose to the water supply in my assault pack. She took a long sip as I continued, “We were conducting a routine island survey.”

      Josephine handed the hose back to me, and I began sipping water as she regarded me with a deadpan stare as if I was severely insulting her intelligence. Which, of course, I was.

      “Contractors,” she repeated. “Sure.”

      But she didn’t press the issue, realizing the same thing I did: now, we were even. She hadn’t divulged her mission, and we hadn’t divulged ours—quid pro quo for the circumstances, and we both accepted that fact as well as the shared reality that the only thing we needed to concern ourselves with was making it to the beach before Abu Sayyaf turned us into five propaganda victories whose new standing height ended at the shoulders.

      “What’s your battle roster?” I asked her, referring to the universal military identification for use over the radio—the first two letters of last name, paired with the last four digits of social security number.

      “MO2375.”

      I keyed my radio. “Angel One, we have linked up with pilot, battle roster MO2375. No major injuries. Currently fifty meters west of previous location. Request status of rescue forces.”

      Ian responded at once.

      “Nearest carrier strike group with those assets is in the South China Sea. They dispatched their Marine Expeditionary Unit in Ospreys as soon as the shootdown occurred. They’re two hours out.”

      I winced. We didn’t have that kind of time.

      He continued, “The smaller amphibious group off your north shore has helos standing by, ready to air land in a clearing or drop a deep jungle penetrator through the canopy to hoist up the pilot. And they’ll support that effort with helos flying false extractions on different parts of the island to divert the enemy forces.”

      This prospect was only slightly more appetizing than waiting, but still unfeasible given the volume of fighters here. They’d be drawn to an approaching helicopter like moths to a flame, and whether that bird was ours or a different one supporting the effort, one or more Americans wouldn’t survive the outcome. Khalil had probably been stockpiling rockets for months to bring down a US helicopter, and there was no way he’d blown his entire wad the night before. The ground-to-air threat on this island was simply too great.

      Reilly must have been thinking the same thing, because he paused his treatment to make eye contact and shake his head slowly.

      Cancer looked over his shoulder and whispered, “No way, David. We head for the beach—fast. These Abu Sayyaf fuckers ain’t gonna let us waltz to a landing zone, or let a helicopter hover for ten seconds without hitting it with everything they’ve got. We leave by boat, or we don’t leave at all.”

      I reluctantly transmitted to Ian, “Negative. It’s way too hot down here to wait, or call in a bird. We’re going to break north for the coast. Request naval assets to loiter offshore for pickup.”

      “You got it, brother. Stay safe.”

      Reilly finished dressing Josephine’s wound, and she zipped up her flight suit as we gave her a water bladder and a few energy bars to eat on the move.

      I addressed the team with a concise mission statement.

      “We’re pushing to the north coast. Stay tight, stay quiet, and—I can’t stress this enough—don’t get shot.”

      The jungle seemed to grow hotter by the minute as we patrolled northward through choking levels of humidity. The heat didn’t seem to bother the birds and insects whose daylight calls were every bit as loud as the nighttime creatures they replaced—and while they shielded the sound of our movement, they would also keep us from detecting all but the loudest approaching enemy until it was too late. Unlike our near-compromise the night before, we could no longer rely upon the cloak of darkness to help us evade overwhelming enemy forces.

      Worthy remained on point, followed by me, then Josephine in the dead center of our file. Reilly was behind her, and Cancer brought up the rear of our formation. I glanced behind me, making sure we weren’t moving too quickly for Josephine, and immediately realized that wasn’t going to be a problem.

      She looked like a new private with her M4 rifle, unaccustomed to ground patrolling but staying vigilant and keeping pace as well as any of us. I could tell she was pushing through the pain of the flesh wound on her arm, but her expression was resolute, jaw set in determination as she returned my gaze with a questioning shrug, as if to ask, what the hell are you looking at?

      I returned my eyes forward with a smile. We wouldn’t be able to lose her if we tried, I thought—even if we were compromised and broke into a run, she’d stick right with us out of sheer grit.

      But I desperately hoped that wouldn’t happen.

      Now that we’d recovered Josephine, avoiding enemy contact was more critical than ever. The Abu Sayyaf fighters were still searching a huge radius around the crash site, unsure of which way she’d run—but if we compromised our position, Khalil Noureddin would send every jihadist shithead on the island straight to us. He knew as well as we did that the clock was ticking on our rescue. The US didn’t fuck around when a servicemember was down behind enemy lines—they were currently sending every air, land, and sea asset screaming toward this island. Khalil would do everything in his power to capture a living US pilot in the interests of beheading her for a propaganda film before anyone could save her.

      And if he rolled up an extra four Americans in the process, so much the better.

      Worthy halted the formation, taking a knee and waving me forward.

      I approached him to see the ground ahead turn from scrub brush to exposed roots and vines, their masses intertwined in dense formations that vanished beneath the gently rippling olive-colored surface of a wide stream.

      The stream was about thirty feet wide, flowing briskly as it curved around our current location. We were at a bend in the stream—not much of one, but a bend nonetheless—and probably the best we’d be able to manage in limiting our exposure during the now-necessary crossing.

      Worthy whispered, “Think this spot is good enough?”

      “Obviously I’d prefer a tighter bend in the stream. But we can’t risk the exposure of searching for one even if we had the time, which we don’t.” I keyed my mic and said, “Stream crossing. Bring Josephine up here and let’s get this over with.”

      The other three advanced to Worthy and me, kneeling for a quick huddle.

      I asked, “Can you swim, Josephine?”

      “You kidding me right now?” she replied, looking insulted. “I’m a dunker jedi.”

      The “dunker” was more formally referred to as underwater egress training, where aircrews boarded a simulated helicopter that was inverted and submerged in a pool for them to find their way out of underwater. The Night Stalkers trained to do this in a blackout as well, which I supposed qualified Josephine to conduct the daylight stream crossing.

      “Fair enough,” I allowed, considering my next words carefully. In a traditional stream crossing, we’d send an advance force across to establish far-side security, then funnel everyone else toward them. But with five of us against a thirty-foot-wide body of water, we didn’t have the manpower—and if our team got split on either bank by enemy contact, we were all as good as dead anyway.

      “I say we go ducks in a row, spaced just far enough that we don’t all get killed in a grenade blast. No near- or far-side security.”

      Cancer’s brow wrinkled.

      “You think? Fuckin’ four of us.”

      “Five,” Josephine corrected him.

      He was undeterred. “I’ll let you know when I find a helicopter out here for you to shoot missiles from. Until then, there’s four shooters.” He looked at me and said, “Come on, we’re wasting time.”

      Worthy was the first in the water, probing tentatively with each footfall to assess when he’d have to start side stroking. But it appeared my concern for Josephine’s swimming ability was unnecessary: halfway across the stream, Worthy’s shoulders still cleared the surface.

      I slipped into the water next, finding it slightly cooler than bath temperature and a welcome reprieve from the island heat. As I approached the halfway point, Ian transmitted over the command frequency.

      “Send your location.”

      “Give me a sec,” I replied. “Dealing with a stream.”

      “What side are you on?”

      My blood turned to ice. “Right in the middle,” I hurriedly replied. “We’re crossing it now.”

      “There’s an enemy patrol following the south side, headed east to west. If you can, get to the north—”

      I spun toward the direction we’d come, pumping my arm in the signal to move faster. Josephine, a few feet behind me, registered the panic in my eyes. Reilly, already in the water, had apparently heard the transmission loud and clear—he had picked up the pace, closing the distance as quickly as he could.

      But Cancer was the real loser.

      He was just now rushing into the water, and for the first time since I’d known him, his face showed fear.

      Before now I’d scarcely considered him capable of that emotion. Cancer was a borderline sociopath, with operational necessity representing the closest he’d ever come to even basic human morality. Whether he’d always been that way or had just seen so much combat that he’d shed his humanity like a cobra sloughing its skin, I didn’t know. And the fact that this man was now wild-eyed with terror scared me more than Ian’s radio transmission. Because a report of enemy movement wasn’t enough to raise the hackles on a man like Cancer, nor was the prospect of his own end enough to trouble him. Instead he must have sensed something, if not heard or seen it, that made him realize death was bearing down on all of us.

      And by the time I turned forward, increasing my own rate of speed as much as I could manage in the swiftly flowing water, I saw that Worthy was no longer headed toward the opposite bank.

      Instead he was diverting left, having made a split-second judgment call to change course. His destination was now a mossy slab of volcanic rock over the stream, a pool of shadow across the water the only indication there was space beneath it. The rock overhung the water, but it was impossible to determine just how much space there was.

      I had mixed feelings about this gamble—on one hand, we’d reach the rock overhang faster than we could feasibly clamber up the opposite bank and disappear into the vegetation. On the other hand, we could fight far more effectively on land, and we didn’t know how much space was under that rock and whether some or all of us could fit.

      But I’d chosen Worthy as our point man, and now we were committed to his choice. We’d succeed or fail together, and no sooner had Worthy reached the shadow beneath the overhang than he spun in place, aiming his dripping rifle above the water to cover our movement.

      I paddled hard toward him, arriving into the shadow to find little more than a hollowed-out scrape of mud beneath my boots, the space requiring me to kneel with my head pressed against the rock surface.

      By the time I’d lifted my rifle toward the far shore, Josephine was piling in beside me—the dunker jedi in action—and Reilly wasn’t far behind her.

      The only other movement I could make out was Cancer, who plowed across the water with his head turned away from us, keeping his view locked onto the southeast side of the stream where Ian had reported the enemy patrol.

      It wasn’t until Reilly had reached the overhang, squeezing in shoulder-to-shoulder with the rest of us, that I caught my first glimpse of the Abu Sayyaf fighters. There was movement in the distant brush, an unnatural rustling of foliage that immediately preceded the appearance of an enemy point man.

      Cancer wasn’t going to make it before he was spotted. I braced my rifle against my shoulder, flipping my selector lever to semiautomatic as I centered my optic on the movement. We’d have to open fire the moment an enemy point man spotted Cancer, and hope that the combination of suppressed fire and our concealed position would sufficiently confuse any remaining fighters into stumbling into the open before they could muster an effective response.

      The last thing I saw before the enemy point man emerged was Cancer. He spun his head toward us, now looking irritated rather than afraid.

      Then he took a deep breath, and submerged himself beneath the rippling surface of the murky water.

      I directed my gaze through my optic, seeing immediately that Cancer’s disappearing act hadn’t come a second too soon—the enemy point man was already clearing the brush on the far bank, paralleling the stream westward.

      And mercifully, he didn’t appear to have seen Cancer.

      The point man was sunken-cheeked, looking like a moody teenager with long hair emerging from a bandanna around his forehead. Full-length M16 rifle carried at the low ready, with a Soviet-era chest rig bearing additional magazines. I’d hoped to see the complacency of a soldier anticipating a boring patrol, but this point man wasn’t just alert—he was hyperalert.

      He just didn’t seem to know what he was looking for.

      Instead his eyes darted around the jungle as if in the throes of a paranoid hallucination, looking at everything at once. His expression contorted with a series of facial tics, culminating in a rapid hand movement that I momentarily thought was him bringing his rifle to bear on us; instead, it was a jerky scratch at his fatigue shirt before he walked out of view.

      Just when I thought he must have been a solitary fighter, I saw a second man appear in trail, then a third. Some were in fatigues, others in T-shirts of various colors. Their uniforms looked like they had marched through a Goodwill and put on whatever they could collectively find, with Arab-style thawb garments sprinkled in for good measure.

      But they had guns, and lots of them.

      Most carried old, stripped-down M4s or M16s, a few of them mounted with grenade launchers, and there were a fair number of rifles with heavier firepower—FN FALs, AK-47s, and even wood stock M14s chambered for 7.62mm ammunition. Judging by what I could make out across the stream, the weapons needed better maintenance than they’d gotten and the fighters needed better training than they’d received; but with the sheer volume of armed men on their side, Abu Sayyaf would be formidable in a direct gunfight. Some of these fighters had grenades dangling from their kit, and I sobered further when I saw a tall fighter marching with a crew-served weapon over his shoulders like he was starring in a Rambo movie. Upon closer inspection, I saw his weapon was an M-60 machinegun, and that piece alone packed enough firepower to ruin anyone’s day.

      I had counted twelve fighters when a heavy mass slammed into me beneath the surface. I jumped with fright before Cancer’s close-cropped silver hair broke the surface beneath my rifle. What with all the commotion of a massive enemy patrol walking by, I’d almost forgotten about him completely. Josephine moved sideways to allow him to rise between us, and he exhaled a violent gasp before sucking in deep breaths of air.

      “Quiet down,” Reilly whispered, and Cancer’s eyes went aflame with rage in the shadows beneath our rock overhang.

      I tapped his shoulder and pointed to the opposite bank, and Cancer turned to see what we all did: a procession of enemy fighters with rifles and machineguns carried one-handed, at the ready, slung over shoulders.

      Another of the young fighters was twitching spasmodically, slapping at his neck as he passed. He too was feverishly looking around the jungle as if expecting to die at any second, exactly as the point man.

      I thought nothing of it until a third man in the formation exhibited nearly identical symptoms.

      “What’s wrong with those guys?” I whispered.

      Cancer took another breath and said, “What’s the matter, you never seen anyone on shabu before?”

      “Shabu?”

      “Crystal meth, dumbass.”

      Reilly defended me, whispering back, “Not all of us grew up in Jersey. Don’t get pissy because the rest of the US doesn’t consider methamphetamines a food group.”

      Cancer merely shrugged, as if Reilly had a fair point, and the five of us watched the enemy patrol pass by—eighteen fighters in all—and disappear out of view as they followed the stream westward. I tried transmitting to Ian, received no response, and reached the fairly obvious conclusion that the slab of stone immediately overhead was blocking my signal.

      We gradually made our way out from our hiding place, dripping water as we pulled ourselves up the root-covered bank and onto the north side of the stream.

      As Worthy led us into the jungle on our way toward the coast, I contacted Ian.

      “Angel One, thanks for the save. If you hadn’t called when you did, we’d be floating downstream in pieces right now.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” came his terse reply. “That patrol is moving to an unspecified crossing point, and will be sweeping toward the coast. You need to get as far north as you can, ASAP.”

      I gave a frustrated grunt. “When are you going to have some good news for us?”

      “Not as long as Khalil Noureddin is alive. He must be mobilizing his men with a long-range radio—his voice is the only one I can make out clear as a church bell. Unfortunately, he’s pretty good at this. Has his area of operations mapped out by sector, and he’s trying to block off all avenues from the crash site to the coast. Thinks if he can contain you to the jungle, they’ll find you before any responding forces.”

      “Well, he’s fucking right. Can you jam his frequency?”

      “I already asked the Navy. They have a pair of EA-6 Prowlers inbound from the carrier group, but they won’t be here anytime soon.”

      Of course they wouldn’t, I thought bitterly. “Copy. We’re making our way north as quickly as our simple Southern point man can take us.”

      Worthy shot me a glare over his shoulder—he was still monitoring the command frequency, apparently—as I transmitted our current grid.

      Ian replied, “Copy your location and direction of movement. Will advise if I hear any pertinent radio chatter.”

      The terrain on both sides of us now rose in elevated hillsides, and Worthy navigated the only feasible path northward, through the thick vegetation of the low ground between slopes.

      This was, in a sense, counterproductive. The best move for our evasion would be to restrict our movement to the steepest, most inhospitable terrain. But to move uphill now risked hitting a dead end of volcanic cliff face, and with the eighteen-man patrol on our tail, that could quickly prove fatal. We were reduced to sharks fighting for air, forced to continue moving against the prospect of imminent death.

      Staying in the low ground, of course, was a double-edged sword: if the landscape channelized us, it would channelize our enemy as well. We’d already taken on a three-man outpost, ducked a roving squad at night, found the pilot, and narrowly avoided contact with a daytime patrol six times larger than we were. That should have been encouraging, but my experience in combat told me the opposite. In reality, there was a very finite amount of good fortune to be had on any mission, and at present we were quickly running out of it.

      No sooner had this thought crossed my mind than Worthy halted our formation. His whispered voice came over my earpiece a moment later.

      “Hold tight,” he said, “I can hear voices up ahead. Let me creep up and take a look.”

      “Copy,” I said, turning to see the teammates to my rear collapsing for a tight 360 perimeter while we waited.

      I approached Josephine, the only one of us without a radio earpiece, and quickly briefed her on the situation.

      “Our point man hears voices up ahead so he’s checking it out. That patrol we ducked at the stream is crossing and heading north. Given the terrain, odds are good that they’ll be right on our ass.”

      “Good,” she whispered back, her brow beaded with sweat that flowed down her flushed cheeks. “I’m ready for some payback.”

      I regarded her with a begrudging sense of astonishment. Her reaction to this situation was idiotic and absurdly suicidal, which placed her in good company amid my team.

      Worthy transmitted, “Looks like we got four guys taking a break right in the middle of our path.”

      “Can we wait them out?”

      “Looks like a blocking position, fifteen or twenty meters from your current location. They’re not going anywhere, and the slopes on either side are too steep to bypass without them hearing us. I think we’re gonna have to take them.”

      A blocking position was a blessing and a curse—they were supposed to be containing us, which meant that Khalil likely considered their location the northern boundary of the enemy perimeter. If we killed them silently, we could make our final push toward the beach with some time on our side and, if we were lucky, few or no opponents in our path.

      My team’s reaction to this information was about what I would have expected. Cancer was nodding with the feral intensity that he exuded when gunplay was imminent. Reilly looked neutral, ready to get the job done to save Josephine.

      “Copy,” I transmitted back. “Keep eyes on. I’m bringing Cancer and Reilly to you. We’re going to take down that blocking position.”

      Cancer and Reilly stood at once and began moving forward. But Josephine’s eyes flared at my words, and her hand flew to my shoulder to keep me from rising.

      “I’m going with you,” she whispered, a Latina accent threading its way into her words for the first time since I’d met her. I could tell she was angry, ready for a fight. And after losing her copilot, she had every reason to be.

      “Wait here,” I replied. “That’s final.”

      “I can shoot, you know. I’m a Night Stalker, not an airline pilot.”

      “It’s not your marksmanship I’m worried about—”

      “Oh, so it’s because I’m a woman? You think I need protecting?”

      Her nostrils were flaring, and I sensed Reilly and Cancer waiting impatiently behind me.

      “Sister,” I said quietly, “next time you want to run with the gunslingers, bring a can.”

      “What?”

      I pointed to her rifle’s bare muzzle and explained, “A suppressor. This blocking position has to go down silently. In the meantime, I need you to pull rear security while we move up. If we hear you shooting, we’ll move to you. If you hear anything but suppressed gunfire up ahead, you come running to back us up. Deal?”

      She deflated, realizing that I was right.

      “Okay,” she conceded. “And hey. If this turns into a two-way gunfight, you can count on me.”

      “If there’s a two-way gunfight, I won’t have a choice. Because if we get compromised now, we’re all going to be fighting for our lives.”

      I held up my fist to her and she pounded it with her own, then spun and relocated to a tree trunk, crouching beside it and raising her M4 while watching our backtrail. The left sleeve of her flight suit was stained in an ugly red streak, the cut she’d sustained in the crash having already bled through Reilly’s medical dressing. But to her credit, Josephine hadn’t revealed the slightest indication that her injury would hinder her. Having seen her determination thus far, I didn’t feel the slightest twinge of doubt about leaving her as the sole fighter on rear security.

      I rose in place, finding myself under Cancer and Reilly’s expectant gaze.

      “All right,” I whispered. “Let’s go.”

      We advanced painstakingly forward, sacrificing speed for stealth until we found Worthy waving us in from behind a tree. Crouching down, we approached him and knelt for a quick huddle. By now I could hear people speaking up ahead, though I dared not peer through the bushes until Worthy said his piece. From our location, they sounded like they were conversing casually in Tausug. Someone let out a laugh, then quickly went quiet.

      I leaned forward to hear Worthy, who was preparing to address us in unison.

      But instead of his polished Southern lilt, he spoke in a crude Native American accent.

      “There’s something in those trees.”

      Another Predator quote.

      “Goddamnit,” I hissed. “Worthy, not now.”

      Worthy’s eyes momentarily found the jungle floor, his voice returning to his normal plantation-owner brand of Southern. “Sorry,” he drawled. “There’s four of them from what I can see. All clustered in the low ground, fucking off. Bad visibility from down here, though. Recommend we cloverleaf back, then split up. Two guys up the high ground to the left, two to the right—we can’t get high enough to bypass, but we can get better angles of fire before they hear us. Stop once we get visibility on the blocking position, then a coordinated slice and dice. The movement will cost us five minutes of prep time but really boost our chances of doing this thing quietly.”

      His eyes watched mine, and I tried to conceal a mild sense of surprise that Worthy had come up with what seemed to me the best possible course of action.

      I nodded, then looked at the others. “Sounds good to me. Objections?”

      Cancer shook his head, and Reilly whispered, “Let’s do it.”

      “All right,” I said. Worthy would need to stay with Cancer, the most seasoned team member. Reilly and I were in the middle ground of operational experience on the team, and we’d be fine together. “Cancer and Worthy go right, Reilly and I go left. I’ll coordinate initiation over comms.”

      We backtracked five meters, then split into pairs. Reilly and I ascended a short distance up the west slope while Cancer and Worthy did the opposite, and then we converged on either side of the blocking position.

      There was but a moment of high drama on our route to the final firing positions.

      As I followed Reilly through the brush, some primordial instinct told me to freeze. I scanned the infinite leaves and vines around me, searching for a tripwire that had triggered my survival reflex before I’d consciously seen it—and while it took me a few seconds of heart-stopping terror to locate it, I found the source of my panic suspended from a tree branch just a foot away from my right cheek.

      And it was no tripwire.

      Instead I saw the emerald twist of a serpentine coil, its surface braided with scales and flecked with white markings. The snake’s neck tapered to a narrow diameter beneath the wide, diamond-shaped head that faced me now. I saw smoldering eyes the color of burnt orange, the serpent as immobile as I was, poised to strike without so much as a flick of its tongue. Was it venomous? Why not. It appeared to be a pit viper, and given the way our luck was playing out at present, I wasn’t going to win the lottery odds needed to find a harmless snake in this jungle.

      Delicately retracing my steps in complete and total deference to the force of nature that had nearly ventilated my face with its fangs, I swung wide around the snake, then resumed my pursuit of Reilly in the lead.

      I had barely resumed breathing before my mind returned to the next imminent danger: the four fighters below us, blocking our path to the coast.

      I was nervous about taking our eyes off the small enemy force for the relocation, but with four of us, we didn’t have a choice—there simply weren’t enough of us to risk leaving a man in the low ground just to make sure four reportedly complacent enemies didn’t move out. My anxiety mounted with each passing second as Worthy’s estimated five-minute relocation time turned to six, then seven—but when Reilly threw up a fist for me to halt movement, then pointed through the trees down the slope and toward the low ground, I could see that the investment in time had been well worth every second.

      The four enemy fighters were still there, all seated close enough to talk. One of them had stripped off his chest rig for comfort, and only two of them had their weapons close enough to fire at a seconds’ notice—one cradled an AK-47 in his lap, another kept an M-16 slung over his shoulder. The other two had left their rifles in the leaf litter at their feet, arms wrapped around their knees as they chatted without a care in the world. They weren’t expecting any opposition, and they were going to pay dearly for that assumption. I could make out a few hand grenades on their kit, but no crew-served weapons.

      I nodded to Reilly and then transmitted to Cancer and Worthy, now undetectable on the far slope.

      “I count four—ordered from left to right, men number one and three are closest to weapons and get the first shots. I don’t see a radio, so no additional priorities of fire. We’ll work left to right, you guys work right to left. Am I missing anything?”

      Cancer responded, his Jersey voice sounding distant and tinny over my earpiece.

      “Number four man has the radio on the ground next to his boot. We’ll clean him up after dropping the number three man. Ready when you are, boss.”

      Reilly had shifted position to brace his non-firing arm over a piece of deadfall, then laid the stock of his HK416 over his open palm and whispered, “I’ve got a bead on number one. He’ll get a headshot.”

      I knelt into a supported position, centering my reticle on the number two man’s center mass. Keeping a hand on my rifle’s pistol grip, I used the other to transmit.

      “Standby, standby. Initiation in five. Four. Three. Two. One. Initiate—”

      The twirp of Worthy’s suppressed fire punctuated my last two words, and I released the transmit button to reinforce my grip as I unleashed a trio of shots at my designated man. He was unquestionably hit, spiraling out of sight through the leaves as I searched for other targets.

      I could see a man on the right sprawling into view, and drilled two rounds into his chest for good measure before continuing to sweep for survivors. For a moment all four men appeared to be down, and I broke my grip to transmit the order for us to converge on the low ground in a final assault.

      And that’s when everything went to shit.

      A bloodcurdling cry erupted from somewhere in the blocking position, and through the leaves I saw my number two man stagger back into view. He had somehow gotten to his feet and recovered his AK-47, and was now wheeling it wildly before being hit by a half-dozen rounds from our two firing positions and falling out of sight.

      “Maybe they didn’t hear that,” I transmitted hopefully.

      Suddenly he burst into view again. He ate more rounds as we all re-engaged, desperately trying to shut down his central nervous system. But he was pirouetting across the low ground, changing direction like a jackrabbit. This guy wasn’t just on crystal meth, I realized in a flash of panic—he was tweaking out of his mind, his vital systems persevering against all ballistic odds in a drug-induced overdrive.

      I silently prayed with each round I fired. Headshot headshot headshot…

      He spun, wielding his rifle in one hand as the other reached for a grenade. A round through his side caused him to whip around and, in the throes of death, rip a chattering automatic burst of fire from his AK-47.

      Finally his head exploded and, dead at last, he spun sideways and fell to the ground. The echo of his gunfire receded into the jungle.

      “Or that,” I said.

      Suddenly a grenade beneath his body exploded, sending his corpse momentarily skyward before he collapsed in a heap amidst a black cloud of dirt and incinerated leaf litter. That tweaker sonofabitch had managed to pull a pin before he gave up the ghost.

      I keyed my mic a final time, the deep booming echo of the grenade rolling across the jungle as I concluded, “You know what? Maybe we should consider ourselves compromised, just to be safe.”

      Cancer replied, “Right side moving.”

      Reilly and I crashed downhill, pumping subsonic rounds into the visible bodies and reloading as we moved. I heard the chuffing of suppressed fire from Cancer and Worthy on the opposite slope before I saw them, and by the time we spilled into the low ground, there was no question that we’d bagged our four men—but the damage was done.

      There was a crash of brush to our south, and I whirled to see Josephine emerging from the leaves.

      “Sounds like that went pretty well,” she said, appraising the bodies and then looking at me. “So, how’d those suppressors work out?”

      Before I could answer her, the nearest enemy fighter writhed on the ground; whether due to the last vestiges of life slipping away or a postmortem twitch, I didn’t know and didn’t have time to ascertain. Josephine raised her M4 and shot him three times, then advanced toward the body to deliver a fourth round to his face at near point-blank range.

      “Oh...” Reilly gasped shallowly beside me, his voice shuddering with desire. “I like her.”

      “Suicide, Suicide,” came Ian’s urgent voice over the command frequency. “Get moving. Someone heard you guys; Khalil is directing everyone to block the coast north of your last reported position.”

      We hastily stripped the grenades and compatible magazines off the enemy bodies. I left the lone enemy radio where it lay—it had taken either a ricochet or a direct hit in the melee, and the resulting bullet hole marked it inoperable.

      Then we were on the run again, Worthy threading a path through the jungle as we resumed our order of movement and struggled to follow him in a tight file.

      The jungle seemed to be screaming now, birds shrieking at us from all directions louder than ever; but I knew this was in my head, now ringing with the grenade blast, with the physical exertion of hauling ass north, with the hopelessness of our situation.

      There were a few tactical plays we could make. Boobytrap the dead bodies with grenades so our pursuers would eat a blast as they rolled over their comrades. Move up the slope and stage an elevated ambush for the forces racing through the low ground behind us. Climb to high ground and hope the Marine Expeditionary Unit arrived before we were found.

      But we knew the truth: each of these options would merely delay the inevitable. Our only salvation lay in reaching the coast; everything else was a false prophet.

      We jetted north across the low ground, the plant density moderate but negotiable enough to move at a decent clip. To either side, the slopes rose steeper—we were still in the narrow pass, and Khalil had been smart to put a blocking position here. At this very second, he was undoubtedly redirecting forces northward of wherever this channel of low ground opened up, as well as sending patrols racing up our backtrail. If we found a dead end up ahead, we’d be forced to fight our way to high ground while picking off pursuers scrambling up the slope behind us.

      “Angel One,” I transmitted on the move, relaying our current location. “We’re passing through a ravine now, need to know what we’re facing up ahead.”

      There was a pause, and then he responded, “You’ll be out of that low ground in a hundred meters or so—not much high ground after that, you’re getting too close to the coast. Khalil routed most of his forces around the hills to the west, so advise you shift direction of movement from due north to northeast as soon as you’re able.”

      Ian, of course, was right. The hills beside us tapered downward as we proceeded, the terrain leveling out to allow movement across a more or less 180-degree swath to our front. As we exited the pass and Worthy shifted our route to the northeast, I could make out the sound of movement and men shouting to one another somewhere to our immediate west—the enemy had rounded the hill just as Ian said they would, and now Khalil was trying to head us off at the pass before we could make it to the jungle beyond.

      We were slipping the noose, but just barely—and any relief at this epiphany was snuffed out by Cancer’s voice transmitting over my earpiece.

      “I can hear people moving to our six o’clock. They’re close.”

      “Well,” I replied, “they’re going to have to get in line, because we’ve also got bad guys to our west.”

      We hit a small strip of clearing, the jagged break in jungle stuffed with tall grass and extending in a narrow streak in either direction. Twenty meters of total exposure in a linear danger area, and no time to bypass.

      “Bust it,” I transmitted to Worthy, indicating to charge through as quickly as possible. This was a reflex order as much as anything else. We were five Americans with limited ammo and heavy pursuit by overwhelming enemy forces; it wasn’t as if we had much choice.

      The clearing was a sun-rippled expanse, and our team spilled into it with the desperation of foxes fleeing the hunt. We poured on a burst of speed to get back into the trees as quickly as possible—after our flight through the jungle, the blazing sunlight seemed hostile, the short plants aflame with a golden glow that exposed us unforgivably.

      Low palms, ferns, and long blades of grass whipped across our bodies as we charged across the clearing, waiting for the sound of gunfire to explode behind us. My mouth had turned to sandpaper, the hot island air surging through lungs that burned with sheer exhaustion. I tried to run faster and found that my unsteady legs had no more speed to give.

      I wildly searched the far tree line, scanning for our enemy’s shadows before they saw us. If we didn’t take fire now, it was because Khalil hadn’t yet had time to maneuver forces into our direct path—and apparently that was the case, because we passed through the sunlit clearing without incident. By the time we finally reached the familiar encapsulating vines and thorns tugging at us as we moved, the jungle felt safe, serene, secure.

      But like most victories on the island so far, this one was short-lived.

      At first, everything seemed perfect. We slipped into a protective grove stuffed with tall plants that shielded us with their broad leaves yet allowed us to pass between the stalks and trunks with relative speed. Since the enemy had no concerns about noise discipline as they shouted to each other—a benefit of outnumbering your quarry by twenty-to-one, I supposed—we could hear our pursuers behind us, while they couldn’t hear or, for the time being, even see us.

      But this grove ended in a short rise that Worthy clambered up, stopping mid-step to direct his attention downward. I saw what he was looking at before he sidestepped around it, and I wouldn’t have put a boot down there, either.

      Under other circumstances, that curiously formed accumulation of leaf litter between fern leaves would have appeared a poorly hidden boobytrap or landmine. Could it be natural? Sure, in theory. But the balance of evidence for such a piling rested heavily in favor of unnatural and thus man-produced, and no point man worth his salt—and Worthy had definitely earned his keep thus far—would dare place a footfall on such a risky and preventable misstep of chance.

      So he rerouted around the pile instead, taking a few steps uphill to gain visibility over the other side of a small ridge. At that moment, I heard a voice shout in Tausug from the other side.

      Whoever it was must not have seen us because Worthy didn’t open fire.

      Instead he tried to get out of sight, reversing his direction of movement with all the grace of being electrocuted as he backpedaled down the slope. But the jungle floor was loose with a blanket of rotting leaves, and he tumbled awkwardly down the rise in a wild, careening retreat.

      In his hasty backpedal, Worthy managed to step directly onto the suspiciously abnormal-looking pile of leaf litter—the same one he’d gone out of his way to avoid moments earlier.

      And then Worthy, to put it mildly, disappeared.

      I’d never seen anyone vanish in such a flash short of them being blown up by an IED. This time, however, there was no noise other than a hollow whoof that signaled we wouldn’t be seeing Worthy anytime soon.

      Other than that, he was gone—but so too was the suspicious pile of leaves. I darted forward, kneeling to peer beneath the ferns.

      In place of the leaf pile was a black hole.

      There, gazing into the black abyss, I realized a momentarily convenient truth: the volcanic rock formations that had shielded Josephine from view in the cliff formation operated below the surface as well.

      I shined my rifle’s taclight down into the jagged, manhole-sized hole, seeing Worthy lying on his back ten feet below, shielding his eyes against my light.

      Turning in place, I furiously waved at Josephine, who was now standing, momentarily stunned, a few feet behind me. I could hear voices on the other side of the ridge growing in volume as they approached, and not even daring to whisper, I urgently pointed toward her, then the hole.

      To her credit, Josephine didn’t hesitate.

      To the contrary, she actually shoved me aside, forcing me to catch myself with an outstretched hand before my shoulders struck the forest floor.

      By the time I registered that she’d made it into the hole, her actions were repeated in short order by Reilly, then Cancer, as both swept the ferns away and disappeared inside.

      Within seconds I was alone on the surface, listening to the enemy fighters approaching to our front. Staggering to a kneeling position, I shuffled closer to the hole, dangled my legs over the edge, and pushed myself over.

      Ten feet doesn’t sound like a lot. But when freefalling into a black void, I will hastily assure you it is.

      Fortunately, I didn’t hurt myself on a dreaded rock pile. Instead, I landed on the obvious—a heap of human bodies.

      We untangled ourselves quickly, moving out of the human dogpile beneath the jungle’s surface.

      I found my entire team in a subsurface cavern; not much of one, but a cavern nonetheless.

      The rocky space around us, momentarily illuminated by rifle taclights before falling dark again, was only big enough to hold fifteen men shoulder-to-shoulder before becoming untenable. Since our collective element was a third as large, it was overly sufficient—at least for now.

      Amidst my team’s grunts and groans, I stood on a spongy dirt surface and whispered, “Everyone okay?”

      A muffled, grunted series of positive responses followed as everyone stood alongside me.

      I looked up.

      The sole light source now came from the oblong hole above us, dim sunlight streaming through the fern leaves that shielded it from outside view. That narrow channel must have become clogged with leaves over the course of months or years, until Worthy’s body plunged through like a human chimney brush.

      It would take an enemy fighter walking on top of this position to find us—but regrettably, that was exactly what was going to occur unless we figured out some better solution in a hurry.

      I stood beneath the hole, trying to raise Ian over my radio to give him our current location.

      No response.

      “All right,” I breathed into our huddle as the others closed around me, “even if we manage to break the enemy perimeter now, Khalil Noureddin will just maneuver his forces to cut us off. He’s been doing a helluva job so far. Anything I’m missing on that assumption?”

      No one objected.

      “So the only way out of here is to take out Khalil.”

      “Sure,” Reilly said, “and if we could channel lightning strikes with our minds, that might mean something.”

      I swallowed hard. “The enemy positions we’ve cleared so far have both had cheap, short-range radios. They can’t transmit over distance, so they’re mainly used to receive transmissions from Khalil. He’s the brains of this operation, and he’s the only one with a long-range radio. With the prospect of killing or capturing five Americans slipping away with each passing minute, he’s not going to risk losing signal to his men.”

      Worthy asked, “So?”

      “So,” I began, “remember that sliver of clearing we ran through a few minutes ago? That’s the only clear sky anywhere near us. As long as he can’t hear any US aircraft, he’s going to set up right in that clearing and maintain the farthest possible communications with his force.”

      Worthy said, “So you’re proposing we slither back to that clearing and try to get a shot on Khalil before someone steps on us?”

      “Not us,” I said. “Me. Five people are tough to hide. One has better odds, and if—if—I can take out Khalil, we’ll have eliminated all effective pursuit. We can punch a hole in the enemy perimeter, and then make a final run for the coast. I mean, our only alternative is waiting down here.”

      “Waiting ain’t an option, David,” Cancer said from the darkness. “We got fifteen, maybe twenty minutes at best before some shithead stumbles on this hole and drops a grenade in. Marines won’t be here that fast. So let’s say you succeed—how are we going to know? We won’t be able to hear your suppressed fire, and we can’t receive radio transmissions in this hole.”

      “Give him a grenade,” Josephine said. “If we hear a single grenade blast, we know to move. If we hear a bunch of unsuppressed gunfire, we know we’re on our own.” No one replied, and she added, “Is that a dumb idea? Sorry, you guys figure it out. You’re the ground fighters, not me.”

      I said, “That’s a terrible idea, Josephine. Which pretty much lines up with everything else about this plan. Give me a grenade.”

      Cancer passed me one in the darkness while speaking in a haunted Native American voice.

      “There’s something out there waiting for us. And it ain’t no man.” Pausing for effect, he concluded matter-of-factly, “We’re all gonna die.”

      “Goddamnit,” I snapped. “That’s the last time we watch a classic 1987 science fiction action film in the team room—I mean it this time. Though to be fair, pretty appropriate timing.” I stripped off my GPS, handing it to Cancer. He accepted it without a word, figuring what I had: the last thing we needed was for me to get rolled up and for them to follow the GPS track back to the one spot on the island that was giving us even a momentary reprieve.

      Then I said, “I’m out of here. If my grenade goes off, make a break for the coast as quick as you can.”

      “What about you?” Josephine sounded troubled.

      I cleared my throat. “If I survive taking a shot against Khalil, then I’ll catch up with you guys. Don’t wait for me. Just make it to the beach. Now give me a boost, before I lose my nerve.”

      My team assisted me, and I felt their bodies bracing against the cavern wall, their outstretched hands providing footholds and support to hoist me toward the jungle surface.

      The sunlight seemed blinding after the darkness of the hole, and I scanned the ground beneath the ferns that shielded this portal from above. No enemy boots in immediate eyesight, and my next step was to listen for voices—getting killed was one thing, but I couldn’t afford a misstep that would compromise my team’s location. But our hiding spot had precious little time remaining until it was discovered one way or another, and the second there was no human sound amid the birds shrieking overhead, I braced my arms on the moist leaf litter blanketing the mud around me.

      Hoisting myself to surface level, I cradled my rifle in the crook of my arms and began high-crawling away from the hole on my knees and elbows. My sole advantage was the density of vegetation around me, but that narrow margin of fortune would evaporate as enemy fighters closed in. If they didn’t discover me, they’d discover my team, and at this close proximity, one was as bad as the next. But with the collective hours of pursuit, my filthy fatigues were already blending as well as they ever would.

      A sudden flash of color next to my face caused me to freeze in horror. A huge flat centipede emerged from beneath the leaves, its armor-like body segments kept in motion by twin rows of bright orange legs that clattered away from me.

      Well that was fucking terrifying, I thought as the seven-inch-long venomous creature disappeared around a rock. Its sudden appearance had sent my heart into wild palpitations of fear, making the prospect of confronting armed men seem less daunting by comparison. I continued moving.

      At least the vipers would be in the trees, I thought. Or at least hoped.

      Crawling low, I moved the direction we’d come until the vegetation broke into spotty patches ending in the narrow clearing we’d just crossed.

      Scanning between the trees, I crawled forward until I glimpsed sunlight marking the clearing ahead.

      It was a view, to be sure, but not much of one: merely a narrow strip of visibility in the high grass that would give me a fleeting look at enemy fighters. Getting a view of Khalil here would be a moon shot, but if I moved much closer, I’d be found and killed at once.

      My neck began burning with the impossibility of this situation. I assumed a prone firing position nonetheless, adjusting my legs and feeling a bulky object in my right cargo pocket bang against my thigh. Momentarily confused, I patted my pocket and realized it was the enemy radio I’d snatched at the small campfire on our way to Josephine.

      I’d almost forgotten that I was still carrying it. But now, driven by despair, I desperately hoped it could be our salvation.

      Retrieving the radio from my pocket, I considered my next move.

      The power and volume knobs on this short-range radio were one and the same, and I rotated the knob just one click counterclockwise, then another, until the small screen came to life with a frequency and I heard the faint chatter of enemy transmissions in Tausug.

      Then I transmitted to Ian, whispering over my command net, “Angel One, Angel One.”

      Ian answered, “Go for Angel One. How are you guys holding up?”

      “Not incredibly well. I need to relay an enemy frequency from a radio we captured.”

      “Send it.”

      I gave him the frequency, concluding the numbers with the whispered and infinitely hopeless request, “Can you track that frequency and get us any more info?”

      Ian’s response in my earpiece was the last thing I wanted to hear under these circumstances.

      “Sorry, brother. That’s the same frequency I’m already monitoring.”

      Of course it was. We hadn’t been able to catch a break since stepping out of the stream. It was just as I’d thought before—there was a finite amount of good fortune in combat, and in redirecting our efforts from killing Khalil to throwing ourselves into the fray in an attempt to rescue Josephine, we’d wrung out every last drop of our luck in the Philippine jungle.

      Now we’d pay the price for that, one way or the other.

      “Copy,” I told Ian, “no sweat. I’ll figure something out.”

      But what that would be, I had no idea. Based on the fact that the enemy wasn’t stepping on me at this second, I could reasonably conclude that I was outside of Khalil’s immediate security, yet well within the perimeter he’d established to contain us. Those perimeter forces didn’t concern themselves with Khalil’s safety, and his personal entourage wasn’t concerned with finding the pilot; in between was a narrow bubble of complacency, and that’s exactly where I’d positioned myself.

      If I had Ian direct an airstrike against the clearing, Khalil would hear the birds coming and hide in the jungle. Even if I could miraculously summon the 360-degree firebombing of the jungle a safe distance from my team’s position, the enemy was so close that many would be driven closer to us, not farther. And even if things got so desperate that I was willing to risk it, the carrier group aircraft hadn’t arrived yet.

      So what could I do? I didn’t know, short of remaining in the prone and hoping for my enemy to stumble into view. I had to find a way to usurp the massive enemy forces here, to somehow pit my luck against Khalil’s.

      I scanned the clearing through my reticle, vaguely registering the quiet, tinny noises from the enemy radio—voices transmitting back and forth in Tausug.

      Momentarily breaking my aim, I reached for the radio to turn it off. The absolute last thing I needed now was any further distraction.

      Then something strange happened.

      A single voice cut through the chatter, speaking first in Tausug and then in flawless English, an odd hint of British accent on his otherwise Filipino pronunciation.

      “Cease all radio traffic. This frequency has been...compromised.”

      This was unmistakably Khalil Noureddin’s voice, and I realized someone must have just discovered the three fighters my team had killed on our way toward the crash site—and the peculiar absence of their radio.

      The next transmission sent my heart racing.

      “I wish to speak to the leader of the team on this island.”

      My skin began to crawl, thoughts racing in disbelief at the obvious: I now had a direct line to the very terrorist leader my team had been sent here to kill. It was supposed to be an in-and-out mission with no US affiliation and a minimum of one dead body in our wake; instead, we were now at the center of a military firestorm, downed pilot in tow, and it increasingly appeared as if we weren’t going to make it out before the enemy found us.

      I had no intention of answering Khalil. This was a short-range radio; it could receive transmissions from Khalil’s long-range unit but didn’t have the ability to transmit over long distances. If I replied, he’d know that I was in close proximity.

      “I know you are listening.”

      I hesitated a moment, reasoning that engaging in a dialogue with a madman wasn’t a good idea. But a voice inside me asked one question that I had no viable answer to.

      Do you have a better idea?

      I keyed the radio.

      “You’re right.” I spoke quietly, just above a whisper. “I am listening.”

      “An American,” he replied, sounding intrigued. “My name is Khalil Noureddin. And yours, sir?”

      I transmitted, “Call me Suicide.”

      “Very well, Suicide. Let us talk business.”

      Keep him talking, I thought. Draw him into the open for a kill shot.

      So I replied, “Speaking as a fellow businessman, I’m afraid I find your practices a bit concerning.”

      His tone was amicable, even polite, as he responded.

      “My business practices emerged as all others: as a means to an end that fit my current resources. Your country appears to understand that principle quite well.”

      I swallowed, then keyed the radio again to ask, “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, there are no publicly acknowledged Americans on this island. And yet from the current circumstances, I can only assume that when the helicopter went down, your team was already here to do business with me.”

      Well, I thought, this guy was no idiot. Demented and maniacal, perhaps, but no moron.

      “That’s an audacious assumption.”

      “I am in the business of audacity, sir. As I imagine you are. So I will make you a deal, from one businessman to another.”

      He still hadn’t appeared in the clearing. I felt my throat constricting as the full absurdity of this plan began to take hold. My grand notion of sniping Khalil was going down in flames that grew in intensity by the second.

      I tried to sound casual. “I’m listening.”

      There was a pause before he answered, though I could guess his offer. If we were going to die on this island, and the odds certainly seemed to be in favor of that, then we’d go down fighting. The proverbial blaze of glory seemed glamorous to people who’d never been to war, people like me when I’d joined the military out of high school. But once I’d cut my teeth in combat, I saw it for what it was: pure, unadulterated chaos. Any morals of patriotic righteousness or national policy hovered in a fog high above the battlefield, indiscernible to those in the battle who instead fought for one another.

      So much the better, I thought. Maybe we’d accomplished nothing against Khalil, but at least Josephine wouldn’t die alone. She’d fall beside her brothers, her fellow warriors who had risked it all to save her. And there was a virtue in that, a noble honor that was absent in much of the warfare I’d seen.

      Khalil continued, “Consider the radio a token of mutual respect, and take it with you when you and your colleagues leave this island unharmed. I will have my people withdraw, and allow your safe passage anywhere you choose.”

      “Safe passage and a free radio,” I mused. “Sounds good. What’s the catch?”

      “You have the pilot. Turn him over to my hospitality, and you will be freed.”

      I pinched my eyes shut, then blinked the sweat away as I scanned the sunlight in the clearing ahead. Khalil wasn’t going to show himself; this was over.

      “That last clause,” I replied in a near-whisper, feeling my pulse quicken, “is a bit of a problem for my people. I believe our understanding of hospitality differs slightly from yours.”

      My breaths grew shallower as I began to hyperventilate. I’d tried to draw Khalil into the open and failed; instead, I’d have no choice but to rejoin my team and give the order to make one last-ditch effort to shoot ourselves free of the perimeter.

      Except I knew what would happen immediately afterward. Khalil would quickly and effectively maneuver his forces, a calm and haunting voice over a long-range radio that could transmit to the bloodthirsty masses of enemy fighters now swarming around us. And we’d have no better chance of seeing the coastline than we did of waiting helplessly for some outside rescue to arrive.

      Khalil responded, “These may not be the terms you hoped for. But I already have one pilot. My purposes would be better served by doing business with all of your people, rather than the remaining pilot alone. This is a generous offer, Suicide, and time for this negotiation is running out. You understand that much, if your whispered words are any indication.”

      And that was it, I thought—the whispered words. He knew I was still in range, and the fact that he could hear me whispering indicated his men were close to capturing me. Why should he bother to expose himself?

      I stopped whispering, and gave my next transmission in a normal voice.

      “Khalil,” I said casually. “Time for this negotiation is running out. But not for the reason you think.”

      “Oh?” he asked, a sudden tinge of concern in his voice. He’d heard my increase in speaking volume, and his wheels were now spinning as he tried to ascertain how I could possibly have escaped his airtight perimeter. “Please enlighten me, Suicide.”

      “I’m making my own safe passage, with the pilot, right now. And we’ll be off this island before you realize what happened.”

      I didn’t key the transmit button as I spoke these words.

      Instead, I pressed and released the button quickly, sending alternating syllables over the air as if I were headed out of range, moving beyond the reach of his receiver. As I did so, I watched the clearing with the pistol grip of my rifle firmly in hand, reticle centered ahead of me.

      This was my last chance to draw him out, to make him fear that I was making a break for the coast, to goad him into re-establishing communications to continue our narrative. He hadn’t broken cover into the sun-splotched clearing yet; maybe he would now.

      And a moment later, I saw that my ploy had worked.

      Well, “worked” may have been an overstatement. Because Khalil did break cover—I briefly saw a man pass my sights in the tall grass, trailed by an assistant toting a massive long-range radio on his back, following Khalil with the tether of the hand mic cord connecting them. But as I dropped my radio to take careful aim, they passed out of sight again, returning fleetingly to view seconds later as Khalil paced the clearing, trying to get reception.

      My view was so limited that when they stopped moving, I didn’t see Khalil but the radio held by his assistant, whose back faced me in a momentarily stationary position.

      “Suicide?” he asked. “Suicide, can you hear me?”

      I could take out the radio with one shot and leave Khalil alive, or I could hold my fire in the hopes that he’d expose himself for a fatal bullet. The odds for the latter were a matter of chance; for the former, a certainty. Or, I could be a moment away from losing them both altogether.

      My gut instinct was to wait, to kill Khalil and accomplish the mission I’d been sent here to do—a grand slam of achieving everything at once. But then an odd voice spoke from the depths of my soul.

      The mission was no longer to kill Khalil.

      It was to rescue Josephine.

      I pumped the trigger once in a precision shot, then fired three more times as quickly as I could.

      The assistant and his radio dropped out of sight, and Khalil’s transmission ended mid-word.

      I dropped my rifle, grabbing the grenade from my kit. Yanking the pin, I hurled it toward the clearing. It wouldn’t fall anywhere near Khalil, or even his security elements. But that was fine with me—all I needed was the noise.

      It didn’t come.

      Shit, I thought, there goes our brilliant plan. Instead of a blast, I only heard men shouting from the clearing, realizing that they were no longer the hunters, but the hunted.

      And then the grenade exploded.

      The earth trembled beneath my body, the explosion creating a victory cloud of jungle earth and incinerated plants that expanded in all directions. It had the added benefit of obscuring the line of visibility from the clearing to my firing position, and I desperately needed that concealment as I pushed myself to my feet and began charging back toward my team.

      To my rear, wild bursts of automatic gunfire erupted. I didn’t break stride, instead juking a zigzag pattern between the trees, the jungle now providing a refuge of ballistic cover that I sprinted among as fast as I could manage. But it didn’t sound like the gunfire was drawing nearer; the command element in the clearing probably thought they were under attack, and were therefore more concerned with protecting their leader and spraying my previous firing position with bullets than maneuvering toward potential danger.

      Three grenade blasts erupted in the distance to my front. The crushing explosions gave way to gunfire of all kinds—long automatic bursts, to be sure, but also the precision fire of a disciplined shooter that could only be Josephine. I wouldn’t be able to hear the rest of my team’s suppressed shots, and that was just as well—the return fire gave ample indication of their current position.

      I shifted direction toward the noise, hoping to link up with my team before they could make it too far. If they punched a hole in the enemy perimeter, I needed to run through it or risk hitting a wall of enemies too powerful for me to overcome.

      Suddenly the noise ended altogether, leaving me to the slamming of my heart amid the panicked cries of birds now bursting through the treetops, fleeing the sounds of battle. It was at this moment, focused like a bloodhound on the last gunfire I’d heard, that I felt quite naked without my GPS. Leaving it behind had been the right move, but that didn’t assuage my panic when I mounted a short ridge to see the carnage that my team had inflicted and realized they were gone.

      Five enemy fighters were visible at a glance, their bloody bodies sprawled around a small, smoking crater where a grenade had found its mark. One corpse was half blown-apart from the blast, his body split and blackened; the others were peppered with debris and bullet wounds, two of them appearing semiconscious although they’d never again pose a threat.

      I charged downhill, vaulting the grenade crater and continuing past them without bothering to clean up the site with fatal shots. Khalil could no longer control the countless enemy teams combing this area, but every dickhead within earshot would be converging on the fading sounds of grenades and gunfire.

      And sure enough, no sooner had this thought crossed my mind than I saw the first responders to arrive.

      They were coming from two directions—my left front and right front—probably two separate teams converging toward the noise. I saw the bushes moving before I saw the point men, desperately hoping to thread the gap between them before they saw me.

      But patches of fatigues were visible through the leaves, seemingly in both directions at once. I swung my barrel to the right, popping four rounds and seeing that it did nothing to stop the advance. A suppressed weapon with subsonic rounds was a fantastic tool when moving stealthily, but in a situation like this, when my sole intention was to lay suppressing fire, it was of immeasurable disadvantage.

      Simply put, these lead fighters didn’t know they were being shot at.

      I flipped my weapon to fully automatic, pouring a long burst at the fighter to my right. My wild spray thwacked through the leaves around him, scoring a lucky hit that sent him stumbling before I swung my barrel left to repeat the process.

      The fighter to my left was now in the open, almost alongside me, the looming sweep of his AK-47 rising upward to deliver a fatal blast.

      Rather than stop to aim, I pivoted toward him with a sidestep, as if my goal were to run straight into him; when he encompassed my view, I mashed my trigger down while holding my HK416 at the hip.

      This burst succeeded in cutting him down—he was gutshot, tumbling forward as I leapt away from him, my weapon now empty.

      Then I was past them both, plunging into the jungle with the hope that the enemy I hadn’t yet seen would be too momentarily confused by their respective point men’s sudden, silent wounds to give rapid chase. I didn’t have much choice—the time it would take me to appraise their intentions, much less reload my now-empty rifle, was too great to hazard. I stripped the magazine from my weapon, casting it aside and reloading on the move. There was no more thought of inflicting casualties on the enemy; my team and I were too close to the beach to worry about that now, our only true salvation residing not in the jungle but on the coastline.

      Now I had no idea where my team was located, and no GPS to facilitate a link-up even with radio contact. But by the time it occurred to me to transmit to them, my attention was seized by a terrible sound from the high ground to my left.

      A belt-fed machinegun opened fire, and for a moment I thought the opening salvo was going to rip me apart. There were no bullet impacts, yet the machinegun kept firing long bursts; any relief at my immediate survival evaporated with the realization that this gun was firing at my team, now somewhere in the low ground beyond.

      I turned and made my way uphill toward the sound, vaguely registering Cancer’s voice over my earpiece.

      “—pinned down. Can you see him?”

      Worthy answered, “Negative, they got me dead to rights.”

      I transmitted to them, “This is David, I’m inbound to machinegun, standby.”

      “Make it fast, David,” Cancer said. “We’ve got a boat to catch.”

      Ungrateful bastard.

      These guys had saved my ass before, and now it was my time to return the favor. There were few advantages to being isolated from my team, and I was about to cash in on the fact that the enemy didn’t suspect a lone gunman roaming the woods behind them.

      I approached the high ground, transmitting again.

      “Hold fire, hold fire.”

      Cancer confirmed, “Holding fire; you’re clear to engage.”

      But now I was summiting the crest, my HK416 at the ready, scanning for targets and seeing none as the machinegun bursts grew louder to my front. Clearing the side of a huge, moss-covered tree trunk, I saw the enemy team oriented perpendicular to my direction of movement—a gunner aiming a huge M-60 machinegun downhill as the man beside him fed a belt of ammunition into it, flanked by two men taking pop shots with their rifles.

      Setting up on the left side of the trunk, I readied my carbine to eliminate a threat that had no idea they were about to die.

      The era of a fair fight had ended, in my mind, with the departure of muskets from both sides of a battlefield. After that, warfare had become on the surface what it always had been to those who knew it: a free-for-all of might, tactics, and sheer audacity where the victor wasn’t the most noble, only the most prepared and, in many cases, the luckiest.

      Now I paused to take careful aim—I wasn’t interested in finding out the hard way that anyone in this crew was high on meth and therefore endowed with superhuman strength. I centered my reticle on the back of the machinegunner’s head, a single puff from my suppressor causing the view to be clouded with pink mist before I drove my aim to the man feeding a belt of ammo into the beast.

      He was turning his head toward his gunner, now slumped dead with his brain matter frying on the scalding barrel. I drilled a round through his temple, and that was the end of any surprise I’d achieved by appearing unnoticed.

      The first surviving fighter to realize what had happened whirled toward me, twisting on his side to take aim. This was no time for precision fire, and I sent a half-dozen rounds toward his form on the ground. The first bullet struck his pelvis, a heinous cry going silent as the remainder stitched up his midsection until the final round pierced his sternum head-on.

      I heard a burst of rifle fire, the sudden crack of a bullet piercing the still air next to my head serving as the second indication that I needed to get out of sight. Tucking my body behind the tree, I ducked to a knee and emerged from the opposite side, trying to dial in the last remaining fighter.

      My view was of bushes and ferns, though to rise any higher would expose me to the continued gunfire from a man who was now shouting at the top of his lungs in words I didn’t understand, a stream of Tausug in angry and panicked response to his teammates’ sudden deaths. I aimed toward the noise, unleashing a spray of single shots through the foliage in the hopes that one would connect.

      I never found out if I’d succeeded, but the gunfire stopped and, along with it, the shouting, the latter ending in a cry that trailed off miserably. He could have been wounded, dead, or merely given up, and I didn’t bother sticking around to find out which. In the current circumstances I felt confident that whatever the outcome, he wasn’t going to valiantly recover the machinegun and begin re-engaging my team.

      I scrambled off the ridge, descending toward the low ground as I transmitted.

      “You’re clear, get moving.”

      Cancer responded, “Copy, we’re picking up,”

      I plunged into the low ground, my boots pounding against the jungle floor as I fought my way northward.

      “I should be catching up soon,” I transmitted. “Moving due north in the low ground—try not to shoot me.”

      Reilly answered, “Keep coming, we can hear your movement.”

      I burst through a patch of ferns, barely halting myself before what would surely be the last thing I ever saw: the muzzle of a rifle barrel leveled at my head at nearly point-blank range.

      And Josephine was holding it.

      She lowered her M4, panting breathlessly. “What took you so long?”

      Behind her, Worthy was already turning to thread our course north to the shore, and I followed him as Cancer and Reilly stepped aside to resume our order of movement with Josephine in the middle of our file. That was the extent of our reunion at present, and seconds later we were on the move as if we’d never been separated.

      And while this much was unquestionably a relief, I felt a sickening pull of dread as Cancer transmitted from the end of our small formation.

      “We got movement behind us—need to pick up the pace.”

      They were already on our tail again, and I had to concede that Khalil was doing a remarkable job with only a glorified walkie-talkie—I shuddered to think what would have happened had I not removed his long-range radio from the battlefield.

      Sunlight was now visible through the trees to our front, and I transmitted hopefully to Worthy.

      “Tell me that’s the coast.”

      “No,” he replied. “Another clearing.”

      The jungle gave way to a sun-soaked clearing of sugarcane and plants rising to shoulder height. Why not, I thought—we’d covered kilometers of dense forest that hindered our progress, and here was a clearing where we wanted it least. The enemy didn’t need to overrun us here, only wait at the forest edge and let the movement of brush in the clearing guide their shots. But we had no time to reconsider or circumnavigate this exposed area—we were running perilously low on ammo and water, our collective exhaustion rising with each passing minute. So we plunged into the green swath of plants, pushing hard through the whipping stalks and leaves, hoping to minimize our exposure time with speed.

      It almost worked.

      We’d reached the far edge of the clearing before we heard shots break out to our rear. Bullets hissed and snapped through stalks of sugarcane, and the moment Worthy and I reached the jungle, we took up firing positions to cover our remaining teammates as they made their way toward us.

      I couldn’t distinguish any fighters at the far side of the clearing, and instead pumped rounds at likely enemy positions as Josephine ran between Worthy and me, followed by Reilly. Cancer was last, and had just plunged past me before his body jolted with a bullet impact.

      He stumbled forward and fell, crashing to the earth with a bloody wound below his right shoulder blade.

      Reilly descended upon him as Josephine took cover to return fire. By the time I skidded to a halt and knelt beside Cancer, he was rolling to his side, pushing Reilly away.

      “Get off me! I’m fine.”

      Reilly’s eyes met mine, the relief evident in his face.

      “Had to be a ricochet, or he’d be bleeding out now. He can move.”

      “Worthy,” I shouted, “let’s go!”

      He stopped shooting, glancing to me in confusion.

      “Ricochet,” I explained. “Josephine, you’re on casualty transport with Reilly. I’ll pick up trail.”

      The low ground ended suddenly in an uphill slope, the worst possible scenario for a casualty, however minor. Worthy led the way unhindered while Cancer limped painfully, arms slung around Reilly and Josephine as they struggled to assist him up the slope.

      There was no time to stop, or even think. The leaves and branches were whipping across our faces, but we forced our way uphill regardless—there was no time for hesitation, no chance to second-guess our decision. With the entire US military descending on this island, there was no question what would happen if we were captured. Because despite the translation of Abu Sayyaf—Bearers of the Sword—the preferred instrument of their trademark decapitation was a knife, making the process as gruesome as possible. The men chasing us would put the blade to our throats before any rescue was possible, and document the proceedings on video to herald their victory to the terrorist world at large.

      Now the last person in our formation, I could hear men crashing through the brush behind us, shouting to one another and following our course uphill as they cleared the field in waves. I couldn’t yet see them, but they were close enough for me to feel a compelling need to pause periodically, laying down a half-magazine of single shots toward the sounds of rustling brush and enemy voices before catching up with my teammates.

      I transmitted to Ian, “Angel One, we’re moving up high ground, coming in hot toward the shore. Be advised, we’ve got the Mongolian horde on our tail.”

      I ignored his response, instead keying the tactical frequency to transmit to my team.

      “When we hit this high ground,” I gasped, sucking for air, “let’s flip around in a hasty ambush. Take out some front runners before we continue. I can’t hold them off much longer.”

      I was pushing hard uphill, my lungs aflame when I heard Worthy’s response.

      “Don’t stop, I can see the water!”

      His last word struck me like a bolt of lightning, and I knew instantly what he meant—he could see the liquid horizon surrounding this island, and if that was true, we were so close to rescue that to stop now would be the height of insanity.

      A second later I saw it too, the jungle suddenly parting to reveal sky and, beneath it, an endless blue sea.

      Then my feet stepped forward to nothing, the earth sloping sharply downhill beneath me as I skidded into a rapid descent. I caught a blurred vision of Josephine and Reilly supporting Cancer’s weight between them, struggling to keep their footing on the steep downhill slope. Worthy was speeding in front of them, casting a panicked glance over his shoulder that was probably as much out of concern that they’d fall and take him out on their way down as it was to see if I’d made it over the edge.

      Then the world exploded over my head.

      I felt the sky splitting above me, a distant deafening roar interspersed with the cracks of infinite machinegun volleys slicing through the air. A pang of fear gripped my chest—it was as if we’d summited the ridge only to encounter an entire army on the other side. Only my panicked glance below, toward the source of fire, assured me that we hadn’t stumbled into an entire army.

      It was a navy.

      The dozen small gray vessels scattered along the coastline were American, and the gunners onboard were now raking the ridgeline above me with heavy machinegun fire in long bursts to ensure that any Abu Sayyaf pursuers found sufficient motivation to let their quarry escape.

      I should have felt indescribable relief, but my concerns at present were solidly grounded in countering gravity’s pull as I slid and bounced downhill, skidding and bumping on a slope of sand and rock ending in a narrow beach. By the time I came safely to rest on level ground, the massive concussion of machineguns firing on the ridgeline had ended altogether, fading to an echo as the gunners maintained their aim on the high ground above us.

      And just like that, it was over—the combat action done, my heart still beating out of my chest with exertion, head ringing from the gun blasts and overall disbelief. We were on a thin strip of sand now, soft waves lapping the shore a few meters to our front.

      By now, however, we knew not to push our luck on this island. Worthy, Reilly, and Cancer had already pivoted, sweeping their aim across the high ground alongside the Navy and Marine Corps gunners on the boats. I hurried Josephine toward the water, advancing toward the ladder of a small boat anchored in the waves awaiting her arrival.

      Ian’s voice came over my earpiece.

      “Suicide, look to your right.”

      I did, and saw nothing but a palm frond blocking my view of the beach. Pushing it out of my way, I saw another vessel waiting in the shallow, wave-splashed waters.

      It was an innocuous white fishing vessel, its paint chipped and battered. Surrounding it in a half-circle in the deeper water was a trio of small naval vessels, their guns trained toward the shore.

      “Josephine,” I said, stopping our advance toward the sea, “this is where we part ways.”

      She appeared confused, then looked past me toward the odd native vessel with a vanguard of US Navy boats. Her eyes met mine, and she appeared to understand everything at once.

      Josephine didn’t argue with me this time. Instead, she asked, “Well, what about when we get back to the States? How do I look you guys up?”

      “You don’t,” I said. “You’re going to be debriefed by some people from the embassy. They’re probably going to make you sign non-disclosure statements. You evaded capture and made it to the coast by yourself, and you’re going to get a valor award for your actions.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because I’m going to write you up for it.”

      She shook her head. “Why would I accept an award for something I didn’t do alone?”

      “Because,” I concluded, “you’re not just accepting it for you and your fallen pilot, which would be reason enough.” I swept a hand toward the rest of our team—Worthy, Cancer, and Reilly, oblivious to the conversation as they directed their barrels at the jungled high ground. “You’re accepting it for them, too.”

      She seemed to understand this, her lashes fluttering over hazel eyes.

      “Well if you guys are ever hiring, I want you to look me up.”

      “If we’re ever hiring,” I said, “we will. Watching you shoot people was like watching a baby take its first steps.”

      Her face broke into a smile, then a laugh that ended with tears in her eyes.

      I said, “Goodbye, Josephine.”

      “Goodbye, David,” she replied, holding up her fist.

      I tapped her fist with my own, and she walked off—but not toward the waiting Navy boats. Instead, she approached my team, fist-bumping the others in turn and exchanging a quiet word.

      Then she was gone, walking away from us, down the sand and toward her waiting rescue. I watched her wiping tears from her eyes as she walked into the surf, into the waiting arms of two Marines who had descended into waves at the bottom of a boarding ladder, helping her up before the first one ascended after her. The second Marine was a huge black man who halfheartedly reached for the ladder, watching my team as if trying to comprehend what he was looking at.

      Then he mustered himself to the position of attention in the water, snapping a sharp salute toward us.

      I returned his salute, though I wasn’t sure whether he saw it or not—he was already darting up the ladder behind Josephine, barely reaching the deck before the vessel backed into the deeper water, churning a long arcing turn toward the waiting amphibious fleet.

      “You ready, David?” Worthy said from behind me. “Getting wasted on the beach by some sniper in the trees is a helluva way to go.”

      “Yeah,” Cancer agreed. “Plus I need a smoke. In a bad way.”

      We helped Cancer painfully negotiate the short stretch of beach as Worthy shot up the fishing vessel’s ladder, bracing himself at the top to help Cancer aboard as Reilly followed.

      I was the last aboard, clambering up the ladder and onto the gently rocking deck as my teammates disappeared into the cabin to treat Cancer’s wound. I made a move to follow them, then stopped abruptly and cast my gaze toward the horizon.

      Josephine’s boat was speeding away at maximum throttle, bouncing on the waves with its escort ships in tow, taking her back to the amphibious fleet stationed offshore. I braced myself against a guardrail as our fishing vessel slowly turned in the same direction and set off into the sea. The trio of Navy boats whirled around next to us, assuming a protective formation until we reached deeper waters. The gunners were still training their machineguns toward the shore. One of them watched me in between scanning the shore, and I gave him a thumbs-up. He returned the gesture, and I looked back toward the sea.

      The sky was an endless cerulean expanse above a rippling seascape that stretched into oblivion. Mottled blurs of white cloud beckoned invitingly in the distance, assuring safety and comfort now that we’d left the terrorist hotbed of Jolo Island.

      But I knew the truth.

      We were mission failure on our first excursion, and for good reason. Khalil Noureddin would be flagged for life as the mastermind of an attack that killed a US pilot, and the best hunter killers on earth would pursue him until he was killed or captured. That put him well above my team’s purview, and while I felt a tinge of regret that we wouldn’t be the ones to bag him as I’d hoped, this loss was inconsequentially small against rescuing Josephine.

      For my team, a different fate awaited. Because while Khalil had survived us for the time being, there were many other weeds to be pulled from the land of organized terror. We had cut our teeth in this new world, myself included. Khalil was our first attempt, but he wouldn’t be the last. New battlegrounds awaited—provided my team wasn’t disbanded in the fallout of this targeted killing-turned-rescue operation—and after the fate that nearly befell Josephine, we would be ready.

      My thoughts were broken by Ian’s nasal voice, suddenly audible not over my earpiece but directly behind me.

      “Welcome back to the ship.”

      I turned to see his lean form, sunglasses dangling from the collar of a nylon shirt as if he were a tourist on a commercial fishing charter. His balding temples were concealed beneath the brim of a khaki boonie cap.

      Ian’s eyes were bright and joyful, and his wiry arms spread wide for a hug.

      I grabbed his shirt with both hands, slamming him against the wall of the cabin as I shouted, “You set us up! It was all bullshit—all of it! The cabinet minister, the whole business!” I lowered my voice to a growl, bringing my face closer to his. “Got us in here to do your dirty work.”

      From inside the cabin, I heard Reilly shout, “David gets the case of beer!”

      “Goddamn right I do,” I yelled back, releasing Ian and smoothing his shirt.

      Ian blinked quickly, having been rendered silent in utter disbelief.

      “My God, David,” he finally gasped, “have you guys been doing Predator quotes...this whole time?”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “Points for consistency,” he admitted, pulling me into a quick hug and slapping my back. “Come on, let’s get in the cabin. Duchess is on the line for you—as you probably guessed, she’s pulling us out of the Philippines ASAP. But she has another mission lined up.”

      “Well don’t make me wait,” I said. “Where are we going next?”

      Ian sucked his teeth, then spoke in an almost reverent voice.

      “Syria, David. We’re going to Syria.”
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      The two doors towered over Conrad, to his left was a red door and to his right a green door. What set these apart from any other in the facility wasn’t only their size; they were huge with each standing twelve feet tall and five feet wide, but what they signified. If he went left he could start over and if he went right he’d awaken, or so he was told, to live his real life. Which would it be?

      Without hesitation and filled with a determination to accept any outcome or consequence, he reached…..
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        Three Hours Before

        May 24, 2095

        Low Earth orbit and descending fast

      

      

      Marine First Lieutenant Gabriel Conrad woke suddenly and took a deep breath through his nose and mouth. “No!” he bellowed.

      The men around him all grew quiet and stared.

      “LT, you all right, sir?” Staff Sergeant Goliad asked. Goliad was a big and burly man, towering over six feet three inches, with a wide chest and arms like tree trunks. He was the only man in the unit who had been to Earth before.

      Conrad gave Goliad an odd look and asked, “Do you always have to ask that?”

      “Just looking out for you, sir. That’s my job,” Goliad replied with a smile.

      Conrad quickly scanned his surroundings and found he was exactly where he should be, in a troop drop ship or, as the Marines affectionately called, a Black Widow.

      The Black Widow was known for its durability and had been in wide use since its creation ten years before when it rolled off the factory floor on Mars. Many mocked the various deployed methods, specifically the web drop, as it was nicknamed. The Widow had the standard deployment of troops upon landing with use of its rear loading ramp. However, it was the secondary and more unique way of deployment that at first drew eye rolls and mockery and gave it the nickname Black Widow. On the bottom were two large hatches the length of the fuselage. They’d open and the Marines inside would be lowered by use of a thick cable attached to the back upper plate of the exoskeleton armor, essentially like spiders dangling from a web. Upon reaching a few feet from the ground, the connection would sever and drop the Marine safely.

      Many theorized before the beta tests that the troops would be left helpless, dangling and ramming into each other, but that never occurred, as the cable was made with a new technology called smart fibers, enabling them to become stiffer depending on the outside environment. The theories never came to be, and after many successful tests, the Black Widow was sent to all the Marine Corps units and had since been successfully utilized on missions to Saturn’s moons Titan and Enceladus and Jupiter’s moon Europa.

      Conrad shifted as best he could in his seat, if that’s what you could call it. The seats on a Black Widow were shallow and were nothing more than a formed metal bench that spanned the length of the cargo area on either side of the bulkhead. Across and to either side of him were the only men in the solar system he trusted. Sitting to his right was Staff Sergeant Goliad; across were Corporal Raines and Lance Corporal Carlyle. They were from the platoon he led as an infantry officer. The mission they were on now wasn’t unsimilar to what they’d done in the past except that this was unsanctioned and their destination was Earth, a now quarantined planet, and the mission was a person, his twin sister, Gabriela.

      Gabriela was a Black Widow pilot and served with the United Earth Force Navy. He and Gabriela had been born on Mars, had started military academy at the age of twelve and graduated with honors at sixteen, then went on to their specialty warfare schools; she went air and he went infantry.

      Life on Mars was difficult; this meant that those living on the harsh planet were a hardier being than their cousins who once inhabited Earth. Martian children weren’t treated with kid gloves, and a dedication to the greater whole and the survival of the human species took precedence. This was drilled into every child at an early age, and the training that followed was structured in a way to ensure mankind would continue to flourish. The ‘incident’ had taught the colonists living on Mars and the Moon not to take their existence for granted.

      The incident referred to an alien artifact that had been discovered on Saturn’s moon Titan. Against many scientists’ recommendations, the artifact was transported back to Earth. Once there, it was discovered that the artifact had a contagion, which quickly spread. Within weeks, billions had died and Earth was quarantined. Those stuck on the planet eventually died, and after that, Earth was left uninhabited. Since the incident, Earth had been marked off-limits, with no one attempting to go to the surface until recently, when a privately funded science expedition went down without permission. The last communication with the team was from Gabriela herself a week before. It was a scrambled looped message in which she appeared to be asking for help.

      Needing to find the only family member he had left, Conrad was heading to the location of the last communication to find his sister and bring her back, hell or high water.

      Conrad stared at each one of his men’s faces and prayed they’d get it right because time was of the essence. With this being an unsanctioned mission, he only took those men he trusted the most and whom he considered to be as close as family.

      He shifted his weight to relieve some of the pressure from the dreaded straps and tight bindings of his combat utility hardened armor; it was the armored suit of choice for the Marine Corps and one that had taken several beta tests to get right. The one thing he especially disliked were the thick bindings that cut across his upper thighs. If you didn’t put them on correctly and they slipped over your crotch, the force of deploying from the ship during a web drop would have you singing soprano and quite possibly end any chances of having children.

      He was covered in sweat from his brow to his back, which was unusual for him, as he was always known as calm, cool and collected. He wiped his brow and looked at the sweat clinging to his gloves. “Wow,” he said out loud and wiped the sweat from his glove onto the armor plating of his right forearm. He closed his eyes and recalled that when he suited up, he had put on extra thermals. They didn’t help while aboard the pressurized and climate-controlled ship but would come in handy as soon as he hit the ground, especially after command had recently scrapped the heat pads in their suits to make way for the new graphene plates just developed.

      Conrad shot Goliad a look and asked, “Did everyone bring a map and lensatic compass like I asked?”

      “I did, sir, but don’t you think we’ll be fine without those antiques? We’ll be landing right on the spot of her last transmission,” Goliad said.

      “What if she’s moved? What if our suits lose power? What if…?” Conrad asked.

      “We can what if this to death, sir,” Goliad said.

      “Listen, Staff Sergeant, we’re Marines and we should always have the tools and the skill sets to use them no matter how old,” Conrad said, reminding him that Marine Corps training still consisted of learning the ‘old’ ways of doing things in case their tech ever failed.

      “I hear ya, sir; but to be honest, I haven’t had to use a map and compass in…well, sir, not since training,” Goliad said with a chuckle.

      Conrad looked down at the hatch below him. A rush of adrenaline always hit him when the hatches initially opened. The air would whip through the fuselage, and the men would tense up in anticipation of the drop.

      Conrad settled in and thought about the task ahead. He knew nothing was certain and that plans always had a way of falling apart. He fondly watched the men chatter and joke. He and they knew this would most likely be their last mission, as they’d be brought up on charges and court-martialed, but for them, it was worth it; what was the point of having family or friends if you weren’t prepared to do anything to help them?

      Conrad loved being the platoon commander for Second Platoon and took pride in being with the illustrious Alpha Company, First Battalion, Ninth Marine Regiment. The battalion nickname was the Walking Dead and for good reason, it heralded back to the jungles of Vietnam and to one long engagement which resulted in a high casualty rate. The Walking Dead endured the longest sustained combat, forty-seven months and suffered the highest killed in action rate than any other unit in Marine Corps history.  The men who now served in the ranks of the Walking Dead proudly carried on the reputation of being a fierce fighting force, but there was no doubt One Nine was the redheaded stepchild of the Marine Corps. Whenever there were cutbacks, guess which unit got disbanded, you guessed it, One Nine. Again, this all went back to Vietnam and what had happened. Even though that history haunted the unit, it was a badge of honor to current and former members.

      Goliad’s radio earpiece crackled to life.

      “We’re entering the troposphere in two mikes. It’s about to get choppy. Over,” Captain Neumann, the Black Widow pilot, said.

      “Copy that,” Goliad said. He nudged Conrad and nodded.

      Having also heard Neumann, Conrad returned Goliad’s nod and said, “You know the drill.”

      “We’re entering the troposphere soon. It’s going to be choppy; get ready,” Goliad barked to the other two.

      The first jolt of turbulence hit the Black Widow.

      Conrad had been on over twenty missions, most of them scientific escort jobs, so his experience entering the atmosphere was extensive, but he never much enjoyed turbulence. He pressed his eyes closed and thought of Gabriela and the last time they’d talked. He’d warned her not to go, but she felt it was her duty to truth. She had always been a radical, so different than him. He was a rule follower until now, but he figured he was following the rules, and that was the code of doing what was necessary to help your family. She knew that going to Earth would be dangerous and that it would cost her the rank and prestige she held as a Marine Corps Black Widow pilot, yet she went anyway. He always knew her relationships with whom he thought were undesirable rebels  would get her into trouble, and this was proof. The only thing he regretted from that last conversation was how he’d talked to her. In a fit of anger he snapped and said that he had hoped she got sick or worse die. The second after he mouthed those words he wanted them back, but nevertheless, he had uttered them. She left without saying another word to him and now he was on a ship heading to save her, if that was even still possible.

      During Gabriela’s time in the Martian Military Academy she had befriended a man by the name of Clarence Duncan; he was getting his doctorates in biology from Olympus Mons University. The two hit it off. Clarence was confident that the organism found in the alien artifact wasn’t of extraterrestrial origin but from Earth. He went on to declare, though he had no evidence, that it was nothing more than a bioweapon run amok. Conrad disputed this account with Duncan anytime they met and came to feel Duncan spouted conspiracy theories, nothing more.

      The Black Widow shuddered violently. The ship shifted to the left then back to the right with jarring force.

      “C’mon, old girl, keep it together,” Conrad muttered under his breath.

      The Black Widow again shuddered. This time it felt as if it dropped, leaving everyone feeling weightless for a second.

      “I hate that we can’t see,” Lance Corporal Carlyle said loudly to Raines.

      “I quite like it; makes me want to fall asleep,” Raines quipped. “Say, wasn’t it a bit too easy to get past the blockade? To leave the main ship? All of it just seems odd.”

      “I think you overthink shit. Maybe we just got lucky,” Carlyle shot back.

      “Lucky, nope, this was like the vault door being left open and ajar for the bank robber. I thought we’d be involved in some type of evasive maneuvering, you know, shit like that,” Raines said. He was tall and lean, which many believed was owed to being born on the Moon colony. He was bright and intelligent and had been selected for the military academy, but his hot temper and thirst for whiskey got him into trouble just before selection. After losing his option to become an officer, he’d enlisted in the Corps. Using his intellect, he’d achieved the rank of corporal in a short period of time.

      “I’m glad to know you wanted us to possibly get shot down before we could make it here. Corporal Raines, you’re a pessimist, you know that?”

      “I’m a realist.”

      “Whatever,” Carlyle quipped. He was a small but solidly built man, who hailed from Mars. Unlike Conrad, he was more suited for the enlisted ranks and the infantry. His skills and physical prowess made him perfect to be the gunner for the M-777 auto cannon, a belt-fed machine gun, which fired the standard eleven-millimeter plasma-tipped rounds with a cyclic rate of seven hundred rounds per minute. Due to the heavy weight of the gun and the massive amount of ammunition the gunner carried due to the cyclic rate, the M-777 was mounted to the combat suit with a separate arm that swiveled. The M-777 gunners were also equipped with hydraulic knee joints, allowing them to easily walk with the weight.

      When it came to weapons, everyone else carried the M-22 rifle; it was the standard-issue weapon and fired plasma-tipped six-millimeter rounds. Each man carried twenty, thirty-round magazines, which were kept in pouches on their chest and waist.

      The ship dropped again and violently shook.

      “Damn it,” Conrad muttered as saliva built in his mouth. More jolts like that and he might vomit.

      “You’re not looking so good, LT.” Goliad laughed, seeing Conrad’s face turn ashen.

      “I’m fine,” Conrad replied. “You know me, I’ve never been a fan of these drops. Remember when we provided support on Titan two years ago. That atmosphere is thick.”

      “Like pea fucking soup and, boy, did we get shook. I swear the old Widow lost some bolts on that drop.”

      “Oh, I remember,” Conrad quipped.

      “Just don’t puke, sir.”

      Conrad hadn’t puked on a drop, and he wasn’t planning on this being his first time.

      Goliad’s earpiece came to life. He looked at everyone and shouted, “Ten mikes out.”

      Conrad’s guts suddenly felt like they were going to pop out of his mouth as the ship nosed down. This was a typical maneuver for active combat landings and was being used now to get them to the surface as fast as possible. Once the Black Widow had safely transited the upper atmosphere and the threat of burning up was gone, they needed to get to the ground as soon as possible.

      “You got this, sir,” Goliad said to Conrad.

      “I think I’m just nervous for my sister more than anything. I don’t know what to expect when we get to the surface,” Conrad said, his speech slow as if he was trying desperately to pronounce each word properly.

      “She’ll be right there when we land, sir, don’t you worry,” Goliad said.

      “I pray she is,” Conrad said.

      “Gabe, this is Neumann.”

      “Go ahead,” Conrad replied.

      “We’re not going to be able to land,” Neumann radioed.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “We’re getting a hydraulic warning up here for the loading ramp. Looks like we’ll have to do the web drop, okay?”

      Goliad gave Conrad a look and chuckled. “I love the web drop.”

      “That’s fine,” Conrad said. “Just get us on the deck safe and sound and close to those coordinates.”

      “I’ll put you within a safe area. You’ll be a short jog away,” Neumann said. “I’ll have to go to an old airfield and refuel, though, like I said during the briefing, or we’re not getting back.”

      “That’s fine. Just please come back for us,” Conrad said.

      “No shit,” Goliad quipped then looked to the other two. “We’re web dropping.”

      “Hell yeah,” Carlyle said with a smile stretched across his chiseled face.

      There was no need for the Marines to change anything, protocol always had them connected to the cable. If they dropped, they were fine; if they landed and deployed from the loading ramp, the coupler would detach automatically upon landing.

      “Do you think it’s like what they say, sir?” Carlyle asked Conrad.

      “I don’t know. There’s not much intel about the surface,” Conrad replied.

      “Five mikes out,” Goliad roared looked at the screen on his forearm.

      The ship slowed and leveled out. The heavy jolts and shudders quickly diminished.

      Conrad swallowed hard and took a deep breath.

      “Is ROVER ready for deployment?” Conrad asked Raines, needing to get his mind off the final minutes of the drop.

      “Yes, sir, he is,” Raines said, referring to the four-legged robot the Marines used for reconnaissance.

      ROVER was an acronym that stood for Reconnaissance Operational Variant Enhanced Robot. ROVER was not only fast and agile, but was used as a weapons platform. He had heat-seeking rockets, a 40mm grenade launcher mounted below the main camera in its face, and was equipped with two rifle barrels, which shot the plasma-tipped six-millimeter rounds. The rifle barrels were installed on either side of its torso and would emerge when needed. ROVER was huge, standing five feet tall from its feet to the ridge of its back, and could run up to speeds of sixty miles per hour. Equipped on its back were six small drones that could detach and do aerial reconnaissance with a direct link back to ROVER and command. ROVER was autonomous for the most part, meaning it could make decisions on its own when it was on a mission. For instance, if it was sent to scout an area, it would head there, but if it encountered others, it would determine on its own what to do and how to advance forward to the objective.

      Raines looked to his right, and there sat, like a real dog, ROVER. “You ready to go, ROVER?” he asked.

      ROVER turned its head and looked at him, then replied in a human computerized voice, “Yes.”

      “Good boy,” Raines said.

      “Always creeps me out,” Goliad said.

      “Don’t listen to him. He’s just old and crusty, doesn’t appreciate you and how amazing you are,” Raines said, petting ROVER’s head. “Bark at Staff Sergeant.”

      ROVER faced Goliad. “Woof, woof.”

      Goliad shook his head, “Creepy ass thing.”

      “Growl,” Raines told ROVER.

      ROVER cocked its head and did as he was told.

      Ignoring Raines and ROVER, Goliad said, “Three mikes out. Stand up.”

      Everyone slowly rose and grasped a thick metal bar on the ceiling that spanned the length of the ship. The benches they had been sitting on flipped up and disappeared into the sides of the fuselage.

      Conrad looked down and did a final inspection of his equipment. The thick belt that served to connect the upper torso and lower body armor together also functioned as a utility belt holding not only his fully loaded magazines but half a dozen plasma, smoke and old-fashioned high-explosive grenades. The last but not least weapon in his kit was the cherished TKL sheath knife. The TKL, which stood for tactical knife long, was the standard knife given to Marines upon graduation from infantry school. Long since considered obsolete by the other United Earth forces, the Marines believed that a warrior should be skilled and carry all weapons available, as one never knew what scenario could befall them. The TKL, or as the Marines lovingly called, T-Kill, had become something as special as the old Eagle, Globe and Anchor. It set them apart from the others, and a Marine would never be caught without it.

      “Are you good, LT?” Goliad asked Conrad. He was growing concerned because he saw something in his eyes that he’d never seen before.

      “I’m good,” Conrad answered with a wink.

      “How’s my back connector look?” Carlyle asked Raines, referring to the titanium coupler that connected the deployment line to the back of his upper armor plate.

      Raines looked, grabbed the line, and gave it a hard tug for good measure. “Looks good, and mine?”

      Carlyle returned the favor. “You’re solid, bro. Um, so what do you think it’ll be like?”

      “Earth?” Raines asked.

      “Yeah, do you think it looks like the pictures?”

      “Don’t know,” Raines said.

      “I hope it is,” Carlyle said, a grin gracing his face.

      “Two mikes,” Goliad hollered.

      The ship shuddered unexpectedly.

      “Our instruments are telling me we have some winds down there, blowing from the east at about thirty miles per hour,” Neumann said in a calm voice.

      “Open the hatches and let’s get this game on!” Conrad ordered.

      Knowing what that meant, Goliad hollered, “Lower your visors and seal up!”

      Everyone did as they were ordered.

      With a steady hand, Conrad pulled down on the shatterproof visor until it clicked into the lower mouthpiece. His head was now completely encapsulated in his helmet. Within seconds a bright green display turned on. He squinted, as it was too much for his eyes. “Damn, I thought I adjusted this before,” he said. He lifted his left arm and opened a panel on his forearm. There, a small screen turned on. He found the controls for his helmet and turned down the brightness of the visor screen. “Radio check.”

      “I hear you, lickin’ chickin’,” Raines joked.

      Goliad and Carlyle replied with the usual ‘loud and clear’.

      A heavy feeling came over Conrad as he thought his life could literally end soon. They didn’t know what to expect on the surface. They were going in blind and had no support save for Neumann and his crew of the Black Widow.

      “Before we drop, I need to say something,” Conrad said soberly. “You know this will be our last drop; our careers are over. I can’t tell you how grateful I am that you came. You’re my brothers, you truly are.”

      “We love you too, LT,” Goliad said. “Plus I’m ready for retirement.”

      “And, Neumann, you’re the man for doing this. You and the crew of the Widow Thirteen are the best. We literally wouldn’t be here without you,” Conrad continued.

      “Like Staff Sergeant said, we love you and I’m with him; I’m ready to retire to a nice condo on the Moon,” Neumann radioed.

      “After we get out of the brig,” Raines quipped.

      “Thanks for reminding us,” Conrad said. “Again, thanks, gents. Now, let’s get these hatches open; we’ve got to do what we came here to do.”

      Just as he finished his transmission, the distinct sound of the hatch locks disengaging sounded throughout the ship.

      “Stand by,” Goliad barked in his distinctive raspy voice.

      The hatches below them opened. Cold air whipped through the ship.

      The men were all now dangling over the open space below, the stiff cable the only thing preventing them from falling to the ground.

      Conrad looked down but couldn’t see a thing.

      “I can’t see shit,” Goliad said. He lifted his head and said, “Turn on your night vision.”

      With a touch of a button on his forearm pad, the bright green glow of his night vision splashed across his visor. “It’s like someone just turned on the lights.” He stared down, his legs dangling, but couldn’t quite make anything out. “Is that water?” he asked.

      “Yes, it is. That’s what they call the Pacific Ocean,” Neumann replied.

      “I’ve heard of it,” Carlyle said.

      “One mike,” Neumann radioed.

      The Marines got quiet in anticipation of the drop. Conrad especially was happy now, as he hated the flying part but quite enjoyed the dropping to the surface.

      “Dropping in the count of ten, nine…,” Neumann said.

      The inside of the Widow turned red, marking the beginning of the ten-second countdown.

      “I’ll see you on the ground; gather to my signal when you touch down,” Conrad said.

      The ship slowed then came to a hover.

      The bright red light blinked once, telling them they now had three seconds.

      Carlyle gave Raines one last look. “See you on the deck, brother.”

      “This is it!” Raines said nervously. He saw the ground, but it was hard to tell what the terrain looked like.

      “We’ve finally made it. We’re here,” Carlyle said. “Let’s go find Gabby.”

      The brake released with a snap, allowing gravity to take over.

      One second they were in the ship; the next, they were falling fast.

      Conrad hated the initial second after deployment because of the jolt.

      Like tiny spiders hanging from a web, the Marines and ROVER dangled from the cables until they were just a couple of feet from the ground. The cables automatically disconnected from the couplers and spun up towards the Widow.

      Conrad touched down and looked around to see everyone was there with him. “We’re on the surface,” Conrad radioed Neumann.

      “Good to hear, I see you. Listen, we’re going to go to the predestinated LZ to refuel and wait for your call. Be well, Gabe, and tell Gabby when you find her that she can’t run off like this again,” Neumann radioed.

      Conrad looked up at the Widow as it rose, pitched to the left, and flew off towards an old air base further to the north; there they hoped to find fuel for the return trip. “I’ll let her know.”

      Safely on the ground, or what would be better described as a beach, Conrad scanned the area. Behind him was the Pacific Ocean; in front of him was thirty meters of beach, then brush, with buildings another fifty meters from that. “Okay, fellas, let’s make our way to the buildings. That’s where she is…”

      “Copy that,” Goliad said.

      They raced up the beach, their suits doing much of the work for them through the deep sand.

      Arriving at the thick reeds, Conrad and the others stopped. He scanned across a series of small dunes and, past that, a narrow street, which ran in front of a number of two-story buildings. By the signs posted on the fronts, he could tell they were retail, most likely shops, cafés, restaurants, and so forth.

      Goliad nudged him and said, “I’m not picking up any life signs.”

      “I’m getting that too, but maybe she’s behind too much concrete or metal,” Conrad said.

      “I say we send ROVER ahead,” Goliad said nodding to the robot, which was moving with stealth-like motion behind them.

      “Do that, and send up a few drones. I want a bird’s-eye view of this entire area,” Conrad ordered.

      “Everything looks fucking dead, and it’s dark as fuck,” Carlyle said, the M-777 out in front of him. He had switched from night vision to thermal. “I’m not picking up any heat signatures.”

      Ignoring Carlyle, Raines looked at ROVER and said, “Go ahead of us, to those buildings fifty meters out, recon the area, look for any life or any signs that someone has been there before.”

      Conrad looked at Raines and asked, “Did you upload her picture to him?”

      “Yes, sir,” Raines answered. Putting his attention back on ROVER, he said with clarity in his voice, “Release three drones; send one north, south and east.”

      ROVER nodded, “Roger,” then took off running.

      “Good boy,” Raines said with a smile.

      The buzzing sound of drones lifting off ROVER’s back could be heard.

      “What were you saying about it being dark?” Raines asked Carlyle.

      “It’s just so dark,” Carlyle said.

      “Well, it’s night, brainiac.”

      “It’s a special kind of dark,” Carlyle said.

      “How do you know?” Raines asked.

      “I turned off my night vision for a second, and I couldn’t see my fucking hand and it was in front of my visor.”

      “No more turning off your visors,” Conrad barked; the tension of the moment was in his voice.

      “I’m getting something back from ROVER,” Raines said, then paused.

      “And?” Conrad asked.

      Raines raised a finger, signaling he needed another second.

      Impatient, Conrad got up and began to march towards the buildings. “There’s no point in waiting. It’s not as if anyone else would be here. C’mon.”

      Carlyle and Goliad jumped up, but Raines stayed down.

      The buildings appeared like silhouettes in Conrad’s visor; old cars and debris riddled the street that fronted it. Although he felt it was safe, he still held his rifle at the ready, just in case.

      Carlyle and Goliad caught up and flanked either side of Conrad.

      “Let’s get a move on, Raines,” Goliad radioed.

      “Stop!” Raines barked.

      The three did as he said.

      “What do you have?” Conrad asked.

      “Movement to the east of the buildings. It’s alive and there are a lot of them,” Raines replied.

      “Down,” Conrad barked.

      “I’m counting about a dozen, and they’re moving fast towards us,” Raines said.

      “Copy that,” Conrad said. “Get ready, but I need a positive ID before we blast whatever it is.”

      Gunfire erupted on the east side of the buildings.

      “What’s going on?” Conrad asked.

      “It’s ROVER. He’s engaging whatever it is,” Raines answered.

      Just as fast as the gunfire started, it ended.

      “ROVER is reporting—and this is not a joke, though it’s ironic—it was a pack of wild dogs,” Raines said.

      All Conrad could think of was Gabby trying to survive wild dogs or other similar threats. “C’mon, let’s move.” He jumped to his feet and sprinted over the dunes and across the street, avoiding the large debris and abandoned vehicles. In his visor he could see he was closing in fast on her last location.

      Not expecting him to launch into a sprint, Goliad and Carlyle got to their feet and chased after him.

      “Hold up, LT,” Goliad said. “Raines, what does ROVER see?”

      “Nothing else, Staff Sergeant,” Raines answered.

      “Then get your ass up here,” Goliad barked.

      Conrad reached a darkened glass door. Emblazoned on the glass panel was The Great Bean in a large bold font. He paused for a half second and prayed that inside he’d find her alive or at least an answer to where Gabby could be. He was about to kick the door when he thought it could be unlocked. He reached out, touched the handle and pulled; the door creaked open. Without any more hesitation, he threw it open and entered.

      The old coffee shop had seen better days. The once thriving hot spot was now ravaged; the tables and chairs along with retail items, cups, plates and sealed bags of coffee were strewn across the space and lying on the floor.

      In his visor, Gabby’s coordinates flashed, telling him her last location was now only five feet away, and what was there was gear and a computer tablet. He pushed past the toppled tables and chairs to the counter where those items lay. He examined the tablet and found the distinct United Earth Marine Corps logo on the back; this was definitely hers. He pressed the power button but nothing. This made sense; she had been transmitting the signal from here, which had been on a loop for a day before it stopped due to power loss. He removed a cord from a pouch on his belt, connected it to the device, and plugged it directly into his suit’s battery source.

      Goliad and Carlyle finally arrived at the street, with Raines coming up behind quickly.

      “LT, you okay?” Goliad asked.

      “I’m fine. Come inside the coffee shop, I’m there, and I’ve found something.”

      Carlyle stopped when he saw an old sign but couldn’t quite make out what it said. Using his left hand, he wiped away the black soot to reveal the word Oceanside.

      Goliad slapped him on the back. “We’re not here to sightsee.”

      “I wanted to see what it said, is all,” he replied sheepishly. “So, Staff Sergeant, did you ever go to a beach when you lived on Earth?”

      “Yes, now c’mon,” Goliad growled, grabbing Carlyle by the arm. “I know it’s weird for you young bucks to see this place, but maybe we can have a look around after we find LT’s sister.”

      “Yes, Staff Sergeant.”

      “Now move on,” Goliad said, giving Carlyle a shove.

      Upon entering the old café, Goliad, Raines and Carlyle found Conrad looking through the gear on the counter.

      “LT, what do we have, sir?” Goliad asked.

      “She was here, this is her stuff, and this is her tablet. As soon as I get a significant charge, I’m going to power it up and see if there’s anything on it that tells us about where she might be.”

      Goliad turned to Raines and Carlyle and quipped, “Marines, let me be the first one to welcome you all to Earth.”

      “It’s not as nice as I thought it would be,” Raines joked.

      Annoyed by the flippant comments, Conrad craned his head back and snapped, “How about showing some respect? Huh? My sister is out there somewhere; she might be alive. All I know is we need to see if there’s anything on this tablet that will tell us.”

      The others grew instantly quiet.

      “Sorry,” Goliad said, placing his gloved hand on Conrad’s shoulder. “It’s not that we’re trying to be disrespectful, you know that.”

      Conrad sighed heavily, his head hung down, as he stared at the tablet, looking for a sign of life.

      “You do know that we’ve risked everything too?”

      “I know, and I’m sorry, I’m just…I’m just scared. I’ve never in my life had this level of fear before. I’ve flown into all sorts of shit shows, and this—my little sister is missing.”

      “You’re only five minutes older than she is,” Goliad joked.

      “So what? She’s my little sister and I’ve always taken care of her. Especially after our parents died, it’s been my responsibility,” Conrad said, the heavy weight of possibly losing his only living flesh and blood relative was a lot for him to accept. His parents had died when their habitat on Mars decompressed. They’d died quickly but horribly.

      “We’re here, bro, I mean, sir,” Goliad said.

      “You don’t have to call me sir. We’re here as friends, okay?”

      “Understood,” Goliad said with a nod.

      A beep came from the tablet.

      With wide eyes, Conrad picked up the tablet, pressed the power button, and watched with bated breath as it booted up. He scrolled to the communications application and found the transmission she’d sent. What was different was it was a video; he’d only heard the audio portion.

      He hit the link and watched.

      “Gabe, this is Gabby. I’m not sure when you’ll get this message, but know that you were right in a way,” she said with a laugh, although there was obvious strain on her face. “I came to the Congo to help, to do something…something that had meaning for my life. I know you’ve felt responsible for me since mom and dad died but like I said the last time we talked, you don’t need to do that. I’m a big girl, remember, I’m only five minutes younger than you.” Again she paused, her face contorted into a painful expression and tears began to stream down her face. “I’ve contracted the disease and I wanted to tell you that I probably won’t be coming home. I wanted to tell you not to come here, stay away. The pandemic is very bad and this particular strain is killing so many. I know they’ve shut down the airports and such so even if you could make it, you’d never reach me where I am in the jungles. I just want to say that I love you and that you’ve been the best big brother a sister could ask for. I also want to say that I’m sorry about what happened the last time we talked. I know you didn’t mean those things and I didn’t mean what I said. I need you to promise that you’ll not come, also promise me that you’ll not blame yourself. I know how you are. This was my choice, my decision and now I’m paying the price. I love you.” She choked up then continued. “Tell the boys, I said hi and that I want them to take care of you during this time, as I know you’ll need it…and please, please don’t come, there’s nothing here but death.”

      The transmission stopped.

      “I don’t understand,” Conrad said. “She must be delirious. Are we not in the right place? Where in the fuck is the Congo?”

      “Maybe it’s a code for something else,” Goliad said.

      “This doesn’t make sense. She didn’t want me to come; she wanted me to stay away, for everyone to stay away. She knew she was going to die and sent a message to keep me and others from coming. I just don’t understand.”

      “Maybe we’re guinea pigs,” Raines blurted out.

      “But for what?” Carlyle asked.

      “Remember I told you this was all too easy. How did we get off the main ship in the Widow? How did we get past the blockade satellites? It’s as if they wanted us to come here,” Raines said, his temper rising.

      “We’re not going to have conspiracy theories run amok now,” Goliad chastised.

      “No, he’s right, he might be onto something. We did get down here very easily, and I was given a message that sounded nothing like what I just listened to, but why? ” Conrad asked as he kept pacing the café, his foot occasionally kicking a chair leg or cup.

      “Maybe they’re testing us. Maybe this is some sort of fucking test,” Raines said. “A fucking experiment.”

      “No conspiracy theories,” Goliad again said.

      “Staff Sergeant, he might be right, but why? They have all the resources to conduct experiments on the planet at any time, so why us?”

      “Maybe we’re all asleep and this is just some dream! We need to wake up! Gabe you need to wake up!” Raines blurted out.

      “Lieutenant, Gabe…Raines is right, what if this is some sort of dreamscape and we’re in an experiment. We need to all wake up, you need to wake up,” Carlyle said, urgency in his voice.

      “Why are you both telling me to wake up, I am fucking awake, you’re awake. This isn’t some fucking dream, we’re here on Earth and my sister is down here somewhere, I have to find her. Spread out, everyone look around, and, Raines, get ROVER looking for any signs at all,” Conrad ordered.
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      “Raines, this is Goliad. Come in. Over.”

      “Staff Sergeant, what’s going on?” Conrad asked, stepping out of the clothing store and into the street, which was now awash in sunlight.

      An hour had passed since they began their search, and in that time the sun had risen, giving them a good look at the surface of the planet in natural light.

      “Carlyle, come in. Over,” Goliad asked.

      Silence.

      “LT, I haven’t heard from either one of them in over a half hour. I can’t believe we’re out of comms range. Something is wrong.”

      “What about ROVER, can you access his cameras?”

      “I sure can. I have the override code,” Goliad replied and immediately began working on it.

      “I’m going to keep searching. Let me know when you have something, and Staff Sergeant…”

      “Yes, LT?”

      “Stay frosty.”

      “Roger that, sir.”

      Conrad put his focus back on searching for any clues as to where Gabby could be. He went from storefront to storefront, yet he found nothing. He didn’t know what to think. If she was sick, she couldn’t have gone far; it just didn’t make sense.

      Upon entering a ransacked restaurant, he spotted something unusual on the wall. He approached and found it to be a framed photograph of a small house on Earth. What made this house so odd to look at was how familiar it looked to him. He suddenly saw himself in the front yard playing and could see Gabby running around in the same yard. He was confused. He’d never been to Earth before, but this photo, this house looked so familiar. In fact, he now swore he had a memory that it was his house. But that couldn’t be, as he was born and raised on Mars. He couldn’t shake the déjà vu he was feeling.

      He heard movement in the kitchen and immediately put the photograph down and raised his rifle. He turned the thermals on in his visor and approached cautiously.

      The patter of feet on tile floor now came from the back, but something told him this wasn’t a person, meaning it could be one of those feral dogs. He moved around a waiter’s station to a door, which accessed the kitchen. He peeked in the window but saw nothing.

      Metal clanging erupted from the kitchen.

      He kept his eyes glued and spied a pot as it rolled into view.

      Again the patter of feet told him something was there, but what?

      His question was answered when a cat appeared. Its fur was matted and its emaciated body told him the feline was on the verge of starving to death.

      He let out a breath and lowered his rifle.

      “LT, this…I…come in…” Goliad said, his transmission muddled.

      “Goliad, say again. Over,” Conrad said.

      “Th…I…door, need to…my coordin…”

      “Goliad, you’re breaking up. Just send me your coordinates via text transmission. Over,” Conrad said.

      A beep sounded in his helmet and a message symbol flashed in his visor. He pressed a button on his forearm pad to reveal the coordinates Goliad sent. “Goliad, I’m heading your way. Over.” He stepped out of the small hallway where the waiter’s station was and turned to head towards the exit when he ran into the muzzle of a rifle.

      “Put your weapon down, Lieutenant Conrad,” a man asked.

      Normally Conrad would go right into fight mode, but something told him not to. He gave the man a once-over and noticed his suit was similar to his, but its color was black, all black, including the helmet. His visor was shaded, making it impossible to identify who was inside the suit. On the man’s right shoulder was emblazoned a logo or marking he’d never seen before. It was a circle with two horizontal lines that extended through it. “Who are you?”

      “Drop your weapon, let go of this and wake up,” the man said.

      Movement behind the man caught Conrad’s attention. He looked and saw it was ROVER. “What are you talking about?” Conrad said to the man.

      Like a cheetah stalking its prey, ROVER moved closer to the man.

      “I’m going to ask one more time,” the man said firmly as he took a half step closer, placing the muzzle of his M24 carbine rifle only inches from Conrad’s helmet visor.

      “Listen, you’re the one who needs to put down your rifle. Trust me,” Conrad said with confidence, as he could see ROVER inch closer.

      “I’m going to count to three, and on three, you’re going to wake up,” the man warned.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but it’s your funeral,” Conrad said.

      “One…”

      ROVER leapt from his position and landed on the man’s back.

      Conrad quickly stepped out of the way and allowed ROVER to do what he was known best for, killing efficiently.

      Equipped in ROVER’s front paws were razor-sharp blades. It extended them and, with one powerful move, thrust the blades into the man’s armored suit, easily puncturing it and getting to the soft tissue underneath.

      The man bellowed in pain and staggered backwards.

      ROVER kept up the assault and repeated what it had done the first time, but now was moving with such speed that within a few seconds it had stabbed the man a dozen times.

      Blood poured from the man’s armored suit, covering the floor and his legs. He groaned and made a feeble attempt to flee, but ROVER wasn’t about to let that happen.

      ROVER retracted the blades, used the small fingers it had on its paws, and grabbed the man by the helmet, twisted and pulled up.

      The man’s neck snapped, and with the upwards motion, his helmet came off, exposing the man to the outside environment. He dropped to the ground and fell face-first. He was dead before he hit the floor.

      Conrad had never seen a ROVER in action except for training, and witnessing its combat effectiveness gave him newfound respect and a tinge of fear. He was happy the ROVER unit was on his side.

      “Do you know where the others are?” Conrad asked.

      ROVER got back on all fours, looked up at Conrad, and said in its synthetic computerized voice, “Half a click north.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Spotted enemy victor and followed.”

      “Are there more?”

      ROVER took a second to answer then replied, “Yes.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Unknown. I count five more moving in on your location,” ROVER said.

      “Transmit the coordinates of the others, and then go take care of those others.”

      “Roger,” ROVER said, spun around and raced out of the restaurant.

      The coordinates ROVER sent were the same as Goliad had sent. Something odd was going on, and he now thought that Goliad had discovered something. He wasn’t sure who this man was, but he was on the planet and knew he was there and even who he was so that meant he probably knew where Gabby was. Not wasting any time, Conrad headed for the exit, but before he arrived, he heard gunfire.

      “Clear, enemy victors terminated,” ROVER transmitted.

      “Thank you, ROVER, now lead the way,” Conrad said. He exited the restaurant, turned right, and sprinted down the sidewalk toward what he hoped were answers.
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      “ROVER, are you sure this is the right place?” Conrad asked, standing in front of a small utility building that wasn’t any larger than a small shack. “Are you sure this is where they went?”

      “Here,” ROVER answered.

      “But this is a dead-end road and in front of me is a shack. You’re saying they came here?”

      “Here.”

      A sign to the right of the door was in a language he’d never seen before. “ROVER, can you translate?”

      “Hospital.”

      “What?” Conrad said confused. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      Conrad went to reach for the doorknob when a bright light atop the small cinder-block building turned on, the beam casting down on him.

      ROVER took an aggressive posture, while Conrad readied himself to fight.

      A voice boomed from somewhere on the building near the light. “Lower your weapon and command the ROVER unit to heel.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Do as we ask and all your questions will be answered.”

      “What do you think, boy?” Conrad asked ROVER.

      “Bad, leave now,” ROVER replied.

      “If you want to see your sister, you’ll lower your weapon and keep that ROVER unit at bay,” the voice boomed.

      “Give me my sister,” Conrad ordered.

      “You’ll not get another chance.”

      Conrad thought about his situation, and there wasn’t anything he could do. He needed to know what was going on. “ROVER, sit and monitor the situation. I’ll return soon.”

      “Roger.”

      “Okay, I’m lowering my rifle,” Conrad said with his left hand raised as he bent down and placed his rifle on the ground.

      “And your utility belt, all the grenades.”

      Conrad did as he was told. When he was finished, he looked at the light and said, “I don’t have any weapons. I even left my knife. Now take me to my sister.”

      A loud buzz sounded, followed by the click of the mag-lock doors unlocking.

      With a cautious hand, he reached, took the handle and pulled. A bright fluorescent light washed over him. In front of him was nothing but a dingy and filthy stairwell that led down. Before he stepped across the threshold, he turned back to ROVER and said, “I won’t be long. Don’t run off.”

      “Roger.”

      With two steps, Conrad was inside the building. The door closed automatically behind him.

      “Come down the stairs until you reach the bottom,” the voice said, this time coming from a series of speakers inside the stairwell.

      Filled with curiosity but still concerned with where he was going and whom he was about to meet, Conrad began his descent. After four flights he reached a landing at the bottom. Towering over twelve feet tall and six feet wide was a massive metal door. Like the door at the entrance, a buzzing sound came just before the distinct sound of the door unlocking. He pulled the handle, and in front of him was a long hallway, the floors were a mix of black and white tile, and the walls were white and appeared as if they’d been recently painted. He stepped inside, and like above, the door immediately closed behind him. “Who’s here?”

      “You can take off your suit,” the voice said.

      “No, not until I see my men or my sister,” Conrad said.

      A door at the end of the hall opened, and in stepped Goliad without his suit on. “LT, it’s fine, c’mon.”

      “Staff Sergeant?”

      Waving him on, Goliad said in a soothing voice, “LT, come, your sister is here.”

      Upon hearing this, Conrad ran towards Goliad. He stopped just inches from him and asked, “You’ve seen her?”

      “Yes, but you must remove your suit. Hurry, as she’s not doing well.”

      Trusting his friend, Conrad began removing his armored suit. He first took off his helmet, followed by the plating on his arms, then legs, the torso; tossing them all on the floor.  With his armor completely off, Conrad stood in front of Goliad with only his thermals on. “Take me to my sister.”

      “I will, but you need to understand that this isn’t your fault.”

      With a furrowed brow, Conrad asked, “What does that mean?”

      “Tell me you understand there isn’t anything you could have done. Please acknowledge that.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re telling me. Of course I don’t think this is my fault. But I won’t stop trying to save her.”

      Goliad took his arm and squeezed. “You can’t save her. You have to know that.”

      Now aggravated by Goliad’s peculiar behavior, Conrad pulled his arm away and snapped, “Take me to my sister.”

      “Follow me.”

      Conrad followed Goliad into another hallway; this one was darker than the last, with half the lights of the first. These walls weren’t pristinely white but tan and streaked with grime. The floor was worn from what looked like decades of use.  They proceeded down the hall until they stopped in front of a doorway that resembled his front door from his childhood. “What is this?”

      “She’s in there.”

      “Damn it, tell me what’s going on here.”

      Goliad smiled and opened the door.

      When Conrad looked into the room, he saw what couldn’t be. It was a bedroom, it looked familiar, yet he’d never actually seen it before. He was having a hard time understanding his thoughts much less these memories of things he’d never seen or experienced before.

      “Gabe, is that you?” a weakened but familiar voice called from the bedroom.

      “Gabby?” he said then stepped into the room. He was immediately hit by the aroma of flowers and fingernail polish. His eyes scanned the space and drifted across the room, spotting items that brought back further memories, but this couldn’t be because this wasn’t his life on Mars, this was of a life on Earth.

      A window was in the middle of the wall opposite the door, and the sun’s bright rays were shining in. This was confusing, as he swore he was four levels below the surface.

      “Gabe, I’m here,” Gabby said.

      He looked in the direction of Gabby’s voice, but the sun’s bright light forced him to look away.

      “Gabe, here,” she called out.

      He squinted until he saw a bed in the far corner next to the window. He approached. His vision finally cleared to find Gabby lying in the bed, her face and body appeared sickly. Her once delicate and smooth skin was gone, replaced with a red rash. Her eyes were bloodshot and sunken. She looked nothing like herself nor like the video he’d just watched.

      “I told you not to come,” she said.

      He sat on the bed and, without concern for himself, took her hand. “You’re my sister. I had to come.”

      “But it’s too dangerous for you to be here,” she said, her voice low.

      “I’m here to take you home. I’ve got a Black Widow on call, and we can get you back to the main ship.”

      “No, I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I’m not going to take no for an answer. I traveled a long way to rescue you,” he said.

      “I told you not to, but you never listen. I left you a message on your phone; in fact, I called you numerous times. Don’t come here; it’s too dangerous for you.”

      “I don’t care about that. Like I said, you’re my little sister, my only blood relative alive. You’re my family, and I’m taking you home to Mars.”

      She raised her hand and touched his face. “You always had such an imagination. We don’t live on Mars; we live just outside Olympia.”

      “You mean Mount Olympus.”

      “I wish Mom and Dad could have seen what you’ve become,” she said.

      Thoughts of his loving parents washed over him.

      “Why, why did you come?”

      “I told you why. You’re my twin sister; I’d do anything for you.”

      “Anything?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I need you to wake up.”

      He recoiled when she said those words.

      “Do you hear me, Gabe? I need you to wake up. You have a life to live. I’m long since gone, and it’s time for you to live your life, the real one.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      She sat up, took his other hand into hers, and said, “I’ll always love you for trying to save me, but you must understand that it was my choice to go. I followed my heart, my passion, and I suffered the consequences.”

      “I need you to get up. We need to get back to the Widow. I need to get treatment for you.”

      “I’m beyond treatment,” she said.

      “That’s not true. Now please, we should go.”

      “Gabe, it is true and you know it is. I need you to remember. I need you to truly remember.”

      “Remember what?”

      “Gabriel Conrad, I need you to remember what happened, and I need you to wake up.”

      Again he pulled back from her. He was confused by what she was saying. Maybe it was the alien contagion or she was delirious; either way, if she was going to survive this, she would have to come with him.

      The door opened behind him, and in came Raines, Carlyle and Goliad, except they looked different yet familiar at the same time.

      “Gabe, listen to her,” Goliad said.

      “Listen to what?”

      Goliad approached the bed. “You’ve done this a thousand times, and it always ends the same way.”

      “And what way is that?”

      He placed his hand on Conrad’s shoulder, squeezed and said, “She always dies. Gabe, you need to listen to me. Gabby died years ago. You tried to save her but didn’t make it there on time. It wasn’t your fault; it wasn’t anyone’s fault. She died doing what she loved.”

      Anger grew in Conrad. He shoved Goliad’s hand away and stood up. “She’s right there,” Conrad yelled and pointed at the bed, which now sat empty. “Wait, where did she go?”

      “You’re not listening to us. Gabby died five years ago, and you’ve made up this world in an attempt to find a way to save her, but you never will. You’ve done this over and over, yet even here it always ends the same way.”

      Angry and confused, Conrad pushed past Goliad and the other two and made for the door. “You’re lying!”

      “Don’t leave,” Gabby said, her presence again back in the room.

      Conrad spun around to find her sitting up, her complexion looking better than when he first came into the room. He ran up and took her hand. “Tell me what’s going on? Is this the alien contagion? Am I now hallucinating?”

      She touched his face gently and softly whispered to him, “I love you, Gabe, and I want you to live on. I need you to live on for me. I need you to wake up.”

      Tears welled up and streamed down his face and dripped off his chin. “I don’t understand. You’re here, right here, and I can now finally save you.”

      “Finally?” she asked.

      That word struck him hard. What did she mean by repeating the word finally?

      “You’ve lived for so long believing that you could have saved me, but the fact is you couldn’t, yet it’s not your fault. You must not blame yourself. You need to wake up and live. Please stop this torturous cycle.”

      “What do I need to do?”

      “I need you to tell me that you understand my death wasn’t your fault; then I need you to tell me goodbye, leave, and walk towards the green door down at the end of the hallway to the right.”

      “The green door?”

      “Just tell me you’ll do that,” she said.

      “I’ll do it,” he said, conceding.

      “Don’t go through the red door, go through the green, understood?”

      He didn’t reply, instead he stared off.

      “Tell me you understand,” she insisted.

      “What happens if I go through the red door?” he asked putting his gaze back on her.

      “This will start all over again, if you want to wake up, you need to go through the green door,” she pressed.

      “And what if…”

      “Gabe, tell me you’ll do as I ask.”

      “I will.”

      “Good. Now look at me and say this with meaning: I’m not to blame for my sister’s death.”

      His mind was twisted and confused, flashes of two distinct pasts kept coming to him. If what she said was true than he failed, he had failed and couldn’t help but feel guilt. He pulled his hands away from hers; the tears continued to flow. “You can’t be dead. No, no, this can’t be true. You’re sitting right here in front of me. I was just holding your hand.”

      “This isn’t real, Gabe. This isn’t real, none of it.”

      He stood, looked at her and asked, “Are you telling me that you’re dead and this world isn’t real?”

      She nodded.

      “How did you die?”

      “I died from Ebola five years ago. I was on—”

      “Stop. No, no, I don’t believe you.”

      “Gabe, it’s true. This, all of this around you, is nothing more than a—”

      “You died?” he sobbed.

      “Yes.”

      “And where was I when you died?”

      “You were trying to get to where I was. You had used all of your money and were bringing a doctor from Seattle, but when you got to the Congo, I was already—”

      “No, no, no! The Congo? What are you talking about? We were born on Mars. You’re sick with a disease from an alien artifact that was found on the moon Titan.”

      “That is a story, one that was created as a means to reach you and let you know that my death was not your fault.”

      His memories rushed back to him again. He saw himself on the plane, then arriving in the Congo. He saw himself as if it were an out-of-body experience, standing over her shrouded body. He sobbed more. Another memory hit him, this of him and her in an argument they were having about her trip. He had gotten so angry with her because she wouldn’t listen. He allowed his anger to get out of hand and said that he wished she’d get sick just to prove his point that the trip was dangerous. When that memory left, a vicious nausea gripped him.

      As if she could read his mind, she said, “You didn’t mean it. You were angry, that’s all. I know you didn’t mean it.”

      “Oh my God, I actually cursed you. I wanted you to get sick, and you did,” he groaned as he staggered out of the room.

      “Gabe, no, don’t leave. Don’t do this again, no!” she cried out.

      Goliad, Raines and Carlyle suddenly appeared in front of him. They tried to stop him, but he simply shoved them out of the way and headed for the door he’d entered from to the left. He raced down the hallways until he ended up back where he started. Upon opening that door he found his armored suit exactly where he’d left; this confused him more. How could his suit be there if this wasn’t real? He made his way up the stairs and exited to find ROVER sitting exactly where he’d left him. “What are you doing here?”

      ROVER didn’t move or say anything.

      On the ground he saw his gear. He reached down with a trembling hand, pulled the M59 pistol from his holster, press checked to ensure it was loaded, and walked off. The sound of waves crashing hit his ears. He contemplated what he should do. Angered he tossed the pistol aside.

      None of it made sense, but then again, it did. He had seen her, not only here in this underground facility on a plague-ravaged Earth, but also saw her in his mind’s eye: a vivid and clear memory of her stiff body lying on a rack in a makeshift hospital deep in the jungles of the Congo. The question was which world was real and which was not?

      Filled with despair that what Gabby had told him was true only made it worse. The guilt and shame of his actions during their spat was overwhelming. How could he say such things? How could he let her go to such a dangerous place?

      Then the question came, if what she said was true, and if he woke up, he’d be alone. But here, in this world, he got to see her, even if it was only for a moment. But what if he could find a way to control this world? Then he could make it the way he wanted it to be. All he needed was more time. He just needed to keep trying. He needed to reboot the experience and start over.

      “ROVER, what happens if I walk through the green door?” he asked, curious if he knew what he’d be talking about.

      “It ends.”

      “And the red door?”

      “You start over.”

      He laughed and began to question all of it. If this world was real, he’d soon be dead because here he was without his armored suit on. But if it was not real, all he needed to do was end this story so he could start a new one, and maybe Lieutenant Gabriel Conrad because the regular Gabe Conrad couldn’t. Maybe in this world could he could find a way to save Gabby or even better create a world where she never gets sick.

      Knowing what he needed to do, he walked back up and shouted. “I’m ready.”

      A second later the door opened. He entered and raced back, he went through the hallways, past Gabby’s room and ahead of him he saw his destination and fate.

      The two doors towered over Conrad, to his left was a red door and to his right a green door. What set these apart from any other in the facility wasn’t only their size; they were huge with each standing twelve feet tall and five feet wide, but what they signified. If he went left he could start over and if he went right he’d awaken, or so he was told, to live his real life. Which would it be?

      Without hesitation and filled with a determination to accept any outcome or consequence, he reached for the handle of the red door, turned it, pulled and entered the darkened space ahead.
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        Olympia, Washington, United States

        January 12, 2037

      

      

      Sirens wailed at the nursing station.

      Katherine Dillon, the lead nurse on the third shift, looked at the screen, saw what it was, and knew what needed to be done. She had been giving a new nurse, Gilly Williams, an orientation, as she was new on the job. Without hesitation, Dillon stopped midsentence and sprinted down the hall.

      Williams was close behind.

      Dillon raced to Conrad’s bedside to find his friends were all standing there looking confused.

      “He’s shaking. What’s wrong with him?” Everett Raines asked, the crumbs from a bag of Doritos clinging to his T-shirt.

      “It just started to beep loudly; then he started doing that!” Max Goliad declared, he too standing tall, his index finger pointing at Conrad.

      Dillon looked past them to Conrad, whose body was shaking uncontrollably. “He’s having another seizure,” she snapped. “Clear out of the way.”

      Goliad, Raines and Carlyle, who was still sitting in a recliner in the corner, all stared at Dillon.

      “Can we help?” Raines asked.

      “You can by leaving the room so I can work,” Dillon barked. She immediately saw what the problem was, and turned the medical cart around to find the bottle of sedative that normally was automatically injected into Conrad’s IV was empty. With calmness, she raced to a cabinet on the far wall of the brightly lit white room, opened it and grabbed a vial. After double-checking she had the correct bottle, she came back to the cart and replaced the empty. The machine recognized the new vial and in seconds dispensed the sedative. In no time, Conrad’s heart rate lowered to normal, and the uncontrollable shuddering his body had been experiencing subsided.

      “Does he do that often?” Williams asked, genuinely curious as she watched Dillon, impressed by her decision-making and calm.

      Letting out a loud sigh, Dillon turned and said with a stoic expression, “Twice, maybe three times per day. If we don’t give it to him, he’ll have a seizure, which you saw there, and possibly an aneurism.”

      Williams ogled Conrad and asked, “Who is he?”

      “He’s our friend,” Goliad replied, still standing where he’d been when Dillon entered the room.

      “You need to leave, now,” Dillon barked.

      “But he seems fine,” Goliad said.

      The soft whine caught Dillon’s attention; she looked over at Raines and saw him petting a large Staffordshire terrier. “You brought a dog in here?”

      “It’s Gabe’s dog, Rover, he’s a good boy,” Raines explained, he faced Rover and asked, “Aren’t you a good boy, huh?”

      Looking at her watch, Dillon said, “It’s past visitation time, which means you need to go home, but you’re more than welcome to return in the morning…without the dog.”

      “But—” Raines said before Dillon interrupted him.

      “Go…now!” Dillon insisted, her tone more aggressive.

      “Fine,” Raines snapped back. He marched out of the room, leaving his trash on the chair.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to cause trouble,” Goliad said with a humble tone.

      “No trouble, you just need to go. Come back tomorrow,” Dillon said, her voice lowering from what it was just a moment ago.

      Goliad, with Carlyle right behind him, exited the room.

      When the door closed, Dillon groaned. “They’re nice guys, but they can be quite a bit much.”

      “They’re here all the time?” Williams asked.

      “Almost every day,” Dillon answered as she made a notation on a clipboard and reviewed the data on the computer screen.

      “That’s sweet,” Williams said.

      “I suppose it is. They think he’ll bounce back, but what they don’t know is that it requires the patient to want that too. I fear this treatment has him hooked on the world he’s currently in versus the real one.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’re using a revolutionary therapy called neuro-simulation.”

      “Neuro what?”

      “So I don’t get too wonky, it works like this. The neuro-netting you see on his head is sending signals to his brain. Those signals are a virtual reality that his friends helped come up with,” Dillon explained.

      “They created it?” Williams asked.

      “Yeah, the snippy one, his name is Everett Raines, he’s a software developer. He’s been involved with virtual reality for a few years now.”

      “That’s Everett Raines?”

      “The very one. He’s the smart whiz kid who developed the VR gaming console TruWorld,” Dillon replied.

      “I can’t believe that’s Everett Raines. Have you ever played?”

      “No, I fear I’ll get hooked like ole Gabe here,” Dillon said. “Anyway, they all work together; apparently Gabe used to work with them. They designed the therapy with hopes of helping their friend cope with what happened.”

      “What did happen?” Williams asked.

      “Long story short, he felt guilty or somehow responsible for his twin sister’s death, so he shot himself.”

      Williams, shocked, put her hand over her mouth, and gasped. “He shot himself in the head?”

      “His sister died from contracting a disease while on a humanitarian trip to Africa. He did all he could to save her is the story I heard, but when he got there, she was dead. I suppose he found himself so depressed he overdosed and has since been here in a coma. The doctor’s say he should have awoken by now, but he hasn’t, which is baffling.”

      “What is the virtual world he’s living in?” Williams asked.

      “He’s a big science fiction buff, so they concocted a world for him. It deals with an alien virus, and he’s a Marine who has to come rescue his sister, his twin sister.”

      “And how long has that been?”

      “About five years, but the doctors are hoping he will recover. Some think that when and if he finds a way to save her in his virtual reality, he’ll come back.”

      “You’re confusing me, save her? You act as if you’re able to watch what’s going on?” Williams asked, her arms folded in front of her chest. Gabe’s story was both intriguing and sad for her to hear.

      “We’re able to monitor his brain activity like it was a television show, essentially see the virtual world he’s playing out in his head. We monitor and record it twenty-four hours a day.”

      “You’re watching what’s happening in his brain?”

      “You could say that.”

      “I’m happy I came to this hospital to work. This is state-of-the-art stuff here.”

      “State of the art is one thing, I want to see it work, and I’m just not convinced it will. I feel we’re torturing the poor guy. He’s replaying this one scenario over and over, yet he’s never able to save her. In the end she’s always dead and he always chooses to return.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep.” Dillon nodded.

      Williams looked down at Conrad. A sad expression washed over her face and a tear welled up in her left eye. “How sad.”

      “It is. I do pray he’ll recover. He was loved a lot, you can tell by his friends showing up as much as they do.”

      The two women paused for a few seconds before Dillon cleared her throat and asked, “Shall we continue the orientation?”

      “Yes, that sounds good,” Williams replied.

      Dillon headed for the door.

      Needing to give Conrad one last look, Williams faced him, smiled and said, “My name is Gilly, and I’ll be your nurse on third shift. It’s nice to meet you. I hope you get better.” She promptly turned and exited the room with Dillon.
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        May 24, 2095

        Low Earth orbit and descending fast

      

      

      First Lieutenant Gabriel Conrad woke suddenly and took a deep breath through his nose and mouth. “No!” he bellowed.

      The men around him all grew quiet and stared.

      “Lieutenant, you all right, sir?” Staff Sergeant Goliad asked.

      Conrad gave Goliad an odd look and asked, “Do you always have to ask that?”

      “Just looking out for you, sir. That’s my job,” Goliad replied with a smile………

      

      
        
        THE END
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      Liam Coleman studied the man through the ACOG scope of his M4. At first glance, he did not appear to be a threat. Liam never took anything at first glance.

      The man was old, in his mid-seventies, his weathered face a network of wrinkles, his blue eyes rheumy, bald scalp shiny in the sun. He wore scuffed work boots and worn jeans beneath a heavy brown overcoat.

      He was also a vandal. The old man held a half-empty bottle of whiskey by the neck in one liver-spotted hand; in the other, he gripped a can of red spray paint.

      He was busy scrawling choice words across the side of a two-story gray colonial with an iron turkey weathervane set atop the roof. A double-barrel shotgun leaned against the wall beside him.

      Glass from the house’s broken windows peppered the front porch and glinted in the matted grass. Trash and detritus scattered across the patchy, overgrown front lawn. Almost every square inch of scuffed, peeling siding was defaced with graffiti.

      The whole house seemed to sag, defeated and desolate.

      It was a microcosm of the rest of the town. Mounds of trash bags piled outside of buildings. Some of the bags had burst open and refuse skittered across the streets and sidewalks and accumulated in the storm drains.

      The boutique storefronts and businesses along the main street boasted shattered windows and busted front doors. Several had been burned to the ground.

      No movement anywhere. No signs of life but for several rats darting in and out of a gas station with windows like blank black eyes.

      The town was deserted. Utterly empty.

      The old man was the first living human Liam had seen all day.

      Liam moved slightly, flexing his sore shoulders. The M4 was stabilized on a flat rock in front of him. He lay on his stomach on the hard ground atop the hill overlooking the town of Tuscola, Illinois. He barely felt the pebbles and twigs beneath him.

      Over his BDUs, he wore an improvised ghillie suit made from jute netting woven with grass, shrubbery and twigs. Camo netting wound around the body and barrel of the M4 to camouflage it.

      The disguise blurred the human form and blended him perfectly with his surroundings. Anyone from town who happened to glance up the hill wouldn’t see anything but trees, bushes, and rocks.

      The grass was matted and brown and smothered in dead leaves. A few patches of melting snow still dotted the ground here and there. The air was sharp and chilly; the rapidly setting sun did nothing to warm him.

      The old man took a drink of his whiskey, wiped his mouth with the back of his arm. Went back to work spraying a new insult in colorful language.

      Liam needed to talk to the old man. He needed information.

      Liam had been watching the town since dawn. The evening sun hovered just above the tree line, the sky burnished in golds, oranges, and reds. He’d shifted positions several times, studying the main street, a few neighborhoods, and now the northern outskirts, the main road heading north toward more farmland.

      Tuscola was a small, rural town located in the heart of Illinois’ Amish and farming country off Interstate 57. The town was surrounded by hundreds of acres of growing crops.

      It surprised Liam. Most of the farms he’d come across before now were dead.

      The EMP attack had taken care of that.

      On Christmas Eve, the world had been irrevocably changed forever. A series of simultaneous, high-altitude nuclear detonations had caused a massive electromagnetic pulse that destroyed the power grid across most of the continental United States.

      It had fried the electronic systems in vehicles, aircraft, laptops and phones, even many generators—basically anything with a computer chip larger than an Apple watch. In an instant, the United States had been dragged back to the 18th century, with most people lacking the knowledge or preparation to survive.

      The day of the EMP became known as Black Christmas. Hundreds of thousands died the first day. Hundreds of planes dropped from the sky like bombs. The cities deluged with fires, explosions, and car accidents that first responders couldn’t reach with their dead ambulances and firetrucks. The staggering loss of the medically fragile who depended on machines—pacemakers, oxygen tanks, dialysis—and critical medication to keep them alive.

      The terrible weeks that followed were called the Black Winter. From the rumors spreading like wildfire from all areas of the country, the brutal winter had killed millions with hypothermia, starvation, and disease from poor sanitation and unclean water consumption.

      And the violence. People murdering each other for a can of beans or bottle of antibiotics. Gangs and cartels fighting for supremacy in the power vacuum left by crumbling local and state governments.

      The federal government remained stubbornly tight-lipped. Official reports minimized death tolls and encouraged citizens to seek shelter in the “temporary” FEMA camps that everyone knew weren’t temporary.

      Once the grocery shelves went bare, and the generators and heaters that survived the EMP ran out of fuel, people flocked by the millions to the overcrowded FEMA camps. Those who refused to be herded like cattle were left to survive on their own.

      Since that day, every week that passed felt like a year. Every month like a decade.

      Liam scanned one last time for possible sniper positions. The tops of the buildings were empty. He saw no movement, nothing out of place, no light reflections off scopes.

      He’d already decided upon the route that provided him the best cover and concealment. As soon as it was dark, he would enter the town.

      He inched backward, shuffling on his belly with the M4 still in his hands until he’d slid far enough down the hill that he could stand without being spotted behind the scree of tree cover.

      Birds twittered. A soft breeze rustled the branches of the oak, maple, and pine trees surrounding him. A chipmunk scuttled through the dead leaves a few meters southwest of him.

      He took it all in. Saw everything. Heard everything. Every sense on alert.

      He was used to the lack of mechanical sounds. Few planes flew overhead unless they were military. Few cars on the roads anymore, either. Most vehicles built after the early 1980s had broken down the day of the EMP. The rest had run out of gas in the following weeks.

      He’d carefully rationed his fuel and had driven here in a blue 1978 Dodge D150 he’d stashed in an abandoned barn off an isolated dirt road a half mile south.

      He’d been attacked on the road two times and avoided at least twice that number of ambushes. The term “highway robbery” was becoming literal again.

      Liam moved stealthily to a tree about five meters down the hill and removed his ghillie suit. He folded it and placed it in the pack that he’d hidden beneath several pine boughs.

      He shouldered the pack—which contained several days of food and water, a water filter, first aid kit, more ammo, and other survival supplies—and did a quick weapons check.

      His Gerber MK II tactical knife was sheathed at his hip along with his Glock 19. He wore BDUs, a plate carrier and chest rig with three preloaded magazines for the sidearm and four for the carbine. He’d also obtained night vision goggles and a few flash bangs and frag grenades from a National Guard armory, the same place he’d upgraded to the M4.

      He put on his NVGs, adjusted his grip on the carbine, keeping it in the low ready position, and began his descent down the hill. His spine twinged in discomfort. He kept going, not letting the pain slow him.

      Liam had served eight years as a Delta Special Forces Operator before being medically discharged for a back injury. Five crushed discs from jumping from choppers and airplanes while with Special Forces.

      He kept himself strong and fit with regular training, but he’d slowed a few steps. He couldn’t run as fast or as far as he used to. The pain in his spine was a constant dull ache, unless he did something to exacerbate it—and then it was like an electric shock shooting up his spinal cord.

      He’d done some good during his years of service, but he’d seen too much. The worst humanity had to offer.

      Like so many of his brothers in arms, the nightmares never went away. He’d learned to live with them.

      He didn’t have much use for humanity. There were a few people who made the whole thing worth it. And for those people, he would willingly sacrifice everything he had, including his own life.

      Which was why he was here in Tuscola, two hundred and twenty miles south of Fall Creek, Michigan.

      He was here to make right what he could make right.

      Liam was searching for his nephew—a baby being raised by his brother’s in-laws. His goal was to find them and make sure they were safe. If they weren’t safe, he planned to bring them back to Fall Creek with him.

      Judging by the eerie, deserted town, they were definitely not safe. He needed to find them as quickly as possible. If it wasn’t already too late.

      Darkness fell. Night sounds filled the air—crickets chirping, cicadas whirring, nocturnal creatures creeping through the underbrush, the hoot of an owl.

      His heartrate quickened. On high alert, every sense straining for any threat, Liam exited the trees at the base of the woods. He used the terrain to his advantage, moving from tree to tree until he reached a long, deep ditch.

      He followed the ditch until it came out behind a row of houses. From there, he skirted a backyard and came out on the road.

      He took a knee behind a Chevy Impala parked along the curb. It was covered in dead leaves and withered pine needles. He slowed his heart rate, breathing steadily, and listened carefully. Nothing out of the ordinary. No signs of a threat.

      He carefully made his way along the road, leapfrogging from car to car, from building to building, and crossed the street. He constantly scanned windows and rooftops, searching for movement.

      He cut the corners, leading with his weapon in a firing position until he reached the weathered gray house with the turkey weathervane.

      Keeping his back against the siding, he checked the rear window and opposite side windows for others inside the house. A darkened living room, an empty bedroom, a kitchen. A camp stove on the counter, a few clean dishes stacked beside it. Neater inside than the trashed exterior.

      He crouched at the eastern corner of the house, listening. No noise but for the labored breathing of the old man and the shake and spray of the paint can. The old man was still hard at work. By the sound of it, he’d moved to the front of the house, next to the porch. The light from a lantern—kerosene, most likely—glowed softly.

      Liam exhaled, steadied himself, and burst into action. He swung around the side of the porch and aimed the M4 at the old man. “Hands up! Now!”
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      The old man turned slowly and blinked his rheumy eyes several times, startled but seemingly unsurprised. He raised both arms up high. He dropped the spray can but not the bottle, the whiskey sloshing.

      “I’ll do whatcha ask,” he said in a creaky voice. “Just don’t make me drop my booze. It’s all I got left in the world.”

      Liam circled the porch, eyes never leaving the old man. He came in close and kicked the shotgun out of the way, almost knocking over the kerosene lantern next to the man’s feet.

      “Keep your hands up where I can see them,” Liam said.

      The old man trembled, more from age than fear. His eyes were steady. “You don’t gotta kill me for the booze. I’ll give it to you, though it’ll break my heart to do it.”

      “Keep the whiskey.” Liam patted him down. He was armed with a Sig Sauer P365 holstered at his hip and a folded tactical knife in his right pocket. Liam confiscated them both. He tucked the pistol into his belt and the knife in his pocket. “Whose house is this?”

      “My own.”

      Liam raised his brows.

      The old man gestured at the houses across the street. “It’s camouflage, ain’t it? Gotta blend in these days. If my house looked all clean and kept, it’d draw attention. And that’s the last thing I’m aiming to do.” He grimaced. “It’s also good therapy.”

      

      It made sense. Liam gestured with the M4. “Inside.”

      The old man narrowed his eyes. “What for? I told ya, I got nothing.”

      “Not planning to hurt you, but I’m not going to wait around out here for a sniper to take me out, either. Inside, now.”

      “Makes sense. If there were any snipers out here.” The man grunted. “Someone after you?”

      “I’m the one who gets to ask the questions, not you.”

      “I suppose that carbine says you’re right. Let’s go, then.”

      The old man picked up the lantern but left the spray can in the front yard. Liam retrieved the shotgun and followed him up the porch steps and inside the house, weapon pointed at his back. The man shuffled slowly, his shoulders bent with age.

      Liam scanned the living room—two floral couches, an oak coffee table strewn with photography books, lamps that didn’t work standing in the corners. On the wall, dusty photos of grown kids and a handful of grandkids.

      The old man saw him looking. “They’re all gone now. All of ‘em.”

      Liam shut the door behind them. He set the shot gun in the far corner out of easy reach. He prodded the man into the kitchen, sat him down in a kitchen chair, and directed him to set the alcohol on the table. He secured the man’s hands behind his back with zip ties from his pack.

      The old man wiggled his arms but didn’t try to fight him. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I’m clearing the house.”

      “Fine by me. You won’t find anybody but ghosts, I’m afraid.”

      Liam checked the house, room by room. It felt cold and unused. After he was satisfied that it was indeed empty, ghosts excluded, he moved back to the kitchen.

      “Could you be so kind as to free me now? These old arms are going numb.”

      Liam checked beneath the table and inside the cabinets for hidden weapons. Finding nothing, he cut the zip ties with his Gerber.

      The man let out a groan, stretched, and rubbed his wrists. He rested his elbows on the table and clasped his hands around the whiskey bottle. “The name’s Rob McPherson. Since you’re a guest in my house and all, seems we should introduce ourselves.”

      “Liam Coleman.” Liam angled himself so he could see out the kitchen window without exposing himself while also keeping an eye on the old man.

      He wished his NVGs had infrared capability. The back yard glowed green—overgrown grass, sagging fence, and patio furniture filmed in dead leaves and detritus. Several houses stood behind the fence, their windows like broken teeth.

      McPherson stared at him. Not indignant, and not afraid. “You a soldier? A real one?”

      “There are fake soldiers around here?”

      “You could say that. Which kind are you?”

      Liam was a soldier. Didn’t matter whether he was still in the service or not. His years of training were embedded in his bones, in every move he made, in his every thought. In the way he looked at everything as a potential threat, always assessing exit strategies and counter moves. It was as natural as breathing.

      “You look like a soldier, is all I’m saying,” the old man said. “A real one.”

      In his mid-thirties, Liam was rugged and lean, with broad shoulders, short chestnut hair, and gray-blue eyes. He was a loner. Reserved, quiet. A recluse, his brother Lincoln used to call him. Not good with people.

      A man haunted by his past, by memories of his years overseas, but also everything that had happened since the EMP—the things he’d had to do, the choices he’d been forced to make.

      He closed his eyes for the briefest moment and saw it all again. The plummeting plane, the careening wreckage, the dead bodies everywhere. His brother lying in the street, unmoving. Jessa on the bed, blood staining her legs, her chest, the sheets beneath her.

      Save him, Liam. Save my baby…

      He forced his eyes open and cleared his throat. “I served my country. Always will, if that’s what you’re after.”

      “It is.”

      “I just want to ask you a few questions.”

      McPherson took a swig and wiped his mouth. “Ask them, so you can be on your way, and I can get back to my drinking.” He narrowed his eyes. “Alone.”

      “Where is everyone? What happened to this town?”

      “Same thing that’s happened to every town hereabouts.”

      “And that is?”

      “You looking for someone in particular?” McPherson asked instead of answering.

      Liam hesitated. “The Brooks family. Evelyn and Travis Brooks. They have an infant with them. A little boy. They were staying with Jasmine Brooks, Travis’s aunt.”

      McPherson rubbed his grizzled jaw and nodded. “I do know them. Arrived a few months ago. Good people.”

      Something released in Liam’s chest. “They made it.”

      “They did.” McPherson’s mouth thinned. “Did you visit the farm?”

      “I went there first.”

      That day he’d left Chicago, Liam had asked Evelyn Brooks to give him the address of their destination. He wanted to know where his nephew was—even if he never saw him again. He’d needed to know.

      When he’d arrived in Tuscola yesterday morning, Liam had gone straight to the farm. Located on ten acres a few miles south of the town limits, the large rambling farmhouse had once been yellow and white with a big wrap-around porch. It had once been warm and homey and welcoming.

      It was no longer any of those things.

      The house had burned to the ground. So had the barn, a few sheds, and the chicken coup. Most of the fence was still standing upright, bright white against the blackened remains of the fire. Whatever animals had once grazed within that fence—horses, cows, pigs—were long gone.

      Liam had walked the property for an hour. The charred bones of the structure no longer smoldered. He picked his way through the burnt remains of a home, the detritus of a life. Walls half-collapsed. A scorched couch with cushions melted to the frame. Furniture—credenzas, bookcases, dining room table, coffee table—reduced to charcoal. Bits of blackened curtain fluttered softly in the breeze. Everything filmed in a thick layer of soot.

      The scene had been exposed to the elements for weeks. There were no footprints remaining. No vehicle tracks to follow. No clues other than destruction.

      Liam’s chest had gone tight, anger thrumming through him. A bright splinter of rage lodged in his heart. If someone had hurt them…if anyone had dared to lay a finger on his nephew…

      He would find them, and he would kill them.

      That he didn’t find any burned skeletons was his only solace. It meant they hadn’t died here.

      Didn’t mean they weren’t dead somewhere else.

      He’d retreated to Tuscola in search of information. A full day of recon had brought him to the defaced gray house with the weathervane, to Rob McPherson, his penchant for vandalism, and his fast-dwindling bottle of whiskey.

      “Do you know what happened to them?” Liam asked flatly. “Who burned it down?”

      “Not in particular,” McPherson said. “But in general—the same thing happened to them that happened to everyone else here.”

      Liam checked the windows, looking for threats. Nothing. There was no one out there. No one at all. “Tell me.”

      The old man took a long swig of whiskey. He set the bottle down in front of him and stared at it for a minute before exhaling slowly, like he had to work himself up to tell the tale. “When it first happened, the government came after a couple of weeks. They said they were making a big shelter for all the nearby towns south of Champaign and east of Decatur. It’s a huge FEMA camp—more like a city, you ask me. No idea how many people, but a lot.

      “They promised electricity, food and water, and medications for those that needed them to stay alive. Everyone was cold and hungry, and lots of people had already died by then. Most folks went willingly. No one was forced to go, but FEMA wasn’t supplying food drop-offs or anything. If you wanted food, you went to the camp. That was it.

      “Then after a month, FEMA pulled a bunch of our National Guard boys who were keeping order. Needed ‘em more somewhere else, I guess. Probably to try and hold back the tide of chaos in Chicago. A losing battle, if you ask me. Anyway, a few weeks after that, the camp was overrun.”

      “Overrun? By whom?”

      “They call themselves the Syndicate. I guess it’s a riff off the National Crime Syndicate, that multi-ethnic confederation of organized crime and mafia bosses from the 1930s and 40s. These newer gangs out of Chicago are highly organized, powerful, and violent, like the cartels in Mexico or the old mob.

      “They think they’re wannabe soldiers or something. Must have robbed a National Guard armory because their weapons are military-grade, and they march around in uniforms. Their head guy, Alexander Poe, even fancies himself a commander. He’s brutal and merciless. They all are.”

      “What happened?”

      “These guys came in one fell swoop like an enemy invasion—hundreds of them. They have a few armored trucks and lots of automatic weapons. They took over the camp, killed everyone that resisted, and rounded up the town so we couldn’t fight back or go for help. Took everybody who didn’t manage to hide in time and forced them into the camp. They burned houses and businesses. They killed good people.”

      McPherson wiped at his eyes with the back of his arm. “They came through like locusts and confiscated everything—food, supplies, cows and horses—and consolidated them at a few nearby Amish farms. Commander Poe put some of his own people with the Amish to guard them. They go and take whatever they want, whenever they want. And not just animals and supplies, either.

      “They’re using citizens at the FEMA camp as slave labor for the local farms. It’s a hub for human trafficking—selling women and slaves. And they’re using the Amish farms for food, since they’re completely operational without electricity.”

      Liam clenched his jaw. He wasn’t surprised. The Syndicate were opportunists. They’d want FEMA camps—this one in particular—because they were soft targets rich in resources and women.

      People like Poe were greedy for power and control and willing to subjugate anyone to get it. They were everywhere. But now, little was stopping these thugs and tyrants from destroying everything they touched.

      FEMA and the rest of the government were completely overwhelmed by the needs of hundreds of millions of people scattered across the country. With the lack of communication, limited transportation, and rapidly declining resources, many rural communities were overlooked, understaffed, and forgotten.

      It made them easy pickings for gangs, militia, or whoever had the most guns.

      “Now everyone’s just…gone,” the old man said. “The Syndicate doesn’t know I’m here. I keep the outside of the housing looking as trashed and abandoned as all the others. For the first week, they sent patrols to pick up any stragglers or anyone still hiding from them. Now, they don’t come. Maybe they don’t care anymore. What am I going to do to them? Nothing.”

      He shook his head wearily. “Never seen anything like that here. Never thought I would. I love my country, Mr. Coleman. I fought in ‘Nam.” McPherson paused, stared forlornly at his whiskey, now almost empty. “Is that how it is everywhere now?”

      “No,” Liam said. “It’s not like this everywhere. Things aren’t good. Plenty of evil thriving. But not like this. The National Guard would never allow this.”

      McPherson pursed his lips. “Now there are no watch dogs. No one left to protect the flock.”

      “There are a few,” Liam said gruffly.

      McPherson drank the last of the whiskey, tilting the bottle back to make sure he got every drop. He licked his lips and sighed. “You going to get your people out of there?”

      “I am.”

      The old man nodded, satisfied. “They killed my neighbors. They were my friends. Any damage you need to do to get the job done, don’t feel badly about it.”

      “I’ll take that into consideration.”

      “And be careful. They’re the shoot-first, ask-questions-never type.”

      “I can handle myself.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      Liam removed the man’s Sig Sauer from his waistband and set it on the counter. He placed the tactical knife beside it and moved to the back door. He scanned the back yard through the window in the door before turning back to McPherson. “Anything you need?”

      “You got an MRE by chance? Never thought I’d say this in a million years, but I’d love one. Whatever flavor you got.”

      Liam smiled a little. “I do.”
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      It didn’t take Liam long to find FEMA Shelter #209. It took far longer to find the people he was searching for.

      He’d spent the last two days reconning the camp. Staying inside the tree line, ghillie suit in place, glassing the area constantly. Climbing trees before dawn to get enough elevation to see clearly. Moving positions every few hours to get eyes on a different section of the camp. Tracking patrols. Security shifts. Stationary positions. The movement and daily schedule of the civilians.

      The old man was right. FEMA Shelter #209 was as large as a city. Dozens of huge white tents plus hundreds—thousands—of small modular buildings like single-wide trailers set in a grid pattern, all surrounded by a tall chain link fence lined with concertina wire.

      The Syndicate thugs carried long guns and were dressed in BDUs, the name tapes and patches removed from their uniforms. They looked like soldiers, purposefully preying upon a civilian’s natural inclination to respect and obey American armed forces.

      Guards patrolled the perimeter on an hourly circuit. Two sentries were posted in static positions every five hundred meters. Dozens more maintained order within the fence.

      They were well-armed and organized, but lacked the rigorous discipline of the military. Liam would need to find a way to exploit that.

      The civilians looked tired, weakened, worn out. They edged out of the way when a guard stomped past, many flinching. They feared them.

      He witnessed several of them verbally berating civilians. Two others knocked a tray from a woman’s hands and laughed when she knelt to pick the food off the ground. More than once, leering guards harassed women and young teenage girls.

      Every hour that he watched, Liam’s anger grew, a simmering rage seething just beneath the surface of his tightly controlled demeanor. If he’d had his Spec Op team with him, he’d already be storming the camp, putting an end to this brutality.

      He forced himself to focus on his mission. He took breaks only to answer the call of nature and snack on a protein bar or open a can of beans and inhale the contents cold. He’d refilled his water bottles at McPherson’s house from a handpump attached to his well.

      He’d left the man two MREs. The rest he needed for himself. It was a good thing he’d brought supplies for several days. He was willing to wait as long as it took.

      Mid-morning on the third day, he finally found them.

      He was tucked in the fork of two thick oak branches about twenty-five feet off the ground, glassing another section of the endless grid. He’d rewoven his ghillie suit to include leaves and branches.

      He froze mid-scan down a wide row between the tents which led to a section of showers and bathrooms. A woman strode along the path. Slim build, warm brown skin, short black hair streaked with gray.

      Pulse thudding in his throat, he followed her with the binoculars until he was certain.

      The last time Liam had seen Mrs. Brooks was the day of the EMP, when he came to deliver her grandson. She’d been smartly dressed, her graying hair stylishly bobbed, her makeup perfect.

      Now, she wore oversized sweatpants beneath a tan jacket. Her hair was mussed and ragged. Dark shadows rimmed her eyes, her face worn with exhaustion and stress.

      She held a small child dressed in a little blue coat and a long-sleeved onesie printed with blue airplanes. His nephew.

      Liam’s heart clenched like a fist. Memories of that day seared through his mind. Everything he’d lost. His twin brother, Lincoln. Lincoln’s wife, Jessa.

      That terrible day, Liam had brought Lincoln and Jessa’s child to the Brooks—Jessa’s parents—in Chicago, and instructed them to flee the city before the rioting and chaos took over.

      Giving his nephew up felt like a giant hand had reached in and torn a wide-open hole where his heart had resided.

      It had been the right thing to do to bring the baby to his grandparents. But Liam should have gone with them, should have escorted them to Tuscola himself and made sure they were safe.

      His heart had been shattered into a million pieces of grief, loss, and regret, and he’d made a foolish decision. He’d allowed them to leave Chicago on their own.

      He had made many mistakes in his life. He regretted each one.

      His courage had never failed him in a moment of combat. Not once. He was the first to surge into battle, the first to put himself in the line of fire for his fellow soldiers and brothers in arms. He did not hesitate to fight, to eliminate a threat if that’s what it took.

      But when it came to emotions, to people and relationships and their messy complexity—he was not brave. He’d allowed that fear—that grief—to sever his connection with his nephew, whom he’d loved the instant he was born with a fierceness Liam couldn’t name or quantify.

      It was far easier to remain isolated and alone.

      No longer. He’d learned different.

      He couldn’t do anything to change the past. He’d lost what he’d lost, and they weren’t ever coming back. But he was determined to make this right. He was here to atone.

      Liam followed Mrs. Brooks with the binoculars and memorized the location of the modular building she entered. A pole with a sign scrawled with “Quadrant 4: Zone C: Row 15” helped orient him. The Brooks’ trailer was located three buildings directly south of the pole.

      He waited and watched a while longer. At 1900 hours, both Mr. and Mrs. Brooks emerged from their trailer. Mr. Brooks carried the baby in a sling, facing inward. Liam couldn’t get a good glimpse of the baby’s face before they disappeared between the buildings.

      He’d seen enough. He had the information he needed. What he needed now was a few hours of rest. Lights out was at 2200 hours.

      He retreated until he’d put a good half-mile between himself and the camp before unzipping his pack again and pulling out a tarp. He spread it on the ground beneath a tree and used his pack as a pillow, his M4 resting across his chest.

      He didn’t sleep but allowed himself to drift into a state of half-awareness, almost like meditation. He shut down every thought, stilled his body, aware only of his senses, alert only to a potential threat.

      Time passed. He rested.

      At 2245 hours, he sat up. Drank some water. Packed his things. Adjusted his plate carrier and did a systems check.

      He was awake now, fully alert.

      He would get them out of that hellhole tonight. Sneak in, grab them, sneak out.

      His pulse thudded against his skull. Adrenaline iced his veins. There were a lot of ways this could all go wrong. Too many ways to count, although he’d analyzed each one a dozen times. The stress points and weaknesses.

      He’d planned for contingencies. Had back-ups to his back-up plan. Multiple exit strategies.

      He was only one man. One man with three souls to protect and defend.

      He was vastly outnumbered. If the hostiles were alerted to his presence, it would be dozens to one in seconds.

      He couldn’t afford to make a mistake. He wouldn’t make a mistake.

      This time, Liam would not fail.
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      Liam shouldered his pack and lowered his NVGs over his eyes. He made his way soundlessly through the trees. He moved slowly, mapping out his steps ahead of time, aware of twigs and crackling leaves in his path. He walked heel-to-toe and bent at the knees.

      The moon was out. The night sky was cloudless, the stars sharp bright shards. A silvery glow limned the trees, the branches, each blade of grass.

      The moonlight meant he was more exposed.

      He needed to be careful.

      Before the edge of the tree line, he paused and checked his watch. 2258. The patrol passed by this section of fence at 2300 hours, again at 2400 hours, and every hour after that.

      He took out his binoculars and glassed the area. The patrol was right on time. Two guards with M16s on slings and flashlight beams sweeping back and forth trudged along the inside perimeter of the fence.

      The fence was interspersed with security floodlights powered by a generator. This section of the fence was located equidistant from the farthest lights. This area was dark.

      A few hundred meters east inside the perimeter, the sentries posted at the static position leaned against the fence. One smoked a cigarette. The second one looked like he was already sleeping—his head tilted back, eyes closed.

      Liam waited in complete silence, hardly breathing.

      Once the patrol had passed, he examined the area one last time before moving out into the thirty meters of open space between the tree line and the fence. He kept low and moved fast, running at a crouch, his back twinging in protest but he didn’t slow.

      He reached the fence and squatted, dropping the M4 on its sling. He reached around in his pack and pulled out the wire cutters. He didn’t usually pack tools in his go-bag, but for this trip, he’d brought several additional ‘just in case’ items.

      He glanced toward the sentries. They weren’t paying attention.

      Every sense alert, he focused on a single strand of wire, since it required the fewest cuts. He snipped from the bottom up, making sure to cut a large enough hole that he could slip through quickly and easily without snagging his pack or clothes.

      Mr. and Mrs. Brooks needed to be able to get through easily as well.

      The trailers were packed close together with only a few feet between them. Every ten trailers deep, a wider parallel pathway lead to bathrooms, the mess hall, workstations, or wherever else the civilians needed to go.

      It was imperative he eliminate the sentries on his egress route. Speed was of the essence.

      He drew his Gerber tactical knife, and moved east quickly and expertly, a dark form slipping from shadow to shadow, from modular building to modular building.

      Sentry one, a slim black man in his thirties with a goatee, dragged on his cigarette and blew out a stream of smoke, killing his night vision. Sentry two, a larger man with a beer gut and a thick beard, continued to doze, snoring lightly, his weapon not even in his hands.

      Neither of them alert nor watchful. Neither prepared for what was coming.

      Liam bent, picked up a stone, and tossed it. The first sentry turned toward the sound. Liam slipped up behind him, placed his hand over the man’s throat, and drove his knife through the base of his skull.

      He dropped the hostile almost soundlessly and moved to the second one.

      The dozing sentry snorted and jerked himself awake. His eyes bulged in horror as Liam slid his knife across the man’s jugular. He gurgled and gasped, clutching at his throat. It took him a little longer to die. But he couldn’t speak, that’s what mattered.

      Swiftly, Liam dragged the bodies behind the closest trailer. He wiped his knife on the thigh of sentry two and sheathed it.

      He continued his mission.

      The night was filled with the quiet sounds of thousands of people sleeping—heavy breathing, snoring, shifting, snorting, a toddler crying somewhere. The air smelled faintly of plastic, burnt food, and body odor.

      He found the pole with the correct designation: “Quadrant 4: Zone C: Row 15” and made his way toward it.

      A door opened to his left. Liam ducked behind the side wall of the closest trailer, his heart hammering.

      Footsteps thudded as a figure closed the door and walked a few steps. It was quiet for a moment, then the snap of a lighter and a cigarette being lit. Someone sighed heavily.

      The smoke tickled his nostrils. He restrained a sneeze. Liam ducked low and peered around the corner, leading with the muzzle of the M4.

      A woman wearing an opened coat over purple polka-dotted pajamas leaned against the trailer wall next to the door. She tilted her head back, her eyes closed, the lit cigarette tucked between two fingers. Moonlight glimmered over her dirty blonde hair and highlighted the weary lines of her face.

      Not a hostile—a civilian. Threat level low, although she could alert them if she saw him. Liam made a mental note of her location as he moved along the backside of the trailer and hurried down the narrow aisle between the next several buildings.

      He paused when he reached the third trailer down from the pole. The Brooks’ trailer was located one layer inside the grouping, surrounded by trailers crammed in close. It wasn’t as exposed as the ones located along the major pathways.

      He circled it, staying alert for any passing soldiers or other sleepless citizens. He saw nothing. A generator hummed softly. The lights along the perimeter fence gave off a dull buzz in the silence. He could still smell cigarette smoke.

      The windows were accessible but high. The front door was constructed of flimsy aluminum and wouldn’t provide much of a hindrance.

      He slipped off his pack, unzipped a compartment, and pulled out his lockpick set. It didn’t take long to jimmy the lock open.

      Liam stepped inside the heavily shadowed trailer and shut the door quietly behind him. The trailer was tiny and resembled a camping trailer—miniscule kitchen, with a table that folded up, so the living room also doubled as a dining room.

      The narrow door to the single bedroom was open. At the foot of the bed, a makeshift bassinet made from a dresser drawer lay on the floor. His tiny nephew lay sleeping inside it.

      Evelyn Brooks was sitting up in bed. A small dark shadow highlighted by the light filtering in from the bedroom window. She held a kitchen knife in one hand and pointed it at him. “Don’t you dare come any closer.”

      Liam stopped and lifted both hands, palms out, weapon pointed away from the bed. “It’s Liam Coleman.”

      Mrs. Brooks fumbled for a flashlight on her bedside table with her left hand and flicked it on. She pointed it at his face.

      He blinked, squinting against the harsh glare, but didn’t move. She needed to see that he wasn’t a danger.

      Her face went ashen. “It’s…it’s you.”

      Her husband rolled over in bed next to her. “Honey, what—” He caught sight of Liam and sat up quickly, instantly awake. “Liam? What are you doing here?”

      “I shouldn’t have left you alone in Chicago. I needed to make sure you were okay.”

      “In the middle of the night?” Mr. Brooks asked incredulously. He was slim, his short hair and beard mostly gray, faint wrinkles lining his eyes and mouth. Jessa had told Liam once that her father was an English professor. Or, he had been before the EMP. “How? How did you get in here?”

      Mrs. Brooks shifted in the bed, swung her legs around, and sat on the edge of the bed. “They wouldn’t have let him in. He must have snuck in. And if he can sneak in, he can sneak back out.”

      Liam’s mouth twitched. Mrs. Brooks was as quick and intelligent as her daughter, Jessa, who’d been an OB-GYN—a damned good one.

      “Those thugs burned our farm down,” Mr. Brooks said. “They forced us here and won’t let us leave.”

      “They act like they’re soldiers, but they’re not,” Mrs. Brooks said.

      “No, they’re not,” Liam said. “Not even close.”

      “How can this be America?” Mrs. Brooks said fiercely. “How can this have happened?”

      “It’s not like this everywhere,” Liam said. “Mr. and Mrs. Brooks, I came to get you out of here, to take you and the baby somewhere safe.”

      Mrs. Brooks stared at him. “You have a plan to get us out?”

      “Yes, ma’am, I do.”

      In the few times Liam had interacted with her, she had always seemed like an intelligent, capable, and decisive woman. She did not disappoint him now.

      Mrs. Brooks sucked in a deep breath. “Let’s go.”

      She rose to her feet, came around the bed, and gently picked up the baby. He grunted and squirmed but didn’t wake up. “But you must call me Evelyn, Liam. And call my husband Travis.”

      She cradled the baby’s sleeping head with the palm of her hand. In the dim light, he was all golden-brown skin, tiny squished features, and black curly hair. “And Little Liam.”

      Emotion surged in Liam’s chest—gratitude, relief, love, loss and regret. Emotions he couldn’t afford to feel right now. He longed to hold his nephew again, but this was not the time. Not yet.

      Liam cleared his throat. “We need to go. Get dressed and pack what the baby needs. Hurry, before the patrol returns.”

      “What happens if they discover us?” Evelyn’s mouth tightened. “These aren’t good men. They’ve hurt people who’ve tried to leave. They take people away and no one ever sees them again. Travis’s aunt—she had diabetes. They wouldn’t give her the proper amount of insulin. She died in here. They didn’t care.”

      “I’ll take care of them,” Liam said. “Be as quiet as possible. And follow my lead.”

      “We will.” Travis stuffed bottles and cans of baby formula and diapers, wipes, and butt cream into a backpack. “We don’t want to stay here a minute longer than we have to.”

      Evelyn dressed the baby in a coat and hat, then tucked him into a baby carrier and wrapped the straps around her shoulders and waist.

      “What if he cries?” Liam said.

      Evelyn held up a pacifier. “I have this, but it’s no guarantee. Babies cry.”

      Liam nodded tightly. He didn’t know much about babies, but he knew they were unpredictable little creatures. Tension torqued through him.

      Travis rested his hand on Liam’s forearm. “I know how to shoot a gun. Let me help you.”

      Liam clenched his jaw. He didn’t trust anyone but himself, but if they were discovered, he would need Travis’s help.

      He unholstered his Glock 19 and handed it to the man grip-first. “The magazine is fully loaded with a round already in the chamber.”

      “Thank you,” Travis said.

      Liam said, “Don’t thank me yet.”
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      Travis held open the door for Evelyn and Liam. Travis went first with Evelyn and the baby in the middle, Liam taking up the rear.

      The chilled night air hit them like a slap. Spring or not, the nights still dipped into the low forties.

      The baby woke up. His little arms flailed on either side of the carrier. He let out an unhappy whimper. It was cold and he wasn’t warm and snuggled in his bed.

      “Shhhh,” Evelyn whispered. He let out a few soft, gurgling whimpers.

      “Hey! What are you doing?” To their right, the cigarette lady stepped out from the shadows between two trailers. Her cigarette dangled from her lips. The ember glowed like a single red eye.

      Travis and Evelyn halted.

      “None of your concern.” Anxiety roiled in Liam’s gut. He kept the muzzle of his gun lowered at a forty-five-degree angle, but the threat was clear.

      He gestured at the Brooks. “We’ve got to go.”

      “You can’t go anywhere.” Cigarette Lady’s voice rose. “It’s not allowed. Who is this guy? Why does he have a gun?”

      “Janet, please,” Evelyn said. “We’re not bothering you. Just pretend you didn’t see us.”

      “Why would I do that?” Janet asked, her voice obstinate, resentful.

      “She’s going to be trouble,” Evelyn said under her breath. She patted the baby’s bottom and gave him his pacifier. “She doesn’t like us.”

      Liam checked their six. “Just walk.”

      They kept moving. Their boots thudded across the worn dirt, dead grass, and patches of dirty half-melted snow. The lights along the perimeter fence grew brighter, the shadows between the trailers on either side of them dark and thick.

      Janet followed them. Her nightgown billowed behind her, her coat flapping, her boots slapping the ground. “You’re breaking the rules! You can’t do that! Who is he? One of those insurgents?”

      “No!” Evelyn said. “He’s just a friend. One of the soldiers.”

      Liam reached an intersection. He swept the M4 to the left, then the right. Both worn paths were empty. Didn’t mean they’d remain that way, especially with belligerent Janet trailing after them. The scent of her damn cigarette was cloying, irritating his nose, his throat.

      “He’s not like them. He’s different.” Janet scowled. She picked up her pace. “You trying to escape, is that it?”

      “No!” Travis said tightly. “Please, Janet. Just go back to bed.”

      “Shut up!” someone shouted through the window of the trailer to their left.

      Liam winced. They were making too much noise. Drawing too much attention. He scanned the area, checked behind them. Still no hostiles in sight.

      “‘See something, say something’” Janet quipped. “That’s what they told us. We get extra rations if we report—”

      Liam whirled around. He couldn’t shoot an unarmed civilian. Didn’t mean he wasn’t tempted. Didn’t mean he couldn’t make her think he might do it.

      He shifted the M4 and aimed it at Janet’s chest.

      The woman halted, startled and flustered. Her mouth opened in a big red O.

      “Lady, you need to turn around right now,” Liam said. “Go back to your trailer, crawl into bed, and go to sleep. This is just a nightmare. If you don’t want it to become real, I suggest you obey immediately.”

      She took a wobbling step backward. Her cigarette slipped from her fingers and dropped to the dirt. “You can’t—you have no right—”

      She wasn’t going to shut up. She was a threat.

      It never ceased to amaze him how easily human beings could be convinced to act against their own self-interest. This woman was ready and willing to betray her fellow prisoners in order to endear herself to the tyrants who’d imprisoned her, too.

      Maybe some people got so used to the walls of a prison that they didn’t want anything else.

      Liam reversed the M4 and gripped it by the handguard. He took two quick strides forward and struck the side of the woman’s head with the buttstock.

      Not hard enough to truly harm her, just enough to remove her as an immediate threat. He didn’t like it, but it had to be done.

      She went down immediately, lights out before she hit the ground.

      Travis gaped at Janet’s fallen form. “Did you just—”

      “She would have shouted an alarm.”

      Evelyn crouched awkwardly next to her, one hand steadying the baby, and felt the woman’s pulse. “She’s not dead. Just unconscious. She’ll be fine when she wakes up.”

      Travis helped his wife to her feet and squeezed her hand. He gave a resigned nod. “I understand.”

      Liam felt no sense of relief. They weren’t out of danger yet. Patrols were everywhere. He quickly dragged Janet’s unconscious body behind the nearest trailer.

      Evelyn stroked Little Liam’s hair and patted his bottom. His lids half-closed, grew heavy.

      “The hole in the fence is already cut,” Liam said. “When we get there, go through it and run into the woods. I’ll lay down covering fire, then follow you. If we get separated, there’s a farm one mile straight south on Ridgeline Road, which you’ll hit just past this strip of woods. Sun Haven Farm. Rendezvous there. Anyone comes at you, you shoot them, Travis. Don’t hesitate.”

      He motioned for the Brooks to keep moving. He scanned their surroundings, examining each trailer, searching the shadows for movement, checking behind them.

      Rapid footsteps sounded to their right.

      Adrenaline kicked his heart into high gear. Liam spun left, pushed Evelyn and Travis around the next corner. They pressed against the side of the trailer. Liam in front of them, carbine raised.

      The footsteps drew closer.

      A hostile rounded the corner of the row of trailers ten meters to their right. Young, Caucasian, baby-faced. The M16 in his hands carried low and not in the ready position.

      The kid caught sight of them and froze. His eyes went wide as he took in the scene—Liam armed to the teeth, a woman with an infant, her husband huddled protectively beside her, also armed.

      Liam’s finger rested on the trigger. Ready to fire at the smallest movement, the faintest finger twitch. The guy narrowed his eyes, he was dead. He opened his mouth to shout a warning, he was dead.

      Liam would not allow harm to come to his nephew or to Jessa’s parents. He would die before he let that happen. And Liam would not die easily.

      The hostile stared at them, startled and unsure. He didn’t raise his weapon. He didn’t move a muscle.

      They stared back, hearts pounding. The tension stretching taut as a rubber band about to snap.

      “I—I heard a baby,” he stammered finally in a low whisper.

      “Please,” Evelyn said. “We’re just trying to leave. That’s all.”

      The young man’s gaze darted to the baby. Something shifted in his face. The muzzle of the rifle lowered a few inches.

      “I know it’s not right,” he said. “None of this is right. Go. I won’t stop you.”

      Liam nodded. He still didn’t take his finger off the trigger.

      “Thank you,” Evelyn whispered. “Thank you.”

      The hostile didn’t say anything. He turned and jogged away from them, headed south. Liam watched him go, then hurried the Brooks on.

      In less than a minute, they were almost to the fence.

      Liam strode ahead of them and checked the last intersection. He inched out past the nearest trailer, weapon leading, and swept left, then right.

      A shout sounded fifty meters to the east. Someone had discovered the bodies of the sentries.

      Little Liam startled awake. He let out a wail.

      Evelyn tried frantically to shush him, to no avail. It was already too late.

      “Go!” Liam took up a defensive position behind a trailer. The trailer provided concealment but little cover. He couldn’t get pinned down here or he was in trouble.

      Evelyn and Travis ran to the fence. Evelyn knelt awkwardly and pulled the chain link apart while Travis scooted through on his hands and knees. He twisted around and held it open for her.

      Little Liam’s cries grew louder. Loud as trumpet blasts in the stillness, alerting everyone to their presence within a quarter-mile radius.

      A flashlight beam pinned them in place.

      “Hey! You there! Stop right now!” a deep voice shouted.
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      Two hostiles ran toward them from the east. A hundred meters away, maybe less. Several more came at them from the west.

      There was no time for hesitation, for indecision. Every second could mean life or death. And he and his weren’t the ones who would die. Not today. Not this time.

      Liam selected three round bursts and aimed at the hostiles. Exhaled. Fired.

      The first man fell. Then a second and third. Several came running to take their place.

      Four more hostiles appeared along the central path perpendicular to the fence. Muzzle flashes lit up the night. The rat-a-tat of automatic gunfire.

      Rounds zinged past Liam’s head. They punched into the trailer walls behind him with pings and thunks. A bullet struck the ground a foot from his boots. Clods of dirt sprayed his shins.       

      Screams and shrieks filled the air. Trailer doors flung open as people stumbled from their beds and fled in terror.

      Evelyn yelped. Out of the corner of his eye, Liam glimpsed her wriggling half through the fence. Travis squatted on the other side, grabbing her arm with one hand and attempting to jerk her through. She was stuck fast.

      A jagged end of chain link had hooked the shoulder strap of the baby carrier. With her arms and torso already through the hole, Evelyn couldn’t reach back and untangle it. Neither could Travis. Little Liam let out several wet, hiccupping cries.

      Fear pierced Liam. Arrowed straight though his heart. He did not need to think it through. It was not a choice. He’d give his life a thousand times for Lincoln and Jessa’s child.

      Just like he would’ve given himself a hundred times over if it might have prevented what happened in Chicago, if he’d been able to save his brother and the woman he’d loved.  

      Time slowed. Action unfolding frame by frame. Liam moved not by thought but muscle memory, his years of training taking over. 

      He surged out from behind the trailer, seized a frag grenade from his chest rig, and tossed it a good twenty meters in the direction of the oncoming hostiles. He leapt back behind the trailer for cover.

      The explosion lit up the night. The ground shook beneath his boots. The trailer rattled against his back. More screams and shrieks of agony split the air.

      Liam broke cover and moved into the wide pathway, aiming and firing short bursts. A half-dozen hostiles were already down, ripped apart by the frag. They wouldn’t be getting up.

      He dropped to the ground, coming to his knees in a crouch in front of Evelyn and his nephew. Shielding them with his body as he knelt, bracing the M4’s stock against his shoulder, eye squinting through the optics, finger squeezing the trigger.

      Rounds struck the dirt, pinged the fence on either side of him. A bullet struck Liam’s chest, knocking him back. The plate carrier protected him from penetration but not the punch of the round. It would leave an ugly bruise.

      Bullets whizzed past his head. A fiery pain struck his right side just below his plate carrier. He couldn’t afford to look to see how bad it was.

      “We’re free!” Travis shouted. “I got her free!”

      “Go!” Liam shouted.

      They were out of time. More hostiles were coming, running from several directions. Too many of them. They’d overwhelm him in a moment.

      Liam hurled a flashbang to cover their retreat. He turned away, covering his eyes and opening his mouth. The explosive bang slammed into his eardrums, the incredibly harsh, brilliant flash still bright against his closed and covered eyelids.

      The hostiles fell back, momentarily blinded, disoriented, and stunned. They stumbled around dizzily, like they were drunk, clutching at their ears and faces. One man screamed and fumbled at the flash burns on his thighs.

      They’d start to “come to” in ten to fifteen seconds, though they wouldn’t be able to see or hear clearly for a while. Liam let loose a barrage of firepower, mowing down any hostile in sight.

      His own ears ringing, he turned and flung himself through the hole in the fence. The jagged ends of the chain link scratched his cheek and neck, scraped his clothes and nearly snagged on his pack, but he ripped through.

      He leapt to his feet and spun around. He backed away, laying down cover fire on any stragglers as the Brooks fled into the night. They raced toward the woods thirty meters away, out in the open, exposed.

      Liam fired another short burst. He felt the bolt lock back and did a tactical reload. He turned and ran after the Brooks, stumbling, white-hot pain radiating from his ribs, an explosion of agony that stole his breath from his lungs.

      He reached the woods just as the hostiles opened fire again. Dirt sprayed as bullets struck the ground meters to his left and right.

      He pressed himself against the thick trunk of an oak tree and inhaled sharply, steadying his heart rate. He was alone. As instructed, Evelyn and Travis had gone on ahead of him.

      He needed to stop their pursuers, give them time.

      Blood leaked slick and wet from the hole in his side. It drenched the front of his shirt and his vest. He leaned out from the tree and swept the fence line with a barrage of firepower.

      Two more hostiles went down. Then three more. Return fire ceased.

      For the moment.

      Time to go. Liam grabbed his IFAC and wrapped a Celox pad on the wound. It would have to do for now.

      He turned and disappeared into the trees. The forest was dark and shadowed. Dead leaves crunched beneath his boots. The air smelled like damp earth and pine and sap.

      Even wounded, even with his back injury, he was incredibly fit. He loped through the trees at a steady pace, his teeth gritted, his surging adrenaline blocking the worst of the pain.

      When he reached the farm where he’d stashed the vehicle in the barn, Evelyn and Travis were waiting for him. Evelyn had fixed a bottle for Little Liam, who’d fallen back asleep.

      “Let me drive,” Travis said when he caught sight of Liam. “Liam, you take the backseat. Evelyn, take care of him.”

      “I’m fine,” Liam insisted.

      “You’re hurt,” Evelyn said sharply.

      “I’m fi—”

      “Liam Coleman, listen to me right now.” Evelyn drew herself to her full height. “I might not have had the privilege of knowing you well, but I knew your brother. Lincoln was my son-in-law—don’t you forget that. I know you through him. You spend your whole life taking care of people and forget you need to be taken care of yourself. You’re going to let me help you.” 

      He didn’t have any fight left in him. The pain was fast sapping his stamina. The adrenaline dump left him shaky and light-headed. He didn’t have much of a choice.

      He tugged his keys from his pocket and tossed them to Travis. “I see where Jessa got her stubbornness.”

      Travis unlocked the truck. Liam winced as he clambered into the back seat. He eased off his pack and set it on the floor beside him, but he kept the M4 in his lap.

      On the other side of the backseat, Evelyn strapped the baby into the car seat Liam had scavenged and installed—with help—before he’d left.

      Evelyn’s eyes went shiny. She cleared her throat and pointed at his pack. “You have a first aid kit in there? Let’s get you fixed up.”

      Travis started the engine and backed out of the barn. “Where to?”

      Even talking hurt. “There’s a map in the glove compartment with the back roads marked. Stay off I-57. Keep alert. Head for a town in southwest Michigan called Fall Creek.”

      Evelyn sat sideways in the middle of the seat next to him, bracing herself awkwardly with one leg against the back of the passenger seat. Little Liam whimpered a little but quickly fell back to sleep in his car seat.

      She pulled out Israeli trauma bandages and Celox blood clotting granules out of Liam’s pack, along with his filled water bottle. “You’re in good hands. I’m an ER nurse. Lucky for you, it’s a through and through.”

      Darkness wavered at the corners of his vision. Fighting unconsciousness, he strained his ears for any sounds of pursuit. The growl of engines, shouting, gunfire.

      But there was nothing. No one followed them as they roared onto the backroads, swerving to miss the stalled and abandoned cars still littering most roads in America.

      Commander Poe’s men must have lost them in the woods or else didn’t have a large enough force to effectively pursue them.

      “You have anyone?” Evelyn asked. “To take care of you?”

      He clenched his teeth against the pain. “I do.”  

      “That’s good.” Evelyn’s face dimmed, her voice going distant and far away. Just before he blacked out, she said, “Because I think you’re going to live.”
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      Liam didn’t know how much time had passed. He drifted in and out of consciousness, pain his only companion.

      Nightmares of combat seared through his mind—the boom of machine guns and mortar fire, rounds punching past him on all sides, smoke billowing, grenades exploding, the groans of his lost teammates.

      “Liam,” a voice said urgently. “Liam!”

      He jolted awake, his brain scrabbling through layers of darkness as he instinctively reached for his weapon. He seized his M4 from the seat beside him and struggled to sit up. Pain slashed through his ribs.

      “How do you feel?” Evelyn asked.

      Liam grunted as the cobwebs cleared from his head. The truck rattled over potholes, every bump in the asphalt jarring his injury.

      The pain was incredible. The lower half of his shirt had been cut away. Fresh bandages wrapped his torso from his belly button to his ribs. Only a small amount of blood had leaked through. “Still alive.”

      Evelyn pursed her lips. “Good enough.”

      “What did I miss?” He gritted his teeth and quickly scanned their surroundings.

      Dawn peeked over the edge of the horizon. The sky above the road was painted in shades of sherbet orange and vibrant pinks and purples.

      Flat farmland pockmarked with occasional farmhouses set far off the road to both the left and right.

      Not many vehicles marred the road along this stretch; most of them had made it to the shoulder. The tree line was set back several hundred meters. Few places for a good ambush. Still, he didn’t relax. Couldn’t relax.

      “We bypassed St. Anne’s just a bit ago. You’ve been out for about a hundred miles. We’ve got a roadblock. National Guard, it looks like.” Travis slowed the truck to a crawl. “What do we do?”

      One hundred meters ahead, concrete barriers and spools of concertina wire narrowed the road to a single lane. Several Humvees parked at 45-degree angles and a half-dozen armed soldiers dressed in BDUs were stationed at the roadblock just ahead of a blue and red sign emblazoned with the words “Welcome to Indiana: Crossroads of America.”

      The soldiers caught sight of them and stood at attention, rifles point their way. Liam spotted a female soldier kneeling near the left Humvee, armed with a scoped carbine, another crouched behind the right armored vehicle with an M16.

      “Just drive up nice and slow. Do what they tell you.”

      A soft coo drew Liam’s attention. The baby was awake. He twisted in his car seat, his eyes on Liam, his fat little arms reaching for the buttstock of the M4.

      “That is not a chew toy,” Evelyn said sternly.

      Little Liam giggled and watched everything with a bright-eyed awe. He was a beautiful child. He had Jessa’s honey brown skin and Lincoln’s arresting gray-blue eyes. The same as Liam’s own.

      He was safe, now. Safe to grow up free, not in a cage. Everyone trapped at FEMA Shelter #209 deserved the same.

      “What do we tell them?” Travis asked nervously.

      “The truth,” Liam said.

      At the checkpoint, a female Chinese-American soldier in her mid-twenties approached the driver’s side window and requested their licenses and registration and destination. Her nametape read Zhang.

      Three other Guardsmen listened as the Brooks told their story. They tried to keep their expressions neutral, but Liam read their surprise, anger, and then outrage as the Brooks described the atrocities they’d witnessed and endured, American citizens being held against their will.

      “The lack of communication and oversight have caused a lot of problems,” Zhang said. “I can’t say we haven’t heard rumors of organized crime taking over towns, but nothing like this.”

      One of the Guardsmen stepped aside and spoke quietly into his radio.

      “We’re contacting our commanding officer,” Zhang said. “I’m sure General Bryant will be informed and take decisive action. The General is a good man. The Illinois National Guard has been busting our collective butts to put this state, and this country, back together. We won’t allow this to continue. Not on our watch. Not while America still has blood running through her veins. And she does, I assure you. Things are hard. They’ll be hard for years. But we are still free.”

      “We don’t give up,” Evelyn said.

      “Exactly.” Zhang waved them forward. “I wish you well on the rest of your journey.”

      The last hundred miles back was uneventful. A few stragglers on the road eyed them greedily, but Liam’s M4 dissuaded anyone from attacking them.

      After a few hours, they wound around the last bend in the road. The bridge over Fall Creek appeared in the distance. Liam’s heart swelled in his chest.

      It was just a small town like any other. But here was where the people he cared about lived. And that made all the difference.

      “This is it,” he said, his voice choked with unexpected emotions—relief, anticipation, gratitude. And something else, something he hadn’t expected to ever feel again, but knew was true with every beat of his heart. This, truly, was where he belonged. “We’re home.”

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m the author of seventeen novels, fourteen of them in the post-apocalyptic and survival/action adventure genres. My favorite stories explore how ordinary people cope with extraordinary circumstances, especially situations where the normal comforts, conveniences, and rules are stripped away, and how they learn to face and overcome their fears.

      I live in the Atlanta area with my family, but I grew up in Southwest Michigan and still consider myself a Midwest girl. In my free time, I love hiking, camping, traveling, drawing, photography, and of course, reading.

      Writing a story for Origins of Honor and working with the Oscar Mike Foundation has been an amazing experience. My father-in-law, sister-in-law, and brother-in-law are veterans. My cousin is currently active duty with the Army. I am deeply grateful to the soldiers who bravely put themselves on the line for their country, and for their families who make considerable sacrifices to keep us all safe.

      Edge of Survival is a short story set in the Edge of Collapse universe, a thrilling EMP survival series. Other published works featuring Liam Coleman include: Chaos Rising (the prequel) Edge of Collapse (book #1), Edge of Madness (book #2), Edge of Darkness (book #3), and Edge of Anarchy (book #4).

      

      Check out my work at www.KylaStone.com and at www.Facebook.com/KylaStoneAuthor.

    

  










            The Conformist’s Accord

          

          

        

    

    






The Legends of Light Series

        

        

    

    






          Ciara Knight

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Conformist’s Accord

        The Legends of Light Series

        Copyright ©2020 by Ciara Knight

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Conformist’s Accord

          

        

      

    

    
      Daragot Star System

      Outpost 4B7Q

      2007 AT (After Galactic Peace Treaty)

      

      “TIKO, terminate star slip.” Treton Rusk’s robotic co-pilot followed his commands—a refreshing change from his previous partner. He’d spent the last decade with various crew while chasing down terrorists threatening to destroy the two-millennium-old peace treaty governed by the Inter-Galactic Counsel (IGC). It was his job—no, his duty—to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves, and Layla Scrapp was the queen of all threats to peace and his current target.

      The whiz of light stuttered and then stopped, canvased by darkness. “Connect me with Precinct 159-832.” An uneasy twinge of longing for his home world, Bitaltas, distracted him from his mission momentarily with the fantasy that this would be his last big job before he returned to serve under his estranged father’s guidance on their Planetary Board of Justice.

      The robot raised her side lever and connected with the ship computer, but the arm stuttered with a clickity-click-clack. TIKO had some small quirks that needed attention before she’d be the ideal partner. A co-pilot he wouldn’t want to jettison by the end of the mission. Perhaps he’d even transport her to Bitaltas as a domestic servant. “Locate any necessary parts you need on world. A junk planet should have what you need to fix the damage your previous master caused.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Her buttery voice with an AI accent needed changing, too. No way he’d take her home with the voice of a personal servant robot. “Good idea before I drive you up a door.”

      “What?” He studied the three-foot, bronze-and-silver articulating sphere at his side. “I told you to study the star charts and ship nav.”

      “Completed, along with all other available information contained in the ship records, sir. I thought it would improve my function as a co-pilot for humanoid companionship if I also downloaded the Guide to Native Colloquialisms for Better Infiltration of a Species guide.”

      “Great… I have a robot that wants to learn anthropomorphic speech.” He let out a long sigh and eyed the slivers of light ahead. Last mission. If successful, this would secure his ranking as Chief and earn his final stripe for release from IGC service and promote him to a government position. Maybe then his father would welcome him home, even if he’d never forgive Treton for his mother’s death. He shook off the memories before they took hold. “Connect me to the precinct already.”

      “Connected, sir.”

      The screen flickered and rolled to a stop with Adrianna’s pretty face settling with a thin dark line through the middle. She was one person who wouldn’t want him to succeed, since it would mean leaving her behind. A woman of passion and dedication but no political aptitude. Not a good match for a government man. “Prisoner 20450 secured and awaiting transport. Coordinates sent for retrieval.” He nodded to TIKO. Her lights flickered, indicating she completed the task.

      “That’s not protocol. Since when does the honorable Treton Rusk do anything outside the rules?” Adrianna crossed her arms over her chest and angled her head like she did when he disappointed her. Which was always.

      “When I have a lead on none other than Layla Scrapp.” The words rolled off his tongue with the promise of a better tomorrow for everyone, including him.

      Adrianna bolted upright. “Where are you, Treton?”

      Excitement ignited in his gut like a supernova charge. “I’m where I’m supposed to be, rounding up terrorists.”

      “You’re the best Prisoner Retrieval Specialist the IGC has ever known, but Layla Scrapp is dangerous. She organized the bombing of two IGC Ismauzite mines. Now abort, transfer coordinates, and we’ll send a team to retrieve her.”

      As suspected, Adrianna wanted to deter him from his objective. Not a surprise after he’d told her his plans the last time he’d visited the precinct. Military, IGC, government filled with rules and regulations made sense. Females did not.

      He nodded to TIKO. Lights flickered.

      “Coordinates sent, but I won’t abort.” She was right. He was the best Prisoner Recall Specialist, and it was his job to protect the IGC against all terrorist threats. This was what he’d trained for all these years. This one capture could end a rebellion before it could take root.

      “Why not?” Adrianna asked in a disapproving tone.

      “You know why.” He offered his best sexy smirk that usually made her forget she disapproved, but based on her pursed lips, it didn’t work. “The risk is too great to wait for backup. If Scrapp bombs any more Ismauzite mines, it could cause a critical shortage, igniting conflict between galaxies and threatening the Universal Cease-Fire Accord. I won’t take that chance.” She couldn’t argue with the facts. Like his father stated often, “The truth is power; facts are absolute.”

      “It’s a suicide mission,” Adrianna snapped.

      He shrugged, growing tired of explaining the obvious. “This will fix two problems at once. I can repair my ship and capture a fugitive.”

      TIKO extended her neck a meter, something he didn’t know she could do. “Because he wants to kill two Roakrats with one blast.”

      Treton nudged TIKO out of the frame with his boot and cleared his throat, ignoring the surge of heat up his neck. “Don’t mind her. She downloaded erroneous content.”

      “She?” Adrianna leaned forward toward the screen, as if she’d be able to see past the frame. “I knew you planned to replace me, but I assumed it was with one of your kind to improve your political optics, not with a robot. Guess I was right. You can’t handle a real female.”

      “Now isn’t the time to discuss our past infractions.” He tugged at his constricting collar. “We can discuss it when I return with Scrapp.”

      Adrianna turned her attention to the screen, so he took the opportunity to navigate toward the trash heap ahead.

      “No. Treton, there must be a mistake. This shows you at Outpost 4B7Q.”

      “I know. The scavenger planet is the last place I want to be. I hear the species hiding here from the IGC are vulgar, unreasonable, and disgusting, but it won’t take me long to apprehend the prisoner and get off planet.” Treton steered his ship underneath a heap of busted Old War ship parts, reminding him of what was at stake. “The terrorist threat to two millennia of peace will be eliminated if I can capture and interrogate the leader of the largest terrorist cell in the galaxy. I’ll report back after I retrieve the target. Out.” He nodded to TIKO, who disconnected. It was refreshing to have a co-pilot that didn’t challenge his every command.

      The trash ring would cause interference anyway with the Old War primitive dirty weaponry, so he scooted his old but trustworthy ship through the field of junk toward the Outpost, the sight of so much carnage invigorating his desire to keep peace. Heaps of burned and broken parts remained in the graveyard of lost ships and souls. Remembering the stories of the Old War sent a chill through him. The dirty tech that damaged planets and life for hundreds of years. He navigated the ship into the planet’s atmosphere.

      “We need to be prepared when we land. If Layla Scrapp lives up to her reputation, she’ll be ready for us. The only intel Prisoner 20450 gave was that she worked on the scavenger planet and is a Hemati.”

      TIKO extended her stabilizers and readied for a bumpy ride. “How will we find her in all this, sir?”

      “By exploiting her species’ flaw of visual emotions. A Hemati can’t hide their feelings. I’ll use her hatred for IGC to cause her to flame with anger. They say that a Hemati will breathe fire if they’re furious enough. Make sure you have your fire suppression system in operating order, TIKO.”

      “Ready, sir.” TIKO’s lights fluttered red and then ice blue.

      He directed the ship below the electrical cloud field, revealing a junk heap of land below.

      “I found her, sir,” TIKO said.

      Treton blinked and shook his head. “Scrapp? How could you find her?”

      “I am a Tele-Integration and Knowledge Objective unit.” TIKO lifted her round head with protruding memory bank at mouth level. “When the lady on screen mentioned your history, your arterial blood flow increased, testosterone spiked, and your glands secreted.”

      He shifted in his chair and adjusted his harness. “I get it. How could you distinguish Layla Scrapp from all other life forms, though?”

      “A surge of right frontal lobe activity and increase in cardiovascular movement indicates a strong reaction from the only Hemati on Outpost 4B7Q. Deducing our target is at the Scavenger Repair and Replacement section of quadrant 4. The record does not state she is Hemati, though. Instead it states that this being is a Trigerian and former master engineer for the IGC named Reglian.”

      “Plug in the coordinates.”

      TIKO blinked green. “No need. She already transmitted her location.”

      Every ounce of his training screamed at him to abort, but there was too much at stake. “Sounds like a trap.” If she knew they were here, then she’d be gone before any IGC team could arrive. He had no choice, so he piloted his craft to the docking bay—a hollowed-out portion in the side of a scrap mountain. Not one life sign appeared in the jagged and overgrown garbage heap. He settled on a platform and scanned the area with his own eyes, despite the sensors already indicating no life forms nearby. “Looks like a trap, too.”

      TIKO flashed every color. “Yes, sir. And based on my knowledge and interpretation of her brain activity, she plans to terminate her own perceived threat…you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Go! Escape,” Almox said in the usual gurgle tone of a D’xtravc. It had taken Layla a month to adapt to their clipped speech that sounded like they spoke from ten sithcas away, underwater through a Hydro-fluid hose. He slithered up to Layla’s side, giving her a burst of noxious sulfuric, brackish gas. The D’xtravcs were gentle, kind, and had become her makeshift family over the last several months, but they were an aromatic bunch.

      “I’ll never make it off world in time. The PRS landed and is on his way. Besides, based on his ship call sign, if he suspects any of you know anything, you’ll be interrogated. I can’t let that happen.” Layla tucked her unruly hair under her cap, stacked a shaft coupling on top of a rusted scrubber exhaust to hide her face as much as possible, and slid her atmospheric diffuser over her nose and mouth. “Don’t worry. I’ve been able to fool many galactic IGC lackeys before.”

      Almox tooted a burst of gas from his glands. “Should help.” He gesticulated his body into a symbol Layla only assumed was revolting to the D’xtravcs. She’d seen it before during one of their animated discussions about galactic taxation and embargos.

      “Settle down and stay out of sight. No need to antagonize the galactic enforcer. Feel free to let out your displeasure from a safe hideout point, though.”

      “Lies. All lies. You didn’t bomb anything. We know you not do that.” Almox wrinkled his body in anger.

      “No, but the PRS won’t listen to me. It’s better to remain hidden than to jeopardize anyone else. The IGC already interrogated and murdered my family and enslaved my people.” That dark space in her core threatened to swallow her, so she closed that compartment in her mind and remained in the moment. “I’m sorry I brought the IGC threat here. I thought I could remain in hiding while the admiral gathered more sympathizers into a real resistance. I was wrong.”

      The sound of boots stomping from the corridor sent an uncontrolled burst of heat to her skin.

      “Always welcome here.” Almox straightened to his full height, towering over any man, but then shrunk back to child size. “Watch emotions. You tinged red.” Almox squished into a vent, leaving a residue of puke behind.

      Layla closed her eyes and took three deep breaths to settle her emotions, her one tell that would doom her to an IGC cell. It was difficult to suppress the core of her Hemati existence, the seventh sense they were taught how to foster for the greater good from the time they could speak. Her people had always used this seventh sense to communicate, ending misunderstandings and eliminating violence on their planet. Now she had to hide the one thing that could save the galaxies from the enslavement of the Inter-Galactic Council.

      The pounding steps echoed into her store space, so she closed her eyes and concentrated on suppressing her emotions, hiding them from the universe.

      A man in a PRS uniform with several award markings on his chest strutted inside her suddenly tiny space. His stature screamed ex-military, I’m-used-to-ordering-people-around, broad-shouldered, serious-expression IGC lackey from the moment he entered. “I need parts. You can charge them to the Inter-Galactic Council.”

      “We don’t take credit here,” Layla said in a level tone.

      He slammed his right palm against the counter, causing her makeshift barrier to teeter. “That’s illegal.”

      She fought the spark of anxiety, and against all her natural instincts, she willed it into submission. “That’s fact.”

      “I’m Prisoner Recall Specialist Treton Rusk, and I’m on a mission for the IGC. According to intergalactic law, you must supply me with any parts I require to successfully complete my mission in order to maintain peace.”

      Peace. The IGC’s colloquial synonym for enslavement. “PRS Rusk, I’m happy to help, but we work on trade here due to the embargos set against this outpost. We are unable to earn or pay in IGC credits. It’s the law.”

      It felt good to lob his own precious regulations back at him, but she noticed a yellowing of her wrist and realized she’d let her desire to best him cause her to lose focus.

      He shoved the barrier of rusted junk out of the way and leaned over the counter in an obvious attempt to intimidate her. Little did he know she’d already been interrogated on several occasions before the admiral freed her from enslavement.

      If she had any doubt before that he was here for her, it was gone now. She forced herself to remain steady. A retreat would only make him more suspicious. “What parts do you need?” She lifted her chin, not so much in defiance but to use the mask to hide any residual color change around her eyes. The skin around the eyes were the toughest to control.

      “Don’t know. Maybe you could help solve the issue, though. Based on your reputation of being a…master engineer turned junk runner, Reglian.” He enunciated her alias, as if to draw a point to the fact he knew it was a lie. She swallowed, despite the dryness in her throat. “Why is it that you gave up your job with the council to live here?” PRS Rusk quirked a dark brow at her.

      A test. That’s how he thought he’d expose her. She couldn’t tell him that once she returned home to bury her family, she was arrested and convicted of IGC interference. Fine, she’d play his game and win. “Tell me the issue.”

      His brow lowered, as did his gaze, traveling over any exposed skin he might catch a glimpse of: between gloves and sleeve, neck and shirt, forehead and hair. Then he settled on her eyes. “Recharge on my ship’s weapons is sluggish.”

      “Sounds like the capacitor.” She used the opportunity to break away from his interrogating stare down and rummaged through a container in the back corner. “Here. This should do the trick.”

      She turned to find him hovering over her. “And what’s that?” he asked in a booming voice, as if he stood ten paces away from her instead of one.

      “A new capacitor. The J87s are old transporters redesigned to serve as light attack crafts. It serves the purpose and reduces drain of Ismauzite, but the recharge is delayed with the capacitor they installed. This will solve that issue.”

      “I guess you do know your ships.” PRS Rusk snatched the part from her but didn’t move away.

      Layla tried to take in a deep breath to calm her nerves but struggled to achieve a calm state. It wasn’t intimidating as much as uncomfortable. “If that’s all, feel free to leave the old part as payment.”

      “One more thing.”

      Layla busied herself moving the scraps from the front counter to a storage container. “What’s that?”

      “Why are you wearing a mask?” His hand slid to his sidearm.

      His words were like a thousand needles filled with interrogation serum puncturing her skin at once. “Because of the poisonous gas that has leeched from all the old gear that’s been dumped on world.”

      “I don’t smell anything.” He abandoned his blaster and covered his mouth. He coughed and gagged and bolted to the entrance.

      She let out a breath and leaned against the counter, relieved by his retreat. Way to go, Almox.

      “TIKO, get in here,” PRS Rusk shouted into the hall.

      A small robot halted at his side.

      “Find the cause of the fumes and neutralize.”

      A metal spike shot out from the robot’s neck with a red ember glowing at the tip.

      “No!” Layla shouted.

      The droid didn’t listen. An orange ball of energy discharged and vaporized the vent, sending metal shards raining to the floor.

      She lunged at the vent. “Almox!”

      Heavy cuffs clanked around her wrists. A jolt of electricity buckled her knees, and she landed hard on the ground. Eye-level with the empty vent. At least there were no charred remains of Almox in view.

      “I don’t know who Almox is, but I know who you are, Layla Scrapp.” He grabbed the cuffs, entered a twelve-digit code, and then hauled her to her feet. “And don’t even try to breathe fire at me. Those cuffs are specifically designed for your kind. At the first autonomic response, the cuffs will send an electric charge through your body.”
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        * * *

      

      Unlike most of Treton’s prisoners, Layla didn’t fight or scream or beg. She walked with her head high and eyes forward. Her long hair pooled into her cape hood. Scrapp was slight of stature, but he wouldn’t underestimate her—he’d seen the images of the destruction she’d caused in her attacks.

      The smooth walls of the corridor were a stark contrast to the hangar with ship parts jetting out from the sides. A chemical odor mixed with something sour made him wish he had brought his own atmospheric diffuser from his ship. “Your terrorist friend squealed your location without any prompting. Tried to make a deal. Too bad he spilled his intel before he negotiated. So much for your rebellion.” Treton pushed his blaster into her back to keep her moving.

      Layla about-faced and ripped the mask from her mouth and nose. “Rebellion?” She raised onto her toes and faced him eye-to-chin level without a hint of fear. TIKO shot out a blast of fire suppressant at his heels. So much for her protection. “You can tell your robot to stand down. Don’t believe all the legends the IGC tell to scare the big bad bounty hunters into submission.”

      “They warned me you were a manipulative one.”

      She blew a hot breath over his face and then replaced her mask over her mouth. Fire suppressant blasted from TIKO a moment too late, smothering them with yellow goo that tasted like battery acid. It invaded his sinuses, burning and itching. He holstered his blaster, figuring she couldn’t go anywhere in cuffs, and wiped the residue from his eyes. Once he’d scrubbed his face clean, he realized there was no fire that needed to be put out.

      Layla shoved her mask down with an ear-to-ear grin. “You might want to fix the robot’s timing. I could help you with that if you unlock these.” She raised her cuffs at him.

      An orange light flickered overhead. A moment later it flashed. Sirens blared overhead. He looked to TIKO. “Scan the corridor.”

      “It’s not a prison break. It’s an attack.” Layla pounded full speed ahead.

      He raced after her. A distant explosion shook the walls, sending dust from the ill-constructed building.

      “TIKO, get to the ship. This place won’t survive another explosion.” He pounded boot to metal until he caught sight of the edge of Layla’s cape at the junction. Despite his years of training, he had a difficult time keeping up with the prisoner. Winded and on alert, he caught her at the entry to the hangar bay.

      Blasts echoed through the bay. The trash heap of a structure shook again. Metal plates dislodged and fell to the floor with a nerve-prodding bang. It was unorthodox, but it had to be the council attacking. They were most likely attempting to disable the outer defenses prior to landing. He grabbed hold of Layla’s arm and nudged her toward his ship. “Get on board. I’ll hail them and stop the attack.”

      TIKO swooshed by them and up the ramp. The floor shook. A blast clipped the edge of the hangar.

      “They keep on like that, and this entire place will blow. Those barrels are combustibles,” Layla hollered over the sizzling wires slithering around the bay.

      Treton boarded and joined TIKO at the helm. “Hail the IGC.”

      “No signal, sir. Not IGC.” TIKO’s top rotated and blinked orange and red. “Transponder signals indicate they are Hemati.”

      Layla fell against the wall, face white. “No.” A zap jolted her body, but not enough to cause her significant pain.

      He closed the hatch and secured Layla in her jump seat. “Get us out of here.”

      “Can’t, sir. Ship controls disabled. Running diagnostics now.” TIKO clicked and blinked.

      “What did you do to my ship?” Treton closed in on Layla, towering over her.

      She scanned the cockpit. “It wasn’t me. I’ve been with you since you landed.”

      “Then you ordered someone else to do your bidding. What did they do?”

      TIKO slid away from the controls. “I’m locked out of all systems. I’m unable to analyze damage.”

      “What? How?” Treton focused his attention on the controls.

      Layla removed her harness and stood, holding up her wrists. “Uncuff me.”

      “Not happening.”

      “Then we’ll all die.”

      Another blast exploded only five sithcas away. More metal fell. More damage to the hangar. More obstacles in their way of escape.

      TIKO blinked. “According to my calculations, Layla Scrapp is the only life form with the necessary skills to fix the ship in time. It is the only option, sir.”

      There was no way to hail IGC due to the trash field interference. No way for TIKO to access the information. “Tell me what to do.”

      Layla lifted her wrists higher. “No time to explain.”

      His pulse hammered against his neck. “You’ll die, too.”

      “I’ll die anyway when you deliver me to the tyrants.” Layla remained stone-faced, showing no sign of fear. Terrorists were an entirely different breed than any other Rusk had encountered in the universe.

      “The IGC doesn’t murder people.” He eyed TIKO, second-guessing his decision to hire a droid instead of a live companion.

      “You go ahead and believe that, but I can tell you now that whatever is attacking us is not Hemati.”

      Another blast.

      The ship shook like they were standing on an earthquake epicenter.

      “It’s their call sign.” The Hemati didn’t have a fleet. Not according to IGC intel. They had apparently built one in secret. “They want you dead before you can talk.”

      She didn’t respond or argue, infuriating him.

      Another blast.

      She was right about one thing—he had a lot more to lose than she did, and that didn’t sit well with him. He retrieved his sidearm and unlocked her cuffs. “Try anything, and it doesn’t matter who’s attacking. I’ll kill you myself.”

      “Understood.” Layla pushed him to the side and crouched under the pilot seat. “I need to access the E&E.” She retrieved a multi-tool from her belt and removed the floor panel.

      If she accessed all the electronics and equipment, she could sabotage them further.

      A blast exploded inside the hangar, jolting the ship. Treton slammed against the console and fell to his knees. His head caught the corner of the harness mount.

      A searing pain shot down his neck and spine. His vision blurred. He blinked through the pain, willing himself to remain conscious. Blood oozed from his scalp.

      “Got it,” Layla yelled. She shimmied out and jumped up, holding some box with wires cut from two sides. “Let’s go. You can pilot this thing manually, right? Ship nav won’t work.”

      She grabbed his arm despite the weapon aimed at her and pushed him into the captain’s seat.

      He held his breath and pressed the Ismauzite igniter. “What was it?”

      “As I suspected. IGC has override capability on all of their ships. I disabled the nav computer. How’s your loyalty feeling now, Prisoner Retrieval Specialist? You’re being sacrificed to hide the truth.”

      “Lies. You’ll do anything to manipulate your way out of this, but we can debate later.” Treton pointed to the seat behind him and pushed through the throbbing pain in his head.

      She fell into the jump seat and strapped in. “I only hope everyone else is able to get out.”

      TIKO flashed and locked herself into the co-pilot seat. Treton grabbed the manual steering column.

      Two sithca-size plates collapsed near the bay opening. “Hold tight.” He guided the ship to hover and slammed the propulsion lever forward too hard, setting him on a collision course with the corner of the hangar.

      He corrected and clipped the structure with the ship’s PR-280 cannon. The hangar bay groaned and leaned. A rain of Old War debris crashed around them. Chunks of metal collapsed on his delta wing, sending the nose of the ship toward the sky.

      Fighters swarmed the area. “TIKO, fire.”

      “Disabled,” TIKO responded.

      Treton throttled the engines and bolted from the entrance of the bay between piles of wreckage. Blasts bounced off the outpost on all sides. “How?”

      “Jammed by the IGC. You can’t win this fight. Get us out of here,” Layla shouted.

      Treton dove between two towering piles of ship wreckage and up through a tunnel. “Hail Precinct 159-832 the second we clear the trash field.” Treton white-knuckled the steering column as if he was a grunt in his first flight exercise.

      “We need to get out of this tunnel,” Layla yelled.

      “I’m trying.” He caught sight of an opening, took a hard right, and then shot up into the darkening sky.

      A platoon of ships in a straight formation waited for their exit, all weaponry locked on them.

      No pilot could outmaneuver them.
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      Layla closed her eyes and waited for the blast that would claim their lives.

      Shots fired.

      Buzzing.

      Explosions.

      She opened her eyes to find the center of the line of fighters disintegrated. A decrepit jumper raked along the top of the heap and unleashed a second barrage of fire at the line of waiting fighters. Almox. It had to be him along with the rest of the quadrant 4 workers.

      Her chest warmed at the sight. Before she could figure out how to hail them her thanks, Treton punched through the line of fighters and raced through the garbage belt. She only hoped they all survived the onslaught of IGC fighter drones. “We need navigation in order to star slip.”

      She shook her head. “If you reengage auto navigation, IGC will cut off your ship again.”

      He halted at the edge of the Dead Zone. “Hail the IGC, TIKO. Tell them that the Hemati broke the treaty and are attacking Outpost 4B7Q.”

      “No. My people have neither fighter drone technology nor the finances to create a fleet of them. Only the IGC can afford that much Ismauzite. Our people only have manned craft after the embargo on our world.”

      TIKO blinked and clicked. “No response, sir.”

      “It won’t be long before the next attack wave hits. We need to get out of here. I need to warn my people.”

      Treton shot up from his chair and slapped the cuffs over Layla’s wrists once more. “The only place you’re going is to a cell.”

      Layla willed this man to hear her beyond the bureaucratic lies and propaganda he’d been spoon-fed since birth. That was a lot of barriers for him to break through, but they only had minutes.

      Treton swayed and grabbed the seat back. Blood trickled down his temple.

      Blood. She’d seen too much of that in her life. “Sit. You’re bleeding.” Layla shoved him into the pilot’s chair and rummaged through the compartments until she found a med kit. “I’ll stop the bleeding while we think about what to do next.”

      “I’m not uncuffing you again,” Treton grumbled but leaned his head back against the rest.

      “No need. I’ve doctored people under worse conditions.” Layla opened the kit and retrieved the sealing spray and cleaner. First, she pressed gauze gently to his scalp to see how deep the wound punctured. If she sealed it without removing bone fragments or mending brain lacerations, it could be fatal. To her relief, he hadn’t fractured his skull, so she sprayed it with microbe killer. “Think about this. Drone craft are expensive and can’t travel that far from a central hub. That means there’s a manned ship in the area. If it was Hemati, they wouldn’t have kept their transponders on prior to the attack. They’re too smart for that. It’s almost like the transponders were intentionally left on for TIKO to read and report about who the attackers were.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “That none of this is real. The IGC is trying to make this look like an attack from my world.” She held her breath, waiting for his outrage, but he remained seated as if contemplating her words.

      “Why would they do that?” Treton huffed.

      “Because I know the truth.” She sprayed the sealant on his scalp, careful not to get hair inside the seal.

      A ripple in the darkness drew her attention. Her blood ran cold, but before she could even say the words, a battle cruiser dropped out of star slip and opened fire on them.

      Treton swung about and took evasive action, sending Layla sprawling to the floor. “We’ll hide in the garbage field. It won’t be able to follow us there.”

      A double-fire of silver-blue streaked across the dark sky. Half the field between them and the planet expanded and then shrunk, disappearing into a tiny silver dot and then exploding outward into thousands of metal shards, peppering their ship with shrapnel.

      “What the hell was that?” A zap streaked through her insides, electrifying her body. Bones, joints, skin all captured in sizzling pain. “Turn. These. Off,” she ground out through chattering teeth.

      She forced her emotions into submission for the moment. The IGC wanted them dead before she could share the truth with the world.

      Treton continued to maneuver, shifting and spinning to keep out of the vessel’s targeting range.

      “We need star slip. Put the auto nav back. I don’t have time to calculate our jump manually.”

      Layla shook her head. “We do that and we’re dead already.”

      “Enough of your conspiracy theories. We need to slip.”

      TIKO beeped and spun to face him. “Where do you want to go?”

      Treton shook his head. “Darn robot. We can’t jump! Aren’t you listening to us?”

      “I downloaded star charts. All information is in my data banks, sir. No need for ship auto nav. I can input path.”

      Layla saw her chance. “Hemati.”

      “No.” Treton slammed his fist to the console. “Precinct 159-832.”

      “Can’t, sir,” TIKO said.

      “Why not?”

      “Coordinates not available in my data bank.”

      She knew it. “See. More treachery! When will you see it?”

      “Fine, take us to Bitaltas. I’ll turn Layla over to the Planetary Council and report from there.”

      This was classic IGC tactics. Her skin grew warm, but she didn’t want to be shocked again, so she took a long, calming breath.

      The ship shivered, engaged star slip with a stutter and stomach-churning torque, and then launched into full speed. Once max speed was reached, Layla was able to move once more.

      “You just sealed the enslavement or death of your people.” Layla wanted to be wrong. She wanted to stop being the one who brought danger and demise to everyone around her, but PRS Treton Rusk brought this on himself. Still, she didn’t want to see what happened on her home world to be repeated.

      It was time for her to tell him the truth, even if he wouldn’t believe her. “The IGC is desperate for more Ismauzite.”

      “Aren’t we all.” Treton swung around and checked her cuffs. To her surprise, he reduced the charge to make her crispy instead of well-done the next time she had a surge of emotions.

      “No, not like the IGC. They need more and more and will do anything to get it. First, the planets started to rumble about breaking free of the treaty, so the IGC found more of the mineral from outer planets to appease them. Then they began searching for new mines. Once located, they enslaved the locals in order to control the resource. They label them as terrorists and then use that excuse to rape their lands and leave the inhabitants with little to nothing, effectively excommunicating them from all societal functions and universal discussions.”

      Treton huffed. “The IGC has governed and kept peace for over two millennia, and you want me to believe corruption has driven them to commit heinous acts against members of the treaty to increase their own power? I won’t believe this propaganda, not again,” he mumbled.

      She wasn’t sure what he meant by “not again,” but based on his scowl, she knew better than to ask him. “I’m telling you power has a way of festering and infecting those who feel it slipping away. The council isn’t content to rule the universe. They want to own it by controlling the entire supply of Ismauzite—the one resource every planet relies on for star travel, climate control, food processing, energy…all basic survival needs. And we are a threat to this plan, which means you’ll be labeled a terrorist now, too.”

      “I’m no terrorist.”

      Her heartbeat quickened, and her frustration flared. A warning sizzle from the cuffs kept her in check.

      “I’m not either. Up until two years ago, I was an engineer at the command station. Now, I’m the galaxy’s most wanted terrorist. All because I discovered a discrepancy between resources that were promised and what was being delivered to other worlds. It didn’t add up. When I went to the chancellor, he told me it was an oversight. The next morning, I was wanted for blowing up a facility and killing twelve people.”

      “All terrorists claim their innocence.” Treton waved a dismissive hand. “Why should I believe you?”

      “What reason could I possibly have to blow up a nearly empty government facility?” Her heart pounded against her ribs; the cuffs crackled at her wrists, but she didn’t care. She needed to say this even if he didn’t believe her. “A place with a person that meant everything to me inside? My sister…”
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        * * *

      

      The pain in her eyes matched his own whenever he spoke of his mother. The memories had faded, but the agony of loss followed. The guilt infiltrated every thought.

      Layla sat still and quiet for the first time since they’d met. His head ached, but her mending had dulled the pain. For a terrorist, she had a gentle touch. He’d known terrorists like her once. The ones he tangled with as a young man. The ones who killed his mother.

      He shook off his musings, realizing that he’d succumbed to the exact thing he’d been warned about with master manipulator Layla Scrapp. “You live up to your reputation.” He studied her skin, waiting for the color to change, betraying her feelings, and it did, but not red or orange or some other aggressive color. Instead, it turned sallow.

      “If I can’t convince you, how will I ever convince planetary governments that the IGC is dangerous…lethal to everyone?” Layla hunched over, resting her elbows to her thighs, head in her hands. “Despite all the facts.”

      No. He wouldn’t let her twist his loyalty and beliefs to her false cause. At fifteen he hadn’t known better, but as a grown man he did. At least that’s what he told himself so that he could live with the reality of what he’d done. He grunted. “Facts? There are only more of your lies. Lies disguised as promises for a better future to those who are weak of mind.” He’d held his father’s words close to remind himself to remain strong and focused on the righteous path.

      TIKO’s saucer top rose a foot and turned to face him. “Facts are my specialty, and my analysis confirms two of her lies to be 99.987% factual.”

      A scorching heat radiated through his body. Malfunctioning. It had to be a malfunction. TIKO was secondhand and had demonstrated quirks already. “Run a full diagnostic on your systems.”

      TIKO collapsed into her spherical body and ticked and blinked away.

      “You’re so convinced that your code of honor is right, so sure that you’re on the right side of this, you won’t even consider the possibility.”

      “I’m loyal to peace. That’s what the IGC is all about. I enforce the laws that govern that peace. My job is to keep the innocent safe.”

      “No.” Layla rubbed her face from top to bottom, smearing dark-brown grime with black specks down her cheeks. A reminder of the world she’d come from only hours before. “You don’t want to face the facts because then you’ll have to face that all these years you’ve been committing atrocities, arresting innocent people, all under the guise of peace. That instead of protecting, you were bringing terror to the people who only want to live their lives without the iron hand of the IGC starving, enslaving, and terrorizing them.” Her skin tinged red.

      His gut twisted and turned and knotted. Zaps of electric impulses popped along his skin as if he were the one in cuffs.

      The star slip indicator buzzed. He spun to the console and terminated slip. “TIKO, hail Councilman Rusk at the Capital City Judicial Building.” He forced his words to be strong despite the shaking of everything inside of him. It had been many years since he’d spoken to his father. Would he even allow him entrance into the council, let alone back into his life?

      “You’re endangering all your people. We need to get out of here,” Layla said in a heavy warning tone.

      “Connected, sir,” TIKO said.

      The screen rolled and settled on his father’s face. He’d aged but still looked healthy. “Councilman Rusk, this is PRS Treton Rusk asking for assistance due to ship issues while transporting an important prisoner to the IGC.”

      “Son.” His father’s eyes went wide, his lips into a full smile. “It’s been so long. I heard rumblings about you returning here to work by my side. But I hadn’t dared believe it.”

      A gurgling of uneasiness boiled in Treton’s stomach. “It’s true, Father.” He took in a quick breath. “If you’ll have me, sir.”

      “Have you? All I want is for you to return home.”

      An explosion of hope filled him. “I thought—”

      “That I hated you since your mother’s death?” His father shook his head and lowered his eyes to the floor before looking back up at the screen. “I was upset and grieving.” He scanned around him nervously. “There is much you need to know. Much that has come to light in recent months.”

      “What?” Treton gripped his thighs trying to keep his hands from shaking. The vibration in his father’s voice spoke louder than his words. He was scared of something, and his father was never frightened.

      He shook his head with exaggeration. “No. Not over comms. See me in person.”

      Treton attempted to swallow, but his mouth was too dry. “We’ll be there soon.”

      “And son? You were right.” His father terminated his comms.

      What did his father mean by that? What was Treton right about? Probably the fact that he needed to serve before he could be a man worthy of working by his father’s side.

      The ship remained quiet for a moment before he found his voice. “Hail Precinct 159-832 and let them know that they can rendezvous with me at the Bitaltas Capital City Judicial Building. I’ll turn Layla over to them there.”

      Layla bolted to her feet. “You’re making a terrible mistake!”

      The screen flickered, and Treton had never felt so relieved to see Adrianna. Her beautiful auburn hair and warm disposition. Maybe she could be a politician’s wife after all.

      “What happened? I heard you were killed by a Hemati invasion,” Adrianna spoke in a rushed blur of words.

      “No, I escaped. I completed my mission. Layla Scrapp is in custody,” he said with overwhelming pride. He’d captured the universe’s most wanted terrorist. This would bring relief to many and the promotion he needed so that he could serve with his father. A man who claimed to forgive Treton for working with the people who demolished a building with his mother inside the day she’d gone after him to convince him to stop rebelling and come home.

      Adrianna adjusted her earpiece and typed something into her computer. “I can’t locate you. Where are you?”

      Layla shot forward, grabbing his seat. “No.”

      “Bitaltas.”

      Adrianna glowered at the screen. “Shouldn’t she be contained?” She typed something into her computer. “Why is your locator turned off?”

      Treton chose his next words carefully. He’d have a lot to explain if they knew he’d allowed his prisoner access to his main information systems. “My ship was damaged when the Hemati attacked. It must’ve disabled the locator beacon. I need you to send us the coordinates for the precinct. Something happened prior to our escape, and the ship navigation system was compromised.”

      Adrianna addressed someone off screen. Her expression turned from friendly concern to terror. “Stay put. I’m sending help.” Adrianna terminated contact abruptly.

      “We need to get out of here now!” Layla shook his chair.

      A spark ignited, and a strum of current sent Layla back into her seat.

      “Control your emotions, or you won’t live long enough to stand trial.”

      “You won’t live long enough to get me in a cell,” Layla said in between gasps. “TIKO, calculate star slip to nearest remote planet.”

      TIKO lifted her head again. “Full diagnostic complete. All data systems are in working order, sir. Fact one, the ship was not Hemati.”

      “Not possible.” Treton ground his teeth. No way any of this was true. He refused to listen.

      Layla stomped her foot. “TIKO, no time. Calculate star slip.”

      TIKO blinked. “Calculations performed.”

      Treton slammed his fist against the console. “Disregard any and all orders from Layla Scrapp.”

      “The ship systems were disabled by remote termination controlled through the navigation system,” TIKO said in a soothing tone, despite her disconcerting words. “The system is controlled by the Inter-Galactic Council. Therefore, they terminated it. Since no transmission could penetrate the trash field on Outpost 4B7Q, it had to be done from close to the planet’s atmosphere. The drone fighters transmitted the termination code during their attack.”

      Treton fought the overwhelming feeling of disaster infiltrating all his organs. “No. It’s not true. She corrupted you when she did whatever she did to make the ship work. A ship she probably disabled.”

      The proximity alert squealed. A ship appeared out of star slip over them. The same battle cruiser that had fired on the trash field outside Outpost 4B7Q. Treton’s breath caught in his throat. A hint of doubt entered his mind, but he squashed it along with the terrorist lies. He clutched the column and dove to avoid collision. “Hail Adrianna.”

      “No connection, sir,” TIKO said.

      “They’re jamming communications?” Layla asked in a fiery tone.

      “No. The precinct terminated all communications with us. They went as dark as the Dead Zone.” TIKO rotated her head a hundred and eighty degrees to face Layla.

      The battle cruiser maneuvered into firing position. Rusk found his ship nose-to-nose with the enemy. An enemy he’d spent a decade protecting and serving faithfully. Was everything he ever believed political propaganda? Instead of a promotion, he faced imprisonment or death. If they were preparing to attack, they had to believe that he’d helped Scrapp escape. And if the IGC believed that, they were all in trouble.

      “Being hailed, sir.” TIKO clicked, and a crackle sounded from her speaker.

      “Prepare to be boarded,” an authoritative voice said matter-of-factly, reminding him of his military days.

      “Never.” Layla grabbed his sidearm and held it to his head. “You may not believe me, but no matter what, I can’t let us be boarded. Not when I know what awaits us. We’ll be interrogated for information we don’t have until we go insane from the pain and brain manipulation. I’d rather die here and now than betray those around me, people fighting for freedom and defending those who can’t defend themselves.”

      Words. The same words he’d heard the day his professor had recruited him with the promise of saving his planet and family from a giant, only to cost him his mother’s life. Yet, deep down, he knew Layla spoke the truth. He’d performed his share of interrogations with a neuro-stimulator and seen his prisoners go mad, left to drool in the corner of a cell.

      If he ran, his father would pay the price for his treachery. He needed to stay and explain why his transponder was off, why he couldn’t communicate with the IGC. He had to make them understand he hadn’t betrayed his commission.

      The battle cruiser turned toward Bitaltas and illuminated with a silver-blue aura. A blast shot from its cannons and hit the surface of his home world.

      The sight gutted him with the promise of many lives lost. “Where? What did they hit?” Treton demanded, his own voice sounding foreign and distant to him.

      “Direct hit on the Bitaltas Capital City Judicial Building, sir. All life forms within 100 sithcas terminated.”
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        * * *

      

      The blood-curdling scream from Treton pierced Layla’s heart. She knew all too well what it was like to witness the death of a loved one at the hands of the IGC. He fired on the ship. The smaller ship’s useless cannon shots bounced off like pebbles against a wall of Sartorious steel.

      The battle cruiser maneuvered, turning the enormous warship to face nose-to-nose with Rusk’s ship like he was a gnat that the giant was going to flick from space.

      Layla gasped as if the oxygen regulator malfunctioned. “Star slip!”

      TIKO spun her head to address a raging, unresponsive owner. “Sir?”

      Treton continued hammering the battle cruiser until he’d overheated the ship’s weapons system, leaving them completely defenseless. She wanted to give him space to process his loss, but there wasn’t time. Right now, the man wanted to kill his father’s murderers or be killed before he could face his true emotions. Layla’s heart burned with an overwhelming desire to help. For a PRS, he’d treated her well and with dignity. As a man, he was handsome, strong, and capable. And as an asset to the growing resistance, he was irreplaceable.

      The battle cruiser cannons glowed, ready to fire.

      Treton pulled up and around the IS injection tanks and leveled out above the cruiser. The smaller vessel would be able to outmaneuver the behemoth with no problem. This battle cruiser was meant for large-scale combat, not one-on-one dogfighting with a repurposed transporter.

      Relief was a fickle thing that abandoned a person as quickly as it offered comfort, though. The cruiser’s hangar battle shield doors opened, disgorging a horde of drone fighters.

      Layla had to give Treton credit. He was an accomplished pilot. But when he brought the ship around, they faced an impenetrable line of fighters, all aiming at them with a single command—Destroy. Almox wouldn’t appear to save them this time, and she doubted Bitaltas possessed any weaponry that could assist them. Even if they did, his father wasn’t alive to send it to their aide. And no one else would be motivated enough to take on the IGC.

      Layla took in a long breath of courage. “If you want to avenge your father’s death, we need to get out of here. I haven’t lied to you since we met, and I won’t start now. I have friends, and we hope to fight the IGC, to avenge those who’ve died because they spoke up about things you don’t even know about yet. Join us, and we’ll put you in a position to fight them and win.”

      Treton hovered as if waiting to surrender and turn her over to the IGC. She held her breath, her pulse thundering in her head.

      “Star slip,” Treton spoke in a defeated whisper, but it was enough.

      TIKO executed the slip, and everything blurred into a vivid memory.

      Treton shoved from his seat, fingers gripping at his hair, pulling as if to tug out the image of what he’d just seen with his own eyes.

      Layla unhooked her harness and touched his shoulder. “I know how you feel.”

      He spun to face her. If he were Hemati, he’d be so red he’d glow. “You know?” He dropped his hands to his sides with a slap. “You know how my mother tried to save me from joining a terrorist cell when I was young, and when she came to get me, the building was destroyed and she died? You know how I had to live with the fact that my mother died trying to save me from my own poor choices?” His breath came in hot waves over her cheeks, eyes narrowed and full of hate, but she knew his hatred wasn’t directed at her but at himself.

      “And you’ve believed all these years that the terrorists you were helping murdered your mother?” She stepped closer, locking gazes with him, willing him to see the truth. “You dedicated your life to making it right again by fighting those who had killed her. People like me. But it wasn’t ‘terrorists.’ It was the IGC. I can promise you that.”

      His forehead wrinkled, eyes widened, nostrils flared. “I thought…”

      She uncurled his fingers and held tight to them. “I did, too. For years I defended those who promised peace until I witnessed them starving my people and forcing them into slavery because my father challenged their embargo on our planet. They punished us. All of us. An entire species made to pay for the crime of trying to survive.”

      His fingers curled around hers, his eyes full of pain and confusion and regret. “I’m sorry.” He inhaled a mighty breath. “I thought I was serving the greater good. In my military days, I was an enforcer. Not on your planet, but similar ones that threatened war.”

      TIKO dismounted the co-pilot seat, stealing Treton’s attention. He yanked his hand away and moved to the front shield, looking out as if to see something beyond the whiz of lights.

      Layla dared another approach, but she didn’t touch him. “Your mind is telling you that the evidence is overwhelming against the IGC and you wonder if there is even more, but your core—everything you have believed and honored for years—is in question. You’re unsettled and don’t want to face the painful truth, but I know how to help you.”

      “How?” he asked in a guttural tone.

      “I can take you to meet many beings that are joining together to spread the truth throughout the galaxies. People like you and me.”

      “Like me?” he scoffed.

      Layla analyzed her options. Did she share more and risk him somehow ignoring all the evidence and returning to the IGC, only to be interrogated and share intel about the resistance? There wasn’t a choice. A man like Treton wouldn’t accept her word alone. “Yes, actually. Our admiral is former IGC.”

      “Admiral? You have ranks and positions as if you’re a real organization of power?” He snorted his disbelief. Even now, he couldn’t face it. But he would. He’d have to.

      Nerves danced up Layla’s spine, but she ignored them. They wouldn’t achieve anything if they didn’t take risks. “If you’ll agree to let me pilot the ship, I’ll take you to meet the others.”

      “No.” He sat in the pilot’s chair.

      TIKO nudged past her and settled into the co-pilot’s seat. “Where to, sir?” TIKO asked.

      Treton gripped the steering column and dropped his chin to his chest. “I don’t know.”

      Layla knew this man who had commanded others now faced relinquishing his control to someone he didn’t trust. She waited for him to come to the inevitable conclusion.

      They remained silent for the next several minutes until the star slip indicator buzzed. The ship slowed and halted next to a small moon.

      TIKO lifted her head and rotated so that her lights faced Treton. He stood and marched past Layla. “Turn the ship’s controls over to Layla Scrapp. It’s better to search for the truth, even if it means following your enemy into unknown territory.”

      Layla stood, and he took her position in the jump seat. “We’ll need to star slip several times over a couple of days and then transfer to another ship to ensure we don’t jeopardize our base’s location.”

      Treton leaned his head against the back wall and closed his eyes, but his balled fist told her he still was struggling and would for a long time. “Fine. Take me to your rebels. But if this is a trap, I’ll make sure I take as many of you with me as I can.” He opened a side panel and held out a grenade with his thumb on the trigger.
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        * * *

      

      Two days. Nine hours. Fifty-four minutes.

      The first day of star slipping Rusk had spent hating Layla for ruining his life. The second day he’d spent hating the IGC for ending his father’s life. Today he hated himself for taking so many innocent lives.

      Treton rubbed his shoulders from fitful sleep, full of horrific nightmares of destroyed buildings and dead parents and rose from his bunk to find Layla already in the pilot seat.

      “Strap in. We’re on final approach.” She moved her entire body into the turn like a novice pilot, leading them toward a large scarlet and gold planet that the ship’s scanners indicated was uninhabited. The atmospheric monitor showed high levels of carbon dioxide, so there wouldn’t be any humanoid life.

      For the first time, his ship felt small, cramped, and smelled of sweat. He’d always kept a clean ship—a habit from his military days ingrained deeply. They bounced through atmospheric turbulence, telling him she wasn’t an overly experienced pilot.

      She leaned over TIKO and pointed to the far shield monitor. “Land us on the rocky patch next to that ship.”

      Treton leaned forward so he could catch a glimpse of the decrepit Stealth 004 resting on an outcropping of porous rock surrounded by urine-colored liquid. The hair on the back of his neck stood at attention. This wouldn’t be much of an opportunity to maximize damage with his grenade since they were landing in a remote, uninhabited location. What had he agreed to in coming here?

      Layla retrieved her atmospheric diffuser and pointed for Treton to do the same. “Follow me.”

      His mind screamed that this went against everything he believed, lessons drilled into him so deep he felt the ache in his bones.

      “We need to hurry.” Layla ushered them down the gangway and into the damp, eerily quiet outside. He couldn’t smell the liquid, but he assumed it would be foul based on its color. He thought of the stench that nearly ran him out of the junk shop when he first met Layla. “Where are we?”

      “No questions. Not until it’s safe.” Layla’s shoulders were up near her ears, her body coiled tight with stress.

      A man of solid build with a military haircut and bearing opened the hatch and descended the gangway of the Stealth 004. “When I received the encrypted message from Almox, I didn’t know if you’d make it here on time. Or at all.”

      They greeted each other with a hand to parallel shoulders instead of a salute.

      “Did Almox make it?” Layla asked, her voice raised to a higher pitch.

      The man shook his head. “There will be time to mourn later. For now, who is this? A new recruit?”

      “No,” Treton stated over the increased pounding of liquid beating against the edges of the small, rocky island.

      “Your insignia. I know who you are. PRS Treton Rusk. Your father spoke highly of you.”

      The man’s words sent a shock wave through Treton to the tips of his fingers and toes. “You knew my father?”

      “Knew?”

      Layla inserted herself between them. “This is Admiral Meseta. He’s here to take us to meet other like-minded beings.”

      “Rebels?” Treton reached in his pocket and retrieved the grenade. “No. I’ve gone far enough without answers.”

      Layla gasped, but Admiral Meseta didn’t respond. His blank affect gave no clue to his intentions.

      “You have a choice, PRS Treton Rusk. Do you see that yellow glow in the distance?”

      He dared a quick glance. “Yes.”

      “That’s a X-averc acid wave. The pure form of this liquid is fatal to anything it touches except the rock beneath us. Over time, even this structure forms and disintegrates based on currents and tides. X-averc is a superacid that would make any Old War chemical weaponry feel like skin moisturizer. You have thirty seconds to decide. Get in your ship and return to the IGC now, or go with us. Either decision comes with a risk, but remaining here is not an option.”

      There was no returning to the IGC without something that would exonerate him from being labeled a terrorist. And after what he’d seen earlier and the facts TIKO had presented, he needed to know more. If he did go with these rebels and discovered they were lying and the IGC didn’t kill his parents, then he’d find a way to alert the IGC of their location. The one thing that would return his status and honor would be to uncover a major terrorist group.

      Admiral Meseta ushered Layla to the gangway. “Ten seconds and I’m closing the hatch.”

      Layla pleaded with her eyes. TIKO remained on the rocks by his side. Admiral Meseta hit the hatch button, and something jolted Treton into action.

      “Board, TIKO.”

      He tossed his grenade into the rising liquid and leapt onto the gangway before it shut.

      “Lift off,” Admiral Meseta said into his comm. “Good decision. Stay here and relax. We’ll be at our location shortly.”

      Treton turned on the outside view from the wall console and watched the tide of yellow liquid cover his ship. When it receded, the ship he’d called home for twelve years was gone forever.

      The Stealth 004 rose smoothly toward the stars in sharp contrast to their bumpy landing. Although the vehicle was ancient, it still functioned well. For a few hours, they star slipped over and over, allowing Treton time to think. Layla wandered in and out of his bunk space but never spoke to him. Perhaps he didn’t look approachable, or perhaps she wasn’t sure if he’d decided to trust them. They finally docked at an ancient relay station. Another Old War structure.

      Layla poked her head inside the room. “Come on, we’re here.”

      His breath caught, but he stood and followed her down the ramp into the pre-Ismauzite station.

      “They’ve already started.” Admiral Meseta clicked his wrist computer and then nodded to Treton’s. “View that record and then join us.” He right faced and marched down the corridor, Layla close on his heels.

      Treton tapped his wrist computer, and an image of his father appeared above. It had been years since he’d seen him before their brief communication over his ship monitor.

      “Son, there is so much I want to say, but most of all I want to tell you that I was wrong.”

      His father sounded tired.

      “I can’t make up for all these years or apologize enough for blaming you when your mother died. Not so much with my words but my encouragement for you to join the IGC to erase your mistake and prove yourself loyal. But you were right. Even then, you knew the truth, and I forced you to serve a government with evil aspirations. I discovered that they are attempting to control all Ismauzite resources at any cost. They realized that a shortage would cause uprisings and they would risk losing control. The people in power can’t allow that and won’t give up the easy way of life they’ve become accustomed to over the centuries. They won’t take a chance on starvation and crime and the hard work to survive.” His father looked over his shoulder, as if he feared spies might be listening, waiting to catch him. “You are my son, and I love you. I only hope you receive this message before it’s too late. I know I raised you to always choose peace and it is always the better way, but sometimes there is no choice but to fight. I hope you will forgive me and understand my choice to follow my son from years ago, to put right the long-ago wrong that cost your mother her life. I know I sent her to order you back home because I couldn’t be seen with the radicals you were with. It’s my fault she’s dead, not yours, and I hope someday you can forgive me. I love you.”

      The message cut off, leaving darkness in its wake.

      “Father,” he choked out, forcing his emotions into submission, despite feeling like a Nearta Spider was ripping him open from the inside.

      An uproar sounded from the end of the corridor. Treton’s feet moved, but his body didn’t feel mobile. He found himself in a large room full of beings from all over the galaxies. A female Rogstot stood and spoke to the crowd with her verbal translator echoing her words in each species’ native tongue. “We’ve lost another valuable asset, but it doesn’t mean that we are defeated before we even begin to fight. Yes, the councilman died, but there are others like him.”

      “Not with his connections and information.” an Earth male shouted.

      Were they referring to Treton’s father? Treton’s ribs were like a vise around his heart, squeezing the last remains of hope from him.

      “We need to fight for our freedom. We need to fight for our children’s freedom!” a Vranchiantos tooted more than spoke.

      Many eyes turned to the admiral and then to Treton. A rumble rolled through the room, followed by silence.

      Admiral Meseta cleared his throat. “It’s true that Councilman Rusk died in an act of heroic bravery today. He has supplied us with so much information that allowed us to begin our campaign to spread the truth of the IGC’s injustices. Even residents of the IGC Capitol are beginning to listen. They’re running scared. Why else would the bombings have intensified? They’re trying to silence the truth.”

      The crowd roared with agreement. He waited until everyone settled. Treton couldn’t help but see a resemblance between Admiral Meseta and his father’s political finesse as Meseta worked the crowd.

      “Who is that with you? A new recruit?” the Rogstot female asked.

      “No,” Treton shouted.

      “This is Treton Rusk. Councilman Rusk’s son. The one he died attempting to share the truth with.” The admiral stepped aside, surrendering the audience to Treton, but he wasn’t a politician. He didn’t even know how these people had come together without the IGC knowing their location. His mind raced to find words.

      The truth. Something he’d always valued but wished he didn’t know at the moment. It would be easier to remain in the dark about all of this, but how could he turn his back on all those suffering under the rule of the IGC? Under the ones who murdered his parents. “Yes, my father died today trying to deliver the truth to me.” Treton stepped to the center of the raised seats and looked up at everyone. Not one IGC uniform existed in the room except his own. He felt like a traitor. A terrorist, not against the IGC but against the people in front of him. “I’ve served the IGC for many years under the promise of peace, something I value deeply.”

      “At what cost?” someone shouted.

      “Not at this cost. I didn’t know that the bombings that killed thousands were the IGC. I thought they were terrorists.”

      “We’re not terrorists. They are!” a male shouted.

      He turned to face him but caught Layla in his sight instead. “I know that now. I denied it, even when I was told about how the IGC enslaved worlds. Even when I saw the destruction of an innocent outpost whose inhabitants tried to protect me. Then even when I saw a battle cruiser destroy the Bitaltas Capital City Judicial Building with my father inside. It took a message from him for me to believe. Not because it was unbelievable but because I know what cost this fight will bring to us all.”

      He ripped off his stripes from his uniform and threw them to the floor. “I, Treton Rusk, will no longer serve a government that imprisons people because they speak out or destroys worlds to maintain their control over the Ismauzite supply. But before I agree to fight, I need to know one thing.”

      “What’s that?” the admiral asked.

      “I need to know that you understand what kind of sacrifices you’ll have to make to beat the IGC.”

      “Yes. It will cost many lives, but if we don’t pay that cost, our children will suffer,” the Vranchiantos said.

      Treton looked at Layla, making sure she understood him clearly. “This won’t be an overnight fight or even one that can be won in our lifetime. No. If we take the fight to the IGC today, our children’s children will be the ones paying that cost before we’ve won.”

      The audience grumbled and shouted and quieted, but when the votes were cast and counted at the end of the day, PRS Treton Rusk became Commander Rusk, leader of the resistance, second only to Admiral Meseta. And unbeknownst to any present, decades later, the son of Treton and Layla Rusk would be the one destined to save them all.
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      Max chanted the peace mantra and ground his fists together as they murdered his brothers and sisters.

      He’d been dressing the Shiva Linga with a garland of flowers when the raiders burst into the commune and went to work with their slashing blades on the Hare Krishnas.

      He heard the blood of a sister, Saraswati, hit on the white marble outside his alcove. Her body follow. Her head made the sound of a dropped honeydew melon.

      Sloosh. Thud. Thunk.

      Max crouched beside the soapstone sculpture and rested his hand against the smooth globe of the Pooja bhaga. He’d already searched the alcove for a weapon, but found nothing but flowers, beads and candles.

      The spirit of Vishnu descended on him like a cool mist as the rabid men dashed through the temple and cut monks down like lowing, newborn calves. He breathed in the spirit of Kalki—Vishnu’s final incarnation at the dawn of the apocalypse—and he felt His power. The end of days, the Kali Yuga, was upon them and the Hare Krishna monks had known they would soon dance with Krishna in heaven.

      The attack wasn’t unexpected. The men from town had been shouting threats and throwing burning trash over the wall for hours. The commune had already given them most of their food. They had pushed dozens of peace offerings through the FedEx delivery hatch in the commune wall.

      But no food offering had been enough to calm the crazed men outside and nothing seemed satisfy them short of full access to the compound. The monks had no illusions. If the gate opened, violence would ensue. They all agreed they would not meet violence with violence. Kalki, the god of the apocalypse, had come to wipe California off the face of the earth. All would die soon enough, and peaceful resistance would protect Krishnas’ souls even while their bodies were forfeit.

      When the violence came, it was more severe and more final than even the faithful had imagined. When the voices of the blood-crazed men abated and the commune returned to quiet, Max slowly settled back to earth from his manah-javah meditative projection.

      Somehow, they hadn’t killed him.

      His body remained intact, wedged between the Pooja bhaga altar and the stone wall. He’d been the one monk fully capable of defending himself and he’d been the one monk they’d entirely ignored in their depravity.

      Max left the alcove and encountered the disemboweled body of a sister on the white marble walkway. A six foot section of her lower intestine stretched on the gleaming floor like a wet sausage. A flower of blood surrounded her. Her orange sari had begun to soak it up and the wet edges had turned a muddy brown. He said the prayer of goodbye as he closed her eyes with his hand.

      Saraswati had been a divine creature. He’d had sex with her three days before and he remembered her white hips glimmering with sweat and the three tiny dimples in the fat of her rump. Now Sara danced with Krishna in heaven.

      Max walked the commune. No one else had survived. A few were missing, but the majority of the thirty-two Krishnas had been cut down.

      The hatred of the Californians against the Krishnas had come as no surprise. The Hare Krishna monks had always been alien to the locals. Some few, kind souls had accepted them as curious oddities, but most Californians treated the monks like unwelcome foreigners. When the nuclear bomb exploded in Los Angeles, it had only been a matter of time before they came for the commune.

      His anger at the murder of his brothers and sisters mingled with the inevitable vengeance of Kalki—the final avatar of Vishnu. The gods sharpened his eyes and filled him with righteous vengeance. The muscles in his back corded up like the white horse of Kalki. His arms hardened. His hands hungered for that old, comfortable heft of a weapon.

      Max flipped the brown and gray prayer shawl over his shaved head. He bent down and levered a small sword out of Sara’s clavicle where one of the killers had left it.

      He looked the little sword up and down. Blood coursed down the blade and over the rounded pommel. It was a modern version of a short sword, something a Roman centurion might carry.

      Max had known something was coming when the ground rumbled three days before—not just another California earthquake, but an omen; a portent that Vishnu was on-the-move and that He had turned his twenty eyes and reached his twenty arms toward the world of men. When the earth leapt under their feet that morning, Max felt his third eye open and his brow chakra come alive. He heard later that Muslims had exploded a nuclear bomb in Los Angeles Harbor, but Max knew that Kalki had a hand on the trigger. The last days had arrived and Kalki rode on his white horse, now as Kalki the Destroyer; His flaming sword would hack away all unrighteousness, like the lord of the manor scything the overripe field. And, Max had been chosen to wield the Lord Destroyer’s sword.

      He stepped outside the gates of the temple for the first time in three years. He’d been aware of the screaming, gunshots and fires outside the temple walls, but this was his first look. He took a deep breath and smelled civilization as it immolated itself on the funeral pyre; an offering of chaos and self-hatred.

      It wasn’t the first time Max had smelled the melange of burning corruption: tires, plastic trash and buildings aflame. In a past life, he had lived this very moment—when he would serve Lord Kalki in the firelight of renewal. Max was a righteous man, filled with the spirit of the Almighty Preserver, standing at the right place and the right time.

      Lightfighter, Max heard the name echo as he stepped onto the empty, trash-strewn Pacific Coast Highway. He’d been a Lightfighter, in a lifetime forgotten and he would be a Lightfighter again. This time, he was reborn pure, with god’s sword in his hand and the blessing of Kalki on his shoulders. This time, he killed in his monk’s robe, not multi-cam fatigues. This time, his head was shaved clean and his heart chakra burned bright.

      The town of Del Mar writhed in its death struggle before him. Like a doomed animal bleeding on the ground, the beach town fought for life without any chance of salvation. The once-charming village had been eviscerated with a single swipe of Kalki’s sword. A hundred columns of black smoke joined in a dark haze over the town. The screams and agonies of hell on earth carried on the ocean breeze. Like inside the temple, the strong squandered their last breaths devouring the weak.

      Max stood outside the ruined gates as a woman ran around the front of a Dunkin’ Donuts shop in a strip mall across the highway. She dragged her plump, young daughter behind her like a confused rabbit. The daughter might have been thirteen or fourteen, just coming into her woman’s breasts but barely so. They both wore jeans and T-shirts and were of Latin American descent, as was Max himself. He cocked his head, watching like a child would watch warring ants in an ant farm.

      A fat man rounded the donut shop behind them with a malignant smile. He carried a bent golf club and loped behind them, as though hoping for the moment to last. He reached them just short of the Peet’s coffee and swung the golf club like a bullwhip. It caught the mother hard in the side of the temple and dropped her like a bird hit with a half-pound stone. Max didn’t know which club it was—he’d never played golf—but the club was apparently pointy enough to lodge in the woman’s head. The girl tumbled over her mother’s body.

      The man guffawed, rushed forward and grabbed the back of the girl’s denim pants and lifted her in the air just enough to reach around with the other hand and rip the buttons free. With her jeans loose, he yanked them down to her knees, tore her panties down and ripped open his own pants. His cock shot out of his white underwear. As the man probed, hunting for the proper home, Kalki spoke in Max’s ear, as clear as the bell that called the monks to breakfast.

      “KILL HIM,” Kalki whispered as loud as thunder.

      Max strode across the street, unhurried but fearless as a knight. He plunged the short sword in one side of the demon’s neck and out the other. The man’s back went ramrod straight and he tried to turn on Max, but the cross-bar of the sword pinned his neck forward. Blood welled from both sides of the sword and the girl went from mewling to howling. When Max yanked the sword free, a jet of blood shot up and over her half-naked back and pitched into her dark hair. Liters of blood baptized her in the life force of the man who had attempted to rape her.

      “LEAVE,” Kalki commanded Max.

      The rapist twisted at the hip, rolled off the girl and her mother and slapped down onto the filthy sidewalk. The copper stink of the bloodletting mingled with the shit filling his pants. His eyes froze open in shock as his head clunked to the sidewalk. The dying man stared at the sky with terrified fascination, as though he could see God on his white horse, galloping east.

      Max wiped the sword on his robe and walked south down the Pacific Coast Highway, leaving the girl tangled between her dead mother and a bloodless demon.
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        * * *

      

      Max moved inland at night and buried himself in the day. He lived off trash, burrowing into piles of refuse and finding bits that wouldn’t spoil. Processed food became his bonanza. The more packaged and preserved, the better. People still threw out scraps and expired food. From past experience, Max knew that would change as people admitted to themselves that nobody was coming to save them. It was hard to imagine that an idyllic life could transform, in the flash of a bomb, into a living hell. But it happened on-the-regular, all around the world: hurricanes, tyrants, tidal waves, earthquakes, the fickle plunge of currency and the evil ambitions of men with armored columns. Nobody thought it could happen to their home, but every gleaming monument of man eventually burned, as would California. For the time being, their shortsightedness was his providence.

      Max would find some food and then remain in that dumpster, or that pile of garbage, until night fell again. The smell of rot became like the sea air to him—ever present and unconcerning. His robe went from tan to mottled gray. The blood of his first kill on his robe disappeared into the melange of trash stains and spills.

      As he rested and waited on Kalki during the day, Max added bits of trash and plant matter to his filthy dhoti robe by poking holes in the fabric and tying pieces of garbage in the folds of cloth. He felt compelled to lay down and go quiet—to make himself invisible until the moment he would strike. It became reflexive, like tying his shoes.

      A ghost from a past life whispered in his ear—a Master Sergeant from a movie he had lived:

      Cover is protection from the fire of hostile weapons. Concealment is the protection from observation. Both cover and concealment are divided into two main categories: natural and artificial.

      His still face and roving eyes followed men up and down the streets as they preyed upon the weak like coyotes hunting wounded rabbits. He saw terrified women and children skittering from shadowy corner to shadowy corner. He witnessed another rape, this one a middle-aged woman being violated by a tattooed teenager. Kalki said nothing and Max didn’t move from the trash heap.

      On the fifth day, Kalki woke him. Max had been asleep in a dumpster behind a Ross Dress for Less a few miles inland from the Hare Krishna temple. He'd made his way up the San Dieguito wash a little each day, shuffling through the riverside scrub during the night and emerging into the suburban sprawl at dawn to feed on garbage and find rest in the trash. When God rumbled in his ear, it yanked Max from sleep into the soggy coastal dawn.

      “KILL HIM,” Kalki ordered.

      At first, Max had no idea who he should kill. Then he heard a clink from the Trader Joe’s dumpster two loading docks away. A balding man was bent like a folded dishtowel over the edge of the dumpster. He pendulumed himself out of the dumpster and landed on the ground with a bottle in his hand.

      The gray marine layer sulked over the shopping center, robbing everything of color until the California sun could rise and flash the mist away. The rumble in Max’s stomach reminded him that regardless of whether the man had a bottle of Gochujan Sriracha or an Organic Hibiscus Sparkling Beverage, he would happily eat it. Seven days after the nuke, easy resources had already been gobbled up, and any food was good food.

      The balding man inspected the “sell by date”  through his reading glasses. His belly dangled over the shiny, leather belt around his golf shorts. He dropped the bottle into a wire basket beside the dumpster, grabbed the handle and rattled toward Max’s dumpster.

      “HE IS DEMON,” Kalki hissed in his ear.

      Max could see it now. A red aura pulsed around the man’s head, and his heart chakra, now that he approached, throbbed black, sending out wispy tendrils of dark energy into the mist. Max’s hand found the sword where he had left it against the inside of the dumpster. The rest of his body remained stock-still. His eyes tracked the demon’s ambling walk and rattling cart. He planned each flex of his muscles and articulation of his joints. His killing stroke would have to be swift. Demons were not to be underestimated. This one appeared to be a Danava demon, maybe Daksha himself—the son of Lord Brahma. If that were true, his round belly scarcely concealed the fact that he could move like rushing water in battle. The demon paused to scratch his ass and scan the loading dock for threats. Max’s body tensed.

      (A scavenger foraging for his family?)

      At last, the demon with the dark auras clattered his wire cart up to Max’s dumpster and looked inside. His eyes flew wide, finally recognizing the whites of Max’s eyes, a half a meter away.

      Max exploded from the trash and the demon dodged backward, his arms pinwheeling. He flicked the razor sharp tip of the sword in an arc and slashed him where his chin met his neck. The flesh parted like a rotted fish. Clusters of fat cells burst from the gash, then blood flushed behind, pouring through the demon’s fingers as he clutched and kneaded at the escaping tissue. Max knew it was no killing blow, but it put the demon back on his heels. Max scrambled out of the garbage as the demon staggered backward, gasping and groaning.

      His plan forgotten, Max threw one leg over the side of the dumpster and rolled out onto the asphalt, landing on his feet with his sword at the ready. The demon turned to flee.

      Max lunged forward and thrust the sword up and under the demon’s ribs. It slid home a few inches but the demon’s momentum pulled him up and off the sword.

      The demon stutter-stepped as he ran, tripped over his own feet and went down on the pavement with a strangled rush of air. As the evil being yowled his anger and cursed Vishnu in a language Max didn’t understand, he replaced the tip of the sword in the bleeding gap under the demon’s ribs and shoved it all the way home.

      The demon stilled. His red aura and black heart pulsed once, twice, three times and then dissipated into the gray morning air.

      Standing over the dead body, Max felt Kalki’s power run up and down his spine. This demon had certainly been the son of great Lord Brahma, Daksha.

      When the demon had turned to flee, his wallet fell out. It lay open to his California driver’s license. A few dollars poked out of the billfold and a Bank of America Visa card was partially visible. Max considered picking up the wallet and looking through it.

      He saw the corner of a family picture and stopped mid-reach.

      Instead, he turned back to the dumpster and dug up the grocery sack where he kept his water bottle and his few survival things.

      The demon no longer mattered, Max told himself. He was with Vishnu now—undoubtedly being punished for his evil ways.
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        * * *

      

      The river bottom split around a wilderness park. The park smoldered like the corpse of a widow on the pyre of her dead husband. In the dark, Max could see embers glowing on the hillside. He found a sign in the moonlight that read “Black Mountain Open Space Park.” He pondered the sign for a moment.

      Why had they added Open Space to the name? Why not just “Black Mountain Park?”

      He tried to remember how Californians thought. Once upon a time, he had been one of them. Weren’t all parks “open space?”

      It hurt his brain. The Californians practiced such duplicity. The beautiful truth of Vishnu had been lost in the shopping plazas and parking structures. The love of good had no place in them.

      He remembered; Open space meant less legal liability. If they called it “open space,” then they wouldn’t be required to ensure safety, build proper pathways or provide grass, playgrounds or bathrooms. By jamming “open space” into the name, they side-stepped the braying predations of the judges and lawyers.

      Max clawed at an itch on top of his head. Maybe he was getting lice from living in trash. Did lice live in trash?

      The fire the night before had burned to the river bottom and through several tracts of homes, leaving nothing to conceal his movement. Rather than risk the open, ashen space, Max made his way to the freeway and picked through the giant fireproof oleander bushes that had been planted along the edge of the travel corridor. Several times, he stalked into slumbering campsites. Once, he thought he saw a cluster of red, demon auras on the opposite side of the freeway, but Kalki said nothing, so Max kept moving. He knew better than to go looking for a fight, especially against more than a single adversary.

      Moving away from the river, water would become an issue. He’d been digging a hole each night in the sand with a rusty screwdriver. Ten meters from the river, the hole filled with water before he reached even a meter in depth. He knew that water filtered through fifty tons of sand wasn’t the same as water filtered through a proper filter. But he’d learned in a faraway land that he could get away with drinking water from a pit filter for a short while. He couldn’t afford to reveal his position by starting a fire and boiling the water.

      He’d been drinking from a hole in the ground for five days and pretty soon, he’d hit a run of bacteria that his stomach wouldn’t tolerate. There were a million and one kinds of bacteria that the human gut could take, but when he found the wrong kind of e. coli, intestinal fireworks would ensue. Drinking from the river itself—the groundwater—would deliver an instant and irrevocable case of the shits. Drinking from a hole ten meters away from the riverbed was a roll of the dice, a calculated risk. He couldn’t depend on the gods to protect him from bad water. Kalki wouldn’t have chosen him for this work if he’d been a clueless civilian. Max knew how to survive and he knew how to fight. He certainly knew enough to handle his own food and water in a war zone.

      The goddess Ushas had just begun to paint the horizon in soft red and murky oranges when Max spotted the sign painted on the back of a stucco building against the freeway; Pool King.

      He sprinted across the freeway and clambered over the concrete center divider before the dawn could betray him. It was time again to find a dumpster for dinner and for sleep. The shopping center with a pool supply was proof that Kalki still called him beloved.

      Max slipped in the back door of the Pool King. Like every business he’d encountered, the Pool King had been busted open. He stepped inside and propped the steel security door open with a bucket of paint he found. He let his eyes adjust to the dim, then carefully cleared the back offices, his short sword at the ready. Then, he searched the sales floor. The Californians had pushed all the merchandise from the shelves onto the floor. It was one of a thousand urban mysteries to Max. Why would the Californians burn calories sweeping products from the shelf to the floor? Did they hope to find a treasure trove of Ding Dongs or Hot Pockets hiding behind the selection of automatic pool suction vacuums? Apparently so, because every last item in the Pool King had been pushed to the floor. Max was faced with the same question as the last three stores he’d visited—to wade through product or just walk on top of it? He split the difference and slid along the fake marble flooring, sluicing through the boxes and plastic clam shell packaging.

      After fifteen minutes of hunting in the dim, he found what he was looking for. Just one bottle of Clorox Xtra Blue pool shock would purify enough water to last him half a lifetime. It’d taste like sucking on a urinal deodorizer, but the pool shock would annihilate any bacteria.

      Why the Californians hadn’t hoarded every case of pool shock, Max could not imagine. In the final days of earth, the pool treatment should be worth its weight in gold as a water purifier. Was it possible that not one of the hundred thousand residents within walking distance of this store knew the value of pool shock? It was possible, but not likely. In any case, Max needed just this one bottle. His holy mission didn’t include trading with Californians.
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        * * *

      

      Two days after the Pool King, Max saw Kalki in the flesh as he stood over the body of the man he’d just killed.

      Max had continued to stalk up the I-15 to the far side of the city of Escondido. God had instructed him to kill a man sleeping under the freeway overpass, but the loose rubble had shifted and woke the man before Max could run him through with the sword. The man’s black-blue heart chakra leapt instantly to full power. The demon came to consciousness ready for battle.

      Luckily, Max had seen the man’s handgun on the ground first. He stabbed the sword through between the demon’s thumb and forefinger while he hunted for the gun in the dark.

      The flesh wound ended the fight before it even began. The demon held his wounded hand in front of his face and screamed while Max stumbled around behind him and drove the sword down through his shoulder and into his heart. The scream died in the breeze and the demon slumped over, still half in his sleeping bag.

      Max regarded the dead man. In the dark, he couldn’t tell for sure, but the demon looked like a ginger. His hair was pale in the overcast moonlight, but he had that look of a redhead—light skin, freckles, pale hair. He looked a little like Jimmy McCuen from his old fire team.

      Max smiled as he remembered what he would say every time he saw Jimmy.

      “Yo, Jimm-ay! What’s the difference between a brick and a ginger? …at least the brick gets laid.”

      The boys in the squad would laugh. Jimmy would give Max the bird.

      It became their ritual—a good-natured sequence they probably repeated a hundred times, sometimes more than once a day. In a backhanded way, the lame joke buoyed the men. It was an interlude of human warmth in a world where hatred festered in every corner.

      Everyone liked Jimmy and everyone knew it, including Jimmy. Poking fun at his red hair and homely, freckled face was an old Marine’s way of saying, “Hey brother. I like you enough to give you shit.”

      Jimmy was a new guy with only this one deployment notched into the plastic stock of his M4, and Max was a long-timer—at the game of killing jihadis for a long time. Even though he’d still not made Master Sergeant at that point, the guys gave Max a lot of respect. Joking with the new guy, especially from Max, meant that the new guy was an okay dude.

      Something bad had happened to Jimmy somewhere in the sandbox. Max remembered seeing his lung at some point. It’d been strangely pink, particularly where it frothed around the chunk of frag that’d sliced Jimmy’s chest open.

      Max stood over the body of this other ginger, struggling to remember what’d happened to Jimmy when Kalki rode under the freeway overpass on his white horse, brandishing a flaming, blue sword. It was the biggest horse Max had ever seen, but even at a thousand pounds, his hooves didn’t disturb the gravel in the slightest. Kalki, of course, glowed blue and shirtless. He hauled on the reins, turned the massive horse toward Max and cantered up the side of the underpass.

      “LIGHTFIGHTER,” Kalki roared. His voice echoed up and down the freeway. “Turn back. Find the river. Follow the water. Climb the mountain of light and be my witness to the burning of California.”

      Without waiting for an answer, Kalki turned the horse and trotted out of sight south down the I-15. Max looked around to see if anyone had been attracted by the noise and the light, but silence hung over the freeway. The dead cars remained dead, jammed bumper-to-bumper on the northbound side. Nobody came looking from the oleander forests that lined the roadway. Apparently, a burning, blue god on horseback raised no alarm in the apocalypse.

      Max pulled his sword out of Jimmy’s torso. It ground against a bone somewhere inside, probably a rib. Max would need to find a flat rock and put a new edge on the blade. When the body flopped into the sleep clutter that had formerly been Jimmy’s camp, Max saw the dead man’s face and remembered that this wasn’t Jimmy.

      It was a demon. He didn’t know where the real Jimmy had gone after Fallujah. He might’ve died. That information wasn’t where Max could locate it in the messy filing cabinets of his mind. A couple of those filing cabinets had caught fire some years back and Max figured he wouldn’t be finding that info ever again.

      Not that it mattered. At that moment, his orders were exceedingly simple: turn back down the interstate. Find the river. Climb the mountain of light.

      He set down his sword and ran his hands around the gravel until he found the man’s handgun—a Hi-Point. He ran the slide, popped the round out of the chamber and caught it as it flipped in the air. The weight of the cartridge felt wrong. It was probably a .40 S&W or a .380.

      He thought about the gun for a moment. Then, he considered the sword, gleaming in the moon on the dead man’s sleeping bag. The gun would kill more efficiently—even a Hi-Point—but the sword had been blessed. He threw the gun like a skipping stone out over the river of blacktop. It clattered under a cluster of vehicles.

      Max collected his sword and followed his orders.
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        * * *

      

      It’d been a week since the commune had been overrun and Max’s hair stubble had reach an intolerable state. It’d been three years since he’d allowed even a millimeter of hair to grow on his head or face. He’d assiduously shaved his entire body nearly every morning since the day he entered the Hare Krishna commune. It wasn’t hard to remember to shave. He hated—absolutely hated—any amount of stubble on his head. If he forgot, he’d run his hand across the stubble all day, obsessing over the unkempt and animal feel of it. With a fresh-shaven head, he felt his chakras open and bright, like a man of compassion and peace. With the slightest growth, his energy centers thrummed with a choked and uneven vibration. It felt like lawn mower trying to run on cheap vodka.

      That night, he’d found the perfect rock for sharpening his sword—a chunk of broken limestone from a pool deck near the mouth of Escondido Creek. By spitting on the flat stone and swirling the sword’s edge in the spittle, he could get it very sharp. But no amount of sharpness made the eighteen-inch blade a suitable razor. He succeeded only in hacking the skin of his head into a haggard mess of sunburn and blood-crusted abrasions.

      He could accept the reek of his body, but the stubble became more than he could bear. It was that factor that finally drove him to break into a home. Until then, he’d stuck to the open corridors at night and the dumpsters in the day.

      It wasn’t just good fieldcraft that’d kept him out of the neighborhoods. He’d been close enough to homes while on the freeway and traveling up the Escondido aqueduct to overhear the terror playing out where people clustered.

      Two nights prior, he’d climbed into a dumpster in the back of a trailer park. Unwittingly, he dropped himself in the middle of a slavery ring.

      A group of white meth-heads had moved in on a seniors-only trailer park and had set themselves up as lords of the manor. Obviously, the police of Escondido had taken a permanent vacation, so fifteen lightly-armed meth-heads could lock down the trailer park by simply chaining the gate closed.

      Around nine a.m. that morning, an old dude with square shoulders, a crew cut and lots of sack stormed out of his trailer with a big 1911 pistol hanging from his hand. He walked straight down the middle of the trailer park, blasting every meth-head he saw. Max watched as the old guy put a .45 ACP round in one side of a skinny kid’s neck and out the other. The kid folded like a broken kite.

      The old guy didn’t utter a single word. He let his hand cannon do the talking for him. But he ran out of ammunition—which didn’t take long with a 1911. Once the cowering meth-heads figured out that the old guy had run out of hot rocks, they circled him with their knives. Max had been half-inclined to jump out of the dumpster and help the man. If the old dude could kill four of them with a seven-round magazine, Max could probably take five or six with his sword before they poked him to death with their little knives. But he knew that it wasn’t Kalki’s plan for him to die in a blaze of glory, and even if he hacked up the dozen remaining meth-heads, what would he do with a couple hundred geriatric Americans looking to him for help?

      They were all dead in Kalki’s eyes—whether they knew it or not. This whole state was firebrick, if not today then certainly soon enough.

      The old man’s last stand made the meth-heads even angrier. They took it as permission to euthanize any of the old people who weren’t useful. Max watched as they marched twenty or thirty slow-moving septuagenarians over to the dry swimming pool, cut their throats with pocket knives, and pitch them face-first into the deep end.

      The rest of the residents, the meth-heads herded up like so many chain gangs, making the retirees of the Imperial Escondido Mobile Estates consolidate their canned food, gasoline and bottled water. The meth-heads had brought their own tattooed, rail-thin girlfriends, so at least the elderly women weren’t at risk of being violated—at least not so far as Max witnessed.

      The Imperial Escondido, in some ways, had it better than the hundreds of middle class neighborhoods and condo associations along the aqueduct. The twenty-one hells of Naraka had found a home in California. Death metal rocked the streets. Groans of agony and shrieks of pain coincided with a steady rhythm of gunshots over a base line of rotting flesh. Max had avoided the neighborhoods because homes meant people and people meant death.

      At the mouth of Escondido Creek, where it turned from a thirty meter concrete aqueduct into a rivulet of water coursing through the coyote brush, Max risked a foray into the neighborhood to steal a shaving razor.

      As the creek rose into the foothills, the mountains grew steep and the relentless developers of California had been forced to restrict their urban sprawl to one or two streets on each side of the arroyo. As compared to the city of Escondido, the threat environment seemed manageable—only one layer deep. The city had been a three-hundred-and-sixty degree threat circus.

      Night had finally fallen and Max rose from the trash heap at the mouth of the aqueduct. The local residents used the spot as a dump since trash collection service had vanished.

      He rose up, like a raccoon from the trash heap, and skittered through a small avocado orchard to the residential street. Nothing moved in the new night’s darkness and the neighborhood felt to Max like it had learned to keep its head down—and had probably learned it the hard way. These were the “nicer homes” in a rundown suburb that had years ago run out of enough water to plant lawns. These homes spread out more than the cramped condos and tract homes of the city, but the extra space had been largely planted with old trucks, pre-fab sheds, broken-down boats and RVs covered with tattered blue tarps. Max picked a house to raid and slipped across the dark road.

      He picked his way through the stacks of storage in the side yard—a pallet of cinderblocks, ten or fifteen sun-damaged totes and and broken chop saw. Around the back of the house, Max found himself on a concrete deck surrounded by a cluster of pre-fab sheds. There was a gas fire ring in the center of the concrete slab and it looked like someone had used it to cook. The food mess alarmed Max, but he weighed it against the risk of returning to the open street to find another home and decided to continue. The clutter provided some cover and he hadn’t yet heard anyone moving inside.

      He kept moving around the outside of the house, improving his situational awareness of his AO. He circled around to the far side yard and checked the street again. A dark figure dashed by, but that wasn’t unusual. Everyone dashed everywhere now. Max doubled back to find a point of entry into the home.

      He thought he understood the basic layout of the home: standard issue California rambler. That meant sliding glass doors leading to the backyard, the kitchen and living room in the center of the house and the bedrooms on the wings. He moved back to what he figured was the corner bedroom and ran his hands along the window frame. As suspected, they were cheap, extruded aluminum.

      If they were like all California tract home windows, they held closed with a hand latch. In the dim light of the moon, Max looked up and down the center vertical of the frame and picked out the hand latch about half-way up. He spread his hand out on the glass near the latch, pressed inward and pulled the vertical out at the same time. The window popped open.

      American windows were yet another chimera of wellness—a purely psychological measure of personal security. Yes, American homes were sealed off from the outside weather, but any malcontent with a rock could break in. Almost everywhere in the world, people mounted bars over their windows, because the weakness of a pane of glass was obvious. It didn’t surprise Max that these window latches were as frail as every other window latch in the states. Why make them high security when any idiot with a brick could shatter the glass?

      Max peered inside the bedroom for two minutes and listened to the interior of the house. He heard nothing. He grabbed a bucket from one of the sheds and flipped it upside down beneath the window. Acutely aware of the possibility that somebody might be in the room waiting to ambush him, Max wasn’t going to enter the room ass first. Using the bucket, he stepped onto the open window frame and thrust the sword into the room. Nothing stirred. A desk sat below the window and he used it as a landing pad.

      Max cleared the room and slipped into the hall. The room he’d been in was obviously a kid’s room, so he didn’t bother to check the nearby bathroom for a razor. He paused at the point where the hallway opened into the living room and kitchen.

      He heard a click-clack on the linoleum floor of the kitchen and his blood went cold. He’d heard that sound ten thousand times in Iraq and a flood of memories burst from behind an earth dam of grief.

      Click-clack, click-clack.

      And under the churning emotion, Max tensed for the fight of his life.

      Gurrrrr…

      The low rumble sounded like the susurration of angels—like coming home—even as Max hunched with his sword at the ready. He could almost smell the dog’s tangy fur and earthy breath.

      “KILL HIM,” Kalki ordered in his ear.

      But Max would not kill a dog. He would bet anything that the dog about to attack was a German shepherd or Belgian malinois. He could tell from the breathing, the growl and the clacking of the nails on the floor. He knew those sounds better than he knew his mother’s voice.

      Thump, thump-thump, thump…

      A large figure charged from the dark recess of the living room. Kalki’s order now made more sense. Dogs were never demons. Men often were.

      Max turned to face the new threat, but he could neither see the attacker nor make sense of the room. Simultaneously, he felt his sword enter flesh and something smash against his head.

      Guhh…his attacker violently deflated as Max fell.

      Max hit a coffee table on his way to the ground and the sword popped out of his hand, jammed in the chest of his assailant. Max bounced off the table and rolled onto the deep pile carpet. He heard a whistling of air and fur as the dog flew into the space where he had just stood.

      He covered his head with his arms and rolled away from the coffee table toward the center of the room. His stubble-covered head came to rest against the wheezing body of the demon attacker. The man did nothing to push him away, dying a little with every, struggling breath. The sword must’ve double-lunged him.

      The dog growled and Max knew he would come, and this time he wouldn’t miss. He grabbed the dying man by the shoulders and rolled, shoving the sword deeper in his chest and pulling the dying body on top of him. The dog attacked, but he grabbed the man’s leg and shook with such violence that Max thought he might tear it off.

      Then, glass shattered. Big glass. The dog stopped.

      A figure stood, framed by the giant shards of the sliding glass door, kicking at fragments. The dog dropped the leg and launched himself at the new threat framed in the moonlight.

      In the chaos, Max crawled back the way he had come. He made it as far as the kid’s room before he felt the world spin on its axis. He crawled into a dark corner and passed out.
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        * * *

      

      Max came to with a raging headache. He was curled in a closet somewhere inside the house.

      He still didn’t know what’d hit his head, but it’d left a gash that would require a dozen stitches.

      He’d slept a long time. It’d been the only way to drive back the throbbing, flashing pain. He suspected that he had a concussion. The need for relief from the pounding finally forced him to untangle himself from a mess of kids’ shoes and sports equipment in the closet to go looking for Tylenol. The house was dead silent.

      The morning light dribbled in through the trees outside. The food around the fireplace in the back should’ve tipped him off to the fact that the house had been occupied.

      Had Kalki instructed him to go into this particular house? Max thought Kalki had, but he wasn’t sure. He couldn’t string two coherent thoughts together with the cacophony in his head. It seemed like he’d spent years of his life in a world with a thundering headache. The pain crammed into the core of his consciousness felt as familiar as brushing his teeth.

      Max felt naked without his sword. It’d been wrenched out of his hands during the melee the night before and he’d fled the room while the dog ripped the other guy to shreds.

      He found a whiffle ball bat in the closet and he held it in front of him like a weapon as he emerged from the kids’ room. At least it would be something between him and the snapping jaws of the dog.

      He crept into the living room. The room was still, but blood had been tracked everywhere on the tan carpet. He found his sword buried in the chest of a pudgy Indian kid on the family room floor. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-five years old.

      Max turned the kid’s body on its side to pull the sword free without bending it. He swapped the whiffle bat for the sword. Something about the young man bothered him, but he couldn’t think about it now. He needed to know where the dog had gone.

      The sliding glass door was, indeed, shattered, but there was nobody inside the house or in the back yard. Blood coated the meter-tall swords of glass, covered the linoleum under the dining table, spread across the concrete and had been tracked to every corner of the family room. He tried to follow the blood trails, but they criss-crossed from the glass door, back and forth to the dead kid and back to the hallway. The dog had apparently stood watch even as he bled out.

      Max searched every corner and eventually the maturing light revealed the German shepherd piled up against the kitchen cabinets, unconscious but still breathing.

      He forgot his headache and his search for aspirin. Instead, he went looking for first aid supplies. He found a med kit hanging on the wall in the garage and he popped it open on the kitchen floor next to the dog. Aside from several scratches, the only wound he found was a chunk of glass the size of a butcher knife in the inside of the dog’s hind leg. It’d missed the femoral artery, but had done enough damage that the dog had passed out from blood loss. Max readied a pile of gauze and then jimmied the shard of glass loose. The blood began to flow again and he applied direct pressure. The pulsing blood felt weak and Max couldn’t find the artery to say for sure. A few moments later, the blood flow slowed and the dog’s light breathing continued.

      The shepherd hadn’t stirred through the whole operation, so Max took a chance and gently lifted the dog’s body onto the counter. With the light pouring through the kitchen window, he could finally see the wound. His breath hitched in his chest.

      The wound was nothing unusual. The dog must’ve impaled himself on the broken glass window when he attacked the other intruder. It was the smell of the wounded dog, the coppery and somehow fresh smell of a mortally wounded shepherd, that rocked Max on a soul-deep level. He looked up and searched the room for Kalki. He wanted to be anywhere but staring at another dog’s shattered body. But he couldn’t step away.

      Max piled the gauze around the wound, taped it in place the best he could, and went looking for something to use as a suture.

      He learned a lot about the Indian family searching their possessions. He deduced they weren’t Hindu, which was a small relief. He’d come to feel like an adopted son to Indian Hindus. It troubled him that Kalki had ordered him to kill a young Indian. He couldn’t picture one of the Hinduvān being a demon. He knew that made no sense, but still he wondered. Had Kalki made a mistake? Or had Kalki been ordering him to kill the man who broke the window and Max had been the one to get it wrong?

      The workbench in the garage was covered in fishing gear and tackle boxes. He’d seen the face of the father in a family portrait in the hallway, along with the mother and a young, Indian girl, all dressed in western clothes. There was nothing in the house to indicate where the rest of the family had gone. Only the boy and the dog had been there.

      Max gathered up a handful of light fishing line and went looking for sewing needles and alcohol. He found both in the master bedroom, along with a purple vibrator in the nightstand. It had a weird protuberance at the base that reminded him of tiny rabbit ears. Since the rest of it was shaped like a penis, he had no doubt what it was. He just didn’t understand why the mother and father would use it. He tried to picture the rotund mother of the family and the stern father employing the vibrator for her pleasure and it made him cringe. Decadent western culture had ruined everything.

      He focused on the dog and avoided even looking at the dead boy. The dog had fought like a warrior of light and had sacrificed himself for his sacred duty. The dog had been the one member of this family undeniably true to Vishnu.

      Max decided not to shed a tear for the rest. They had written their own fates when they traded Vishnu’s way for the comforts and riches of California.
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        * * *

      

      Max stayed in the Indian family’s house for a week. The shepherd awoke and seemed to understand that Max had become his new benefactor. At very least, she knew better than to bite him as he changed her bandages.

      He buried the dead kid in the backyard. The air smelled generally of rotted flesh, so he didn’t know if he’d buried him deep enough. It probably didn’t matter since coyotes had plenty to scavenge without digging anyone up out of the ground.

      He prayed a bit of the Antyesti over the boy, or a pretty close approximation of the Hindu prayer for the dead:

      “When thou hast made him ready, all possessing Fire, then do thou give him over to the Fathers,

      When he attains unto the life that waits him, he shall become subject to the will of gods.”

      Max remembered the fragment of scripture because it’d meant something to him in the early days of his introduction to Krishna. He’d prayed the same for himself—that he’d be made ready and given over to the Fathers; that his old life would be made ash and that his new life would burn with the will of the gods.

      He couldn’t cremate the boy as per Hindu tradition, but Max saw no reason to believe that the boy had been a follower anyway.

      The dog bothered him more than anything. The shepherd bitch had protected the boy, of that there was no question. He’d come close to giving his life to defend him. Max had never known a dog to be wrong about the quality of a human being, and Max had spent more time understanding dogs than people. How could a dog like this one devote himself to a demon? There had to be a good explanation, but Kalki hadn’t shown himself since the night of the break in. Max was on his own.

      (Kalki had definitely said, “KILL HIM.”)

      The boy wasn’t like the others he’d killed. He had a Call Of Duty poster in his room. He was a video gamer. He loved Baked White Cheddar Cheetos. Max had been living in the young man’s home—had gone through everything in his room—and if the young man had been a demon (his name had been Trey), then Max hadn’t a clue what “demon” even meant.

      And the dog had loved him.

      The shepherd click-clacked across the kitchen and sat her head in Max’s lap, sensing his distress. Max stroked her head absently while he gazed out the ruined back window. He could see Trey’s grave from the couch.

      “Good Toadie. Good boy.”

      (This wasn’t Toadie).

      Max looked down at the dog.

      No, it wasn’t Toad. His Toad had died a long time ago.

      The file drawer in his mind creaked open, grinding on its runners, and a few pages fluttered to the ground.

      Toad had been a beast of a male German shepherd. He’d come over to Max’s unit from a SEAL unit that had been pulled out to Afghanistan. The Marines had been spooling up for some house-to-house fighting in Iraq and someone had convinced the higher-ups that the Marines needed the dog more than the SEALs. After all, the SEALs were only going to AF to set up an FOB. Iraq had been shaping up, at that time, to be a real meat grinder—Muslim foreign nationals had been pouring into the region with a fervent desire to kill American soldiers.

      Max had been a mere rifleman, but he had experience as a dog trainer back in the States. He got a few lessons on Schutzhund commands from the SEAL dog handler and they gave him the big German shepherd.

      Right off, Max’s squad started calling the dog “The Frogman” because he’d lately been a Navy SEAL. The dog only spoke German and he knew himself as “Nero,” the name the SEALs had given him. It ended up being easier to retrain the dog than to retrain the Marines, and his name became “Froggie.”

      Froggie and Max had been quartered with several hundred other Marines in one of the palaces built by Saddam Hussein and as always, they were spending a lot of time dicking around the palace, waiting for the real war to begin. Froggie became the palace celebrity. They called him “The Frogster,” “Frogman,” and when the big German shepherd started putting on even more weight from all the MREs shared with him, they called him “Frog-zilla.”

      But to Max, he was “the Toad,” and that was the only name the dog acknowledged. Like all Schutzhund shepherds, Toadie didn’t much care about anyone except his handler—the guy who fed him on-the-regular. The other Marines could give him snacks him and pet him, but Toadie looked and listened to just one jarhead: Max.

      They were brothers. Father and son. A soldier and his weapon. To tell the truth, Max had been quietly coming apart at the seams on that deployment until Toadie came along. His head had been buzzing like it was full of wasps and Max had been worried about how he’d perform kicking in doors again. But after the dog, Max slid into his new job and the wasps quieted their buzzing wings.

      Three months later, the Marines assaulted Fallujah. This time, they didn’t have their high-tech machines to do their fighting for them—thousands of civilians made it impossible to simply level the rat’s nest of a city. This time, they would fight one meat popsicle against another; Jar Heads and SEALs against hadjis and Al Queda. The jihadis had taken a couple months to prepare Fallujah as a butcher shop, set to grind up American Marines.

      Booby traps and IEDs lurked around every corner. Entire homes had been rigged with explosives, propane tanks, gasoline and ordnance. Max and Toadie became the front line in a blood and guts chess game to detect traps before the Marines stepped on them. That put Max and his shepherd at the very tip of the spear—particularly Toadie, who went out front of the squad with his world-class sniffer.

      It was only a matter of time before Max and his dog would get blown up. The wasps returned, and Max held onto that big dog every sleepless night in Fallujah, like a life raft in a sea of fifteen foot whitecaps.

      Three weeks into the battle, it finally happened. Max and Toadie had cleared the ground floor of one of the endless, jam-packed homes in Dirt City, as they called that neighborhood. Lately, finding the IEDs and booby traps had gotten pretty easy, which meant it was time for the hadjis to change tactics. Generally, they’d find a tripwire on the ground floor, deep inside a hallway or some kind of fatal funnel. The Toad-ster would lock up, with his ears standing straight up and his tail going stock-still. Max would creep forward, put his hand on the dog’s back and confirm the booby trap. They’d mark it, clear the rest of the house, then call in the EOD guys to disarm and dispose of the ordnance attached to the tripwire.

      This time, the ground floor was clear, which was as common as spanking the bishop in the porta john. Most houses had no traps. They were just houses.

      Nothing about that particular hadji hovel bothered Max in the slightest. He’d had no tingling feeling in the back of his head. No grave premonition of disaster. It was just another empty house in Dirt City. He’d seen ten thousand of them.

      Looking back, Max recalled that there was a tiny glass window on the stairway, which was a little weird. The Iraqis of Fallujah didn’t waste money on windows anywhere that wasn’t absolutely necessary. A window to shed a bit of light on the stairs wasn’t normal. It wasn’t like there was a building code or building inspectors in Iraq. They just built their shitty houses any shitty way they wanted. Someone random guy had the brilliant idea to add a window to those stairs. Or maybe they just had an extra window lying around.

      That must’ve been how the Hadjis saw Max and Toadie go up the stairs. That must’ve been how they knew when to clack off the mine beneath the floorboards.

      Max had no recollection of the mine actually exploding. He remembered the moment before and then, nothing. He woke up at at the bottom of the stairs with the dog on top of him. Toadie was whining as loud as he had ever heard him whine and it brought Max back from Never-never Land.

      Max’s head rang like the big bell at the top of Notre Dame.

      Bong! Bong! Bong! Bong!

      His eardrums must’ve burst because they hurt like a cast iron bitch and they were bleeding down his neck and into his camo jacket. Blood poured from his nose too, but none of that mattered compared to Toadie. He was missing his front leg from the shoulder down and his back left paw had been blown off. The Toad was bleeding more than a dog could afford and Max scrambled for both of the tourniquets he carried in his plate carrier vest.

      He worked the CATS tourniquet under the dog’s front leg, but he couldn’t get it tight enough. The thing just wasn’t designed for a limb that small. Max cranked and cranked and cranked on the windlass and eventually he broke it in two. All the while, blood poured from the stump of the missing limb. Toadie whined quieter and quieter until, with a long, silent wheeze, he stopped. His head lulled over on Max’s lap and his best and only friend slipped away.

      When they found Max, he was plenty fucked up himself from the overpressure, but he couldn’t stop bawling for Toadie. He cried for three days—the entire flight back to Germany for trauma care.

      In the end, there wasn’t anything they could do for a guy that’d been blown up in tight stairwell who didn’t have any external wounds. The damage would be inside his melon, where they best not fool with things. The doctor in Germany literally shrugged when Max asked him how to make the buzzing wings of the wasps and the booming of the bell stop. It’d sort itself out, the doctor had said.

      Max never got to see Toad’s body. He never got to say his goodbyes.

      A million years and two lifetimes later, Max sat on a couch in a stolen home with another German shepherd in his lap. This wasn’t Toadie and this wasn’t Fallujah.

      She was an all-black female and not nearly as large. But she stared into Max’s eyes with the same glistening soul. She gave herself to him with the same, shameless abandon as Toadie.

      Why had Max waited so long to love another dog?

      (Vishnu. The temple. Hare Krishna.)

      Max rubbed the long stubble on his head. He still hadn’t shaved.

      It was like this—when a lifetime folded inside a lifetime came to an end.

      Life was long and, in it, a person found truth like a sailing ship running from one far flung island to another. Each island restocked the ship’s shelves and reset the idea of land.

      When Toadie had died in his lap, Max had gone to sea. When he’d discharged out of the Marines, he’d floated on the winds. He’d become a vegetarian. He’d met some Hare Krishnas at the Saffron Cafe in Monterey, California and they’d understood his respect for animals. The Krishnas had found joy in the monastic life and it spoke to his battered soul. Max had finally come ashore amidst the beautiful, Hindu stable of gods, meditation, incense and prayer.

      Then the wicked world had ended and he’d been thrust out into it.

      Was he at sea again?

      Max prayed the Hindu Peace Prayer.

      “I desire only the deliverance from grief of all those afflicted by misery.

      Oh Lord, lead us from the unreal to the real; from darkness to light; from death to immortality.

      May there be peace in celestial regions.

      May there be peace on earth.”

      “May I have peace, Lord. May I know what is true, Lord,” Max added while he stroked the dog’s head.
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        * * *

      

      He named her Bravo, because she was his second shepherd and no dog would ever replace Toad.

      Looters had tried to invade four times during his time in the house, but Bravo’s menacing growl frightened them all away. Max found a handgun and a box of ammunition in the dad’s bedroom, hidden above a closet. It was an M&P Shield in 9mm. There was only the one, eight round magazine. Max couldn’t bring himself to toss it, so he upgraded his load bearing equipment to include a black day pack from the kid’s room. Even with the gun tucked into the outer compartment of the pack, Max held onto his sword. He had no desire to get into gunfights. Invisibility and quiet killing, when necessary, had kept him alive when so many others had died. He wasn’t going to jinx a good thing.

      (But had the killing been necessary?)

      Max and Bravo left the home nine days after the break in. They resumed Max’s previous survival pattern: move at night, sleep during the day. In the river bottom above town, there was no trash for cover, so they made sniper hides out of brush and tumbleweeds. There wasn’t even a trickle of water running down the wash, but Max found again that, if he dug three feet down, he encountered enough water for he and his dog. With a tiny pinch of pool shock, the water would be safe to drink.

      On their third day on the road, at four a.m., they came upon dead bodies in the wash. They weren’t stacked or grouped—just spread out over the wash like rag dolls that’d been tossed from heaven. He recognized the pattern and backtracked three hundred yards.

      Max would’ve stumbled straight into the trap if Bravo hadn’t come upon the bodies first. They picked their way up the hillside along the riverbed, searched up-canyon and confirmed Max’s suspicions. The locals had barricaded the two lane highway running along the creek bed. The dead appeared to have been scavengers from Escondido, dispatched with rifle fire.

      Max and Bravo climbed six hundred meters then cut a wide cloverleaf around the choke point in the canyon bottom. For the first time since the Indians’ house, the man and his dog were still moving when the sun came up. They needed to find a level place to sleep and Max needed to understand the valley they were about to enter. By the looks of the barricade, it was clear this community was nothing like the other beach towns. These guys shot to kill.

      The barricade stood firmly between Max and his orders from the glowing blue guy on the white horse. Kalki had said to follow the water, but that wasn’t going to be entirely possible.

      God and Max had entered an uneasy truce. Max refused to let go of his uneasiness for the killing of the Indian kid and Kalki refused to explain himself. The dog was a constant reminder that Kalki had made a mistake in ordering him to kill the Indian boy. If he wasn’t a bad person, why would Kalki order him killed?

      Apparently, the Lord Preserver had no concern over Max’s cognitive dissonance, because he neither appeared nor spoke. Max followed Kalki’s earlier instructions anyway—working toward the big mountains to the east. There, he hoped he would either watch California burn or get further instructions.

      It was a clear morning as they scrambled up the mountainside and the sun’s rays broke free from the mountain tops, shooting across the valley like a glistening phoenix. Max could finally see his objective. It sparkled white on top of the mountain—either a microwave relay tower or some sort of observatory. Max accepted it as his destination—the “mountain of light,” and he’d get there and make an end of this, one way or the other.

      As he surveyed the valley, still shaded from the morning light by the mountain, Max understood the roadblock a little better. These people were not suburbanites. He’d stumbled upon an island of cultivation in a sea of consumption. Virtually every home had horses, an orchard or farmland. The valley stretched like in a quilt of living squares—interrupted only by a single, dead knot of white structures, blistering with a thousand air conditioning units. This casino or convention center had been dropped in the middle of the valley, like a concrete altar to a pagan god. There was just one way in and one way out of the valley, and fruit trees, vineyards and gardens covered three-quarters of the valley floor. These weren’t people likely to run from a wave of chaos.

      From a half-mile up the mountain, it looked as though the locals had killed over a hundred intruders from Escondido, San Diego and the beach cities at that single barricade. Obviously, they’d organized early, and they’d resolved to defend their valley in time to stem the tide of refugees. The little road up Escondido Canyon would’ve been a minor point of incursion into the valley. He couldn’t see them, but the exits off of the I-15 freeway to the north must have been killing fields.

      Max tried to imagine the bucolic, avocado-growing farmers coming to the decision to use lethal force to protect their homes. They’d known that millions of city-dwellers surrounded their valley on three sides. They must’ve also known that they would shoot thousands in the process of keeping their homes safe. How did peaceful people suddenly become killers? (Was he a killer? Had he killed actual people?)

      Crossing this valley would be an order of magnitude more dangerous than crossing the city of Escondido. Chaos had been his ally in Escondido. As long as he attracted no attention, he could slip through the mayhem undetected, or confronted only by scavengers. In this organized valley, if he and Bravo were detected, they would be hunted and exterminated. Max found himself fearing honest people—people of the earth. People who worked the soil and negotiated daily with Mother Nature. These were the ones Vishnu loved, and they would kill him if he was found in their valley.

      He rubbed his hand on his scalp and considered next moves. His hair had grown from stubble to a sloppy crew cut. It bothered him less, now. He hadn’t slept in garbage since the house.

      Max could see only two options: either cut straight across the valley at Escondido Creek or follow the mountains all the way around. Crossing the valley at the narrow point would save at least three days. Every night of movement came with maybe a fifteen percent chance of running into a threat. Attempting to cross the valley at its busiest point—right past the ugly casino—carried probably a thirty percent chance of being discovered. The raw math favored a valley crossing. Plus, Max wanted to reach the mountain of light as soon as possible.

      (It’s time to answer, Kalki.)

      Max found a nook where runoff had carved a small, dry pool in a fold of the mountain. It was just big enough, and shrouded with brush enough, for he and Bravo to tuck in and sleep. The coastal mountain range would get cold at night, but they wouldn’t be nearly as cold as the river bottom. The sandy wash chilled to several degrees colder than the sun-facing hillsides. Up here, they’d have to ration the two, half-liter bottles of cloudy water they’d pulled from the riverbed the night before—yet another good reason to cross the valley instead of stay in the mountains. He and Bravo would be hurting for water if they didn’t get back to the river bottom soon.
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        * * *

      

      The knot of buildings in the valley made more sense now that he was there.

      “San Pasqual Native American Reservation News Media,” the sign on the building read. Max had no clue why a small Indian reservation would have news media, much less a news media building, but he was beginning to get the picture.

      Native American reservations and casinos had a profane relationship that Max never fully understood. It didn’t appear that Native Americans actually lived in this valley. The casino was another aberration in the fabric of madness that covered this whole state. It was one more reason for Kalki to burn it all to the ground.

      Lawyers and double-speaking politicians had concocted the “Indian” reservation as a salve to their collective guilt. Instead of brotherhood, they’d given the natives a casino. Hard-working avocado growers were tempted to come in, gamble their earnings and lose them as a backwards offering to the people their forefathers had driven off this land. Instead of serving the Native Americans with their hearts and hands, the Californians paid homage to the natives’ victimhood by attempting to win money from them, then losing a little more than they won. Somehow, that series of moral bank shots was meant to make amends for another generation’s immorality.

      Other than burning it all down, how else could the Lord Preserver of the Universe, Vishnu, return humanity to its senses?

      Max looked, for the thousandth time, to the top of the looming mountain. He couldn’t pick out the point of light he’d seen earlier, but he knew it was there somewhere—somewhere at the end of this journey he would find the truth. He suspected it would be the end of him and maybe it’d be the end of humanity in the bargain.

      Max heard only one local patrol pass by as he and Bravo picked their way across the valley. It’d been a truck with men in the back and he’d caught a few words on the wind when it passed them by.

      “…shift ends at five a.m.. Who you gotta blow around here to get eggs for breakfast…”

      The patrol hadn’t seen them crouched in the tall weeds beside the road that crossed the valley at Escondido Creek. Apparently, this was the dead end of the valley and there wasn’t much risk of trespassers. Max hadn’t encountered a single person climbing up and over the mountain the day before. The total lack of water in the mountains probably acted as a dry moat around this end of the valley.

      After three hours of careful movement, the buildings in the valley disappeared and he and Bravo climbed into another mountain pass. Beneath all the development, pavement and bridges, Escondido Creek remained. If they followed the river rather than the roads, they would avoid ninety percent of human contact, particularly at night. Nobody built where water flowed.

      Max and Bravo came upon another casino wedged in the top of the canyon and it forced them up on the hillside again to avoid the people. The lagoon-like pools of the casino shimmered in the moonlight. Max made out a knot of tents and refugees clustered around the pools in the hundreds, probably drinking the pool water to stay alive. The smell of their raw human waste drifted on the breeze, rolling over Max and Bravo like a reminder that, for mankind, it was all over but the crying.

      Before dawn, they reached a canyon climbing east, this one chock-a-block full of orchards and nurseries providing cover for the soldier and his dog. Max guessed this valley would lead straight up the mountain where he’d seen the shining, white monolith.

      The stress of crossing through the population and skirting the refugee camp had Max on edge. He gripped his sword in his fist. Part of him hoped Kalki would give him a demon to kill. His thirst and his anger flowed together, but Bravo’s sideways glances and steady presence against his leg soothed him. Max recited the prayer for peace and nudged his mind around the meditation and the dog.

      He missed the simple days meditating and working the commune. With his disability check coming in like clockwork, he’d been welcomed into the monastery. He would’ve been happy to spend the rest of his life meditating and praying, cleaning bathrooms and clipping bushes. But Lord Kalki had called Max back to the fighting, back to killing for a righteous cause.

      (But the dog had loved the boy…)

      Max’s grip tightened again on the sword. He forced himself to breath deeper. He stopped and leaned against an avocado tree.

      He needed to find a place to sleep. The avocado trees were mature and their branches didn’t reach the ground. He’d need to find a shed or an irrigation ditch for cover. He hadn’t heard or seen sign of people for over an hour, but he was sure that wherever there were fruit trees, there would be people. From what he’d seen, the avocado season appeared almost finished, which meant an almost limitless supply of ripe avocados hanging on the trees for those lucky enough to live in this valley, at least for the next week or two.

      The highway in the bottom of this canyon had been silent all night, which Max took as indication of a roadblock somewhere ahead. In the valley, vehicles had motored here and there, transporting patrols or moving food and water around to supply points. Since he’d headed into the mountains proper, he hadn’t seen a single set of headlights.

      They came across a small shed, a rack of solar panels and a cluster of pipes. Max recited the Prayer Of Gratitude when he found one of the pipes drip-drip-dripping into the sandy ground. He and Bravo hid under the eve of the shed while one of his water bottles filled one drop at a time with clean, fresh well water. Once it filled to the top, he replaced it with the other bottle and slipped into the shed to sleep.

      Max curled against the side opposite the rising sun, facing the door. Bravo laid against his leg. Max reached over to the backpack, dug in the front pocket and pulled the nine millimeter over into his lap.

      With the fall sun ramping toward a clear and sunny morning, they drowsed away their last day as warriors of Kalki.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the sun set, they left the shed and climbed the mountain.

      Max had taken a dead reckoning on the gleaming white globe on top of the mountain before the sun dropped behind the hills. The closer they came to the mountain, the more he’d become convinced that the structure was an observatory. With full water bottles, he and Bravo could climb straight up the mountain that night, using a cleft in the mountaintop as their guide.

      The moon had been waxing ever since the collapse of California and it had risen around four o’clock that afternoon and wouldn’t set until sometime late the next morning. Never had Max been so attenuated to the disposition of the moon. He marveled at how little human beings concerned themselves with the moon’s phases and its rising and setting. All other animal life on the planet pivoted their comings and goings, feeding and resting, around the moon. Only man ignored it.

      Now an animal of the field, Max realized that it wasn’t just the phase of the moon—how much light it reflected—that dictated the conditions of night. It was the moonrise and moonset that made night either safe for travel or a blacked-out death trap. Even at quarter moon, the wilderness opened up like a flower if the moon was up at night. But even at its brightest, if the moonrise came too early in the day or too late at night, movement would be radically restricted. Even the simplest animals knew this and could predict the moon with utter accuracy; jumping on the favorable moons to fill their bellies under the safety of the moonlit night. Animals worshipped under that moon—hungered or prospered based on its fickle providence. Max had just begun to know the mute and mighty lord of the night, and he knew that the waxing gibbous moon would peak, then decline. When it declined, and when the moonrise drifted toward the wasted light of day, his movement would be greatly restricted and far more dangerous. One way or another, he needed to reach the end of his journey soon.

      This struck him as apt, since he knew that his own moon was rising and would also wane. Like the wasted moon of the day, Kalki would no longer have need of him. Perhaps his doubts had rendered him useless to the Lord, like the moon behind a bank of clouds. Maybe his slide from faithful meditation and prayer had disappointed the god of these last three years.

      (Or maybe the killing of innocents had made him unworthy. Unclean.)

      Max thought about the first man he killed. Not the first man—that had been a boy with an AK-47 stumbling out of a house in Fallujah, carrying an artillery shell. And not the man raping the girl, either. Killing that beast had been a public service. Rather, he remembered shoving his sword into the balding guy’s lungs—the guy in the golf shirt by the Trader Joe’s.

      The man (demon?) had tripped over his own feet when the reality of his ruined chest caught up with him.

      Trip, trip, stagger right, stagger left. Then down.

      The body had hit the asphalt like a pillowcase filled with hamburger. His hands hadn’t even tried to catch his fall.

      (He was no demon.)

      Max stopped climbing and Bravo stopped beside him. The strength had gone out of him. His limbs felt watery and his heart hammered in his chest.

      Had he killed innocent men? The balding guy, the Indian kid, the ginger dude?

      Bravo whined so high that Max could barely hear it. He looked down and saw the moonlight reflecting in her big, black eyes.

      She worried for him. She wanted him to be a good man. Max knew this like he knew the sky hung overhead and the ground crunched underfoot. The dog knew his struggle, maybe better than he did.

      One way or another, this would end, Max decided. He let the kid’s backpack slide around to his side and laid a hand on the heavy lump in the outer pocket. The M&P was still there.

      He’d been many things in this life, but he’d never been a man who harmed innocent people. Once a soldier and now a Lightfighter, he was no monster. He couldn’t be a monster—couldn’t allow it even if the Lord Preserver commanded it.

      (Had He commanded the killing?)

      Max knew the exertion of the climb was screwing with his head. Heavy exertion always did that—jacked with his thoughts, made them clear as noodle soup. He stilled the phantom ghost hunting inside his head. He bricked him up behind his straightforward mission to reach the summit.

      All would be revealed at the monolith. The moon would apex. The Lightfighter would reach his apogee. Bravo would sit beside him. Judgment would be served. The world would finally end.

      Max swept all his rumination aside and forced his legs to climb.
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        * * *

      

      Max slapped his leg in fury and Bravo plunked down beside a juniper tree.

      It was a false summit.

      They’d reached what Max thought was the top, but it wasn’t the top at all. Their water was almost gone. The monolith glowed in the portent moon, several miles away and probably another thousand feet higher. What had looked like the summit from below had been a false summit that dropped into a small valley before climbing again toward the observatory. Two dark veins connected in the middle of the valley—bushes clustered around two creeks. Where they met, someone had built a ranch house, a barn and two small outbuildings.

      Max split the last of the water with Bravo and swore like a Marine. He replaced the empty bottle in his backpack and listened to the night air. A chill meandered down the valley and Max’s skin tingled. It came as a welcome respite to the nighttime warmth of the granite gravel hillside.

      He had no watch but estimated the time around midnight. Just before they’d reached this false summit, the clumps of juniper had given way to towering coastal pines, scores of which were dried up and dead from years of drought.

      Max had climbed enough mountains to know that false summits happened as often as not. One rarely cut a direct line to a mountaintop without passing through at least half a dozen canyons, draws and false summits. Life rarely offered a direct line to anything, as much as man prayed that it would. He should’ve known the grim honesty of the mountain would demand more than he had budgeted.

      Still, it pissed him off. He should’ve known this would happen. He should’ve known a lot of things, but sometimes he had a hard time getting to the information when he needed it. Since Iraq, recalling what he knew had been like chasing a room full of mice.

      He sat down on a rock and observed the little valley.

      “KILL THEM,” Kalki hissed in his ear.

      “Shit on a shingle,” Max swore. He hadn’t seen anyone, but Kalki apparently had. He’d picked this moment, with their water gone and their legs spent, to kickstart the mission again.

      Max saw movement between the ranch house and the barn. From the sway of her walk, he could tell it was a woman. She checked on two horses standing in a small pasture. Then she disappeared into the barn. Someone on the porch of the ranch house flicked a flashlight on, then off. Max guessed it was someone watching over her.

      “KILL THEM,” the voice repeated, a hot, wet breath in his ear.

      Max ground at the tickle in his ear with the heel of his hand and scratched his head. His crew cut clung to the sweat of his hike and his hand came away with a glistening sheen. He turned his hand in the moonlight and stared at it like an alien thing.

      Bravo set her head on his leg and whined. He rubbed her ears with his wet hand.

      “Yeah, girl,” he whispered. “Another bullshit order in another man’s war.”

      The woman came out of the barn carrying something big, and lugged it over to the horses. She tossed it down at the edge of the pasture.

      “This time, I won’t let them hurt you,” Max whispered to Bravo. He checked the porch, but he couldn’t see anything under the moon shadow of the eve. He jammed his sword, point-first, into the soil and dug the handgun out of the backpack.

      “Maybe I’m not the guy to see you through this, Bravo. Maybe you’re better off with them.” Max nodded toward the ranch house.

      He pulled back the slide on the M&P and turned it in the moonlight until he saw the glint of brass in the chamber. He let the slide return to battery slowly, so the ranch woman wouldn’t hear.

      Max sighed. He remembered the balding guy with his belly hanging over his belt. The family man. His golf shirt. His ruined lungs.

      Trip, trip, stagger right, stagger left…

      He remembered the photo in the balding guy’s wallet.

      He pointed the handgun up under his chin.

      “Yo, Master Sergeant.” Jimmy the Ginger sat down beside him on the rock out of nowhere. Jimmy wore the same fatigues and the same plate carrier vest he had worn back in Iraq.

      “Jimmy?” Max leaned back to see him better. He rested the handgun in his lap. “I thought you died back in the shit. Is that you, little bro?”

      “Well. Call me Ginger. Call me Jimmy. Call me Jesus… Just don’t call me late for chow,” Jimmy chuckled.

      He used to say that, back in the sandbox. Call me Ginger, call me Jimmy, just don’t call me late for chow. The boys always laughed.

      Jimmy had been good on the M4 when making entry on a Hadji Hovel, but more importantly, he was always on-deck with a corny joke. He had dozens of them.

      “Lord Kalki told me to smoke those guys down there,” Max confessed to his old friend and nodded toward the ranch house.

      Jimmy picked up a pinecone and pulled it apart one chunk at a time. “He did, huh? So, what do you think about that, Master Sergeant?”

      “I think I’d rather shoot myself in the face than hurt any more people.”

      Jimmy worked the pinecone down to the core. The lady down in the valley finished whatever she was doing with the horses and headed back into the house. The flashlight on the porch flicked on long enough for her to see the steps. The screen door creaked and closed with a thunk.

      “You know your head’s a little scrambled, don’t you, Master Sergeant?”

      Max snorted. “I don’t know what I know, Jimmy.”

      Jimmy pointed the pinecone at the German shepherd. “She knows what’s real—what’s right… She’ll always know.”

      Max stroked Bravo’s ears. “It’s all been bullshit then? Is that what you’re telling me? Everything I’ve worshipped? Everything I’ve… done?”

      Jimmy shrugged. He put a hand on Max’s shoulder and pointed back with his free hand. “Every single person down in that burning shit storm is wondering the exact same thing, brother. Has it all been bullshit? Well, Master Sergeant, it’s mostly been bullshit. I’m not going to deny it. For everyone. You, my friend, have the benefit of knowing you’re crazy, though. You’ve got that going for you, which is nice.”

      Max smiled. It’d been another thing Jimmy always said, “So I got that goin’ for me, which is nice.”

      It still made his stomach do backflips—knowing that he’d spent three years of his life praying to an imaginary god who then commanded him to hurt people. It didn’t help to know that he’d invented that god in the hashed-up folds of his wounded brain. It didn’t help that those people he’d killed were probably going to die anyway. None of that helped at all.

      He had hurt people. Innocent people.

      The night sky opened up as clear as blue water. The stars gave the white-burning moon a run for its money and the full glory of the Milky Way painted a band in slight pinks and transparent greens across the great vaulted dome of eternity.

      Max knew that this clarity was as temporary as it was beautiful. The clouds would gather around the edges and the fog would return.

      Soon, his mind would begin to see patterns where no patterns existed. He’d see elegant truths weaving the physical universe together. And, he would not know what was real.

      But the warm muzzle in his lap and the dog’s hot breath on his belly felt like a homecoming. With Toad at his side—he knew it wasn’t Toad, but he could allow himself that little delusion—with this pure, canine soul at his side, he might even do a little good before he moved on to the next life.

      Nirvana or Moksha. Heaven or hell.

      Max sighed. Jimmy the Ginger had vanished.

      Bravo exhaled and Max rubbed her ears, lifted her head, and looked her in the eyes. He kissed her on the nose, then stood.

      He buried the sword and the handgun under a pile of rocks at the foot of a dead pine. In the morning, he’d go to the ranch house and offer his services.

      Whatever the ranchers might know about horses and cattle, they knew nothing about Forward Operating Base security. He’d just reconned the ranch for an hour and it hadn’t triggered so much as a dog bark.

      They wouldn’t survive long like that. They needed perimeter security, a watch rotation, and an LP/OP.

      They needed a Lightfighter.
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      Graham

      

      A gray sweater still hung on bent wire in their closet. Graham Morgan couldn’t remember where it originally came from. He knew Tala didn’t come with the garment; it was there in the cabin long before she arrived. He’d given it to her one night because she was cold, well before he gave her his heart. He thought the sweater was possibly once his father’s. He’d even created an image in his mind of his old man wearing the thing…all stretched out over one shoulder and not the other…his cigar and lighter weighing down one front pocket. That was before the burial in the back yard of the house he grew up in. Before having to cover his father’s face with the ground’s sweet earth. He preferred the image he knew existed in reality, of Tala pulling the edges closer, nearly twice around her sides. She’d even rolled up the sleeves into puffy cuffs. He remembered her standing on the porch steps as snowflakes drifted down, landing on her dark ebony hair and the slope of her small nose and when he stepped up, he slipped his hands beneath the folds, feeling her warmth. She’d smiled then, with her eyes, if that was possible. Those sparkling depths—he leaned in to them. He smelled that soft area just behind her right ear, but he could feel her smiling against his shoulder, her mouth forming a half moon pressed against him. His heart had swelled then, just enough to let her slip in the dark crevice.

      In early autumn that year, one that would quickly lose the coming fight with winter, Graham Morgan stared across the landscape in front of the cabin he once shared with Tala and wondered what might have been had she lived through the birth of their daughter. Would she sit next to him now, sipping stale steaming Earl Grey and wearing that sweater that now hung bereft of her in their empty closet? He’d kept the sweater, now surrounded on all sides, void of anything touching, with only a cast of pale light through the small bedroom window highlighting one side…entirely darkened on the other. Would she stretch the sides around her thin middle again? Would she smile up at him with crow’s feet framing the outer edges of those dark pools, as he stumbled out onto the porch, after rising to meet the day far earlier in the morning like she used to do? Stealing just a moment to herself before all others woke?

      “Five years…”

      He’d lived with her for one year, far too short, and they had a child together. Though Tala was gone now, she remained with him every single day through Tehya. Bang was their child too…but Tehya was born from them…between him and her. Though Bang was no less theirs. Bang had needed her as much as he did. You find how much you need a person only after that person’s gone. Before that, in the aloneness, you don’t really grasp the full depth of their necessity. Not until they occupy that space in your life and then…then they’re irretrievable.

      It had all started out with only the two of them, him and the boy. Then the twins, Macy and Marcy, and Sheriff…then Ennis, not forgotten but taken from them too soon, as well. With Ennis came Tala. They’d often joked how it was that he’d ended up rescuing the children and she rescued the old man. It should have been the reverse with strangers but it turned out right, in the end.

      Graham never got over what seemed like a sacrifice on Ennis’s behalf. One life given for another life to live on. A child escaped those claws because of him. Addy survived the virus, while Ennis had succumbed to the grip of death. That exchange made it hard to not consider a higher being, one that cast lots with their lives. Graham wasn’t a fan. He didn’t like the idea of anyone in control of their fates. He didn’t like the idea because that meant he couldn’t blame the responsible parties. They deserved all the consequences of that blame.

      There were consequences, too, for the girl’s survival though, and for Bang as well, since he was the one who discovered she needed saving. Though the saving also caused Addy’s near demise.

      Graham groaned. He was doing it again. Half the time he lived and wandered in the past and the other half, he contemplated an uncertain future for his children as well as their communities. They were growing up, all of them, and Graham, Dalton, Clarisse…and even Sheriff…they were growing old. That was a problem. Not for him but for those he’d come to love and would leave behind. And to what?

      He’d entered this apocalyptic dawn alone, without his prior family, wishing to die as they did. He thought perhaps he’d starve to death or die in the jaws of a wolf. They always seemed favor him or, more precisely, his flesh. He never expected to make it through that first winter. He totally expected to follow his prior family where they’d gone. But as a god cast lots with their lives, it wasn’t what he wanted that mattered at all. Instead he was given the cruelest of curve balls at the time: a boy as much pissed off at the world as he was. Bang, at four years old, wasn’t happy with the cards he’d been dealt either. Neither of them had much of a choice.

      Graham still heard the gone-feral dogs chasing Bang down the road of his old home, attempting to chew off the boy’s small legs as he ran. He’d never been more terrified, and he wasn’t even sure why. His heart bounded within his chest remembering the scene. But that was then, and this was now and that same pissed-off little boy had grown into a fine young man who was already up and working in the community gardens.

      “Daddy.”

      Graham started in the Adirondack chair he sat in, nearly sloshing his coffee over the rim. Tehya, like her mother, was sneaky like a wolf. “Good morning, baby.”

      She didn’t answer but clambered her skinny limbs into his lap, heedless of the coffee he held in his hand, resting her head against his chest. With his free hand, Graham wrapped his arm around her, stealing her warmth from the chilly autumn morning.

      “We’re going to need to take you over to Clarisse again to comb through this mess on your head.”

      “Not a mess. You can do it.”

      “Hmm…I’d rather you hate her and not me for pulling your hair.”

      “I didn’t hate her the last time. She did a good job.”

      “You know…if you brushed it yourself every morning, we wouldn’t have to go across town to have you groomed properly.”

      “Across town? Is that what we call it?” She was silent for a moment after asking the question that Graham only smiled in reply to. He felt her warm breath against his chest. She was thinking. He imagined her little furry caterpillar-like eyebrows pulled together, squinched above her nose. She was adorable that way. Just like her mother.

      “I like it when Clarisse brushes my hair. She’s nice.”

      “You could let Bang do it, or you could wait for Marcy to come back. Didn’t she do it the last time she was here?”

      “She pulls too hard.”

      “That’s right…I remember you squealing.”

      “I didn’t squeal.”

      “You did something.”

      “Noo, Daad,” Tehya said, pulling herself away. She stepped down to the porch in her bare feet and padded toward the door.

      The warmth where she’d cuddled against his chest chilled too soon and Graham found himself missing Tala’s daughter already. The back of her tangled mass of dark hair retreated inside the dark home. The screen door slapped with a whack against the frame. And Graham sipped the now-cold dregs of his remaining coffee.

      He smiled now, remembering that morning not long ago. Remembering the smell of the damp, spicy autumn. Tehya was a year older now and they weren’t in Cascade anymore. It was somewhat like saying, We’re not in Kansas anymore. Their cabin was probably burned up, the porch long gone. He had no idea. They couldn’t go back yet. They were refugees of what had been called Graham’s camp, their one-time safe haven.

      Now when he woke in the morning, he walked out onto a different porch, one along a small-town street. A worn picket fence still bordered the small yard in places. A rickety arbor graced the single walkway to the door. The house was once painted yellow with green trim, but now big flakes were peeling and scattering in the dry wind. Such a major contrast from the damp Northwest. Graham squinted his eyes and raised his coffee mug to his lips. There was only rooibos tea masquerading as coffee these days. His least favorite of all teas. Clarisse said it was healthy and full of vitamin C, but he hated the Kool-Aid taste of it anyway. He’d never drunk coffee because it was good for you.

      A pile of tangled weeds caught his eye as they rolled down the road past the old library. There were people in tents there in the parking lot that would soon blow away if not weighted down with the warm bodies within them. The carnival-colored nylon sides rippled and whipped in the breeze. Someone’s broke loose and tumbled down the grassy bank between the streets.

      As he took another sip of tea, Graham’s eyes began to water. The wind brought tiny grains of grit with it and one or more had become lodged between his lashes. He turned to walk back inside when he heard his name.

      “G’morning, Rick.”

      “Hey…see you in about an hour?” Rick said, and it wasn’t the words without the humor, because Rick always had a smart answer coming—that was just his way…it was the straight face that got Graham a little guarded. Something was up. He knew most of their current worries. They weren’t trivial in the least, but he knew they were deciding on what to do about them…that was the worrisome part. Mostly because it involved risking one of his own. But if Graham had anything to say about it, Bang wouldn’t be involved in this one.

      That’s why he got the feeling Rick wasn’t smiling. They needed Bang. And Bang wanted to go. And Rick was just doing his job.

      And if they didn’t succeed, Clarisse was right…in the end, they were doing nothing more than killing time.
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      Graham slid the chrome chair from beneath the table across the low pile carpet. Tiny flecks of dirt and debris kicked up like excited fleas, jumping out of the rivets. No one was going to vacuum any time soon. The glass panes of the windows were tilted open at an angle and had remained so night and day as long as Graham could remember since escaping the big fires in the west and moving to Coeur d’Alene, Idaho. Light and air were more important than a debris-less room. If it weren’t for the row of floor-to-ceiling windows, the room would have been pitch-dark. The filtered light, though, was mottled by the dust storm currently wending its way through the streets. They still saw one another in the dim light, enough to notice the grime the dust left visible by the sweaty dirt tracks upon their necks like muddy ski slopes. Rick’s wife Olivia took the chair next to his and smiled. People were making small talk. As if small talk were still a thing to do, as if they were in the waiting room of a local dentist. Even so, she smiled and asked, “Why don’t you guys live in the condo building with the rest of us anymore?”

      “I…we, tried that.” Graham chuckled. “For about a week after we first arrived. I can’t breathe in there. There’s something about learning to live in nature again and then suddenly you’re cast into a closed room without windows that fully open…seems too much like a trap. It’s so unnatural now. And I used to teach in buildings like that in downtown Seattle, ones without windows, all day. It never bothered me then not to see outside but now it’s a necessity. There’s no air flow. You can’t run far if you need to get away. No…I’m too acclimated to the land beneath my feet now and an open doorway to escape through. And the kids…they couldn’t handle it. Tehya’s never lived like that in her life. For the whole week we gave it a try she was climbing the walls…I was starting to think I needed to ask Clarisse to evaluate her for ADHD. And heck, Bang wouldn’t even come inside until nightfall. He and Sheriff stayed out way past dark. The funny thing was…we just couldn’t adjust. I traded with the old couple living in the little yellow house across the street as soon as I could. They needed more assistance and to be closer to everything anyway. It worked out better for them as well. The house is a bit small for the four of us, but we make it work.”

      Olivia smiled and nodded. “I like it better in the building. I know Rick gets claustrophobic too but it’s just him and me now. Bethany’s living upstairs with her family. We want to be close to her and the kids. They have their space and we have ours…it works out well for us.”

      “It’s hard to believe our kids are having kids now.”

      “I know it. Macy and McCann have two. When is Marcy going to catch up?”

      Graham shrugged his shoulders and smiled. Every week someone asked about the reproductive course and competition the twins were on, as if he was their father. They were his, he supposed, but the truth was, he felt like he was only ever their guardian. They were grown women now who made their own decisions and though they checked in with him, they weren’t as close as they once were. Perhaps that’s how it happened with even natural-born children. If so, it made him sad to think the same thing would happen with Bang and Tehya.

      Olivia started to ask another question but then Dalton walked in, with Clarisse right behind him.

      Good mornings were mumbled and then Graham took a good look at his old friend. Dalton stood at the front of the room. There was no podium to hide behind. Dalton’s hands went from the sides of his hips to the front of his waist in a clasp and back again. He shook his head and stared down to the ground with a wry smile upon his face, but his eyes were rimmed in red and filled with tears.

      “I’m sorry.” He wiped them away and cleared his throat. “I, ah…I don’t know why it’s getting to me.”

      Clarisse touched the back of his arm and rubbed up and down briefly.

      Graham knew it was bad. They all did. They didn’t assemble formally like this if it weren’t for real.

      “Why don’t you just go ahead and start, Clarisse,” Dalton said, “You’ve always been better at this than I am, anyway.”

      Everyone chuckled at what was never going to be funny.

      She stepped forward and slid her glasses up the bridge of her nose again, as she always did, and smiled. “As you know, we’ve heard increasing news about the terrorists’ advances in small pockets here and there. We were never really sure over the past year if these pockets were part of a larger group or if they were just the leftovers from before.” She nodded then, her lips in a thin line. “They’re here again, mostly along the coastline. They set fire to what hadn’t burned the first time in Seattle and north of there. People from different coastal communities are unreachable and presumed captured or dead.” She reached her hand out toward Graham. “We had to flee Cascade and come here with the majority of our community. We’re safe for now. But we have a problem. A big one. One that we need to solve quickly if we’re going to keep the upper hand here. They will advance east; we’re sure of that.”

      A familiar voice broke in. Graham didn’t even need to turn around to know who spoke. “But we have the viruses we fought them with the last time. Why can’t we just do the same thing?” It was Sam, cutting to the heart of the matter, from near the back door. A natural woodsman from Montana, he’d never fully commit to an enclosed room in the old days, nor would he do it now. And Graham now knew why.

      “Because that’s just the thing,” Clarisse said. “We don’t have the virus we used the last time. Nor do I think it will work so well a second time. They’re immune to it or…they’re vaccinated against it. Just like you and Graham…many of those here now…I suspect were immune to the last one. It won’t work on them. And just as we developed a vaccine…they may have done the same thing.”

      No one said anything for a minute, though there was a collective “huh” as that revelation sank in. Graham had leaned backward in his chair. “What you’re saying…is that this has truly become a biological war?”

      She swallowed, nodded, and said, “Yes, it’s always been just that.”

      “What do we need?” Sam asked, getting right to the matter.

      “Need for what?” someone shouted. Graham didn’t know that person’s voice. They were from the town he now called home.

      “What do we need for you to do what you did the last time, again?” Sam clarified.

      Clairisse put her hands up when the other person stood up and shouted out, “We’re not doing that here.” When he stood, Graham recognized him as the older guy who always wore a sneer. His name was Don, if he was remembering right.

      “We know what you did the last time.” Don pointed an accusing finger at Clarisse. “You’re no better than they are. If you’re going to do that, you’re not doing it here. We know all about your time in Canada.”

      Dalton pushed himself away from the wall. “What in the hell do you propose we do then?”

      Clarisse pressed her hand against Dalton’s chest.

      “That’s genocide. We’re better than that,” Don said. “You can’t just go around creating viruses that kill masses of people.”

      “Again,” Dalton said, “what do you propose we do? Have you ever fought in a war, Don? Do you have any suggestions on how to stop them from wiping out the next generation? Might I remind you that they came here, to our land…we didn’t seek them out. They started this…they developed the first one and committed mass genocide. They invaded, raped, pillaged and destroyed our country.”

      “Calm down,” Clarisse said, rubbing the side of his arm.

      “I’ll be in the hall,” Dalton said after trying to calm his own breathing. His face was red like inside of a rare steak.

      Don sheepishly sat down as everyone else quietly ignored him.

      Without missing a beat, Sam repeated as if no one had heard him before the interruption. “What do you need and when do you need it, Clarisse?”

      Her chest rose and fell with a heavy sigh as she watched Dalton leave the room. “It’s not that easy. I’ll have to develop a new strain—a variation—and we need to be prepared for the same thing from them. Just as in nature, manmade viruses are highly mutable.”

      “I don’t agree with this line of attack,” Don said, less directly than before.

      It was Graham who turned around in his chair this time and stared into Don’s sour face as he enunciated each word. “We. Don’t. Care.” Then he turned again and said, “Clarisse, like Sam said, what do we need and where do we get it? Let’s just get this over with.”

      At the same time, behind him, he heard Don knocking knees between the seats as he made his way through the crowded room to the exit.

      Clarisse continued, “We need equipment, and I’ve located the nearest place we’re likely to find it.” In a quieter tone she said, “And we’ll also need to extract a few subjects again if it turns out that they’re here to annihilate us again with bio-weapons. We’re not sure that’s the case. So far…it’s just the invasion and destruction of communities we’ve recorded.”

      He knew what she meant, though. They were likely up to their old ideas…was this just a clean-up or…were they in with a second wave of bioterrorism? They would need a few of the enemy subjects to run tests to find out, as they did last time. They would need to know if they carried a certain vaccine to the last virus. If they held those antibodies. And after knowing that, Clarisse would then be able to develop something they could spread. Without regard to the madness this imposed, Graham asked, “Where is that?”

      “A few hours south of here. Umatilla Chemical Depot,” Clarisse said.

      “I seem to remember the chemical weapons were mandated to be destroyed from there in like the early 2000s. Are you sure they still exist? I worked as a math professor at Washington State back in the day, and I had to do some calculations for them. Later, I heard they never destroyed the compound. I thought at the time that was a myth,” Graham said.

      Up to this point, it was Rick who silently listened from the back of the room. He took his time strolling forward while quoting, “‘Myths which are believed in tend to become true.’ George Orwell.” Rick held a piece of paper by the corner. It’d been folded into a square once and then crumpled, laid flat and smoothed out a few times, so that now, it flapped like a well-worn sail as he walked between the aisles. No one was going to like what he had to say next, and Graham knew it.

      “If you do this, you’re no better than they are! And they’ll come here and kill us all!” shouted Don from the hallway.

      “I’ve had about enough of you,” came Dalton’s voice next. There was scuffling and Clarisse shouted, “Don’t…Dalton.”

      Graham cranked his head around and looked through the doorway as Dalton grabbed the little man by his collar and hauled him outside the building.

      “That’s not going to help anything,” Clarisse said, joining him.

      “Helped me. I feel better already,” Dalton said.

      Rick, without regard to the disturbance, cleared his throat as Clarisse and Dalton walked back inside the meeting room. “We’re going to need a team.”

      Rick’s eyes landed on Graham’s, knowing he wasn’t going to like what he said next. If he made it through the day without making enemies of old friends, he’d count himself lucky.

      “We need our best marksmen. Clarisse will go, obviously. That means McCann will stay as head medical officer here. That also means Dalton will stay here. We don’t want to leave the next generation of our home base untended. As you can see, Dalton’s not very happy about that.”

      Graham understood. Knowing McCann would remain was a relief. These excursions were risky. He considered McCann his own son, just like the twins were his as well, and was thankful he was safe and out of harm’s way. But Graham wasn’t sure which marksmen Rick referred to as the best. That had him a little worried about his other son, and it wasn’t as if he’d referred to the best brewer…that would be Mark without question. Of course, Mark was the only brewer in town these days.

      “I’m going as communications and defense. But I need to get Clarisse there and back in one piece and it can’t be just the two of us. I need a few more. I’ve thought really hard about this and we have to bring in some of the younger generation, folks. There’s no way around it. They need the experience. They need to know what they’re up against.”

      Graham stiffened and sat up straight. He knew what was coming next. Rick words fell out of his mouth in a jumble, just as Graham feared.

      “Our best shooter, the one that led this next generation in training consistently and without reproach, is Bang. He’ll choose the team. Addy…”

      “No!” shouted Sam. “No…she’s not going without me. You can bet your ass…”

      Graham said, “Why didn’t you talk to me about this beforehand, Rick?” He hadn’t meant to say the words out loud, cutting off both Rick and Sam’s outrage at once. Was he getting too old for this? Tired of seeing the people he loved die? It didn’t matter now; the words were out there.

      Rick swallowed without saying a word. In fact, no one said anything. He folded the flimsy paper into a square. Only after he had tucked the note into his shirt pocket did he speak. “I’m telling you now.”

      It didn’t matter that Graham regretted his outburst; he saw the pain in Rick’s downcast eyes. “Christ,” Graham muttered and brushed his shaking hand over the stubble on his chin. He could really lose him. Bang could die…just like Tala, Steve, Dutch…it was unthinkable.

      “Dad…I want to go. I’m ready.” Bang’s voice filtered up from the back of the room. Everyone turned in their seats to stare at the young man he called his son.

      “Me too,” said Addy, by his side.
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      Squeezing his thumb underneath the strap of his pack, Bang gripped hard enough to feel his knuckles bulging like mountain peaks through his skin. He’d dreaded the goodbyes.

      “Tehya, say goodbye to your brother.” Graham urged her onward by the back of the head.

      “Bye, squirt,” he said. “Take care of the babies while I’m gone.”

      “They’re not babies anymore. They’re toddlers,” she said, all breathy and with a roll of her eyes.

      Bang loved to tease his little sister. He’d miss her and her antics. Kneeling down, he said, “Hey, come here. Stop, stop flopping around.” He swallowed the lump forming in the back of his throat and tried to stare into his sister’s blue eyes. “Take care of Dad, then. Don’t run off and stop fighting with the boys.”

      She let him hug her by rag-dolling in his arms and at the end, she pretended he was choking her out.

      He laughed when he stood to face Graham.

      While Tehya straightened up she said, “I gotta poop.”

      Now Bang was the one rolling his eyes. “Dad, can you please teach her it’s not okay to share that kind of thing? I mean, seriously.”

      “New society, new rules,” Graham laughed.

      “That’s just…ahk,” Bang said, spotting Addy nearby. His face began to heat as if he were suddenly standing next to a torch. He was thankful for once she’d not read Tehya’s lips; instead Addy gave him a quizzical smile and then reached for his backpack to help her father load the truck.

      Bang handed his pack up to her, standing in the back of the truck loading equipment while Bang finished saying his goodbyes.

      “I can’t leave Tehya here alone,” Graham said with such reverence it made Bang feel bad.

      “Dad, look at me. I’d never ask you to leave her…she’s only eight. Seriously, you’ve got to teach her some social manners. She can’t go around saying things like that. She’s a menace.”

      Graham chuckled. It was good to hear. He knew his dad was worried about him.

      Graham reached for him and hugged him tightly.

      Bang felt his heart beating through his shirt into his chest.

      “I’m…I’m going to be fine, Dad.”

      “I know. I know you are.”

      He held him away then but didn’t let go. “I just want you to know you’re loved. I know we don’t say those things much, but you are, Bang. I can’t…do this without you. You understand what I’m saying?”

      “I do. I understand. And you won’t have to. We’ll return in a few days.”

      Then Rick yelled, “Time to go!”

      Graham gave him a nod and Bang leaped up into the back of the truck and took up the rifle Addy handed to him. He still wasn’t used to seeing the wire behind her ear. It caught his attention every time. Her hearing, though severely damaged, was slowly returning and Clarisse continued to fiddle with the workings of a makeshift hearing ad.

      In that instant, as the truck headed west and the man who carried him through as a boy faded in the distance, Bang took a look around. It was Addy he was most concerned for. Though they were best friends, she was his whole world. He couldn’t bear it if anything happened to her, and they’d argued when he’d picked his team and tried to leave her behind. She wouldn’t have it.

      She smiled at him with a lopsided grin, holding her rifle up, stock pressed against her thigh. Her dark hair whipped in the wind as Rick drove south.

      It wasn’t lost on Bang that he was the one who as a boy brought her into his camp and exposed her to the virus which nearly cost her life, let alone her hearing. She barely survived then because of him.

      And now, again, he was responsible for taking her on this current journey. One she would return from if it killed him.
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      She’d said her goodbyes at their place in the small condo building they’d taken over off Sherman Ave, once named for the notorious man known as the Butcher of the South. Dalton was different now. Different than he was before his epic journey home from his mission in California. His struggle to make the journey back to them, he’d said, permitted him a view of a country he no longer recognized. The massive swath of destruction was worse in the once most-populated areas, where the majority of survivors lingered in greater numbers. It was that blank look in their eyes that convinced him most of them were no longer human, but still living the nightmare. He’d said the same of those who lost to a foreign power once on sandy ground. It was no different.

      The funny thing was, she never expected him to survive. She’d had the feeling before he’d left that she’d never see him again. It was true he returned a different man. Now he couldn’t hide his emotions like he once did. That was a trait both good and bad. He knew it, too. He was afraid, this time, of losing her and that morning, after they’d made love, he’d kissed her gently, with a remarkable tenderness, and while shaking he said, “Please don’t leave me.”

      She couldn’t get the look in his eyes out of her mind as she bounced around in the passenger seat of the truck next to Rick as he drove on, leading their small but vigilant convoy away from their community home. The intensity of his plea invaded her like a virus. And in order to refocus she said, “So remind me again why Umatilla has the equipment I need? My last recollection of that place was the local government in Oregon had obtained the rights from the national government and all of those nerve agents and munitions were destroyed.”

      “Ah,” Rick said. “So naïve. The term ‘local government’ is, in itself, misleading. The Umatilla Chemical Weapons Depot remained under government control for over fifty years. At the time, they said the base consisted of over one thousand bunkers that the locals affectionately called igloos. The land is flat as a pancake there…it’s a sprawling, tumbleweed-blowing area, like something out of a Wile E. Coyote and Road Runner cartoon, with these little rolling humps as far as the eye can see in any direction. The base was built back before World War II.” Rick looked ahead but cocked an eye at her while he drove. “We had a little business to take care of back then with the Nazis. Not unlike what we’ve dealt with in our own time, although I’m not sure we’ve won this one on the whole.”

      “No, I don’t think anyone can argue a victory here. So what did these bunkers actually contain and why do you think they’re still there after the site was decommissioned? Didn’t they build a giant incinerator out there to destroy everything? That’s the last I heard.”

      “Yes, you’re right, and they did burn up as much as they said they did, down to the last ounce. Let me just say this, though. The agreed-upon deal always mentioned the property containing one thousand of these weapons caches. The entire place is as flat as can be, each bunker is offset from the other so that if one went off, the explosion is less likely to start a chain reaction. So…if you’re standing out there…could you really count them all?”

      “Well, there must be satellite views. What are you saying? Are there extras?”

      He nodded and pointed a finger in the air. “One thousand and ten…but who’s counting, right?”

      “Someone must have. The Chinese, the Russians? Snowden?”

      He shook his head. “You can pull up a picture and stare right at the place. No one really counted them. Or at least, no one has thought to count them. They’re in plain sight with all the rest. One thousand and ten.”

      “Can’t really pull up pictures anymore.”

      “You’ll see for yourself.”

      “Okay, but still…what are these secret units supposed to contain? You’ve been out there, I take it?”

      He chuckled. “I almost said…there’s no need to know. I suppose that’s an antiquated term now.

      “I had…have a security clearance, Rick. I suppose it’s still valid after all this time.”

      “I would say so, Clarisse, considering how you saved the human race—at least on this continent…I mean what remains of us.

      “As far as the contents of the ten, I mean, after the United Nations resolution banned all chemical weapon use back in 1993, they pried open the ten-foot steel doors since the locks were all rusted through and cleared out the sarin, mustard gas and VX nerve agents…but there were a lot more things in those igloos than chemical agents. Including the means to make them. That’s why we’re going there. Some of the equipment was removed from the others and replaced behind specifically marked doors. Just like they never counted the actual numbers of igloos, they didn’t specifically mandate the destruction of the other physical contents. Some of them were like time capsules in there. Boxes of World War II biscuits, useless rubber gas masks you could slip two fingers under and what they deemed as survival equipment in 1944.”

      Clarisse let that sink in for a while. She still had questions but instead of asking Rick, she would see for herself when she got there.

      “There is one thing,” he said after a while.

      “What’s that?”

      “I can’t imagine who’s guarding it now. I mean someone local must have known the significance of that place. It’s probably already been raided.”

      “What? Wait, why are you bringing this up now? Haven’t you talked to anyone by radio around there? Doesn’t anyone close enough know?”

      “That’s just the thing…I’ve been able to make radio contact with everyone surrounding us, even Sam’s preppers in northern Idaho, but not a word has come from there. It’s been on my mind for a while now.”

      “What does that mean? Maybe the whole tri-city area was wiped out.”

      “That’s the thing—in percentage-speak, that’s an anomaly. It’s too quiet.”

      “Great, Rick…we don’t even know what we’re walking into there. That’s what you’re saying.” When he didn’t say anything to that, Clarisse looked out her side window. They were bumbling along what used to be I-90. Occasionally Rick would slow down and veer right or left, making a large curvature around whatever obstacles remained in the roadway. The two other vehicles behind them followed in the exact same pattern. In one of them, she saw Bang lean out, scanning the horizon. That meant Hunter was on the other side. They’d never gotten along as boys nor did they as men, but she knew they had each other’s backs regardless.

      “You know what I suspect?” Rick said through the drone of the truck’s engine.

      “What’s that?” she said, and she turned away from the window to face him.

      “Indians.”
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      It was a three-hour drive between here and there according to the old maps, the ones where the adults constantly looked and calculated time as it used to be, not how it was now.

      The problem was, they weren’t working on what they were accustomed to anymore. Roads were torn to shreds or blocked, and they were used to using digital equipment, something they didn’t have anymore. It was back to paper maps.

      “Did they seriously drive sixty miles an hour on this road?” Addy asked while pointing at an old speed sign along the side of the roadway. It looked as if it were affixed to its metal stand by a drunkard. Rusted through in places and barely hanging on, the sign still visibly said 60 MPH.

      “Yeah, I guess so,” he yelled over the wind but needn’t have for her to hear the words. She’d listen to what she was capable of and read his lips for the rest.

      Though Dalton’s oldest son, Hunter, heard his words.  He’d been silent on the journey until then. Bang knew from the tone of his voice they were in for another rant. “They screwed that up for us, too.”

      Addy’s eyes flashed first on Hunter glowering against the cab as he hid from the wind and then up at Bang. Because he knew she was uneasy around Hunter, Bang signed with his left hand behind his back, so that Hunter never saw the words he conveyed. “Here we go again.”

      It was best to make fun of the situation but in reality, Hunter had become an unpleasant person to be around since his mother’s death. Everyone just said he was struggling. Bang wanted to yell at times, “I’ve lost two mothers! Aren’t we all struggling?” First Hyun-Ok and then Tala. His heart never stopped longing for the two of them.

      Yet it was Hunter people seemed to make excuses for.

      It was Graham who finally told him the truth. Bang was just stronger. It wasn’t that he could handle more; that was bullshit. It was because he’d…adjusted. He’d picked himself up and dusted off and walked on. Graham explained that some people were just incapable of that. Instead they wallowed in the pain…used it, even. None of that was good and in the end, it only soured the person from the inside out.

      And looking at Hunter now, hiding from the wind while Addy took his position, proved Graham was right. The thing was, Hunter was a good shot. He had skills and that’s the only reason he was along for the ride now. But you could have the best skills in the world and still be a dick. That was the problem.

      “Movement at eleven!” Addy yelled over the wind, stock pressed against her cheek and scope to eye.

      Hunter had sprung up behind her while Bang scanned his side of the horizon. Sam drove the vehicle behind them and in one glance Bang saw his eyes widely scanning what Addy aimed for.

      Bang wasn’t supposed to do this. Addy was capable—damn capable, in fact—but he couldn’t help his next action. Bang turned after clearing his side of the vehicle. “Hunter, switch.”

      “It’s a damn deer,” Hunter yelled.

      “No. Not there. There!” Addy yelled.

      “Hunter, switch!” Bang said.

      “You’re seeing things,” Hunter said.

      Addy shook her head and that’s when Bang grabbed Hunter by the back of the arm and tugged him to the other side.

      “Don’t touch me, bro!” Hunter yelled while pulling away.

      “Get over there, Hunter.”

      “There’s nothing there,” Hunter said. “She’s seeing things.”

      Ignoring him, Bang watched Addy’s aim and tapped her on the arm.

      Her chin jutted out slightly as she held the target and maintained her stance, knees slightly bent with the run of the vehicle.

      “The guy’s wearing camo. There’s a truck behind the brush. He’s on his belly.”

      Bang looked through the scope. “I don’t see him. The scrub’s thick here.” Was he about to blow them apart? Then he spotted the truck melded into the background behind taller bushes. But why couldn’t he find him?

      “Armed?”

      “Yes, but I think he’s just watching us.”

      Those words sent a chill down Bang’s spine as he frantically scanned the ground near the truck, back and forth. “How far? Which side from the truck?” and before she said anything, his scope scrolled past him, just like that, and Bang pulled back. There he was, all blended in with the brittle honey-colored grasses, barely even there. Only the muzzle of his rifle pointed out and even that had plant matter tied to the barrel. The man’s eye, Bang noticed, was pressed to the scope, watching him watching them.

      “That’s too sloppy. He wants us to know he’s there,” Bang said.

      “What’s going on?” Sam’s radio crackled from the follow truck.

      “We’ve got a scout…or something. Orders?” Bang asked.

      “Hell, he would have blown all three of you away by now. He’s just watching. You’re sitting ducks. Don’t stop, keep going.”

      “That goes both ways. Addy’s got a line on him.”

      That’s when Hunter yelled, “Up ahead.” And when Bang turned, on a ridge outcropping there was a sight he never expected to see except in some of the John Wayne movies the old-timers found in the library and projected on the park screen on warm summer evenings growing up—a rare occurrence because it took the use of a generator, but memorable.

      “What the bloody hell?” Hunter said.

      Then the three of them had to brace themselves as the vehicle came to a sudden stop.
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      Her logical mind couldn’t believe her eyes. “Holy…what?” Clarisse said.

      “I knew it!” Rick said as he slammed on the brakes.

      “Hey, be careful.” She turned to see Hunter wobble into the back of the cab but brace himself against the back window before falling over.

      Then they heard tires screech to a sudden stop behind them.

      Sam’s voice came over the radio. “Ah…what do we do, guys? Not exactly smart to give them a still target right in the middle of the damn road.”

      “They’re not aiming at us,” Clarisse said.

      “We don’t need to give them a chance to, either. The guy we passed back there was aiming at us,” Sam said.

      “What guy?” Rick said.

      “Never mind. I think he was the scout for this welcoming party,” said Sam.

      Rick began to open the door. “That’s what they are, aren’t they? A welcoming party.”

      “There’s a lot of different kinds of parties…not all good,” Clarisse replied.

      “What are you doing?” Sam said.

      Rick didn’t answer the question. He just said, “Everyone move nice and slow. No sudden movements. Kids, put the guns down. Hands where they can see them. No one make any sudden movements.”

      “Rick, what makes you think you can trust three guys on horseback dressed like Indians from the Wild West?” But Rick avoided that question as well.

      “Um, Clarisse?” Sam said because he knew Rick couldn’t hear the radio outside the truck cab any longer.

      “Yes?”

      “We have a second party approaching from the north.”

      When Clarisse looked in the side view mirror, she felt a pang of panic run through her. “Oh my God. Kids, drop your weapons and step out on the east side of the truck. Easy…don’t hurry.”

      “We already did. They have bows…” Hunter said.

      “So do we,” Bang said.

      Rarely did Clarisse hear an edge in Bang’s voice. She heard it razor sharp now as she opened her door and stepped out slowly, while keeping an eye above the horizon on the cliff in front of them in the distance. One of the three individuals dressed up like they walked out of some Western from the past peeled off the three-person party and led his horse down the side of the rocky embankment. Clarisse stood there and glanced to the rear, where there was another group approaching from behind them.

      Sam looked back at her with both hands visible on the hood of the truck. His lips were at a slant and he raised one shoulder briefly to his ear. If these people were aggressive, they had the jump on them. There was nothing they could do as they surrounded them, it seemed, from all angles.

      Still, Clarisse noticed weapons unused or pointed away from them. It was their appearance that frightened her the most. Not only were they decked out in buckskin pants and tops, their horses too had what looked, from a distance, like beaded collars in sky blues, teals, and rustic reds. “Great…a group psychosis. We haven’t seen one of these in a while.”

      “Maybe not,” Rick said. “What if they just like living this way? There’s nothing wrong with it.”

      “And I could see you joining them.”

      “Who wouldn’t want to play cowboys and Indians again?” Rick had his back to her, but his voice sounded almost gleeful.

      “The Indians. It didn’t turn out so well for them the last time.”

      She knew he wanted to respond but it was too late. The guy on the horse was approaching them at a gallop and had slowed to a stop in front of Rick.

      Clarisse stared at the man. He didn’t descend from the horse’s back. Instead he sat there holding the reins a moment, then pushed against the pommel to reseat himself as he surveyed the lot of them while she surveyed him. There was a holster on his side, a rifle slung over his back. A bow and quiver as well. Yet he wasn’t aiming for them. He seemed as relaxed as the gentle breeze blowing through past the alert hairs along her neck. Clarisse knew that confidence too well. He wasn’t worried, which meant they had a reason to be. There was no doubt in her mind that they were targeted by several others they could not see.

      “We’re just passing through,” Rick said. “Actually, we’re headed to Umatilla. You know the way?”

      The American Indian-looking man stared down at Rick a minute and then he spoke. “You’d be a damn fool not to know what’s in your own backyard.”

      It was his voice that caught Clarisse off guard. She didn’t know why she expected him to play the part from movies past. She half-expected him to claim he didn’t understand English. But his accent was different. Not even from this continent.

      As if it just came to him, Rick said slowly, “You’re an Aus?”

      Clarisse noted how he stiffened in the saddle.

      “Nah, mate…Kiwi,” said the guy dressed like an American Indian out of the past.

      “Oh, okay. No offense, man,” Rick said.

      Clarisse couldn’t take it anymore as Rick marveled at the situation. “Can we pass through here? Is that…permitted?”

      The guy in the saddle never acknowledged her words, however. In fact, he never even looked at her. He only stared at Rick.

      “We have laws here, mate. You’re not one of us. We’re the Umatilla Tribe and this is our nation.”

      “Nation?” Clarisse said. Yet again the Kiwi Indian didn’t look her way. There’s something up with that.

      “What about the Walla Walla and the Cayuse tribes…what’s left of them?” Rick asked. “Are they a part of the Nation now, too?”

      “Those that were willing,” he said.

      Clarisse took two steps forward.

      He didn’t even turn his head toward her in the least.

      “But you’re from New Zealand. They accepted you.”

      It was Rick who put up a hand to halt her forward movement…and her voice, as if she was a disobedient wife out of the same Western this guy claimed to be, and she’d gone too far.

      Rick then said as he extended his hand, “My name’s Rick. Yours is?”

      “Corey,” he said easily.

      The men both nodded to one another while Clarisse wanted to throttle Rick. He’d obviously picked up on the shunning.

      She couldn’t help herself. “You mean it’s not like, Jack? Man who rides an ass?”

      Rick turned and jutted his chin out, saying sharply, “Go wait in the truck.”

      Clarisse lifted one eyebrow but didn’t move.

      Rick waited but then he must have realized she wasn’t going to budge and turned his attention back to the man named Corey.

      “Corey, we’d like to have a meeting with you and your people. I take it you guys don’t have radio communication. I’ve not heard anything from this area the whole time we’ve been in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho. There’s a coming threat from the east. Clarisse here is a virologist and we need some of the equipment that I know is stored at the Umatilla weapons depot. I know the exact storage facility it’s in. Is there a way we can talk about getting access to that facility? We’re only after some of the medical lab equipment. Nothing else. It would be of no use to anyone without her knowledge. It will take us maybe two days. You can come with us, if you’d like.”

      Clarisse nearly started laughing when Rick actually ran his hand that way in a wave as if he was trying to communicate in some ancient hand signal language.

      The guy took a deep breath and then finally looked right at Clarisse. “We know of you.” Then he diverted his attention back to Rick. “We monitor the waves, Rick. We know what’s going on. Let me talk to Bob.” And just like that he turned his horse away and went back the way he came.

      “Bob?” Rick said.

      As soon as the guy had his back turned to them, Clarisse took two steps and shoved Rick hard in the back of the shoulder.

      “Don’t, they’re watching,” he said. “When in Rome, Clarisse.”

      “We’re not in Rome. What the hell was that?”

      “I’m assuming they’ve gone backward in time and are living life as the Confederated Tribes of Umatilla back in the day. That’s when women were obedient to men.”

      She shook her head. “Obedient? I can’t believe this.”

      “I think it’s kind of sweet. What you liberated women don’t get is that you were once cherished. He thinks you’re my woman. Hah!”

      “Stop that. This isn’t funny. Look, they’re watching us through their scopes. What if they wanted to take me captive like they did in Hope? What are you going to do then?”

      “They don’t want you…you’re too mouthy.”

      “What if your daughter Bethany were here?”

      And because she said it, it quickly dawned on her that they had Addy with them. Back in the old days, women were often taken as hostages at times like these. Something like a protective alarm shot through her then. She wanted to hide the girl, and she wasn’t the only one. Rick thought it, too. But then they both turned as they heard the gallop of horse hooves returning their way.

      Rick quickly said, “Hide her, before Tonto returns.”
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      Bang came to the conclusion first, however, and slid his hand behind Addy’s to pull her back.

      Addy, for her part, resisted. Why she was there in the first place had nothing to do with the fact that she was a young woman but rather a keen shot.

      As Rick talked with the guy dressed like an old-time American Indian on the back of a decorated horse, Bang had watched the way his spine stiffened when Clarisse had stepped forward and when he wouldn’t even look at her. That rubbed Bang the wrong way somehow. He wasn’t sure what that was about, but manners wasn’t it.

      “Addy, get in the cab, with your dad.”

      “Nooo…” she said and chuckled.

      “Now, go now!” he said, more sharply than he’d intended.

      Sam looked at him, his eyes wide, and gave him a quick nod, while Addy stared at him through slits.

      “She’s pissed off at you, bro,” Hunter cooed.

      “I’m not your bro,” Bang said back.

      Addy remained at his side.

      “Watch your surroundings, guys,” Sam said.

      He hadn’t meant to embarrass Addy but at the same time he couldn’t risk her either. For some reason it wasn’t the same as having her shooting in the back of the truck with them all. Target practice was one thing, but this was something else. These people were funny, and he was afraid they would treat Addy like a girl.

      “What about Clarisse?” Hunter said. “I’d like to see you try to put her in the truck, too.”

      “Be my guest,” Sam said. “Go ahead. Try that. I wanna watch.”

      Bang ignored them as he observed the guy on horseback gallop their way, dusting up the ground as he came. He’d ridden horses with McCann many times, but this guy rode as if he were flying through air. No horse. Just him. Then suddenly the man pulled the horse hard to a stop so quickly the hind end of the horse came low to the ground. He’d never seen a fast horse stop so quickly. There was a joy in that kind of ride. To ride like that must feel like freedom.

      The man spoke to Rick, but Bang couldn’t hear what was said, only seeing that Clarisse took another unacknowledged step forward and began shaking her head. That was usually a bad thing. If Clarisse shook her head at you, you knew you were in for it. Rick even looked back at them. His expression seemed perplexed. It told Bang that the man on the horse wanted something unreasonable. Something was wrong. And that was when Bang felt red heat rising up his neck. It was Addy; he was sure of it now. Maybe they wanted her. He should have hauled her into the truck despite her resolve. He should have hid her from them. She was a good sniper…why didn’t he think of that? She could have picked them off hiding from within the cab.

      Rick turned around then and looped an arm around Clarisse and pulled her away. She didn’t want to come with him. Her mouth was open…she had her arms folded in front of her and she was pissed.

      “What’s going on?” Hunter said, but Rick only looked up at them, his mouth in a straight line. He did that when he was thinking. The guy on the horse remained there. He looked right at him and then looked as if he was scanning the rest of their cargo. Maybe he was looking for more women to take. They only had two. And they weren’t getting either of them.

      “We need to huddle,” Rick said, and Sam came forward as Rick and Clarisse approached the back of the truck.

      “What the hell do they want?” Sam said as Hunter and Bang came closer.

      Rick let out a long breath and stared right at Bang. “They…” Another breath.

      “They’re not taking Addy. I won’t…I won’t let them,” Bang said.

      Rick shook his head. “No Bang. The person they want is you.”
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      “Clarisse…it’s just leverage,” Rick said. “They want to hold him until we get back. It’s passage. The guy said himself, no harm would come to him. When we exit, we get to pick him up.”

      “No. They can’t just take one of our kids,” Clarisse said

      “He’s not a kid. What choice do we have? I tried to offer you or Sam, but you heard him…they don’t want you,” Rick said.

      “Why do they want Bang? Why not Hunter?” Sam said.

      Rick shook his head. “I don’t know why they want him in particular, but they specifically want him, and Tonto will accompany us to the weapons depot. It’s insurance.”

      “Absolutely not. What will we tell Graham? Oh sorry, they wanted your son for passage. I’m not having that conversation,” Clarisse said, her voice raised so high her glasses began to shake.

      Bang always hated it when the adults argued. It didn’t happen often, but he could tell this was going to get out of control quickly.

      “Stop!” he shouted.

      They all looked at him, but not like Addy looked at him. She didn’t utter a word. She just pulled away from him slightly. It was as if he’d betrayed her by agreeing to be a hostage.

      “It’s fine. I’m going,” Bang said.

      “No. You can’t. You don’t get to decide that,” Clarisse said.

      He’d never spoken back to Clarisse ever, until now. “It’s only till you guys get back. It’ll be okay. Graham will understand. I’ll tell him when we get back.”

      “You can’t…” Clarisse said.

      “He’s right.” Sam stepped in.

      “Look…if anything happens to Bang, we’re keeping the Indian guy. It’s not an equal trade by any stretch but let’s try to look at the situation from their point of view. We came here with a crazy story and they have equipment we need to help us all. We might have to come back this way again and making trades with them will help us in the future. It might work to build that trust now, like we did with the folks in Sandpoint, Idaho.”

      Rick nodded his head but didn’t look happy with the situation either.

      Meanwhile, Clarisse’s eyes were watering behind her glasses.

      “I’ll be all right. Maybe I can learn a few things from them while I’m here.”

      She rubbed her nose. “We won’t be gone long enough for you to learn anything. A day or two, if that. I hate this. Rick…there’s got to be another way.”

      Before Rick could answer, Bang reached for her and hugged her. She was the closest thing he had to a mother now. He knew it was an impossible decision for all of them. Only he could make it easier. “I’ll be fine, Clarisse. Please keep Addy safe. She’s not going to talk to me right now.”

      Clarisse nodded. “She’ll be fine. She knows why you’re doing this. She knows exactly what’s going on.”

      Addy had walked away and sat in her father’s truck; indeed, she looked horrified when he saw her face through the truck’s windshield. It was like he’d betrayed her by agreeing to stay.

      “Do you want me to get her?” Sam said.

      “Just get her out of here,” he said to Sam. Not taking time to wait for a reply, he looped his rifle over his arm and grabbed his bow and walked toward the man on the horse.

      “Wait,” Clarisse said. “Don’t just leave. You have to say goodbye to her.”

      “Clarisse,” said Rick, “let him go.”

      Somehow, Rick knew. He understood that he couldn’t say goodbye to Addy. He couldn’t bear to say any words at all. He didn’t trust himself to speak.

      Hunter, however, said, “I’ll take care of her, Bang. Don’t worry.”

      Bang knew it was one of the sincerest strings of words to ever come from Hunter, but at the same time something inside him wanted to punch him right in the face.

      Another horseman approached the first. This guy actually looked like he might be an American Indian. Corey descended from his horse and held out the reins to Bang.

      “You know how to ride, I take it?” said Corey.

      “I do,” Bang said.

      “Without a saddle?”

      “I’ll manage,” he said and couldn’t help but notice how the words stung his throat coming out.

      Corey helped Bang despite his attempt to mount alone. “Just listen to what they tell you. Do exactly what they say, and you won’t get hurt. Their rules are straightforward. You might even enjoy yourself. You were chosen miles back for a reason.”

      Bang turned to look at the man with the funny voice. “How long have you lived with them?”

      “Since before. I was a student at a college in Idaho and worked at a restaurant there. Tried to make my way west to catch a boat home but well…life gets in the way…sometimes death does too. They’re good people. Intuitive in a way I didn’t expect. Work hard and they’ll respect you.”

      “Thank you,” Bang said. He looked at Addy through the glass then and caught her eyes. In that last moment, he signed goodbye to her.

      She didn’t sign back.

      “Rick, no. This isn’t right. Graham will be furious,” Clarisse said as the other man on the horse turned to leave. Bang turned the reins to follow. He slid a little on horse’s bare back and held on a little tighter with the strength in his thighs.

      “Bang, two days tops, buddy. Hang in there. We won’t be longer,” Rick yelled after him.
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      The dry and odorless air passing through industrial-grade filters was the only constant Dr. David Grant possessed in his daily routine. Clothed in a bio-hazard suit, he moved around a pristine laboratory as though he was on the surface of Mars. His work had been proprietary for decades, yet only recently did his life’s effort unnerve him. Deep in the American Mid-West, he toiled in the substructure of a private research company. He hadn’t bothered to learn the facility’s name. Security protocols had forced him to relocate to nine different locations in the last year. A decade ago, his handler, a tall and lanky man, Jake Puget, had found him. The Legacy Company had watched his career and thought he would be the perfect fit for a new research endeavor.

      Legacy Incorporated existed as a titan in the global market. Its interests ranged from household staples to government contracts. The largest platform it invests in is the booming technologies division. Operating on six of the seven continents, key shareholders are treated more like conquering kings and queens than business professionals. As their lead recruiter for industry-shaping talent, Jake had made Dr. Grant an offer he couldn’t refuse. David pegged him for some kind of reformed three-letter agency man. His overly charming attitude and swagger had to of originated from one of the clandestine services. At least that’s what the Harvard educated biologist told himself. Jake was now the director of the special project branch of Legacy, a promotion that came into effect soon after David took the job.

      The entire process was cloaked in secrecy. David understood the need for such a clandestine attitude. He was dealing with trade secrets, and the venture had cost the company nearly seven-billion dollars. Three years ago, his work had taken a deadly, unexpected turn; at least that was what the computer models showed.

      Scanning the newest reports from his seventh round of trials displayed promise. He was confident he had discovered not only the building blocks of a new threat to humanity but also its transmission mechanism. Legacy wanted a way to ensure its dominance in the global marketplace. They needed a way to cultivate lifelong customers. A way to bring about a total obsessive-compulsive nature to product procurement. It was what the board of directors had demanded, and Dr. Grant had delivered.

      As he documented his efforts, detailing not only how his discovery could benefit the company, he also included how it could potentially harm the United States and other governing bodies around the globe. He had made a perfect manipulator of the mind; one the government wouldn’t know how to respond to should an uncontrolled exposure occur. Even with the purest intentions at heart, he had crafted a potential monster.

      A soft motor hummed above his head as the ventilation system clicked on. The slight noise pulled him back to the present. He grinned slightly as he thought about the safety protocols he had demanded be put into place at each location. While the pathogen was extremely contagious, the method of transmission was very singular. In its current state, it could only enter the body through close proximity to the optic nerve. To those exposed, there was zero warning. That was the genius of his creation. Similar in addictive quality to the original attempts at subliminal advertising in the late 1950’s the mind wanted to keep interacting with the pathogen once introduced. He had ensured that in its current configuration, everyone could protect themselves from the pathogen with the application of a simple tool. Readjusting his rose-colored glasses—currently the only defense against the engineered virus spreading—he leaned in reading the notes about the nocturnal observations of the laboratory rats Legacy allowed him to use.

      Subjects seven through fourteen are displaying aggressive behavior and insomnia. Control group two has begun displaying odd behavior when food is delivered. Each exposure was exactly three seconds. Recommend reduction to one-one-hundredth of the current dose. This should facilitate the hoarding reaction requested.

      Introduction of this pathogen would change the commercial paradigm of a country already obsessed with materialism. Once the testing phase reached its completion, the man-made contagion had countless uses. He understood how Oppenheimer and his work with the Atomic Bomb must have felt. There was so much potential for good, yet in the shadow of every great discovery was the potential for evil.

      He heard muffled pops down the hallway behind him. Looking up, he caught sight of the warning light blinking above his monitor. A dull warning buzz erupted from his monitor a second before his screen froze as emergency protocols activated, an instant later the door to his lab hissed closed. Turning towards the blocked exit, he saw a group of intruders clad in black military body armor; their weapons trained on the barrier blocking them from his lab. The only item of their bodies not subdued was the rose-colored lenses each had embedded into their face masks. The nefarious intentions of the new arrivals were easy to speculate. Even if the weapons and aggressive body language wasn’t enough. Mirroring his glasses was the solitary indicatory they were shielded against every eventuality.

      With alarms activated, he was sealed in the room. Time was against the thieves, however, they moved as though they belonged to the facility. A static filled broadcast cut across the speakers embedded into his computer. “Dr. Grant, press the override switch to open the door. We have no interest in harming you. Our objective is of a singular nature.”

      He ignored them, trying to read all the new information annotated from the late-night experiments. He felt his stomach twisted in a furious need to glean as much from the recent study before it was too late. In the back of his thoughts, he hoped to extrapolate new details about the symptoms and behavior of the infected that technicians might have overlooked. Seconds seemed to race away, reinforcing his own repeated failure to crack the reversal of his creations’ devastating effects. He felt his head swim from the stress, as he heard a familiar voice emanated from the speaker. “David, open the door. No one is coming. We only want the disease. I promise they won’t hurt you.”

      In disbelief, Dr. Grant looked up and saw one of the intruders remove his mask. “Jake, what the hell is this?” The scientist struggled to understand why his handler was on the opposite side of the door. Clicking through the security feeds on his monitory David saw bodies littering the floors. Security staff and researchers alike had been butchered. Some shot to death, while others were dealt a more violent demise. None of it made sense. The research was aligned with commercial application. The pathogen didn’t have any practical application to war or foreign government manipulation. The research wasn’t there for anything else. Even in its current state his creation was unstable. It didn’t make sense to take it now.

      A dull pounding pulled him back to the present. Jake was applying a grayish looking putty to the door. His voice cracked over the speaker again. “Last chance Dr. Grant. Open up or we’ll open the door ourselves. Trust me you won’t like that.”

      David ignored the taunt and focused on the computer. He needed seven more seconds before the system would be purged. Moving quickly to the far side of the lab he began typing in the code which would destroy all the lab animals and their live virus samples. Proof of the last ten years of his life would be gone in the blink of an eye. Why was this happening? He had ignored the world for over a decade. His lonely life was a cautionary tale to all ambitious men; to achieve greatness, even casting everything aside wasn’t enough. His finger faltered over the enter key. That split second of hesitation, as he saw his professional world crumble, was all the opening the intruders needed. The air around him violently shifted before slamming him into the metal storage units.

      He rolled back and forth in a concussed haze; his body engulfed in pain. Shards of the polycarbonate infused glass covered his body. A perfect opening had been cut through the barrier, and the intruders were now moving freely through his laboratory. Straining to look over his shoulder, he saw Jake rummaging through his desk. With a triumphant grin etched onto his face, he pulled out a small thumb drive. David’s heart sank. The man had known where his private backup files were hidden. They were of his initial discovery of the pathogen. A kind of safety net if Legacy tried to steal the discovery aspect from him. It was how it had all began.

      Locking eyes with Dr. Grant, Jake nodded toward the nearly immobile scientist. “I’ll handle the injection. We’ve got about ten more minutes before the external armored response arrives. They’ll know this was an inside job, but they’ll tuck away the good doctor as if this never happened, and he’ll never see the light of day again. Pack things up. We’re out of here in sixty seconds.”

      His limbs unwilling to respond, David watched Jake move and stand over him. Conflicting emotions of fear, anger, frustration and defeat racing through his mind. With a casual demeanor, his former recruiter squatted down next to him, and pulled out a thin syringe from one of the many pouches attached to his body armor. “You know this will sound a bit crazy, but I knew this day would come. Even all those years ago when I offered you this post. I knew you would make history, and I’d be the one to take control of your creation. If only I could have been that prophetic at the casinos. Well, when you rack up as much debt as I have, you’ve got to make concessions and pay the piper.” A pinprick of pain was followed by a burning sensation as Jake depressed the plunger sending the narcotic cocktail into David’s bloodstream.

      As his world began to swim, he heard Jake’s voice, as though coming through a watery tunnel. “This will change the world. You’ll see. Nothing will ever be the same again.” A heartbeat later an empty abyss engulfed David, sending him spiraling into an unending darkness.
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      Three Years Later

      The metallic ping of high-power munitions connecting with steal targets echoed in the tight confines of the Legacy training center. Ian Thorn moved with lethal precision as he worked the action on the new pistol he was testing. 9mm hollow-point rounds quietly raced towards the targets across the room. Suppressed firearms using normal ammunition with the ability to outperform silenced systems were a holy grail of sorts for his line of work. Years ago, such a pistol would have been a daydream at best. Now that he belonged to a special unit within the largest company in the United States, it was a typical Tuesday afternoon occurrence. His military service behind him, he now belonged to the Legacy recovery teams. He grinned to himself, Agent Thorn had a nice ring it. He had only been fully integrated into the job for three weeks. Still, the facilities were impressive, to say the least.

      A massive shadow loomed behind him as a barrage of automatic fire from a larger caliber handgun rang out. The hail of bullets slammed into the targets at the far side of the range. Ian spun around and found his partner smirking behind him. “With all that gee-whiz crap in and on your gun, I thought it would have given you eyes in the back of your head. If I can sneak up on you, so can the enemy. Put your melon on a swivel, even in here.” The gruff exchange was a staple of his new life. Agent Brian Hess was his partner and supervisor; a tall, well-muscled man in his early forties, the rough-edged door kicker had been one of the original members of the specialized unit. Ian didn’t get to know the older man’s backstory. At least that’s what Hess liked to keep telling him.

      Federal mandates had allowed for such groups to form and act as a technically trained organization to allow corporate giants to handle their own security overseas in very volatile locations. There was a catch. These robust entireties could be brought under the government’s control during declared emergencies if the need arose. Nothing like that had ever happened, so his teams were only trained and utilized in recovering employees from locations where crumbling political events had placed them in danger. There were other more robust sections of the special projects division that handled site security and standoff. Ian was always happy to not be involved with that structured style of a mission.

      The opening on the teams had lined up perfectly with Ian’s departure from service, so he had jumped at the opportunity to try out for the company. Single, fit, and comfortable working in a regimented hierarchy of control, the transition had been seamless. With the two years of additional training recently completed, Ian felt like he was part of a family again. Being assigned to work under Hess had been a blessing. The seasoned veteran’s strict and streamlined view on the job was easy to understand. It didn’t differ drastically from how Ian viewed his place among the teams. Follow the rules of engagement (ROE) to the letter, and the missions never failed. The growing pains of joining the organization and earning a sliver of respect were nearing their end. Even the stern, never joyful, Hess was warming to their relationship. Rigid as it was.

      The pair moved to the next lane within the complex. Here they could work as a pair, cycling through engagements and working as a team to neutralize threats and still move toward an objective. Ian swapped out his pistol and chose a different weapon from a small rack at the entrance to the next training area. The assault rifle he picked up had been customized for his unique proficiency and idiosyncrasies for ranged combat. He suppressed a grin as Hess pulled out a Squad Automatic Weapon (SAW). The SAW was typically used for suppressive fire and was not normally employed for close-quarter combat. Ian knew he was being baited. Within Legacy, Hess was hands down the best weapons expert they had. It was why Ian had been paired with him. His time in the United States Army made him more of a jack of all trades. He had base-level skills in advanced lifesaving, demolitions, communications, and dynamic combat maneuvers, which were improved upon during the training program. His wide blanket of secondary skills allowed their team to take on more missions that would have been given to another team if they were both singularly trained for kinetic operations.

      Sliding three magazines into the nylon pouches at the front of his tactical vest, Ian inclined his head back towards the exit. “Did you hear about the riots in Philadelphia this weekend.” Hess ignored the question and worked to complete his own preparations for the drill. Ian continued as though his partner had said something. “It’s really weird, people are acting all kinds of crazy. For example, take last night, I went to the grocery store over on 8th, and this woman had her shopping cart filled with canned tomatoes. If that wasn’t strange enough, a man said that they belonged to him and the two went at it. Cops showed up and took ’em away, but the intensity in their eyes was nuts. I’ve never seen anyone care about canned veggies that much.”

      The comment stopped Brian in the middle of loading the drum that housed the two-hundred round belt for the weapon system. Before he could reply, an alarm blared overhead. Impossibly, Hess grew more serious as he looked toward the exit. “That’s the all hands. We need to go.”

      Perplexed by the odd sequences of the loud bursts of sound, Ian quickly stowed his weapon and followed along, his mind racing with what could be happening. They moved from the training complex into the main command and control building. Tension saturated the hallways as the ocean of office workers moved between cubicles. Harshly whispered conversations were inaudible; however, anxiety coursed through every exchange. Ian ignored it. He was trying to keep up with Hess as he made his own path through the crowd.

      “Hey Thorn!” Ian looked in the direction of the shout. There he saw a pair of men moving in their direction. Catching sight of another three recovery teams, he was floored. He had always been told they were never all together at once. What the hell was going on?

      His thoughts were shanghaied by Tony. “are we using Hess to make a hole? God, I love that big burly man.”

      Ian pictured his partner’s dismissive grunt in his mind. “What’s all the commotion about?”

      The former navy salvage diver shrugged, “don’t know. We were packing for an extraction in Marrakesh when the alarm went off. Only thing we were told is all missions are scrubbed, and new assignments are being handed down at the briefing. It’s crazy though, we’ve never had all the teams on the compound at the same time. Even when Hess buys rounds at the 4th street pub, it’s only for half of us.”

      Hess had just done one of his open bar nights three days ago. It helped foster a sense of family amongst the teams. His wife had died in a freak accident a year before Ian had arrived. Work had given him the much-needed outlet and connection to people he had needed to survive such an ordeal. Now the veteran specialist acted like a father figure to the rest of the men and women on teams. A caring, albeit grumpy parental figure. If Tony was right; how had the universe aligned so perfectly? Ian’s introspection couldn’t follow through to a conclusion as they moved into the conference room.

      Stadium style seating allowed all fifty chairs an unobstructed view of the ten large monitors where mission details would be displayed. Powered down, there was nothing to offer any insight to the teams as they began milling in. Playful banter coursed through the room as it filled up, and soon there was standing room only. Ian marveled at the number of operators and supporters that were seated around him awaiting orders. Looking to Hess to get a sense of the severity of things proved pointless. The stoic features of the burly man gave nothing away as to the personal opinions of his supervisor.

      The room quieted immediately as the director of the special project branch walked in. Tall and imposing, the wiry man extended a greeting to the entire room. “I know there’s a ton of questions out there, so please let me pass along all the information I know first. There will be another supervisor brief after this, but I’ll try and cover as many facts as I can right now. Three years ago, when I took this job, there was a tiny federal clause that governed our existence as a private paramilitary arm of our parent organization. I still remember how everyone said the feds will never reach out for help. Well, they did, and we’re not in a position to refuse.

      “At 0600 this morning martial law was declared in every state in the Union. The reasons behind the declaration are restricted. All we’ve been told is due to high levels of civilian unrest. I’m sure you’ve all seen the riots on the news. It seems like everyone’s pissed about one thing or another these days. As of two hours ago, commercial networks are down. We still have some connectivity because of our DoD ties, but I expect those will vanish soon too. I can’t get a clear answer as to what’s happening. The executive branch just tapped our services, so here we are. Apparently, DoJ and DoD are seeing large numbers not showing up for work, and they have documented some of these absent employees engaged in the unrest. It’s degraded the manpower to a level that the government is reaching out to organizations like us.

      “As part of the agreement, your employment will be in the specialized fields you already work in. That means we’re about to send you on a slew of recovery missions. These will run just like our operations overseas. Just with fewer products. We’ve been given asset staging priority to ensure we set all of you up for success. As I deliver this brief, we have joint missions between Legacy and the military putting in primary and secondary recovery capabilities. These are not suicide missions. The facts are quite the opposite. Our situation is dire, and we can’t afford to lose any of you. We were very lucky. All of our competitors have suffered similar setbacks, like the government. While we’re operating at ninety percent. It seems everyone else is hovering around thirty.”

      Holding up his hands to quiet the growing mummers, he scanned the group before speaking. “I’ve got seven more briefs to give today, so I won’t have a chance to entertain questions. If you’ve got some epiphany or an issue that affects us all tell your supervisors. I’ll try and answers them during the next briefing. It looks like the world’s gone crazy and is falling apart. Let’s try and put the pieces back together.”

      As he turned to leave, a deep voice shouted from the back. “On your feet!”

      In one voice, the operators and support staff shouted the company motto. “Mission First!”

      Without any further fanfare, the director of the special project branch left. Before Ian could give voice to the countless questions bubbling in his thoughts, a firm female voice came over the loudspeakers bringing another hush to the group. “Recovery teams report to widows one through five for mission packets. Supervisor meeting in five minutes…”

      Hess rose smoothly as the announcement repeated itself. Looking to Ian, he inclined his head back toward the training lanes. “There’s going to be a line a mile long at the windows. Go prep our gear. Wow me with that eidetic memory of yours. Make sure we’ve got a full load for running. If things are as sketchy as they’re saying, I want to make sure we get some of the good kit.”

      “Where do you think we’re going?”

      “Our own backyard. If we’re getting support from big brother, then we’ll be playing at home. The insertion method is most likely rotary. We can make some educated guesses. I want lethal and non-lethal options. Move quick, others will think of this once the lines get too long. I’ll link up with you at the cage once the brief is over. Work the load out, well get the mission folder as the last piece of the puzzle.”

      Without another comment, Hess turned and moved through the crowd. Ian pushed the growing list of concerns to the side and moved quickly toward the supply area. As he exited the room, another broadcast from the PA blared overhead. Ignoring it, he mentally began generating a list of all the equipment and munitions he would request.
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      “Sector six locked down. Clear doors; sector seven opening.” The automated feminine voice from a small speaker at eye level gave orders, which were ignored by a pair of doctors. They were too engaged in their conversation to pay any attention to the machine prompts relying instead on muscle memory to pass through the entrance to the segregated wing of Exile; a privately funded psychiatric institution.

      Gleaming white walls covered the inside of the two-tiered cellblock structure. The smell of cleaning products wafted in the air like a prepubescent teen cologne on their first date. Rigid mesh floors and stairwells gave the illusion of open spaces for the patients. Accenting the transparent theme of the designers, there was a large glass room constructed at the center. Here sat the staff overlooking countless camera feeds and bio-readouts of the inhabitants, ensuring they stayed abreast of even the slightest increase in heart rate that could lead to a violent encounter.

      The white-coated physicians passed through the only entrance to the next sector. The restricted wing was less than a decade old. A single-story construction that sat within the already massive structure. Suspended between two conventional floor plans, it was completely isolated from the other patients. Close enough to be monitored by the staff; however, it felt worlds away to those spending their remaining years within its confines. Dr. Roger Widmore escorted his replacement along the corridor of the isolated ward. With three days left as the lead psychiatrist of the treatment facility, he was ready to leave this part of his professional career behind him.

      Tall and wispy, he was the complete opposite of the man set to take the reins from him. His sunken eyes told of sleepless nights and hard-fought days to not only ensure his patients were kept safe but also that he didn’t succumb to any debilitating mental fatigue as well. Stepping across the threshold to the ultra-restricted area, he resumed his familiarization tour. “As with the other sectors, you’ll notice as the ward increase in numerical standing so too does the difficulty of the patients within. This is the peak of the progression unit. Here we house the most sensitive cases which defy normal treatment protocols, requiring special attention for any minimal progress to be made. You have a wide scope of disorders. Everything from the paranoid, catatonic schizophrenia, dissociative identity disorder, several showing long term psychopathy, as well as sociopathic behavior. You also will oversee several bipolar cases as well as a pair of delusional disorders. To say you get the entire buffet of mental care is an understatement.”

      A metallic clang echoed through the hallway as the automatic door closed behind them. An instant later, manic screams, angry threats, and bizarre laughter erupted from the cells to their front. Glancing over to his replacement Dr. Widmore grinned woefully, “Welcome to Exile’s wonderland.” Roger depressed a red button on the right-side wall. Instantly the bright fluorescents vanished and were replaced with ruby lighting. The illumination effect made the hallway appear to be bathed in blood. It was slightly unsettling; however, for the patients themselves, its calming effect happened immediately, allowing the panicked shouts to subside.

      The pair walked slowly past each cell. Large panes of shatterproof two-way glass allowed the men to look in on the residents. While the patients knew they could be observed, they didn’t know when the physicians would be inspecting their behavior. Each mental health professional jotted down notes from the myriad of symptoms displayed. As they passed by the private rooms, they both noted the state of the patient, ensuring to capture either adherence to the rules or violations. It was not their place to enforce the corrections. They were the white hat of the relationship. The orderly division would ensure that the damage to property and maladaptive practices were halted.

      Roger would later make the necessary adjustments to the twice-daily drug treatment protocol allowing peace and serenity to return to Exile’s section seven. He caught his replacement looking intently in a cell containing a skeletal thin woman raking her arms across her smooth bed rails, trying to cut them open. Before the doctor’s mind could ponder, Roger spoke. “Don’t let the manic behavior get to you, Dr. Jenner. It’s not as bad as folks make it out to be. There are some perks to working in this institution. After all, we’re leading in treatment scenarios for unique conditions in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. We’re literally writing the book for recovery techniques that will come out in volume six.”

      Dr. Dale Jenner nodded in acknowledgment. “I’ve gotten to look at the first draft of the articles. The work you, and the team, have done here is second to none. To be honest, I’m really looking forward to the assignment. Even with this wide array of prognosis, I’m happy to be able to put faces with the names on a reoccurring treatment program. In Dallas, things were getting a little crazy there for about six months before we left. When the call came for this opportunity, I couldn’t jump on it fast enough. My wife and kids are very happy, to say the least.”

      Widmore paused their tour for a moment so they could talk. As the two seasoned mental health professionals stood having a causal discussion, patients on either side of them were acting out self-perpetuating delusions. On their right, a man fought his mattress as though it was a demented crocodile intent on devouring him and dragging him beneath the metal bed frame into a lagoon filled with brackish water. The patient on the opposite side was fighting an imaginary battle with sword and pistol. Her movements jerky as though she had been knee-deep in the action for hours. Both fantasies played out in crystal clarity for the poor souls suffering them, each convinced that their predicament was indeed all too real. It was often easier to let the altered reality become their norm. The small restrictive confines of their isolation rooms or their dulled senses from narcotics made the reality of Exile the least preferred of all the ones they visited.

      Roger knew he could have sat there for days simply watching the men and women of section seven exist in a world only they could see, hear and touch. It defied logic, which was why they were locked away here. He shrugged his shoulders, “the local news doesn’t get piped in here too often. The national headlines make it out to sound like there are a few cities with a ton of people having mass panic attacks.”

      Dale nodded, “everything seemed to come on gradually. As the flu season ended, we kept getting in more patients complaining of fatigue and nausea. It put our emergency beds nearly to max as the ER tried to cope with the sudden surge. The family and I were packing out then, so I didn’t have too much contact with the hospital, but my friends were dealing with all kinds of referrals for treatments. My wife tried to make me stay away from it all, not only for the practical purpose that I wasn’t covered under their malpractice insurance because I had accepted the position here, but she also knew that she’d get stuck with packing all of our stuff if I went in to help. I did what I could from the house. Helping the staff with recommendations of protocols. The physical symptoms seemed to link to a kind of psychosis we hadn’t seen before. On the day we drove out of the city, there was this glitch in the gird, and the city lost power for a few hours. It didn’t stop us, we were already on the road, but with the blackout the network crashed, so things grew a little more problematic. The never fail traffic lights went out and all that. The entire gird just quit in the middle of the morning. Damn things just quit; weird fluke, I guess. I had the route memorized, so no big deal. We’re not super big gadget folks, so we just kept driving. About halfway here, we started to hear the news on the radio reporting about riots in the center of the city. Then we outpaced the signal, and we just tried to relax and enjoy the ride. With the cell systems down, I couldn’t reach out to anyone to see if they were ok. I plan on calling them tonight if possible. I was a bit surprised that Exile is so isolated. But like I said, the family and I are stoked to be here.”

      Roger smiled ruefully, “well, at least I know what I’m walking into once you take the reins. With such a sensitive patient list, we are not connected to anything out here. We’re a bit old school with records and all that. The state was nice enough to provide a private connection to the eastern power station. They don’t want any accidental electrical glitches leading to escapes.” Motioning towards the end of the hallway, he continued. “Let me show you our most curious guest in this sector. We think of him as VIP of section seven. Then we can get back to the office, and I’ll introduce you to the more colorful files.”

      The pair moved past six more sets of cells and then stopped in front of a room that was twice the size of the others. Positioned directly in the middle of the wing, there was no way to miss the most sensitive personality Exile housed. They stood silently as they observed a man pace back and forth in his room. Clad in a gleaming white shirt and pants, the forty-one-year-old man ran his fingers through thick silver hair. For all intents and purposes, he looked normal. His room was neat and orderly, and the patient seemed to be in good spirits. Roger pressed a blue button on the side of the window, allowing them to hear the patient talking. Harsh whispers came through the speaker system as the man stopped and turned to face the two-way mirror. He smiled, looking intently at the reflection before him. “That’s not true, and you know it slick. We agreed that only if the symptoms persisted that we’d bring up the itch. I don’t care what you think, that’s not what we fucking agreed to.”

      Dale inclined his head, “Who’s he talking to?”

      Roger held up a hand, “wait a few seconds.”

      The patient’s voice shifted slightly. He took on a Boston accent, elevating his voice several octaves louder, “wow, ya kiss ya motha with that mouth? Where do you come off acting like a total douche canoe? Keep it up, and I’m gonna come over there and smack ya right in the mouth.”

      His original mid-west tone resurfaced as the man continued to look at himself in the mirror. He was no longer concerned with an itch. “I know you can taste it. The current is flickering like an erratic heartbeat. It’s like sugar on the lips, so sweet, so lovely. They’re addicted, they’ll catch its scent soon enough and come.

      “Oh, damn it, this clown shoe wearing weirdo is at it again. Tell him to knock off the electricity stuff. I can’t take another day of him prattling on about shit flowing through the air.” As the Boston accented voice continued to lament, it made the speaker crackle, causing Roger to click it off.

      “Dale, please meet Dr. David Grant. He’s been a resident here for three years. His redacted file pertaining to his life before his arrival is just about useless. All I can tell you is in his younger years; he was a rising star in the scientific community. His files there are classified, of course. He has a doctorate from Harvard in biological engineering, and a master’s in global crisis management. It lists him as an employee of the Legacy company, and that’s about it. Then he became our most vexing resident in sector seven. Don’t let the academic background or his work fool you. He’s not safe to be around alone. There have been several altercations. It’s kind of like fits of rage. It’s hard to pin down the cause; however, from the last three I’ve observed, it’s like he’s in an altered state of reality. Just last week, he put two orderlies into intensive care. He was screaming about coveting something. It was very strange.”

      Dr. Jenner quickly scrawled a few notes on his legal pad. “What cocktail do you have him on? I don’t think I’ve seen such a pronounced identity shift from someone under constant care.”

      Roger nodded thoughtfully before responding. “I would agree with your assessment. Let me speak frankly with you. I don’t want you to fall into the same trap I did. David is a unique patient here; in that, we are not treating him at all. Our efforts are simply to house him and ensure that he doesn’t hurt himself. His treatment regimen is delivered once a month through a courier service, and a bi-annual check is administered by a physician with credentials of complete autonomy. Take it from me, don’t bother digging, just make sure this guy takes his meds and doesn’t die. Anything other than that will be an utter pain in the ass. I’m only passing along some hard-learned lessons.”

      Dale’s worried expression softened as he saw the sincerity on Roger’s face. Gesturing back towards the exit, Dr. Widmore offered a piece of conciliatory information. “I’ll give you the entire packet I have on him in the office. You’ll have free rein here soon to do whatever you want. I’m just trying to let you in on some of the more shadowed spots of Exile. But ultimately, in seventy-two hours, it’s your call. Shake the trees as much as you want. Don’t be surprised though if some nasty snakes fall off the branches.”

      Both men began to walk back towards the exit as a slight vibration ran through the section. Before Roger could reach his radio to inquire about the oddity, a forceful voice came through on a static-filled channel. “Dr. Widmore, Dr. Widmore, report to records, report to records stat.” The transmission ended, and with its departure, the vibrations ceased. Shaking his head, Roger motioned to Dale, “I don’t think you’ve seen our illustrious record-keeping department. I guess we should stop there before heading to the office. Follow me.”
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      The five-minute walk seemed to take forever. Roger could see that Dale was completely at odds with the current treatment program for Dr. Grant. He’d have time to explain it once they reached the office. For whatever reason, patient zero of section seven was a ghost. They had received an influx of funding from Legacy to fortify the unused section prior to the arrival of the Harvard educated man. There were so many strings hanging from the patient’s clouded backstory that he didn’t want to risk pulling any of them for fear that the monetary incentives would vanish.

      As they entered the hallways leading to the records room, Roger heard several voices that he didn’t recognize. Walking into the well-ordered library of yellow and green manila folders, Dr. Widmore froze in his tracks. Two men, clad in tactical military gear, stood over an employee as she looked through Exile’s filing data trying to locate a specific piece of information. Long rifles slung across their chest, the new arrivals presented a very terrifying visage, which sat at odds with the peace and tranquility the staff was forcing upon the patients.

      Fear etched into her face, the records clerk looked up and saw Dr. Widmore and Dr. Jenner and nearly squealed with relief. “Oh, thank god you’re here, doctors. These men are looking for a specific file, and I can’t locate it. Have you seen Dr. Grant’s paperwork?” The woman did a terrible job of presenting any pretense of calm. Her hands shook with fear, and Roger knew that if he didn’t step in, she would panic soon.

      He nodded, taking ownership of the situation. “Gentlemen, my name is Dr. Widmore, I’m the lead practitioner for the facility. Those files are in a private safe in my office. How may I assist you today?”

      A red warning light began to flash near the door as a siren blared in the distance. Over the PA system, the robotic feminine voice blared her announcement. “Attention all orderly and security staff, there is a red level event at the main gate. I repeat a red level event at the main gate.”

      Before Roger could issue any orders, one of the men stepped forward. “Dr. Widmore, my name is Special Agent Brian Hess. Gesturing towards the other armed man, he continued. “My associate is Agent Ian Thorn. My associate and I are here to take custody of Dr. Grant. All requested files, videos, and locally generated data will be given to us immediately. We will be departing in three minutes.”

      Taken aback, Roger shook his head. “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but I’ll take care of your problem after I see about this red event. Dale…”

      The pair of men pulled back the charging handles on their assault rifles, simultaneously chambering a round into the lethal tool. Agent Hess shook his head, “I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist on your attention being given to us at the moment. I will go with your associate to retrieve David Grant, and Agent Thorn will accompany you to your office to get the files.”

      Their body language told Roger he couldn’t refuse. Their presence here meant that they were credentialed, or they wouldn’t have been allowed into the facility, let alone with their weapons. He took a moment, his eyes narrowing. “I don’t want to beleaguer the process, but could I check your identification cards again. I’m sure you already presented them to security but I’m a stickler for the rules.”

      After a quick inspection he saw that they were in fact who they claimed to be. Nodding in compliance, he passed his key card to Dale and quickly instructed him on the exit protocols. Brian shook his head as he pulled out an auto-injector, “just get me into the room doc, I’ll make sure he’s set to travel.”

      Both doctors shared a concerned look before they were prompted into action by a firm shove from Mr. Thorn. Passively raising his hands, Roger motioned toward the exit. “There’s no need to get physical, we understand. Dale, once he’s secured, bring Mr. Grant back to section two. We can show our guests out through the main exit, and then check on the emergency.” Without objections from the armed men, the pairs split up.

      Moving through the hallways of Exile, the alarm blared, as red lights flashed at each intersection. Widmore led on to his office, asking question after question about why he was here and if he had something to do with the emergency at the front gate. Ian stopped his efforts at the useless questions. “Hey Doc, I get it, you’re confused by all this. These bullshit questions aren’t going to get me to divulge anything. The sooner I collect everything, the faster I can leave. Think of this as a parting gift. You can now say that David Grant is no longer the largest problem inside Exile. He can now become one of those office stories you can tell your colleagues about at dinner parties.” Reaching the office in short order, Roger pulled seven folders from his confidential safe. He also produced twelve flash drives with video recordings of David’s interactions with himself.

      Mr. Thorn placed all the documentation and data into a black steel-reinforced bag stenciled with the word classified across its middle. Securing the parcel with a biometric lock, Ian looked up to find Dr. Widmore looking at him expectantly. “I’d like my transfer orders, Agent Thorn.”

      “Ok, Doc, relax. Remember, I’m just the delivery guy. Don’t shoot the messenger.”

      Reaching into an ammunition pouch, he pulled out a small thumb drive. “You’ll find all the forms on here. Keep it, they packaged it specifically for here.”

      “They?”

      “My employers. You know the same folks that pay to keep the lights on here.”

      “Why do they want Grant? He’s never been treated; his condition is worse than when he was originally processed into our care.”

      “Not my department. I was told to bring him back.”

      Another blast of the PA system sent the same message, and Roger felt he needed to get to the front gate immediately. His office further from the patient rooms meant the alarm was louder here than when they had heard it earlier. “Attention all orderly and security staff, there is a red level event at the main gate. I repeat a red level event at the main gate.”

      As Widmore plugged the flash drive into his machine to ensure the paperwork was in order, Dale arrived. Roger looked confused for a moment, “that was fast, how did you get David to run?” Before an answer could be given, Agent Hess stepped into view with the unconscious form of Dr. Grant slung over his shoulder. His patients pushed past their limit, Dr. Widmore stepped around from behind the desk, “this transfer is canceled. You are clearly not capable of conducting this level of exchange. Take the patient back to his cell.” The matter of fact tone was his go-to weapon for keeping order within the walls of the sanitarium.

      Ian shook his head. “This is way above your pay grade, Doc.” In one fluid motion, the man’s fist slammed into Roger’s jaw, sending him crashing back into his desk and then onto the floor. Before he hit the ground, the rifle was up scanning for threats just outside the office. A steady stream of blood running from the doctor’s nose. “Stay down Doc, that’s the only warning I’m issuing today. We’ll show ourselves out. Good luck in the future.”

      Both agents moved around the corner weapons training left and right as they took their cargo out of the complex. Getting to his feet, Roger waved off Dale’s attempts to help him up. With such an indignity done to his pride, his sole focus was to see who had authorized the transfer. Opening the drive, he pulled up the transfer order quickly. Scrolling down to the signature authority, he squinted at the screen. That wasn’t right, he told himself. This order was from the Department of the Army. Grant was an Agency patient. A cruel smile crossed his lips, he was in the right after all. Moving quickly around the desk, he raced after the two men with Dale in tow.

      Ian and Brian stood in the center of the courtyard; David unconscious at their feet. Agent Hess was talking into a radio and issuing orders to his compatriot. Roger stopped two security guards that were racing from the rear of the complex towards the front gate. “You two, with me, now. Pull your service weapons.” The order obeyed; the pair walked briskly behind Dr. Widmore as he moved to confront the only problem he registered at the moment.

      He was so distracted by his anger; he didn’t notice the return of the vibrations they had felt earlier. As his finger raised toward the trio, his words caught in his throat. A UH-60 helicopter flared over the wall and began descending onto the only patch of unobstructed area in the complex. Brian hoisted Dr. Grant back onto his shoulder before tapping Ian, alerting him to the presence of security personnel. As the helicopter set down the door gunner trained his M240B machine gun at the encroaching staff. Ian held up a hand, and the aircrew set to work bringing the new addition on board.

      Shouting above the rotor wash, Ian tried to get Dr. Widmore to alter his course. “You’re making a mistake doc. I suggest you spend your energies where it matters.”

      Undeterred, Roger continued towards the open aircraft, where he saw four more individual’s dressed in military fatigues and tactical gear. He didn’t know who they were, and everything about their presence sent warning bells off in his mind. A brief scuffle pulled at his attention as Ian took one of the firearms from the security guard on the right and pistol-whipped his associate. As the lead physician of Exile moved to exert his authority, he found Hess’ left hand at his throat. “Listen to the words that I am saying, doctor. This matter does not concern you any further. You have other matters to attend to.” Unable to resist the twisting hand altering his line of sight, Dr. Widmore finally saw why the alarms had gone off.

      Through the military-grade metallic gate, he stared dumbfound as several hundred people of all shapes and sized clamored to try and tear it down. His mind now pulled away from the indignation to his delicate sense of entitled respect tried to rationalize why there were so many people demanding to get in. As orders were shouted through megaphones, the first warning shots from the facilities tower guards barked in the crisp morning air. It had no effect on the manic actions of the crowd.

      He turned back to see Ian getting into the Blackhawk, the questions racing through his mind written clearly on his face. “I don’t have any answers for you, Doc. But let me be clear, those people out there are not the same ones you might have run into yesterday. The world’s changing, in a very negative way. Be happy you’re in this remote part of the country. The cities are a real shit show.”

      Readjusting himself in the seat, Brian nodded to Ian, prompting him to close the aircraft door. He watched as Dr. Widmore struggled to remain standing as the helicopter took to the sky. Placing the headset on, the other two teams were passing along data that was coming in. “The governors of in Texas, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Louisiana just put martial law into effect. The federal government is following suit, the news just hasn’t made it all the way down the chain yet. You’re going to have to make a run for Arkansas to see if you can get into Tennessee before everything is locked down.”

      They banked hard to the right, and Ian looked down at the institution. He’d give them twenty-four to seventy-two hours at best. Then they’d be overrun. The four-hundred strong crazed mob was about to be increased by another thousand coming up the access road. The door gunner looked back at him. “Sir. Should I engage? Shouldn’t we help them?”

      Agent Hess shook his head, “No. Life’s going to get a whole lot harder for everyone. I think we’re going to need the ammunition ourselves.”
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      Captivity changes the nature of a person’s senses. The mind feeds off stimulation, and when it is deprived of sustenance, it forces itself to reach beyond the typical capacity to abnormal heights. Mankind’s need to interact with the world often propels it to unhealthy levels of interaction.

      David Grant’s perception of his small segment of the universe was muted by a black nylon sack over his head and noise-canceling headphones to dull the onslaught of the unfamiliar around him. His cell had been nearly soundproof. It had taken years for his hearing to make sense of the dull mumbling he heard beyond his mirror. Now in this, all-he-could-eat-buffet of stimulation, his senses engorged themselves. Drinking in the hidden new world around him.

      With his hands bound in front of him, he relaxed and let his ears work to try and see if he could learn anything. A gruff voice cut through the incessant din of noise. “Five minutes to the LZ. You’ll find the vehicle five hundred meters west. We’ll put down smoke before we land to mask your infill. We just got word that all the ground transportation is set. Keys are in a magnetized box under the right rear bumper. We’ll rendezvous at the safe house outside of Ashville NC. You’ve got three days to get there. If the sun comes up on day four and we’re not there, consider yourself on your own. The birds only got enough fuel to get us to the two other target locations, so I’ll bring the crew back with me. Questions?”

      There were responses from a small collection of different voices. However, the constant near-deafening hum made them inaudible. The floor beneath him shifted, and he felt his stomach drop as the voices returned. “remember the gloves are completely off. The only engagement criteria are getting your package to its destination. Keep a mental catalog of everything you see along the way, they’ll need actionable intelligence at the other end. The world’s going to shit gentlemen, let’s see if we can bring it back from the brink.”

      A pained yelp left David’s lips as he was jolted forward before a blast of cold air slammed against him. He felt two pairs of hands drag him across the metallic floor before the full force of the wind hit him. His senses were thrown into overdrive as he was placed on the ground. Flashes of distant, nearly forgotten memories flooded back into the forefront of his mind. The simple touch of grass reminded him of hiking in the front range mountains in Colorado. Then the mental image of drinking a crisp Chardonnay at a picknick table in Virginia steamrolled in. The layer of cold moisture ushered him to kayaking on Puget Sound in Washington State. Sensations and memories bombarded his consciousness as a life, he had all but forgotten, slammed back into place.

      The air pressure around him changed, and for the first time, he registered what the onslaught of wind was from. Helicopter blades. He could smell thick smoke all around him. In his mind’s eye, he pictured the aircraft swirling in a vortex of manmade smoke as it rose into the sky. It sounded different from the one he knew of. As the rotor wash dissipated, he felt the grass beneath him, and he could hear the soft rustling of leaves.

      Before his mind could retreat back to fond days of the past, his headset and bag were removed. Reflexively he brought his still cuffed hands up to shield his eyes. The setting sun glowed behind the distant tree line masked by the dissipation of white smoke. David’s eyes began to tear as he slowly sat up.

      He whispered to himself, unsure of what was happening. “Is this real?”

      A man dressed in military fatigues, wearing equipment David could only guess at its purpose, squatted in front of him. In a firm whisper, he spoke, “Dr. Grant, I’m glad you’re awake. My name is Ian Thorn. Your other traveling companion is Brian Hess. I’m sure you have a ton of questions. I will try to answer them all, from what little I actually know. However, there are two things we will need to do before that.” Brian pulled out two small rolls of clothing and handed it to Ian. “We’re going to get down into this tall grass, and I’m going to need you to get dressed into these fatigues. Your white closes stand out a bit too much. The smoke will hide us for a bit, but I need you to be quick. Then, we’re going to walk over to the tree line and hopefully find our ride. Once we’re on our way, I’ll answer anything I can. Until that time, we’re going to have to move quickly. Ok?”

      Calm, yet extremely perplexed, David nodded. His restraints removed; he took the offered clothing. As though he was casting off a diseased garment, David tossed aside the slightly soiled white polyester blend shirt and pants. His sense of modesty long forgotten, he pushed through the exhilaration he felt as he put on the soft tan tee-shirt along with the camouflaged pants and jacket. He did take a moment as he put on the wool blended socks. It was impossible to stop the flood of memories caused by the sensation of his feet being enveloped in something so soft and warm. The feel of new socks had been his favorite sensation in the world. Unsure what to make of his new companions, he thought it better to air on the side of caution. While the attachments on the long rifle and some of the equipment were slightly foreign to him, David understood that out of the three of them, he was the only one without a gun. He had no choice but to play along. At least for now.

      David’s shoulder twitched, bringing with it a mischievous grin. He shook his head violently and said, “Shhhh, not now. That’s not right. I’ll handle it.”

      Ian’s voice cut through the mental discussion pulling his charge back to the matter at hand. “All set, sir? We need to get moving. We’ve got thirty to forty minutes before it gets dark. I’m not putting any stock in that pilot’s claim that the area is totally clear. The sooner we’re out of here, the better.”

      They stood in a large opening of scrub oak trees. The typical squat vegetation populated the arid location. Their short flight hadn’t put them out of the state, but it placed them some distance from any cites. A fact Special Agent Hess was very happy with. Ian adjusted his backpack and gestured to the western tree line. “Hess you want me to take point or stay with the good doctor? Once we hit the tree line, I’ll do concentric circles till we locate our new ride.” Dressed in nearly the same attire, David watched as the man named Hess shouldered a far more menacing weapon and moved out. His answer delivered; Ian would be walking with him for the moment.

      David struggled to grasp any logical reason he would be in this situation. Grateful for his freedom, he didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth, so he quietly followed along. A wave of dizziness hit him, and he stumbled slightly. Ian’s firm grip on his shoulder steadied him. “Almost forgot, take one of these every few hours if you feel the world start to get away from you.” Pinched between two gloved fingers, he held up a white pill. “The shot we gave you at Exile was a good foundation, but when you’re slipping down the drain, this will help you counterbalance things.”

      David couldn’t help himself, “the drain?”

      Ian grinned slightly, “you’ve never gone on such a bender that you felt like you were literally slipping down life’s drain? I’m not talking about lightheadedness, no this is a full-on feeling like you’re going over the edge, it’s a wild feeling.” David shook his head. “Well, we all have little things we’re good at. Those pills have multiple things going for them, I’m sure, but we were told that they will also help you with balance and any nauseous feelings. I don’t know what kind of stuff they were pumping into your system. I can’t speak to it one way or another, but the folks in the lab coats do. They said the cocktail you were given was as addictive as crack, and a surreal a trip better than anything on the market today. But this stuff will counteract anything if you give it enough time.” He shook the plastic pill case to accentuate his point.

      Hess jogged over to the thicket of trees along the western side of the clearing. A few seconds later, he quickly went to a knee, holding up his clenched fist. Agent Thorn grabbed David and pulled him into a low crouch. The pair waited as the situation was relayed through hand and arm signals.

      As the non-verbal message concluded, Ian swore under his breath. Pulling David close, he whispered what he been passed. “The vehicle is compromised. Ten to fifteen hostiles. They must have been drawn here when the Blackhawk landed. We haven’t been spotted yet, so we’re going to head south for a bit to come up with an alternate plan.” Motioning his understanding, Ian stayed low, keeping David close, as both men stalked along the tree line until they could no longer see any semblance of the vehicle.

      Pressing his fingers to his lips, Ian pointed to a small hill they could hide behind. As they laid prone on the ground, the two men talked briefly. “We need the gear in the SUV. The ditch bags at least. Without the map, we’re running through controlled areas blind. Do you think we can pull them away?”

      Brian shook his head. “They’re fixated on the damn thing. They’re not overtly aggressive yet, but their behavior matches the symptoms exactly. For crying out loud, one of them was humping the bumper, trying to show his dominance. As though that would make it his.”

      Ian saw the confusion on David’s face. He waved it off. “Remember, we’ll talk later. We’ve got bigger problems at the moment.”

      Dr. Grant left arm began to tremble as his face contorted into a grimace of lost control. “Our scent is in the air. Nature doesn’t smell of gun oil and nylon. They’re coming… oh god they’re coming…” Before Ian could tell him to be quiet, David spoke again. “Tell that lunatic to shut the HELL UP!” The Boston accent seemed to bounce off the trees around them.

      Hess slammed into him, pinning him onto the ground, his hand firmly clasped around his mouth. Looking up at Ian, his eyes were pleading for an explanation. Before they could assess their situation, a high-pitched wail tore through the woods.

      With the fluidity of a professional cowboy, the seasoned recovery agent spun Dr. Grant over onto his stomach and bound his hands and feet behind his back with flex cuffs he pulled from an ammunition pouch. Taking out the same nylon hood David had worn earlier, he pried open his mouth and stuffed it inside. The movements happened so fast it didn’t allow the freed mental patient a moment to react.

      Their package secure, Thorn and Hess moved to the top of the rise. From the slightly higher elevation, they could see the clearing easily. However, their view of their escape vehicle was obscured by the squat trees. Ian’s mind tried to insert logic into their situation. The mission brief had described bizarre behavior by people participating in the rioting. Police reports detailed interactions to be similar to confronting subjects on PCP or hallucinogenic. Normal behavior from agitated individuals seemed completely unpredictable.

      While the four W’s of who they were assigned to recover, what the impact was for mission failure, when the operation would take place, and where they would pick up and drop off the individual were all very clear. The fifth and often most important explanation of why the mission was happening was vague. There was also a noticeable absence of a specific threat. Terms like infected person’s behavior model and hoarding behavior variations were sprinkled throughout the briefings. The general gist was anyone who had been touched by the illness would suffer a mental break with reality and border on lunacy. There were even hints that the staff of Legacy felt large swatches of the global population were suffering from what could be seen as a neurological weapon attack.

      Their brief also stated that there was some preliminary information about how the infection would initially present itself. The medical team at Legacy placed it into two categories. First were those who possessed a powerful urge to stimulate their senses. That came in multiple forms. Everything from self-mutilating behavior to simply having a need to lick the pavement for hours at a time. The odder the action, the more gratification seemed to be gained. These were typically harmless until they manifested a desire to hurt something.

      The second category was what they had seen the beginnings of outside Exile. All pretense of self-governance was gone. In this stage of the condition, the infected were propelled to extreme violence. Each still looking for stimulation to their sense in an overwhelming manner. Rage, depraved carnal acts, riots, a wave of crowds causing destruction for no other reason than because it’s there. At first, the infected were solitary, then packs began to form. Both categories were oblivious to any danger, their actions were always directed towards self-gratification.

      The world had changed overnight. He wasn’t sure how to play this. Their rules of engagement were simple. Kill anyone who acted in direct or indirect hindrance to the accomplishment of the mission. With the utility grids and network down, were they to think that anyone showing aggression or bewilderment was a threat? That could mean everyone in the country.

      Ian knew he would have to get better guidance from Hess, but for now, they had to get to the vehicles. Getting the signal to move down the hill, Ian pulled out his enhanced silence 9mm Beretta, with the hollow point rounds. Hess moved up, keeping his machine gun held at the ready. The SAW would be their last-ditch solution. The words of the director came to mind, “these aren’t suicide missions.” Ian chuckled to himself, it was starting to feel that way.

      Unable to move too far from where Dr. Grant lay immobile, they move silently forward. Slowly inching forward until they saw the first form coming through the trees to investigate. The large woman was naked and covered in filth. Her hands outstretched; she seemed to have a need to touch everything she passed. Fingers covered in recently healed cuts traced along tree branches as she sniffed the air as though she was some sort of K-9 hot on a scent.

      Leaning against the tree next to him, he raised up his pistol and took aim. Two more steps honey, he told himself. His finger pulled back and froze as the hammer of the pistol slowly lowered back to its resting place. The woman wasn’t alone. It looked like all fifteen of the infected were moving towards them. There wasn’t any kind of organization to their approach. Each displayed the symptoms in one form or another. Barking at one another or making high pitched wails as they hugged trees and scratched at the ground. Each was covered in filth, and several had full black trash bags dangling off their shoulders.

      Ian looked back at Hess, motioning for him to get down and set up the SAW. Without knowing if there were any more of the infected around, they would have to deal with this group and then make a dash for the vehicle.

      On bulbous legs, the woman still moved steadily in his direction. Something in the air guiding her directly towards him. Working his hands through raid gestures to Hess, both men got ready for the imminent insanity about to occur. Pulling out a flashbang grenade, Ian counted to three, trying to calm his racing heart. With practiced ease, he lobbed the non-lethal device into the middle of the oncoming group.

      He took in a final catalog of where all the potential threats were. Ducking back behind the tree, he counted to two before a brilliant flash exploded into existence, followed immediately by a deafening bang. Rising to his feet, the pistol raised, and searching for a target, his years of muscle memory faltered. The woman, now only a foot away, was facing where the flash band had detonated. Her expression one of sensual pleasure instead of being shocked by the pyrotechnics’ use. Her senses recovered quickly, and a ravenous expression took root onto her features.

      Bearing yellow teeth at Ian, she let out a menacing growl as her body language shifted into a more feral pose. Dirty fingers outstretched to her side, as though they were talons, she began to bark at him, her eyes shifting to his tactical gear instead of the lethal weapon in his hands. She took one step, then a red mist erupted out of the back of her head. Ian walked calmly towards the others, the front sights bouncing up and down with each whispered death he brought. A man wearing five garbage bags fell after the woman. He had given a venomous howl before lumbering forward. It wasn’t that the man couldn’t have been pacified with simple hand to hand, Ian knew it would have gone on forever. He could see an animalistic rage in the man’s gaze. A complete lapse in valuing life. Before he fell into the underbrush, the crowd was racing toward him.

      Ian put another two down before he saw seven disheveled forms moving swiftly towards him. Ejecting the magazine, he cycled another home, but before he could bring the weapon to bear a cacophony of automatic weapons fire erupted off to his left. With a clear line of fire, Hess began to engage the attackers, each burst from the SAW sent the infected sprawling onto the ground flopping wildly in death throws. Bringing the obnoxiously loud weapon into the fight would bring others. Ian sprinted forward, as the last of the group was killed, to try and spot the vehicles.

      Several hundred feet away, he could see the outlines of the vehicles. As he looked back to give Hess the all-clear, he heard a wild howl on the wind. It wasn’t like any animal he had ever heard. In his mind’s eye, he could see the infected raising their heads back and making that god awful noise towards the sky.

      Ian made eye contact with his supervisor; he couldn’t hide the expression of disbelief now inching its way onto his face. Hess signaled for him to get to the vehicles, and he would retrieve Dr. Grant. Moving quickly, Ian rushed deeper into the tree line towards the SUV’s. The camouflage coverings that had been employed to hide the recovery assets were strewn everywhere. It looked like a toddler unwrapping a gift at Christmas.

      As he got closer, Ian noted the vehicles weren’t exactly new. Then the truth hit him like a physical blow. The SUVs were missing a few key items. Both sets of tires had been stolen. He stared dumbfounded at their new problem as Hess jogged up to stand beside him, the former Harvard professor draped over his shoulder. A slight sigh escaped Hess’ lips; the complication frustrating him slightly. Placing Dr. Grant on the ground, he began to move towards the useless vehicle. “Re-do his restraints so we can move. I’ll get the keys and see if we can salvage anything.”

      Ian set to work as another howl echoed in the distance. He looked at David and saw the man’s mood change four times in a few seconds — almost as though he was arguing with himself. Keeping the gag in place, he motioned towards the flex cuffs. “Don’t move, ok? I’m going to use a knife to help take these off for a second. I don’t want to accidentally cut you.”

      “What the?” Hess screamed and then unleashed a barrage of fully automatic fire.

      Ian flung himself into Dr. Grant, tackling him to the ground as he looked up quickly to see what was happening. Weapon up, he saw Hess grappling with a wiry man. Each wrestling for control of the SAW. Another bout of ear-splitting fire peppered the ground, sending dirt into the air. Holstering his pistol and readjusting his grip on the knife, Ian moved quickly to help.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Hess saw him coming and stood straight up, bear-hugging the man. Like a trapped animal, the man thrashed wildly. Ian moved behind him, placing one hand on the side of his head while he thrust his blade up into the small opening at the back of the jawbone. The man’s nervous system continued to fight on for a few seconds before failing him. Hess opened his arms and let him fall into a heap of limp arms and legs. Ian leaned in, pulling his blade free. He had expected a mass of fluid to follow the slick steels exodus. Instead, it leaked out like a thick sludge. Must be because of how dirty and sick this bastard was, he reasoned.

      Turning his attention to Hess, he swore softly. The man had attacked him with something. Thick rivulets of blood fell from his fingers, the uniform sleeve already saturated. Opening his medic pouch, Ian affixed an olive drab strap high on the wounded arm. Cinching down hard with a dull grey crossbar. Putting the tourniquet in place brought a flurry of whispered profanity from Hess. Ian couldn’t tell if it was due to the pain or because he had let the man get the drop on him. It was probably a little of both, he presumed.

      Ian went to the immobile vehicles and searched for the keys. Hess shook his head, “That’s what that guy was messing with when I found him. He was eating them, mumbling how he was the keeper of the keys. He attacked me as soon as he swallowed them.”

      Ian could see the bags they needed in the rear compartments. “I can get the extra kit, but if I break the window, the alarm’s going to go off. Whoever is howling in the distance will head this way. If they aren’t’ already from us gunning down those… people. I’m going to need the medical supplies in the bags. I can’t patch you up with what we have on us. The run package means we’re light on everything, but ammo remember?”

      Hess grunted his understanding. “Make it quick. Prep everything else first. Leave me for last. Get the asset ready, and then we make a break for the low ground. Fade away while the sensory crazed whack jobs come and check out the alarms going off.”

      “Sounds like a plan. We’ll be heading out in fifteen minutes tops.”
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      Another pained hiss escaped Hess’ traditionally stoic visage, as the dual car alarms called out to the infected. Glancing down at his weapons system, he spoke to Ian without turning around. “I still think the low ground is our best bet. The map shows the corridor, but we’re going to need some transportation if we’re going to have a shot at making extraction. Once that window closes for pickup, we’re toast.”

      Ian nodded in agreement. “As soon as you’re patched up, we can get moving. I agree with traveling into the thick stuff. It’ll be a more challenging path to blaze, but we won’t be silhouetted on the top of the hill. I don’t think we should advertise that we’re here any more than we already have.” Both men in agreement, they shifted their conversation toward the most problematic aspect of the mission; Dr. Grant. Neither of them had any way of knowing if the pills were helping. Their target had been a mystery until thirty minutes before they had gone wheels up toward Exile. Another element of their briefing that left much to be desired.

      Getting to his feet, Ian readjusted his equipment, quickly inspecting his rifle and then shifting his attention to the passive form seated by a small cluster of pine trees. The asset muttering to himself, seemed on the verge of an outburst like earlier, his deluded mind was still struggling to cope with the reality he found himself in. They were all struggling. Whatever had caused the insanity gripping the country had thrown the concept of normal into the preverbal woodchipper, and now average citizens were left sorting through the mess. Yet, even in all the chaos, there was a thread of the familiar he could anchor himself to. David, however, seemed to slip between realities like a speed freak racing through television channels. Whoever this man was supposed to be couldn’t resemble what they had come in search of. Even with the world falling apart, there’s no way the chain of command of Legacy could have made a mistake this epically huge.

      Hess flexed his hand. The bleeding had stopped, allowing him to loosen the field tourniquet. Motioning for Ian to inspect the dressing. “Think it will hold?”

      “Nope, but you’ve got another arm.”

      “Cute. Anyone ever tell you your bedside manner sucks?” Not waiting for a reply, the overly serious operator pulled out a new set of thick flex cuffs. “He has another outburst like the last one, and I’m going to carry him like a luau pig. I don’t care if he dangles from a stick between us all the way to Ashville.”

      “You’re not going to get any complaints from me.” Ian intoned. For a brief moment the line of silver tape was pulled free, Hess enabled the mental patient to drink deeply from a bottle of water.

      Resigned to his fate, David simply said thank you and offered no resistance when the adhesive strap was reapplied. The defeated look in the man’s eyes spoke of years of tormented existence. Whoever had locked him away in that hellhole might have kept him from being killed by the infected. However, seeing his broken mind, it would have been a mercy kill to shoot him now. Luxuries such as kindness and empathy were beyond them now. Humanity was at a tipping point. If the recovery teams couldn’t bring back their targets, then everything might be lost. Mission first; period.

      Hess pulled their charge to his feet. “It’s nothing personal, you’re just not right in the head. I’m not going to hurt you, but I need you to stay quiet. I feel like a small part of you understands that, and that’s going to have to do until we’re making better progress east.”

      Dr. Grant nodded meekly in understanding. Hess pulled at the satellite phone from his backpack. He powered it on to check the battery and signal strength. “One-hundred percent charge; zero connectivity. You think they’re still up there?”

      Ian nodded, “I don’t have any reason not to think the relay birds are still in the air. The orbitals are totally off-line. The techs showed me the reports back at the ops center before we left. The drones are on autopilot for seventy-two hours. That includes one inflight refuel, so we’ve got a chance. Once we’re within one-hundred miles of the link-up site we can check for sure. You know as well as I do; just because we’ve got the ability to call doesn’t mean they’ll come for us outside our extraction widow. It wouldn’t surprise me if our pickup was by the same crew that brought us out. Those guys looked fired.”

      “Who isn’t?” Ian nodded resigning himself to the situation. He paused and dug into his newly acquired bag. Pulling out a pair of night vision goggles, he glanced at the horizon as the early evening began to roll in. It was supposed to be a new moon tonight, which meant it would get dark fast. He helped David place them on his head and then readjusted his own pair. The sun was setting quickly, and soon this would be the only advantage they had to spot anyone they might run into along the way. Getting a thumbs up from Hess, Ian turned and led them in a single file down the gentle slope into the initial line of thickets. Resisting the urge to carve a path with his manchette, he let the thorn thick bushes latch onto his fatigues. Sharp barbs raked across his arms and legs, causing a smattering of pinpricks on his skin. Once they were completely into the thicket, he paused, pulling out a set of rugged pruning shears. The tool typically used by landscapers was perfect for assisting in hide site construction or covertly moving through dense vegetation. Not as satisfying as a long blade manchette but perfect for a three-man element to vanish into the underbrush. In his mind, he could see Hess’ approving grin as they left nearly zero sign of their passage.

      He heard the grumpy man’s voice in his ear, a sliver of pride in his voice. “Four-hundred meters, one-hundred and eight degrees. Then five-hundred meters, eighteen degrees. Should bring us to the edge of Bethel. Data says its got a population of seven thousand. We should have a chance of finding a car there. Keep the pace slow. Grant’s going to struggle under the NVG’s for a bit.”

      He sent his confirmation via mic clicks. Two for yes, one for no. His hands were cutting and pushing thick vines as he scanned the way ahead for threats. Slow and steady wins the race. We can make up time later. We got to get a car first. His internal monologue helped to stamp out the sparks of panic igniting in his mind. The plan had shifted, but everything was still within acceptable margins of error. If they could get back on track, they still had a shot.

      Quieting the unproductive thoughts of failure aside, he allowed muscle memory to take over the simple task of cutting their path so his other senses could try and detect any threats. The sounds of the car alarms faded away and then were replaced by the heavy thud of an explosion. Ian and Hess exchanged glances and then continued to push onward. They made it forty-five minutes before a guttural growl froze Ian. He keyed his mic and whispered the warning. “Contact front. Can’t see it, but it sounds close.”

      Hess responded with two clicks and then moved up and took hold of Dr. Grant’s arm, allowing Ian to focus on the threat. Now firmly in the gully, vines, and intertwined plants, overlapped and blended together, not only impeding their path but hindering their sight forward. Engulfed in complete darkness, he should have had the advantage, yet between the unsetting growls, it sounded like something was sniffing the air.

      Whatever it was moved back and forth in a shallow arc very low to the ground. Keeping his pistol tight in his grip, muscles taunt, he let out a pent-up breath he was holding to force his body to focus and just react. The world bathed in the brilliant green viewscreen of his NVGs, Ian allowed the autofocus to work as he peered into the dense cluster of vegetation. A blur of movement caught his eyes. He held his breath. There was something moving quickly in a small clearing in front of him. It was on all fours but looked like a person. The goggles clarified for a moment as the thing sniffed at the air again. Ian involuntarily gasped at the twisted features staring intently at him through the veil of blackness. Precision, high definition quality, and seamless depth perception are what the night vision devices offered. Ian would have happily changed it all for the low-resolution ones he had used in the army. In the autocorrected viewscreen, the mangled, diseased face of a man snapping his teeth at the sky unsettled him. His eyes already made to look like an animal caught in headlights darted back and forth, trying to see what his other senses told him was directly in front of him.

      Hesitation was often fatal in moments of extreme danger, yet Ian watched the thing for a moment longer. Keeping the infra-red beam situated on the chest of his target, he took in the manic state of the man. Torn and tattered clothing covered the withered frame of a fifty-plus man. He couldn’t draw a conclusion as to why the man moved around like a feral animal, yet clearly only had a week’s worth of stubble on his face. As he myriad of potential answers flooded his thought, the man finally acted upon his instincts. Leaping in a blur across the screen, Ian’s training enabling him to dispatch the stricken man with two quick shots to the chest.

      He felt the warm splatter of blood hit his face, the impact of hollow-point rounds tearing the man apart. Ian moved slowly into the small clearing, his weapon training left and right to ensure there were no other threats. Squatting down, he looked off to his right at several piles of grouped items. One was a collection of used toothbrushes. He presumed there were at least several hundred. Next to the used personal hygiene tools was a pile of unopened post-it notes. There was no reasoning behind it. The other piles were equally strange, useless household items arranged as though they were prized possessions.

      Ian froze as he heard a soft whispered grunt. Bringing his weapon up and scanned the small area again, he saw a camouflaged tarp under a collection of deadfall. It was something he had overlooked initially; the autofocus not able to pick it up with such a rapid scan across the clearing. Keeping the pistol leveled at the makeshift hiding place, he knelt down trying to listen for another sign of life. When none came, he whispered softly. “I’m not here to hurt you. Come out, everything is fine. After another set of agonizing seconds passed another almost non-existent groan,” came from under the tarp. Ian keyed his mic, “I need you to cover me. There’s something here, and I can’t discern if it’s a threat or not. Initial target is down.”

      Hess moved quickly with Dr. Grant in tow. Setting the doctor at the far side of the clearing, he took up position where he could fire directly into the tarp with little risk of hitting Ian. Inching his way forward, Ian gripped the corner of the thick plastic sheet and pulled slowly. His heart pounded in his chest each time the tarp snagged on a branch his mind imagined another manic animalistic freak lunging at him. His muscles were on fire with the slow and deliberate act of keeping his right arm flexed with the pistol and using his left to unveil whatever was under the makeshift roof.

      His training pushed his mind to imagine a threat. When the tarp finally fell away, he couldn’t process what he saw. There, on the ground, were two women. Both bound at their hands and feet by handmade twine. Their eyes wide in fear; Ian repeated himself in a slightly louder whisper. “It’s ok we’re not here to hurt you.”

      He was wordlessly rebuked by a stern head shake from the larger woman. Kneeling down, he inspected them. Fighting against an instinct to recoil, Ian let the autofocus work as he panned over the emaciated state of the women. They wore rags like the man; however, each of the women had their lips sewn shut with the same rough twine. They were in bad shape. Looking back toward Hess, he wanted to ask what they should do. The mission parameters would have them leave the women and keep pressing on. He couldn’t do that, and when he looked at the facial features of his supervisor, he knew Hess wouldn’t stand for that either.

      Holstering his pistol, he quietly took off his backpack. Reaching in, he pulled out a pair of medical scissors and leaned in close to the older woman, he whispered. “I’m going to remove the stitching at your mouth. Try and stay still; these are safety sheers, but I don’t want it to hurt any more than it needs to. This will be a bit uncomfortable.” He leaned back quickly before the woman’s body odor could cause him to gag.

      There was a slight feeling of detachment as he inspected the wounds and started to cut through the twine. Everything looked like it was happening on a green television screen. His tactical gloves had a thin membrane within, allowing them to act as surgical gloves if the need arose. With care, he inspected each of the dozen bloody holes in the woman’s lips. Red, inflamed tissue was difficult to see through the green screen. However, it was easy to discern that puss was leaking from several of the infected puncture wounds. Her skin had merged with the twine as it tried to heal itself. The body inadvertently tightening the binding during its failed attempt to stop the bleeding. It was so bad that Ian knew the woman wouldn’t survive long without an extensive regiment of antibiotics. Opening her mouth would be the easiest of her problems to solve.

      Cutting through the stiff pieces of twine infused with bodily fluids was more challenging than he had anticipated. To her credit, the woman only grunted a few times in discomfort. As the last piece was severed, she opened her mouth, allowing a macabre mixture of bile and blood to spill onto the ground. She ignored his efforts to try and keep her head up, away from the sickness spilling out. In a thick panicked tone, she spoke, “there’s still two more out there. They’ll be back soon. They heard an explosion and went to check it out.”

      Ian did some quick math and knew that their return would be much later than she expected. Even at a dead sprint, the other two infected wouldn’t be back immediately. He passed the warning along to Hess and set to opening the other woman’s mouth.

      Ian kept their hands bound out a preponderance of caution. Explaining his reasoning to keep his own group safe fell on deaf ears as both were happy just be sitting up and able to open their mouths.

      After a brief moment to relish their freedom, Ian squatted before the two women. “My name’s Ian, and my friend is Hess. We’re headed to Bethel to get a car. You can come with us, and we can get you to the Sheriff or a house for safety.”

      Before he could continue, both women shook their heads vehemently. The older of the pair explaining their objection. Her southern accent muddied by the injuries to her mouth. “Thank you for helping us. We’re from Bethel.”  She motioned weakly in the direction of her home. “The whole town’s gone.  They’re all crazy.”

      Hess spoke for the first time since their encounter, “How’s that possible. Wasn’t there a police response, or any kind of attempt for people to band together? There several thousand people there.”

      The women exchanged a questioning look. “I don’t mean to be rude. Thank you for your help. But whoever told you that there’s a ton of people there doesn’t know much about these parts. It’s been almost a ghost town for years now. After the oil wells dried up, the jobs went away. Folks moved on to follow where the money went. The only fools that stayed were the ones too poor to pull up stakes.” They leaned against one another, the oldest taking a moment to steady her shaking voice. “If you’re looking for a car, then you’ll have to go to Big Bills lot. Far side of town, next to the laundromat. About a few weeks ago, he went around repossessing all the cars in town. Being the dealer in a fifty-mile radius, he had cut all the deals. It was really strange. When the Sheriff came to confront him, Bill shot him in the face, just as soon as he stepped in the front door. That was right before everyone really started to act like damn loons. A few days after that, my sister came over to help me pack to leave.” Her voice shook as she looked at the crumpled remains of the man on the ground that had once been her husband. “He couldn’t wrap his mind around it. I heard some barking in the house, which surprised me since we didn’t have a dog. Then the other two showed up, and he attacked us. Next thing I know, we’re out here. Somethings very wrong with them.” She inclined her head again towards the dead man, only a few feet away. “I appreciate the offer, but we can manage on our own, we know these woods well enough to stay away from those other two inbred sick-o’s.” She held up her hands to be cut free.

      Ian began cutting the twine and was about to object when Hess stepped in asking; “what’s your name?”

      The woman met his gaze. “Jenny.”

      He nodded, “that’s a nice name. It’s weird how small the universe is. That was my wife’s name too. Please don’t take this as questioning your abilities. We think it would be better if we all stuck together. Even if the town is crazy, you can at least hide in one of the buildings. Out here, you’ll be at the mercy of the elements.”

      She shook her head again, small tendrils of blood still flinging from her lips. “We won’t be cornered like some dumb animal. Out here we can see’em coming and getaway. In town, we’d just be trapped. You’ll see if you’re still fixing to head that way. It ain’t what you think. The devil’s taken that place.”
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      Nothing can last forever; our lives are constantly changing. The thought encircled David’s hectic mind. Even in the midst of all the chaos in his psyche, that simple sentiment resonated stronger than anything else. His mind still wasn’t calculating everything properly. He listened to his pair of protectors—or jailers, depending on how you looked at it—as they argued about what they should have done with the two women.

      Ian spoke into his mic, “I know we couldn’t have stayed, and I get their reasons for them not coming along. Let me move back there, and I’ll take out those two guys and catch up. I know I’ll be back by first light at the latest.”

      Hess’ response was less than accommodating. “No.”

      “They don’t stand a chance then. I’m not going to just offer their lives up to fate. We have the means to help.” Ian was cut off before he could finish his thought.

      “That’s not what our ROE are. We’re not here to save everyone. That’s not the mission. We’re here for one asset only. That’s why there’s only two of us. You’re not in that line of work any longer. We don’t ride into towns on the backs of tanks or parachute into the up-roaring applause of civilians. We’re not the liberators of towns, Ian. We shape the war with the assets we bring back. That’s our mission. That’s what has to come first. I don’t know why he’s important. It doesn’t matter. The only thing that does is that we were tasked to retrieve him.”

      The mood grew somber, and both men fell silent. David continued to walk behind Agent Thorn and didn’t protest his hands being bound. It was undoubtedly safer that way. For everyone involved. He couldn’t remember why he had been locked away from the world. Even in his confused state, he knew he should be grateful for the two men that brought him back into the world. Ian gave him a pair of pills every few hours, and with each dose, he could feel a level of control returning to his mind he hadn’t’ felt in years.

      The dense vegetation in front of him blurred. He tried to stay calm, but in the furthest reaches of his mind, something didn’t feel right. A strong sense of foreboding pulsed from his gut. He felt a detached sensation as his mind’s eye fell back into darkness, leaving the vibrant green of the night vision goggles arrayed as a pair of windowpanes affixed to the emptiness above.

      A voice, he vaguely recognized, came from all around him. A thick regional accent he felt he should know. “That’s right fancy pants, Barbara is driving right now. Don’t worry, she won’t run. After all, where the hell is she gonna go? I can’t believe you let them take you out of the hospital. We were getting better, we were safe, and now we’re going to starve to death out here surrounded by a bunch of lunatics that wouldn’t even rate getting in through the front gate. I think we might need to talk about who continues to drive.”

      David shook his head, trying to clear the encroaching fog grabbing at his thoughts. It had been like this for years. The voices would come just before the fog; then, he couldn’t remember anything. The voice returned. “Don’t be a jerk Doc, you know the rules. We don’t walk and talk at the same time. That leads to bad things, remember?”

      He struggled, trying to remember the name of the voice. The pills from Agent Thorn were making some portions of his thoughts clear. Others were growing dark. He pressed his eyes closed in an attempt to focus his racing mind. A laugh boomed all around him. Instantly he knew it was in his mind, since neither of the two men moved in response. Focusing on a single sentence, he pushed it into the void where he heard the other voice. What do you want from me?

      The brash Jersey accent came roaring back. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? You trying to tell me you don’t know who I am? Don’t get all crazy on me, Doc. Barbara handles that just fine on her own. Oh, I see, this is like an act, you get out, and now you get a little of that amnesia dust on ya. Just because they’re giving you those pills, doesn’t mean we’re just going away. You think you’re better than us, Doc? Is that what this is? You think that just because you feel like you’re in control that you rate more than we do?”

      Another shake of his head, but this time it felt disconnected. He can still see the world through the green viewscreens of the goggles, but he can’t discern what’s in front of him. He can feel his legs and arms moving fluidly as he follows Agent Thorn through the vines, but now he can’t feel the sharp barbs pulling at his uniform. The detachment is crippling, he had thought this was all over. He was wrong.

      Blackened shapes began to emerge around him. Not frightening figures, more solid objects and man-made structures. First at the corners of his eyes, then manifesting completely before him. The forest faded away as a new world came into view. He sat at a table. No, that wasn’t right. It was too high. The polished mahogany under his fingers belonged to a bar. A dark figure sat across from him. Shadowed hands balled into fists, posture leaning in. Overtly aggressive, he told himself. The body language didn’t worry David at all. It felt strangely familiar, as though another segment of his memory was finally coming back.

      A thick New Jersey accent bristled in his ears. “The staff is terrible here. It’s kind of self-service; you jones-in for that gin and tonic shit? Or are you going to finally man up and drink a beer?” David didn’t respond, he sat looking at the onyx form of a man milling around behind a bar. What the heck was going on? He was supposed to be walking in the woods with two men who were perfectly ok with carrying him like a dead animal on a pole if he couldn’t navigate through dark underbrush in the dead of night. How was any of this possible? Before he could ask himself any more questions, a firm double tap of glass on the wood brought his attention to the two drinks the figure set before him. “Any of this ringing a bell yet?”

      Reaching for the gin and tonic, he said, “Can’t say that it is. I won’t pretend I’m not a bit concerned. This level of a manifested personality split can’t be a positive for anyone. Everything about this feels familiar, and that scares the shit out of me. I’m walking in the woods right now, right?”

      The heavy-set figure nodded, “Every freaking time. I tell you; you always pick that damn mix drink. What’s wrong with you? Ha! That’s a baited question if ever one had been asked. Well, in regard to your query. In a way, it’s always been this dance of forgetfulness. Things have been this way for years, Doc. I don’t know the figure, but I sure do remember the past. A lot better than you do, by the way. You’ve got so many secrets locked way in your head you can’t keep it all straight. You want to know something. Hiding things is exhausting. Secrets create a negative energy all on their own. No matter how hard you try to keep them locked away, they want more than anything to be discovered. It’s just how the universe works.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You know, you might not remember right now, but you know.”

      Trying to generate a little bit of normalcy, he asked. “What’s your name? I heard you say Barbara was fulfilling the role of my subconscious. I know I’m Dr. Grant. That leaves one person not named; you.”

      Another shift in body language. Where the aggression sat, it’s now replaced with annoyance. His scathing tone lingers heavy in the air as he answers. “Cute David, real cute. I’ve been your only friend for years. Plus, the fact that I saved your ass more times than I care to count. Now you can’t even grind enough of that grey matter to remember who I am. Isn’t that just a big old kick to the sweetmeat?”

      David could feel his mental control slipping. He came at his problem from a different angle. Still trying to be the master of his own domain. “When did we first meet?”

      The man was put off even more. “Oh, come off it, David. When did we meet? That’s the stupidest question I’ve ever heard you ask. That’s saying a lot considering I distinctly remember you asking a toilet where the exit was on a very drunken escapade a few years ago. A much better question to ask would be, have we always known each other. The answer to that is yes.
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      Silence surrounded them as the night began to give way to the sun hinting at its arrival. The trees and underbrush should have been teaming with the sounds of small birds and other animals. Each nocturnal creature venturing home to go to sleep while their counterparts woke up to start their daily existence. Yet, as Ian knelt, the edge of Bethel under his gaze, he could feel that everything in nature knew how wrong the world had become.

      Removing his night vision goggles, he stored them back into their protective case. Both recovery specialists were kneeling, pulling security over the sleeping form of Dr. Grant. They had moved through the night, not stopping until they had reached a place where they could observe a portion of the town at daybreak. Each had taken specially crafted stimulants to ensure they remained sharp. While Hess had used the pills during countless missions in the past, he didn’t know how the drugs would interact with what the asset was taking. They would be able to go for seventy-two hours with continued doses. Once they secured transportation, they could start to make more progress.

      Hess moved up alongside Ian and whispered. “Stay here. I’m going to take a look from the edge of the tree line. I don’t want us walking into anything we can avoid. Give him another fifteen minutes and then wake him up. Prep him to move, we’ll make our move five to ten minutes after that, if the area’s clear.” Leaving his SAW behind, Hess moved forward quietly, pistol in one hand and his knife in the other.

      Seconds passed by painfully slow as Ian waited in the hide site. As soon as Hess had settled into position, the silence of the woods engulfed him again. Checking his watch, he noticed they had roughly ten minutes until the sun would officially rise. Inspecting his weapons for the hundredth time, he readjusted his gear to keep his joints from protesting the heavy load.

      A horrifying scream pierced the stillness. Unable to tell exactly how far away it came from, he knew full well it was roughly the direction of where they had left the sisters. There was no mistaking the terror and anguish as the screams became an undulating wail of fear. Before he could get to his feet, they were silenced. Cut off so abruptly that Ian instantly knew what had happened to the pair of headstrong women.

      Ian’s mind toiled with an onslaught of what-ifs. Could they have saved them? If they had been more persistent, would the women still be alive? Why didn’t they just stay to kill the other two men? For every question, he rationalized ten answers. That was the beauty of simplistic orders. They provided minimal need for analysis. The only problem Ian saw with the traditional model he was so fond of following was; they were created to work in a world where some kind of order was present. The area they found themselves in now was anything but orderly. Everything they had seen hinted at a total collapse of society. Without knowing how far spread the event was, how could they continue to follow the same rigid approach to mission accomplishment? Uncertainty oozed from every scenario he played out in his mind. He jumped slightly as he heard Dr. Grant’s whispered voice. “There was nothing you could have done. The outcome would have been the same. You might have delayed it for a day or so, but in the end, those two would never have been able to grasp the enormity of what is going on. Ultimately that would have either driven them mad or prompted a mistake that would have cost them their lives. It was never a matter of if, but when.”

      Watching the man wake up, he seemed to be far more coherent than yesterday. Not wanting to debate a potentially psychotic mental patient, he changed the subject. “Feeling better, I see.” Dr. Grant nodded, and Ian continued, in whispered tones. “We’ll be moving out in ten minutes, or as soon as Hess gets back. Not our first choice, but we’re going to make for the car lot, and see if Big Bill will part with one of his automobiles. Something practical, I’m not looking for anything flashy.” Either the drugs were still clouding his thoughts, or the man didn’t have a sense of humor.

      Shrugging, Ian set to work sterilizing the small site. Hess returned seconds after their presence in the depression was erased. They shared a look, and Ian could see that his supervisor was just as unsettled by the suspected deaths of the two women as he was. Unwilling to have a discussion, Hess retrieved his SAW and motioned for them to follow him.

      Something looked different in the man’s eyes, they were slightly sunken, and Ian wasn’t sure, but he thought he was pale. In the early morning hours, already on two doses of stimulants, he didn’t want to jump to conclusions. He’d have to wait and watch. Weapons held at the ready, their charge set between them, the trio moved smoothly out of the tree line and towards a rundown garage. Not trying to draw the attention of anyone this early in the , Hess led them into the shell of a building to choose their next step. They had a rough idea of where to go, now came the task of choosing the steadfast route.

      Small binoculars in hand, Ian surveyed their way ahead. The low, gruff voice of Hess refocused his attention. “The left side looks good; however, we’re going to have to do some leapfrogging. Where’s the best location to spot from? I’m thinking we move up to just shy of the square then cover. Then the trail element can move up, pass off the asset, and keep forming forward to the next spot. You and I keep alternating but give Grant a rest between to keep him somewhat fresh. If we need to fall back, we head to the previous swap point to linkup. The line of sight in here is shit, so we’re going to be passing him off a lot until we get a solid vantage point.”

      Ian inspected the first five buildings he could see. Each of them was a single-story storefront. Closer to the town center brought on the second and third floors. However, these were old 1950’s designs, wide at the bottom, narrow at the top. He couldn’t see what the exterior fire escapes looked like, but if they had to clear each building before using it as an overwatch location it would take a week to clear properly — not the few hours they were allotted. “I can set up shop on the roof of the middle building on the right. There’s gotta be a dumpster around back I can use to get up there. I don’t think we should go in any of these unless we have to. We use corners or fire escapes to access the roofs. If we spread out too much, we can’t support one another.”

      Hess nodded, “Ok, I’ll cover you from here. The good doctor will stay with me until we do our first full jump. Don’t get greedy and push too far in. Pulling up the rear is going to be tricky. We’ll need to point out cross over points to ensure we’re doing the handoff on the same side of the street.”

      Ian crouched next to the doorway; there plan set, now they had to see if it would work. As he looked at Hess, he saw an undercurrent of agitation the senior operator usually kept hidden. While there were a million reasons to cause them both to feel a heavy weight of stress, Ian had a feeling this stemmed from the likely death of the sisters. While he often privately complained about starting at the bottom of the leadership ladder, after being able to carry his own weight in the army, he didn’t envy a different solution. Nothing was every cut and dry as he hadn’t possessed any idea for a better outcome. In his opinion, the man did everything right. That wouldn’t ease the sense of guilt, though. Every action or inaction has a consequence. The world was far from perfect, but that didn’t stop Hess from striving for it.

      “We’re still aiming for passing as ghosts, correct?” A stern nod was the only response he received. The street was immaculately clean and deathly quiet. With the strangeness of events they were witnessing, Ian had to remind himself that it was early Thursday, and normally these streets should be deserted. Rationalizing at least one of the oddities he had seen in the last twenty-four hours helped fend off the paranoia building in the back of his thoughts. With each step, his body moved and shifted as he pivoted his rifle left, right, up and even down to give a quick scan of the storm drain openings. Every fraction of an inch he moved brought a varying degree of reinforced nylon rubbing against tear-resistant fabric. In the normal circumstance of prosecuting his job, he would have felt like he was moving silently. Those small swishes being lost in the background noise of life. Here, exposed on the side of a dilapidated building in a seemingly dead town, he felt like a one-man band playing in the middle of the town square.

      Looking back towards the broken-down garage, all that greeted him were black hollowed-out windows. Ian knew Hess and Dr. Grant would be sitting back in the shadows perfectly capable of seeing him, but themselves more difficult to observe. The street from his current vantage point was clear. With several quick signals, he reported that he was going around back to look for a way to the roof.

      Moving alongside the alley, Ian was perplexed by the lack of anything to hide behind. Side streets in small towns were notorious for housing recycling and trash bins. The main thoroughfare kept immaculate to show the town’s commercial value and stability, while life happened in the periphery. Even if the town had been deserted months ago, there would be an accumulation of the unused mechanisms that helped the city run. Rounding the back edge of the building, Ian was forced to pull up short. It was empty too.

      Swearing to himself, he could feel his options vanished by the second. A small lip of architectural stylings lined the bakery. Fifteen feet above him. With zero desire to go into the seemingly deserted shop, he would need to think creatively. He didn’t have the luxury of time. They needed to cover as much ground before night set in as possible. They needed that damn car.

      Inspecting the distance between the walls in the alley, a plan began to solidify. His boots could grip the sides of the buildings to allow him to try a parkour move aptly called a wall run. The open display of athleticism had been something he had tried over a decade ago. Now it might be his only option for success. He was too weighed down with his current gear to even reach halfway up the wall. Removing his check rig, backpack and water system, he affixed one end of a twenty-foot strand of parachute cord he kept in his emergency kit for just such an occasion. Not that parkour came up very often, but he was told that odd instances always surfaced during recovery operations. Securing the opposite end to his belt, his plan was simple. Climb up and then pull his rifle and gear to the roof.

      His own self perseveration ensured the radio and his pistol were still on his person before he took a run straight at the wall. Muscle memory got him close to the lip of the roof. Gloved fingers strained, unable to reach the rigid edge they quested for. He landed louder than he desired, his body bouncing back from the wall forcing him to trip over his gear as his booted feet collided with the pile of kit. Pistol scanning left and right, Ian waited for something to happen. When nothing did, he re-holstered his weapon and moved back to the length of the olive drab cord. Second time’s the charm.

      Sprinting forward, he vaulted off the street, and with two quick steps, he was dangling from the side of the roof. Suppressing a grin, he pulled himself up. A cursory scan of the roof told him he was alone. Two small HVAC units sat dormant in the center of the black tiled square. Taking a step, he was stopped midstride by the rope pulling tight. With a frustrated pull, he heard the rile crack against the wall loudly.

      Peering over the ledge, Ian froze. He heard a metal door crash open from one of the stores off to his left. Two seconds later, he saw a portly man walking briskly behind the shops. Wearing jeans and a dark green shirt. He stifled a snicker as the man seemed to have a collection of buttons and pins covering his shirt and pants. It was crazy, the small shapes making a collage of colors that almost blotted out the colors of the fabric. Just as he was about to whisper a greeting to him, Ian’s throat constricted in fear. Standing just out of the man’s line of sight, he watched as the presumed business owner sniffed at the air. A moment later, a steady stream of drool fell from between his partially separated lips.

      Ian quietly pulled out his pistol and gripped it in his free hand, the other still wrapped firmly with the 550-cord attached to his gear, which dangled a few feet up the wall. It only took a fraction of a moment of the man to see the collection of military equipment. Crouching down, the man crept forward. Ian shook his head in disbelief. Aside from his predatory behavior, he looked like he should be helping answer questions at a welcome desk at any of the highway rest stops. What the Hell was happening? Ian asked himself.

      Several feet away from the dangling prize, the man stopped and looked left and right in the street, giving the impression he was checking to ensure no one was around. Convinced he was the only person there, he lunged for it. Ian saw the projected move and pulled his gear up before it could be touched. Like a confused feral animal, the man crouched beneath the bundle of equipment, intently jumping up and down, trying in vain to reach its prize.

      Ian kept wrapping the gear around his left hand as smoothly as possible. The man was perfectly positioned beneath the vest and backpack that he couldn’t see someone was on the roof. With a gentle tug, he began to swing the equipment. Aiming his pistol, he waited as his widow to see the man grew closer and closer. A practiced ease came over him as he got ready to kill the infected member of the Bethel community. All he could see were blurred movements of arms as the man jumped in time with the pendulum-like swing of its goal. As the man came into view, Ian saw the crazed wide-eyed mania that had plagued the infected man. He had seen it earlier. Before the equipment could shift, Ian fired. At the same moment, the man leapt into the air.

      With crystal clarity, he saw the round punch through the man’s face crumpling him like a rag doll. Kneeling down to lessen his silhouette, Ian held his breath, unsure if another of the town’s residents would come to investigate. He allowed thirty seconds to pass, his ears straining to hear anything notable. When no one else came into the alley, he quickly pulled up his gear and dressed again.

      In a low crouch, he moved along the roof until he could see the garage. Pulling up his rifle, he scanned the roadway, looking for any visible threats. “Everything looks clear from this angle.”

      Hess’ voice cracked through his earpiece. “You took your sweet time. Everything ok?”

      The image of how comically odd the man had looked flashed in his mind. Did they know they were sick? What if they found a way to reverse the effects? Shaking off the unease growing in the pit of his stomach, he replied. “I encountered a hostile. The town apparently still has a few residents. Watch the shops, this one came out of the backdoor of the building two up from me.”

      Hess clicked back his affirmation. Ian knew it was because he didn’t want to worry the asset. He lowered himself onto the roof, his prone form blending in with the main street building tops. The odd behavior of the man came to his thoughts again. Why so many buttons? He asked himself. Then he remembered the crude campsite with all the like item piles. Jennie said something about hoarding things before the sickness took her husband. Pushing the thought from his mind, he focused on the street, seeing that Hess was moving into position to make his first run.
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      Ian took a deep, steadying breath. He knelt, trying to force his lungs to calm after sprinting from another rooftop position to transition with Hess. It had taken nearly forty minutes to reach the center of Bethel. From his last elevated position, he could make out the general location of Bill’s used car lot. They had four blocks to go.

      The town was a rotten tapestry of piles of trash. Ian had noticed a few odd collections of items after their first position change. The gathering of items grew in size as they went along. They passed a childlike bastion built from portable window air-conditioning units that forced a double-take by each of them. As they moved, Dr. Grant had made a peculiar comment about a collection of toilet seats near a telephone pole a few streets over. While seeing that, in and of itself, would have been an oddity, the man wearing some of the discarded items as a hat and neckless proclaiming loudly for people to come see his throne sealed the deal.

      With so many piles of trash and unstable individuals shouting into the air, remaining undetected proved to be a simple enough task. As long as they didn’t encroach too much on a given stockpile of uselessness, their trek across town was like walking through a carnival of insanity. There had been a few incidents similar to what Ian had encountered at the bakery. Hess had dispatched them with his knife each time. Each of the engagements had been too far for a guaranteed kill shot with the pistol and not worth the use of the rifle to draw any attention. Ian still wondered about their rules of engagement. Yet, with each passing minute, the town’s folk of Bethel grew stranger and stranger that he felt like they were doing them a favor by ending their hallucinogenic state.

      Catching sight of Hess signaling, Ian pulled Dr. Grant across the street. They were all tired, but David was showing the greatest fatigue. The trio hunkered down at the corner of a video store that looked to have been closed for a hundred years.

      Ian pulled up short as he saw the strain in his supervisor’s face as Hess struggled to shoulder his SAW. Hess avoided eye contact. Ian voiced his concerns before his mind cautioned him to rethink. “No offense boss, but you look like shit. Are you feeling ok?”

      Hess spat on the ground and rolled his eyes. His hair matted and uniform soaked with perspiration, he looked weathered. “I’m fine, Mom. And for the record, you’re ten years younger than I am, and you look like shit too. We’ve got about a block to go. I smell burnt rubber, and it looks like there’s a growing number of columns of black smoke right where the lot should be. I’m willing to bet it’s at Bill emporium of fantastic automobiles. We need to get in and out quickly and quietly. If Bill is like the top dog in this inside out adaptation of small-town America, I don’t want to be here when the rest of these nut jobs learn that we either stole from him or watch them try to fill the power vacuum after we kill him.”

      Ian heard the venom in the last part of the statement and knew it was related to the death of the two women. It didn’t take too much of a stretch to say Bill had caused the instability in the town, which resulted in Jennie and her sister not wanting to come back. At the very least, an argument could be made that if he hadn’t taken the cars, maybe they could have just driven away. Nodding in understanding, Ian watched as Hess repositioned, and for the first time in their relationship, the big man missed a step. He was always calculating, precise and poised. But as he reached for the corner of the building, he stumbled.

      Ian moved quickly to keep him from clattering onto the street. As he helped him stabilize, a pained hiss escaped Hess’ lips. Without waiting for permission, Ian pulled off his pack and motioned for Hess to show him the wound on his arm. Suppressing the annoyance at the delay, the stoic persona of the veteran recovery agent came to the forefront, and he quietly removed his gear to allow a quick examination.

      Not wanting to delay the process, Ian gingerly looked around the bandage that was still in place. It was soaked through, but the bleeding had stopped. That was a good sign. However, it was the only positive news. From the wound, he could see a slew of red dots beginning to litter Hess’ arm. Those closer to the injury were larger and starting to turn purple. As he sniped off the bandage, he heard a softening in the typically gruff voice. “Well?”

      There were so many layers to that single word that Ian took a moment to formulate his reply. “This isn’t good. I think you might have gotten blood poisoning. I’ve never heard of it happening this fast, but let’s be honest, nothing about the last few days has been normal.”

      “My blood is poisoned?”

      The wound was leaking puss and stark red. There was no doubt, it was infected. The fact that Hess had managed so well this long was impressive, but they needed to address this now. The speed at which it was metastasizing was not only alarming, it was deadly. “No, it’s just a generic term. Bacteremia, septicemia, sepsis, or whatever got into your wound. It doesn’t matter which one, they all suck. You’re pale, I can see that you’ve got chills and a fever. If that wasn’t enough, these red spots and purple bruises are the final straw. We’ve got to get some antibiotics into you now. How’s your vision and train of thought? Do you still feel like your firing on all your pistons?”

      The answer was immediate when there wasn’t any angry retort. “I feel like I’m a step off. I thought the inoculations we got before the mission were supposed to fend off this kind of stuff.”

      Ian didn’t have all the answers. His medical training was to just keep each of them alive long enough to be evacuated. “I don’t know. We covered this kind of infection quickly because this is something we are supposed to watch for after the mission. It shouldn’t be hitting you this fast. That guy was dirty, but this is something altogether different. We don’t have time for an IV drip, I’ve got a small amount of a cocktail they made that’s got amoxicillin, cephalexin, and metronidazole in it. This won’t fix everything, but it might buy us some time until I can get you hooked up to something stronger.” Ian didn’t wait for a response as he handed Hess four chalk-white pills.

      There was a pit in the depths of Ian’s stomach as Hess got dressed. The quick cleaning and rebandaging of the wound didn’t make it look any better. If anything, the entire process put an overly somber mood upon both of them. Dr. Grant simply stared out onto the street as though he was somewhere else. Ian wanted to get the man to focus, but it didn’t matter. As long as he kept moving and taking his pills, the rest could be sorted out later. Keeping their asset between them, the trio moved out, preferring now to remain together until they reached a point where they could get eyes on the used car lot.
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      At this end of town, there was an overabundance of homes and shops in total disrepair. Hollowed out windows, combined with partially destroyed vinyl siding, gave a post-apocalyptic feel to everything. The rancid smell of burnt rubber only added to the feeling that they were walking through George Miler’s, Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome movie set. Pausing at the last building, Hess motioned for Ian to join him at their final spot of cover. As the pair peered around the corner, the hope he had been holding inside that they would slip out of town easily vanished.

      The used car dealership was only half a block away. A barrier of all kinds of automobiles was parked, one behind the other, creating a short wall which outlined the sales lot. The main aspect both men noticed was this created only one entrance and exit they’d be able to get their stolen vehicle through. There was a collection of car parts and construction material put together to craft what looked like battlements at the way in. Broken sections of building scaffolding rose up from the ground nearly twenty feet into the air. All manner of trash covered every inch of them.

      In the center of the street were several large television screens affixed to poles suspended fifteen feet above the ground. While the appearance of so many flat-screen monitors should have occupied their attention, it was the crowds around them that bothered them the most. This was why the streets were basically empty. Everyone was here. Ian thought to himself.

      Three hundred haphazardly dressed citizens of Bethel lingered around the monitors. Some on all fours like animals, others in a seemingly drug-induced stupor. The trio remained transfixed for a moment as small skirmishes erupted amongst the mass. Like dog fights, two or three people would collide and then attack one another. Just as unprovoked as the conflict began, it ended without a word being spoken. Each of the infected moving off in a different direction, performing the same task they had done before the excitement began.

      As they were getting ready to move, the roar of a loud diesel engine echoed across the street, and the once passive crowd lurched into an excited frenzy. Not volatile, but more akin to a starving man about to be given food for the first time in weeks. The large crowd separated into smaller groups around the monitors, each of their crazed eyes staring longingly at the black reflective surface. At the far end of the street, Ian spotted a large tow truck moving quickly toward the mass. He blinked hard to ensure he was seeing it correctly and felt his stomach turn when his mind confirmed the visual details. Affixed to the grill of the tall truck was a pair of women. Their naked bodies covered in visceral gore as wires and steel spikes protruded out of their lifeless bodies. Other forms were attached to the vehicle, as though they were crucified onto the metal. He watched the vehicle slow as it approached the crowd and then….

      Ian felt a crash against his back as a hand cover his eyes. Dr. Grant whispered harshly in his ear. “Don’t look at the TV. It will make you sick. Like them… don’t look!” Ian tried to throw the doctor off, but he was stronger than he looked. Ian heard the televisions turn on, not the actual devices themselves, but he heard the program they were playing. The cool, calm, and collected voice of a news anchor.

      “Thank you for joining us today. It’s Tuesday and the week is far from over. We have some important stories to bring you, but first, let us deliver some breaking news from Dallas. City leadership has mandated that the curfew is now two hours earlier for the safety of officers and civilians alike. Marital Law is still in effect, and all members of the community are asked to please remain indoors and not to interact with anyone displaying overtly aggressive behavior.” Ian listened for a moment and then realized that it was an old broadcast from two days ago. Before he could pass along his thoughts, the crowd erupted into a choir of moans and wails of pleasure. He tried to shake off Dr. Grant again and then simply whispered. “Ok, let me crawl back and see what’s going on. I won’t look at the TVs, ok?”

      The weight on his back lifted, and he crawled back behind the wall. Ian helped Hess do the same as he struggled with the SAW. As Ian turned to face David, he was greeted with the same dull and vacant look. Whatever had triggered the man to jump on them had now apparently passed. Not wanting to ignore the warning, Ian looked around the corner, but only to observe the segment of the crowd furthest back from the monitor. There were dozens of men and women in some sort of raptured state, as though they were experiencing the most intensely pleasurable sensations known to man.

      Before he could ask what the heck was going on, Hess spoke up. “They’re distracted, let’s move to the far side of the street and sneak into the lot. Whatever those monitors are doing, we should use the opening. Move.”

      The roar of the diesel engine was still humming as they moved quickly across the street. As they reached the far side, the dull roar petered and then fell silent. As quietly as possible, they climbed over the wall of cars and hid amongst a group that looked as though they were awaiting parts that would never come. There was no need to notice the voices of the news broadcasters had stopped to know the televisions had been switched off. A riot of bloody carnage burst into existence.

      Men and women attacked one another savagely as though their very lives were at stake. There was no logic to any of it. It was like they were in a panic fighting for air. Ian, Hess, and the good doctor were pinned down. If they moved now, they would draw the attention of someone in the crowd and be pulled into the melee.

      Ten agonizing minutes passed, and the violence began to die down. The strung-out characteristic they had observed earlier was coming back full circle. A moment later, the roar of the diesel echoed again. Then the news broadcast was back on. The effect was instantaneous. The mass of people were glued to the screens once more. Dr. Grant reached out toward the men, but Ian stopped him, whispering. “Don’t worry, we won’t look. Thanks for the heads up.”

      Both recovery agents watched the tow truck roll back out onto the street and then head back the way it had come. Hess motioned towards the main building. “Now’s our chance. We need to move quickly, who knows how long he’ll be gone.”

      In a single-file line, they moved quietly as the hulking form of the tow truck vanished around the corner. Hess waved for them to look at the floor just beyond the door. There was a dead body still clad in the sheriff uniform that Jennie had warned them about earlier. Ian voiced the concern they all shared. “There’s not a ton of selection here. There was a later model extended cab truck out there, and the rest are sedans. I think we’re better off going with that. I can pull security from the back, and we can roll out.” Without any opinions to the contrary, they spread out looking for keys. Both Hess and Ian could hotwire the vehicle, but the risk of the alarm going off deterred them. That was all they needed. Hundreds of insane people trying to clamor onto the car they were trying to steal.

      It was unsettling how quiet the street was as the crowds were placated by whatever was being broadcast over the monitors. Ian looked at Dr. Grant, “how did you know the effect the televisions would have on the crowd?”

      “What?”

      David’s overly passive persona grated on his nerves. Grabbing the man by the arm, he made the Ivy League scholar face him. “Don’t play dumb. You warned us, how did you know?”

      Hess’ stern whisper cut through the friction. “Later. We don’t have time for a Q and A right now. Find all the keys that might belong to the truck. It’s old, so the fobs and auto starts are out. Look for a pair of actual keys.”

      They maneuvered through the windowed vestibule following signs for the manager’s office. If there was a box of keys, it would be there. Piles of seemingly inconsequential items littered the area. Standing over seven feet in height, the towering collection of magazines, q-tips and left shoes allowed the trio to move quickly without worry of being seen by the entranced group outside. The sound clipped off outside preceded by a melodious ding from deep in the building. Screams of rage, depravity and animalistic slaughter erupted out front a moment later.

      Ian saw the crowd for what it was. Bill was using the town’s folk as guard dogs for his little fiefdom. Did that mean the man was smarter or crazier than the rest of them? In the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is king. The Erasmus quote rang strangely true for the town of Bethel. Had Bill seen this coming, or did this sickness claim him first? Ian shook off the mental exercise. It didn’t matter; he could ponder the implications later. If there was one.

      The worrisome collections began to grow more numerous, forcing the group to stalk through the increasingly cramped confines. Hess stopped them as they neared the offices. Pointing to the last door on the left, he signaled for a silent entry. Ian moved up alongside the closed door and gently tried the handle. It was open. Relaying the lucky break, he gently pushed open the door. The smell of spoiled meat poured out of the office. As it engulfed them, Dr. Grant vomited onto the ground. Ignoring the compulsory gag reflex that might hit, Ian moved into the room, his pistol scanning left to right.

      Massive chunks of rotten animal carcasses hung suspended on meat hooks affixed to the cross-sections of the drop ceiling. Maggots, botflies, and a host of gnats covered the pieces of decay. There was an off-putting sensation in the room. Something neither of the armed men could put their finger on. It was more palpable than the stench. Dr. Grant pointed to a small laptop in the corner of the office. His voice was soft, almost nostalgic. A rich accent embedded in his statement. “They shouldn’t have let it out. See, even with the delivery mechanism gone, a used sample is still oversaturated with it. They never understood that this didn’t have a shelf life. It doesn’t require perfect climate conditions to multiply. Our own insatiable appetite to have the world at our fingertips was enough. Can’t you hear it? The song on the wind. She’s not skinny, let me put it that way.”

      The haze glossed over his eyes again, Hess and Ian shared a look. The moments of strange clarity were coming more frequently. Ian didn’t know if that was a benefit or a curse. Hess moved toward the computer and then froze as he saw the lockbox with all the vehicle keys. Unceremoniously he tore it open and rummaged through the unorganized stash. He collected five sets that might work. Locking eyes with his subordinate, he shook his head. Ian understood immediately; nothing had been easy, he thought. Why start now?

      Keys in hand, they moved for the door when the computer beeped. A soft automated voice came from the speakers hidden by the screen. “Sequence starting in thirty seconds.”

      Hess gripped David by the shoulders and began to rush them out of the building. “We need to get to the pick-up truck now. If he comes into the office, he’ll know someone was here. I don’t want to know what other tricks he might have taught the freak show out there.” Looking at Ian, he gave him all the keys. Get to the truck fast. I’m guessing we have a thirty-second delay before Bill drives back into the opening. I’ll stay close to the exit in case we’ve got to distract him so we can leave. Keep the asset safe. If you get an opportunity to get out of here, you take it. I’ll find another way to get to the link up site.” Before Ian could object, Hess held up his hand and quoted the company motto. “Mission First.”
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      They split up. Ian pushed aside the lunacy of abandoning Hess if an opportunity presented itself. He wasn’t wired that way. What bothered him was his supervisor was. Not that he would ever leave Ian, but that he was completely at ease with the possibility of being left behind if the operation required it. Ian had seen the task-oriented nature of the teams. The detachment was something he’d had to deal with. Yet, that had been when the world was normal. Now everything was in question.

      Dr. Grant crouched right behind Ian as they quickly moved through the lot. Just as before, the diesel roar preceded the newscaster’s voice. He could hear things better on this side of the car wall and immediately noted that the engine noise had only partially come from the tow truck. The rest was from a collection of generators that sat just out of sight. It all came together for Ian now. This was how Bill kept the monitors running, how he controlled the infected people of the town. Pausing for several of his limited seconds, Ian pulled out a small brick of clay and pressed a miniature black square into its center. A set of red digits lit up, and he quickly set the timer for ten minutes. He reasoned that if they needed a distraction, then this would come in handy. If they faded away without bill knowing about them, then he would even the score a little for Jennie and her sister. Hess would disapprove, but what the big man didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

      Pulling David along with him, Ian slid next to the pick-up. His hands working the keys into the lock as fast as possible. On the second try, the door opened with a soft click, and he pushed Dr. Grant through the driver seat into the passenger side. Ensuring to divert his gaze from the crowd, Ian took one last look around. Everything clear, he climbed in and waited for the signal to start up the truck. Hess was positioned where he could see them and the exit at the same time. Two seconds passed, and the bloody frame of the tow truck came slowly into view. Bill apparently wasn’t in a rush. Ian heard Hess’ voice in his ear. “Let’s see if he pulls in and parks. Leave the truck off, so we don’t give ourselves away with either brake lights or exhaust. Keep your fingers crossed it fires up on the first try. If he pulls into the back, awesome. I’ll signal you to come up, and I’ll jump into the back. We’ll play the rest by ear.”

      “Copy.”

      Ian anxiously sat with one hand tight on the steering wheel, the other holding the keys in the ignition. The plan was solid. There wasn’t enough room for the large tow truck to turn around in the front of the building, so it would have to move to the rear. He watched as the lumbering, gore-slick vehicle slowly navigated through the mass of self-pleasuring infected and moved into the choke point. Hess gestured for him to remain calm and wait. From his vantage point, Ian could see the truck was pulling something behind it, but not any other details. As the vehicle moved around the back, Ian let a sliver of hope course through his thoughts.

      Hess repositioned and motioned for Ian to start the vehicle. Not needing any other prompting, he twisted the key. The engine leapt to life with a cough of exhaust and then died immediately. He tried it again and pumped the gas slightly. His heart pounding, the truck started, and he quickly shifted into reverse backing out of the spot. Slamming the gearshift into drive they slid in their seats as Ian raced to the opening. The short distance brought a wave of dust as he slammed on the brakes to let Hess jump into the back. Keeping it in gear, Ian shouted into his mic. “He knows we’re here. Move it!”

      Over the vocals of the newscaster came the menacing sound of the large tow truck starting. Hess spun around in the bed of pick-up and aimed the SAW back toward the rear of the shop, waiting for Bill to bring his deranged diesel monster around the corner. He banged his hand on the roof to signal he was ready, and then the engine sputtered and died. There wasn’t any need for additional commentary, Hess rose to one knee and aimed his weapon, knowing that Ian was working to get the vehicle started again.

      Smoke billowed into the air as the titanic engine behind the building quickly moved to turn around. The dull clicking of the engine trying to turn over was all that Ian could concentrate on. They were so close, one act away from being able to move at speed to the extraction site. In the side view mirror, Ian saw the massive vehicle come around the side of the building. He resisted looking back when Hess opened up with the SAW, trying to force the maniac to retreat back behind the safety of the building. His mind registered the movement a fraction of a second before the first of the infected slammed into the truck. While watching the televisions seemed to be some kind of euphoric episode for them, Hess’ violence of action toward the demented salesmen’s truck ignited their insatiable need for stimuli.

      Not taking his hand off the ignition key, Ian shot through the windows at the infected. The man collapsing from the headshot alerted Hess to the new threat. Pivoting, the savvy operator instantly saw the problem and stopped shooting. Almost instantly, the horde of pressed and dirty bodies began to drift back towards the screens.

      Leaning down next to the now shattered driver side window, Hess whispered sternly. “He backed up behind the building again. Get this damn thing going, or we’re toast.” Ian turned the key again, and as though on cue, the old engine coughed to life, and Ian promptly shifted into gear. Before he could move forward, the tow truck raced from around the corner behind them. Through the rear-view, Ian could see a man going berserk in the cab. There was no mistaking the intent. He was going to ram them. Ian waited for half a heartbeat and then slammed on the gas.

      They slid sideways for a few feet as the bumper was torn free, the vast majority of the truck’s inertia absorbed by the stationary vehicles and metal acting as a choke point affixing them to the makeshift barricade. From one of the tall ramparts of loosely put together scaffolding, came a hail of rebar. The three-foot-long steel rods rained down like satanic lawn darts.

      As metallic spears sliced through the roof, Ian was acutely aware of what the inside of a pin cushion looked like. A slight flare of pain erupted from his side as one of the pieces of rebar slammed into his radio. Unable to do anything about it, he ignored the injury as he saw the new commotion pulling the crowd away from the monitors again. Without a second thought, he stomped down on the accelerator again. Hess swore as he grasped for a handhold. The truck swerved onto the main road, twisting and turning through the trash slalom erected by the diseased minds of the infected. Through the commotion, Ian could hear the deiseal engine straining to free itself from the twisted metallic prison it was trapped in. His only look back was to ensure he could still see Hess’ legs through the rear window.

      A full minute passed before Ian’s attention was pulled from the road by a faint tapping on the roof. His reflexes taunt, he quickly found a side road to pull off and kept the engine running. With a dashing grin on his lips, he dismounted the cab and turned toward the bed of the truck. “Bet you’ve never seen driving like that! I should charge admiss…”

      The self-congratulatory statement trailed off as he saw Hess slide down into a seated position. Hess’ gloved hand clenched the left side of his neck. Ian climbed into the back as quickly as he could. One of the metal rebar pieces had sliced Hess’ jugular, pumping deep red arterial blood all over his gear. The long section of blood slick metal that had cut through him sat motionless on the floor of the truck bed. There was no panic in Hess’ eyes, just an annoyance at such an unthinkable situation. Ian pulled out his media pack, but Hess held up his free hand to stop him. Through a mess of a throat, he tried to speak. “Too much blood gone; look. Save the supplies for the asset. Mission Firrssst.”

      Emptiness swept over Ian. With those two words, he was alone. He checked for a pulse, nothing. Glancing up, he saw Dr. Grant sitting in the passenger seat passively staring out the window. A flash of anger swept over him. Ian wanted to rip the man from the truck and beat any information out of him that would give meaning to the insanity of what just happened. Instead, he pulled off Hess’ ID tags and placed them around his neck, then he laid his lifeless form all the way down in the truck, folded his lifeless arms, secured his weapon, and got back into the driver seat.

      In the distance, he heard a concussive boom and captured a glimpse of a black cloud racing up into the sky before he closed the door. As silence settled in the cab, Dr. Grant spoke. “Is Agent Hess ok?”

      Forcing his body to suppress his feelings, Ian shook his head as he shifted in his gear and then drove the truck back onto the road. Seeming to understand, even through the encroaching mental fog, David offered a single piece of conciliation. “I’m remembering more and more. Don’t ever think he died in vain.”

      Stifling an angry retort, Ian drove back onto the paved roadway, having already memorized the route to the extraction site. It was one of the few luxuries of having a photographic memory. He couldn’t find the right words to express any of it. The rage, frustration, anguish, loss and fear were too much, so he pressed it all down. Taking out a small orange vile, he opened it and took two stimulants. As he put them away, he pulled out the doctor’s dose. “It’s a long road, Dr. Grant. Please take your pills and allow me to finish my job.”
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      The world was engulfed in a surreal blackness as the sun vanished from the sky. Electricity was basically non-existent, except for those who had the forethought of possessing a generator and the fuel to make them run for days on end. For the last two hours, it had been completely dark as they drove along the back roads trying to get out of Arkansas.

      Ian watched the world go by in the green haze of his night vision goggles. They drove without lights to ensure they didn’t attract attention. In the best conditions, the drive would take just under fifteen hours. With the inability to utilize the major traffic arteries and the constant threat of obstacles, Ian’s best guess was that it would take double that. This put their arrival at Ashville precariously close to the pre-stated departure of the helios.

      Dr. Grant slept in an uncomfortable position plagued by constant nightmares. His nonsensical mutterings were often followed by screaming for several seconds and then an unnerving calm. The first outburst had almost put them in a ditch. Each subsequent fit agitated Ian but posed no real danger to their progress.

      Nearly through “the Natural State,” Ian felt a slight relief. They were halfway there. He knew they’d been extremely lucky. Their long list of frequent stops had started as soon as the trip had begun. The truck they had acquired had nothing in the tank. Their zigzagging course had evolved into a delicate dance of bathroom breaks and siphon gas but had only resulted in one confrontation. Everyone was either sick or hostile. Ian had only needed to use force to ensure their unconditional departure once. A father had surprised them and tried to take the truck. While distressed, the family as a whole wasn’t infected, their situation made them desperate. Ian had offered that they could ride in the back. It wasn’t what the father and mother had wanted to hear. Ian needed to believe his actions had been to safeguard the mission to ensure Dr. Grant made it to the extraction. He wasn’t so noble. Ian hadn’t killed the father of two, but after he disarmed the man, he took his frustrations out on him. The pleas from his wife were the only reason he stopped short of ending the melee in death. Instead, he left the family on the side of the deserted road, another deep laceration into his soul bleeding the ideology he once held so dear.

      Neither of them spoke as the hours ticked by. Another twenty miles would see them enter Tennessee for the final elongated stretch of the journey. His hands still ached from the altercation, and even with the stimulants, his body wanted to sleep. The training the company had given him on the drugs, and how to keep his mind engaged, were ensuring he was subconsciously performing the simplistic tricks to stay sharp.

      As they took a blind curve, Ian swore and slammed on the breaks. At a loss for words, he stared at the remains of a school bus that had flipped onto its side, blocking the entire roadway.

      Pulling out a map, he quickly identified their location and searched for alternatives. They’d have to double back, adding over an hour to their already overtaxed timetable. With a gentle nudge, he woke Dr. Grant. Keeping his voice low, he said, “We’ve got to get around this thing. Stay with the truck. If you need something knock gently on the outside of the door. I’m going to see if we can drive around. Keep the engine running.” To his surprise, he received a thoughtful expression accompanied by a nod.

      Not wanting to dwell on the new mental acuity of the asset, Ian slowly got out of the truck and moved around to the right side. His mind was racing with how the bus could have wound up in such a state. Burn marks along the hood spoke of an engine fire. What perplexed him was the trial of discarded pieces of clothing, personal items and blood that led into the tree line. The last was a guess since he wasn’t willing to shine a white light on the road to validate his suspicion. Marks on the ground looked like several people were drug into the woods, one after the other. With the butt of his rifle tight against his shoulder, Ian silently moved around the far side of the bus. There was just enough room to pass, but he’d have to go very slow. Inspecting the pavement on the far side, he saw the skid marks which the bus had made. It told him the driver had seen whatever obstacle used to be in the road, at least a few seconds before it toppled.

      Turing to return, he spotted a small flicker of light deeper in the forest. Each of the hastily discarded items came to mind. Were people hurt back there, had a bus full of kids crashed because of all this insanity? He thought of the complications with the family earlier and quickly weighed his options. If he left now, then it would only be speculation, if he went to investigate and then didn’t or couldn’t help, he knew the guilt would stay with him forever. It took him two seconds longer than he would have thought possible to turn towards the light in the woods. He had to try. Hess would understand. Maybe this would give more meaning to his death.

      The small light grew rapidly with each step Ian took towards it. After a few minutes, he saw the small twinkle grow to a formidable fire. Controlled, yet oddly large, he remained in the shadows, removing his night vision goggles to take in the bizarre scene unfolding before him. Twenty-five figures moved erratically within the confines of the firelight akin to a bohemian acid trip gone bad. Men and women crawled around on all fours or acted as though they were dancing in a ballet. Others grappled against one another in an unregulated conquest of flailing limbs. None of it made sense. Was this what the world was coming to? He didn’t have an answer to such a monstrous question.

      A solitary figure moved from the shadows and stood in front of the fire. Tall, and massively overweight, the naked man raised his hands and howled above the noise around him. Instant order or at least silence returned to the woods. The man’s nasally voice penetrated the night as all eyes turned towards him. “My brothers and sisters, we have been blessed by the cleansing nature of this sickness. As I foretold, we were delivered a mighty feast. I will never fail you like the world did. Our old ways are useless, the government left us. Those we sought guidance from abandoned us when we needed them the most. Never again will we be the victims. All that we touch belongs to us. The taboos of a failed civilizations have no place here. Come, eat of these bodies, drink of their blood for in me will you find salvation, for I am your kingdom upon which the world will be reborn.”

      It took Ian a moment to realize what he was hearing, but when men and women stepped forward from the darkness carrying large sticks with arms, legs and other skewered body parts upon them, everything snapped into focus. Raising his weapon, he kept the fat man in his sights. They were eating the people from the bus. The specific question, if some of those people were still alive, or if this group of backwoods cannibals had caused the accident was beyond his knowledge. What he did know was if he pulled the trigger, there was no way he’d get back to the truck and leave without significant risk to Dr. Grant and the truck.

      Turning away, he knew the answer to what he had to do. He could kill every single one of these diseased-minded bastards, and the next town over, he’d find another set of them. The only thing he could control was if Dr. Grant made it to the extraction. If he was so important for Legacy to risk the life of such a valuable operator like Hess, then maybe they knew how to reverse whatever the hell was going on. He could always come back and get this man-eating prophet or Bill, the demented used car salesman. Retracing his steps, he moved back to the truck.

      Ian found David behind the wheel looking exhausted and energized at the same time. The end of the world will do that to you, Ian mused. Without a word of explanation, he got back in the truck and drove slowly around the bus, quickly picking up speed on the far side. He felt soiled by what he had witnessed. How could any of them return to normal lives after such a collapse of basic decency. The night swallowed them again, forcing him to ponder the endless parade of what if’s as they raced along the smooth asphalt hoping for a better tomorrow.
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      For the second time in three years, David felt the sun’s first rays kiss his face as it came over the horizon. The totality of their trek felt like a horrifying dream that he wanted to desperately wake up from. Yet these moments of the simplest pleasures had a euphoric quality that solidified the truth of his situation. The chaos was real, the insanity was real, and as each minute ticked by, he felt more and more responsible.

      There wasn’t anything concrete in his memory, just a strong feeling that he couldn’t shake. “Oh, look Barb; always the martyr this one. For crying out loud, when are you going to get that the world doesn’t revolve around you?”

      David shrugged at the voice only he could hear. Glancing over at Ian, he saw the focused look that meant he should remain quiet. As he turned to gaze out the passenger window again, he felt Barbara slide into the driver’s seat again. An instant later, the smooth finish of mahogany was under his hands. The disquieting feeling of letting his subconsciousness take over was less this time.

      A flash of annoyance coursed through his body, as his companion stepped partially out of the shadows behind the bar with two drinks in hand. Tapping the glass on the bar twice, he asked, “so what will it be Doc, bourbon on the rocks or beer?” Just as before the man’s tone was thick with spite.

      He didn’t really want the whiskey, but he took it anyway, knowing the reaction he would get. “You know there’s a reason you can’t get that crap at a Wawa back home. It’ll kill ya faster than a Ripper from the Rut Hutt.” A cackle of laughter erupted from the man, and he took a long swig from the bottle of beer. “Oh, those were better days Doc. What are we doing here? You keep trying to go down memory lane. You won’t like what you find. Plus, those shirts at Legacy are going to get pissy too. They messed up the dosing for your pills, didn’t they? We haven’t hung out this long in forever.”

      David rolled his eyes, “maybe there’s a reason for that. I can’t say I remember any historical encounters, but if they were anything like these last two, I don’t think I’m missing much.”

      “You’re not taking them at all, are you? Wow, David, you little minks. I knew you had some balls on you Doc, but that’s some dipped in gold stuff there. At least Barb and I can understand why you’re so moody. Withdrawal is a bitch. Wait till the dry heaves, those are a blast and a half.”

      “Why do you hide in the shadows? Maybe if I saw you, I’d remember who you are.”

      “Oh, Davy. If all you needed to do was remember, I wouldn’t be here. You need to make sense of it all. Not just for us, but for everyone. Start with the easy questions, like why did they keep you doped up? Wasn’t being locked away in a private mental prison enough? I mean really, how can you piss someone off so bad that they lock you in a cell, throw away the key, and then basically throw away the prison. Exile would have been your final resting place if all this hadn’t happened. Don’t you find that odd? The fact that they locked you away, and now you’re being brought back to them. I’ve heard of a love-hate relationship, but this is nuts.”

      Resigning to the fact he wasn’t going to get the answers to his only real question, David shifted his attention to the drink in his hand. The beads of condensation rolled off the glass. It was so life-like, every detail perfect. “How do I know things?”

      The figure’s body language softened. “It’s not like some kind of ability. You’re not a superhero. You know things because they were part of the risk. All of this is tied together. Don’t climb on the ship Doc. It’s sinking fast. I know deep down not to trust any of ‘em. Remember that first Gucci wearing butt sniffer didn’t know what a jughandle was? We should have walked away right then and there. Sometimes you have to be in the know to make the right turns on the path.”

      David’s head hurt. There were too many inconsistencies, innuendos and gaps in his memory. Why couldn’t he tie it all together? He caught his reflection in the mirror on the bar-back behind the shadowed man. Unkept, wild hair, filthy and confused.

      Seeing his distress, the man shook his head. “It’s not coming back fast enough, is it? You might not like the truth you keep digging for.”

      “Does it really matter? If we ever get to where we’re going, someone will have answers. At least that’s how things used to work.” David swirled the ice cubes around in his drink. He still hadn’t taken a sip. Not because he didn’t want to; actually because of the exact opposite. The entire problem with drinking make-believe drinks was, what happens when you became make-believe drunk?

      “It matters a lot, Davy. Let me show you why.” As David turned to face the man, he saw a younger version of himself. Clean, polished and hungry for life. He was dumbfounded, how was this possible? For whatever reason, he had memories of medical diagnoses of multiple personality disorders. The mental divisions never looked like one another. Hence the personality of Barbara taking on a female persona.

      Questions swirled around in David’s thoughts. His younger self looked behind him and nodded into the darkness. Another rap of a glass hit the bar, this time with three dull knocks. David felt his head tick to the side. An involuntary muscle spasm. In the depths of his mind, he heard a pop, as though a gigantic water balloon had exploded. An instant later, a tsunami of memories slammed into him. He heard another cackling bout of laughter from behind the bar as the crystal glass fell from his hands and shattered on the floor. “Oh, what a ride this will be!” As his psyche tried to re-unify, reality took a vacation for a moment as the exploits of Dr. Grant were ingested by an unsuspecting mind. Every secret laid bare
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      Leaning against a vandalized minivan at the top of an on-ramp for Interstate 40, Ian shook his head. It felt odd taking a breather to survey the world breaking down before him. Forty feet behind him, Dr. Grant sat with the truck; their intermittent stops to acquire fuel had been successful. Six lanes of engineered transportation wonder sat clogged with cars, trucks and shopping carts. The last confused Ian, but with everything else they had endured, it was cast aside as a new normal he would have to get used to.

      East of them sat Knoxville. The marble city that housed the University of Tennessee was the third-largest city in the state. Whatever economic prowess it had once possessed was now gone, as countless smoke trails littered its skyline. There was a faint odor of death on the wind. It should have been just an exaggerated leap his mind was making about the current state of the city and how it would smell. Yet, the stench was all too real, especially when it was compounded with the decaying corpses on the highway.

      Ian relished the quiet for a moment. They were far enough away from everything that none of the infected had tried to create their own little deranged paradise near the on-ramp. His body ached as he stood to stretch and think through their next step. They were within range of the repeater drones. Even with the grid down, the satellite phone could pick up the aerial platform, allowing him to get any new directives Legacy was pushing. He didn’t let his mind to indulge in any premature ideations of success. They still had a long way to go, and truthfully, he was amazed they had made it this far.

      Moving back to the truck, he saw David sitting on the hood, eyes closed, and his legs crossed. Unsure if this was some kind of meditation or another psychotic break, Ian ignored it and lowered the tailgate. Ian kept his gaze focused on the gear near the opening. He wasn’t ready to burry Hess yet. It felt wrong to leave him out here as the world went crazy around them. Pushing the morbid reasoning aside, he began inventorying their supplies as he searched for the phone. A flare of pain forced him to take a moment and inspect his radio. The piece of rebar that had cut through the roof of the truck and slammed into it had dented the sophisticated piece of communication hardware. Keying the mic, he listened to hear if Hess’ radio could pick his up. The absence of even a hiss of static forced Ian to gently roll over his former partner discovering the radio was completely destroyed. Checking his own offered a small consolation of being able to receive signals, he just couldn’t be sure he could send anything.

      His hand went instinctively to the pistol on his vest when a dog howled in the distance. Someone’s pet adjusting to its new feral existence, he mused. They hadn’t seen many packs of strays running around. There was a noticeable absence of animals. Maybe they could sense the shift in the mental ability to their once-dominant predator, or, more likely, they saw the craziness and just figured it was best to stay away. Other more tenacious carnivores found a new way to survive. Turkey vultures littered the sky, circling in large numbers as they found fresh cadavers to feast upon. Ian planed their route accordingly, always adjusting their route during the day by the flocks, taking it as nature’s warning for areas they should avoid.

      He heard David get off the hood and move to join him. “Any news?”

      The question threw Ian off; in the last twenty hours, the only sounds the asset had made were during the screaming fits of his dreams. Unable to hide his surprise, Ian replied, “I was just about to call in. You feeling better? I don’t think I’ve seen that level of focus stay in your eyes for more than ten seconds, until now. Are those pills doing the trick? Sorry, I didn’t notice. I’ve been processing things.”

      David lied, “I think they’ve run their course. Thank you, I feel a lot better now. I wanted to say that I’m sorry again for Agent Hess’ passing.”

      Ian nodded, unsure of really how to respond. Switching the subject, he lifted up the phone. “We’re within the range of the safe house to get any new updates from Legacy. It looks like my radio is busted and can’t send but I think it can still receive. Our best bet is the UAV’s over the site. I was just about to give them a ring.”

      Pressing star, and then one, the phone beeped, followed by a melodious chime. The autodial was installed to ensure that even in the most distressing of situations, the operators could reach the communications net. After three rings, the phone clicked and buzzed before he heard a woman’s voice. “This is a pre-recorded message from the Command and Control center of the Special Missions Branch. All recovery assets are to proceed as originally planned. All recovery timelines are still in effect. For special instructions pertaining to the Recovery Teams mission West, please press one. New information for Recovery Team Missions East press Two. All fragmentary orders…” Ian quickly pressed two and held the phone up to his ear. “Current overflight of corridor shows increased criminal and infected activity in Knoxville and Pigeon Forge. Reports of lethal secondary infections and attacks by desperate civilians are becoming more pronounced. Deviate off of interstate 40 and move towards Sevierville. Once your detour is complete, you can reconnect with the prescribe route all the way in. Remember, keep your asset safe, Mission First.”

      Ian hung up the call and saw Dr. Grant’s inquisitive gaze. “I didn’t expect to hear a recorded message. I mean, really, who sets up an auto-response for teams on mission? They said we were at ninety percent strength. It doesn’t change anything really, I guess. I just wanted to pass along that Hess wasn’t going to be at the extraction site. That kind of news never gets better with age. Well, that was how it was in the military. I’m still trying to figure this system out.”

      “Have you been with the company long?” David’s question was genuine, and Ian took a moment to allow his thoughts to shift to something that wasn’t mission related.

      “I think we should stick to the mission, Dr. Grant.” Ian saw the disappointment in David’s expression.

      He held up his hand in apology. “I’m sorry for asking. It’s nice to be able to string together a few thoughts. I can’t tell you how wonderful it is to be able to talk to someone after three years. Guess I’m a bit chatty. I didn’t mean to offend.”

      Ian sighed, he knew the effects captivity had on people. His military training had given him just a taste. He couldn’t imagine how anyone could survive for so many years. “It’s ok, there’s no harm in asking. I’d want to know who was driving with me across the country too. I’ve been with the company a few years in total, but I just got my first assignment to the recovery teams about three weeks ago. Hess was my supervisor. I was told they place the most seasoned with the newest members to ensure they are equalizing the experience level. That way, all teams are valued the same. Each of us has a shooter and a supervisor. We were a little different since Hess was the best shot in the teams and also a supervisor. I should have been the one on the back of the truck, not him.” Ian caught himself and shook his head. “Sorry, that was a bit unprofessional. Guess I need another stim.” Reaching into an ammunition pouch, he caught sight of the slight tremor that coursed through his left hand. Dr. Grant saw it too.

      “Maybe we should just rest a few more minutes and see if that recharges you. I’m sure those only last so long. We’re not going to make it very far if your body crashes from overstimulation.”

      Taking a deep breath, Ian nodded and leaned against the truck. He took a long drink of water. He could feel the headache coming and knew he was personally getting close to the maximum limit of pills. The three doses he had left would only keep him going for another twelve hours max. They only had maybe four hours left to reach the safe house, so he was confident they would be enough. However, in the back of his mind, he saw the logic of what the doctor was saying. A few seconds or so of relaxing would be ok.

      “What brought about the shift in personality, Dr. Grant?”

      “Fresh air, I think.”

      Ian gave him a sidelong look, and David shrugged his shoulders. “Ok, let’s try a different approach. Why were we sent to get you?”

      Dr. Grant nodded, “fair enough question, I suppose. I do feel like pieces are falling into place, but I can’t see the entire picture yet. I feel more put together than before. I don’t know if that makes sense, but there’s more clarity up here now.” He tapped the side of his head before continuing. “Something about all of this is familiar. I get how that might sound a bit off, considering how long I was in Exile. That’s why I’m saying there’s something missing. My earlier memories are back, and I can follow along with what is happening in the present but anything from about ten years ago until you arrived I’m still fuzzy on. It’s there, just slowly coming into focus. Does that make sense?”

      “About as much as anything else we’ve been dealing with. There’s enough gas in the tank to get us across the finish line. Now, all we have to do is dodge any insanity, and we should be good to go. Any questions?”

      David shook his head and got into his normal seat. They continued to talk and learn all they could about one another. It was a great way to fight off fatigue and make the hours fade away. As time went on, a sense of unease began to fester in the pit of Ian’s stomach. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he knew they were running out of luck. Each bypass they did, every trick he employed, put them one step closer to a catastrophic shift in the plan. It was just how the universe worked. Or at least those were the thoughts now racing through his mind.
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      The conversation was light as Ian navigated them through the corridor. The warnings from the Legacy phone call had been spot on. As they moved south of the city, they came across piles of corpses. Positioned similarly to all the other collections of useless items they had observed. The odd hoarding and collecting behavior was obviously a warning sign, but they hadn’t encountered anyone. The obscene obstacles started off as two or three bodies stacked upon one another in the middle of the road escalating to forty high. Precisely placed as though they were traffic cones. He didn’t pause to investigate but raced through before anything could attack them.

      The Blue Ridge mountains were a natural obstruction that governed the routes he could choose from as they neared their destination. They couldn’t just drive across wide patches of ground and think the road would link up with them eventually. Here, city and state planners had cut through unforgiving terrain to create a pathway for commerce and tourism. Ian had been here a few times in the past. Even brought a former girlfriend to the welcoming tree-shrouded trails and crystal-clear lakes for a camping trip. It had been far more inviting then, now, his mind simply viewed this garden spot as another potential problem to conquer.

      With less than five miles to go, there were only a few hours of sunlight left. While it would be better to make the final move to the safe house under the cover of darkness, Ian wanted to maximize the amount of ground they could cover while the sun was up. His headache aside. The night vision goggles had taxed his eyes the previous night, and he found he needed to stop often to massage them to ensure the truck didn’t slide off the road. Another sign the pills were reaching the end of their usefulness.

      He thought about the need to establish communications with the safe house. If his radio had been fully operational, they should have been well within range. Repeated attempts had only been met with empty air. The satellite phone was worthless. It was only good for the connection with the UAV, and the prerecorded message couldn’t help them now. They weren’t totally helpless; he just needed to exercise a bit more caution here at the last stretch. This business was all a matter of risk management. Their destination was on the southwest side of town. A three-story Victorian-style home atop a hill, complete with a field adjacent to it. The photo in the brief made it look like a bougie bed and breakfast a young couple might visit. It had the word nest somewhere in the name of the home. Perhaps it had been a commercial property before Legacy had taken over. He just hoped some of the other teams had made it.

      Their departure time was only three hours away. Taking a right, he pulled into a sprawling housing development. A massive gate lay off its hinges, broken and battered. This had once been a private community called The Oaks. Only a few days ago, neighborhoods like these were lifelong goals for countless families all across the country. Now they looked more like a natural disaster had just hit. It’s spot on then, he told himself. At the far side of the collection of cul-de-sacs and now deceased dreams was the final road that would take them to their salvation.

      Such an enormous volume of disorder sat at odds with the majestic radiance of the mountains. Stunning rolling terrain, full of vibrant foliage, bizarre as a backdrop to so much disfunction. He caught sight of a small pink and blue bike that was sitting halfway through a bay window of a house. The scene looked as though the rider had tried to jump through the pane of glass from inside. Knowing the rider’s direction of travel would have been difficult if it hadn’t been for the lifeless slumped form over the handlebars.

      At the front of the same home, a line of small twisted forms populated the sidewalk. Ian had the nauseating notion that it looked like a group of children had been waiting for an ice-cream truck when the unthinkable happened. There was no protection from whatever had happened. He didn’t have the answers as to why people like him or the family which he had left on the side of the road didn’t suffer from the sickness, and even if the answers came, he doubleted it would justify any of this.

      Driving onto the lawn of a now vacant home to avoid a burning car in the center of the road, Ian heard a slight crackle on his ear mic. The radio net that the recovery teams operated on was completely secure. However, it would pick up unsecured communications in the immediate vicinity to help agents avoid any corrupt authorities trying to interdict their missions. This was the first time it found anything. He slowed the truck’s pace, and with one hand, shifted his radio down to the unsecure channels and hit scan. The internal auto-select function found the transmission channel a second later. Two more clicks came over the net. He sighed in frustration, being unable to talk greatly limited what he was able to do. Keeping his pace slow, he continued deeper into the gauntlet of broken-down cars and furniture debris. The homemade slalom annoyed him, as he tried to avoid every obstacle, his mind fabricating that they were all boobytrapped.

      Off to his left movement caught his eye. A petite woman stood hunched over what appeared to be a small child seated on a well-manicured lawn. He was too far away to see all the details, but it looked like something was wrong with the girl’s foot. As he neared the middle of the intersection, the women looked up. Relief washed over her face, and she began to wave frantically in his direction. Bending over one final time, she spoke briefly to the little girl and then raised her hands and briskly began walking in his direction.

      His analytical mind tried to steer them away. What could he hope to accomplish; they were so close to the site, he should just keep going. While deep down, he knew there was a significant risk with helping anyone while he was actively prosecuting a mission. The ROE was clear; he was duty-bound to ignore this distraction and get his asset to the extraction site. His humanity overruled his regimented thought process. He couldn’t just turn a blind eye. Not when a child was involved. The truck accelerated as instinct took over. Turning quickly into the next street, Ian barely noticed the multiple tarps stretched out on the roadway the way they would have traveled, secured by bricks to ensure they wouldn’t blow away. Focused on the woman’s rapid pace toward him he wove through more odd piles of refuse.

      He was three houses away. Ten seconds at best. The ear bud in his ear crackled with a burst of static and then a harried woman’s voice. “Stand by, she’s twenty feet away from the truck. Once she gets him to stop, seal off the street. I don’t want this one getting away.”

      He slammed on the brakes. The screech echoed off the collection of two-story homes. Ian shifted into reverse and spun around. Out of his rearview, he saw woman begin to run after them. The relief on her face shifting to rage. Two seconds later three vehicles raceed out from a pair of garages opposite the house the little girl was in front of. As the trio of minivans raced after him, he caught sight of shooters leaning out of the side doors taking aim. Rapid rifle shots barked, forcing Ian to swerve back and forth as he dodged the piles of debris. Cutting the wheel hard to the left, he gunned the engine as he straightened on the main road, the rear wheels slipping slightly on the tarps.

      For a solitary instant, he felt the front of the truck fall forward, almost like they were driving over a cliff. The sensation was followed by a crashing wave of pain as they slammed into the front dash. Dazed, Ian looked dumbfounded as the street had swallowed the front end of the truck. Half of the hood vanished in a man-made trench that had been cut all the way across the street and hidden from view beneath the tarps. Struggling to push back from the steering wheel, he reached over to check on David and found the asset knocked out. Reaching for the door handle, he froze as a rifle barrel was placed against his head. The familiar famine voice now speaking directly behind him. “You should have minded your own business and not come into our neighborhood. We don’t make examples of trespassers; we just make sure they don’t have the opportunity to bother us again.” Pain flared across Ian’s eyes as something slammed into his temple, and he felt his grip on the world falter.
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      As the copper teeth from the jumper cables touched Ian’s skin, he gritted his teeth and wailed silently in agony fighting the urge to scream. The voltage wasn’t lethal, but that didn’t make it hurt any less. Naked, he hung suspended from the ceiling by an extension cord, with his hands tied over his head. He only caught snippets of his surroundings through the jolts of electricity. The house he was a prisoner in looked to be in immaculate condition except for the drop cloth beneath him and the mechanic cart holding the very used car battery torture device. Candles were set up around the large living room in front of him, giving off a glow that didn’t match the mood he was feeling.

      Two women seated on a leather couch across from him could have passed for Mattha Stewart’s doppelgangers. Each sipping from tall champagne flutes. They watched in silent elation at his plight committed by a tall, physically fit, brunet. Her hair in a tight ponytail she sported a black skintight athletic shirt and white yoga pants. In another setting, Ian might have admired her physique; however, the crazed expression she wore dominated his attention.

      “You don’t seem as confident as you did on the radio, Ian. What’s the matter, are you not use to dealing with women who can take care of themselves?”

      Ignoring the baiting question, Ian asked. “What time is it? Where’s my friend?”

      One of the Martha twins replied. “Time? Honey, we don’t do that anymore. The sun went down a little bit ago. And about your friend, you don’t need to worry about him. He’s still knocked out in the garage. You seemed like the big bad man in y’alls relationship. We’ll deal with him next. Rest assured, you won’t need to concern yourself with that at all.”

      A small band of smartly dressed women came in from a pair of double oak doors off the main living room. “It’s only these two, Kimberly. They’re not traveling in a group like the last ones.” Ian noticed one of the women in the group had changed clothes, but she had been the bait to get him to stop. He didn’t bother to ask where her daughter was, assuming the little girl was in on the task as well.

      The pair of opulently dressed women cheered quietly, “yay, Becky’s back!”

      The brunet placed the jumper cable ends together. As the sparks jumped, she turned to face the group. “Keep Ashley watching the street, and you all can go shopping, or stay and watch the show.”

      Perplexed, Ian gave voice to his question before he could catch himself. “Shopping?”

      Kimberly looked up and stared at him. “So, you pay attention too. Interesting. Well, if you must know, when everyone went bat shit crazy, we were the ones to clean it all up. So, now we shop in all the houses not occupied. Think of it like 100% off day at the mall.” The pair of Martha’s chinked their glasses together in approval.

      “Are you planning on practicing your art with this one?” Becky asked.

      A savage grin made its way across Kimberly’s face. “It’ll be my best one yet.”

      Becky shrugged, looking over at the women on the couch. “You two want to watch another butcher show or come with us? We’re going to Pine Court. The Faris family is gone. That means Susan’s polish pottery and crystal are up for grabs.” Both women bolted up from the couch and ran on their tiptoes, giggling with glee. “Can you handle this all alone?”

      Kimberly let the insult slide. “I’ll be fine. If they have a good bottle of bourbon, bring it back for me. Don’t rush, though. I’ve got the other one to deal with too.”

      The gaggle of chittering psychopaths left the house, each discussing the treasures they hoped to unearth. Now, alone with her subject, she sauntered over to the battery and ran her finger along its edge. “I think my friend here is running low on juice. We might have to spice things up a bit to get you ready for the main event.”

      As she walked to, what Ian presumed was the kitchen. He pulled against the cord wrapped around his wrists. Friction was his greatest enemy. With his body weight against him, he would have to rip off a layer of skin to get his hands free. A small glimmer of hope ignited in Ian’s heart as Kimberly walked back into the room with a crystal pitcher of water. Disguising his plan, he shook his head at the woman. “What, are you going to give me a sponge bath?”

      Shaking the pitcher slightly in excitement, she began to pour the water all over him. With an indignant tone, he said, “Oh, I see. You’re too short to get all the way up. Stupid women can’t do anything right.”

      He saw a flare of anger swell behind Kimberly’s eyes just before she slammed her fist into his solar plexus. Her venom laced words came through perfectly clear as she pulled over a chair from the living room. “You want a top to bottom shower, be my guest. The current will snap every bone in your body once I’m don’t with you.”

      Just as he hoped, she poured the water down from the tops of his fingers to cover every inch of him. Moving to the hall closet, she squatted down and hefted another battery from within. Ian saw it was brand new, his heart beginning to race with what was next if his plan didn’t work. His shoulders ached, and he could barely feel the water running down his arms. If this didn’t work, he wouldn’t have the opportunity to do anything except cook.

      Kimberly began to hum a song as she placed the new battery on the cart and slaved the pair together. His toes only grazed the ground, there wasn’t any leverage to exploit. As she turned to face him, he took in a deep breath. She leered at him with a clamp in each hand and then lunged for his bare, wet skin. Overzealous, Kimberly was off-balance as she tried to dig the metallic teeth into Ian’s flesh. Raising his feet up, he kicked her square in the chest. The force of the attack sent him swinging backward. Reflexes brought the cables to touch his leg for an instant sending a jarring jolt of electricity up his body. Fighting through the pain, he kicked his legs forward, trying to work up inertia. As he swung back toward the cart, his hands slipped free of the extension cord. He painfully crashed down onto the tiled floor, sliding across it until the Persian rug stopped his progress. Slightly dazed, he struggled to get up. Kimberly reacted faster.

      With a banshee yell, she slammed into him. Her nails digging into his skin felt like razors streaking across his chest and neck. The melee was a blur of hands and arms. There was no elegance, or chorography, each of them bit, clawed and punched to save their life. Neither had any delusions what the other would do to win. Ian yelled as she bit into his side, tearing off a chunk of skin before he could bring his elbow down and shatter her nose. Screaming, she twisted and tried to get her hands onto his face, leaving her own unprotected. Ian shifted quickly behind her and wrapped his arm around her neck while pummeling her face with a series of hammer-like motions. Blood erupted into the air as he kept slamming the heel of his palm down. It took ten more seconds before she was limp in his arms. A total mess of tangled hair and blood. Getting his feet back under him, he paused for a moment and then twisted her head violently to the right. The crack of the spin told him she wouldn’t bother them any longer.

      Standing, he made his way slowly to where he hoped the garage was located. Three separate rooms branched off from the entry hall and living room area, he was well acquainted with. Here were the same piles of belongings, but these were of high dollar items placed in well-organized stacks. Ian saw a sampling of the accumulated wealth of the housing development. He wondered for a moment who these women were. Had their social standing amongst their neighbors been on equal footing; had they been petty people before this, or were these murderous inclinations always there, just repressed by the yoke of society? Reaching the garage, he dismissed it all. He needed to check the time. If they had any left, it wouldn’t be much.

      Tearing open the door, he saw Dr. Grant’s still lying form stretched out on the floor. His chest still rising up and down. Ian let out a breath, he hadn’t noticed he was holding. Moving back to the cart, he grabbed the smelling salts and moved them slowly under David’s nose. Waking up, Dr. Grant looked up at Ian, “what’s going on, why are you naked?”

      Spotting his sweat-stained gear and both sets of ID tags in the corner, he shook his head. All his other equipment was gone. Weapons, ammunition, radio, survival gear, maps, phone, everything he had been reliant on to get them across the finish line. He didn’t bother to wonder why they had left his body armor and tactical kit. Maybe it smelled too bad. Getting dressed, he motioned back towards the interior of the house, “we don’t have time to go into it. There are some very angry reality TV rejects who are going to be coming back. Let’s get out of here before they do.”
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      Peeking out the side door of the garage, Ian looked up and down the street for a new vehicle. They were only a few houses away from the blue structure the deranged women had lured him toward. There, still sitting in the grass, was the little girl. From this angle he could see it was a store mannequin. Its foot was affixed to a bear trap. Their truck was nowhere to be seen. He felt a tightness in his chest. Hess’ body was lost; subconsciously he touched the ID tags around his neck. It would be the only proof the man had been on the mission at all.

      Refocusing his thoughts, Ian knew they were only a few miles from the extraction site, but that wouldn’t help them if they couldn’t get there in time. He might be able to make a run for it but there was no way Dr. Grant could. Confinement and large doses of anti-psychotics were never good for cardio. He guessed they had roughly thirty minutes until the bird arrived. Whatever Kimberly and her demented barbie friends had tried to do to him before he had woken up had taken too long. They were under the clock.

      Without his weapons, he felt exposed as they moved into the shadows outside the garage to get a better view of the neighborhood. “They have one of their own watching the street. They’ve got radios so we need to avoid any early warning at all costs..” Ian cursed to himself. The entire stretch of the road he could see was empty, except for destroyed automobiles set up as barriers at different spots around the street.

      They moved quietly to the edge of the house and peeked around the corner. David tapped Ian on the shoulder and whispered. “What about that?”

      Turning to see what he was talking about, the recovery agent stared in disbelief. Tucked away on the manicured lawns, between two houses was their salvation. Painted in loud purples and greens, the smiling face of a clown looked down on the pair. The logo of the ice cream truck arched across the entire side. “Frozen Dreams Come True; who thinks up this crap?” Ian voiced his frustration out loud. It was an older utility vehicle. From a quick visual inspection, from one house, over it looked like it should run. Hot wiring would be the easy part, determining why it was hidden away was something he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

      Crawling across the open lawn to stay out of sight, Ian led the way to the passenger side. Just as he had hoped, the service door was open. With a faint squeak, they slid into the driver compartment as the last rays of sunlight faded. The smell of spoiled milk wafted as he slid onto the floor. Not wasting time, he tore away the plastic case cosmetically protecting the steering column and ignition point. It was nearly impossible to see the correct wires through all the after-market additions which had been made. This had clearly been a pet project. Not of an auto mechanic but by someone who was infatuated with the truck itself.

      Ian reached toward the small of his back to locate a thin slit at the top of his cargo belt. Reluctantly two pieces of Velcro gave way allowing him to pull out a thin blade. It was a tool, not a weapon, and right now it was exactly what he needed. Narrowing his search to four wires, he struggled to decide which one to cut. They were all seemingly connected. Whoever the ice cream truck enthusiast had been, wired everything to the ignition. When the truck was started all the systems would switch on. That’s problematic, Ian thought to himself. A flash of panic raced across his thoughts that he was wasting time. With a quick cut he severed all four of the lines bypassing the system and bringing the vehicle to life.

      The engine sputtered quietly as it started up, like an old friend waking up from a nap. Ian moved into the driver seat and stared at the giant steering wheel. While normal enlarged steering columns were designed to enable the driver to have more torque on the vehicle, this had been set up for its comical appearance alone. Keeping the headlights off he let the engine run for a second.

      Out of options, he shifted the oversized frozen calorie wagon into gear. Before he could depress the gas pedal a red flashing light blared into existence from the roof and the head lights began to flash winking on and off. A second later an overly synthesized version of “Hello my darling” blared from a pair of speakers affixed to the left and right side of the truck. Startled, it took Ian several seconds to take the truck out of gear. Immediately the lights and music stopped. With a frustrated whisper Ian asked, “what the heck was that?”

      “Lights and music, I guess. I think we just tipped our hand. Have you ever heard the expression; if you’re going to be a bear, be a grizzly?” Ian shook his head. “It means whatever life throws at you; own it and then do it louder and prouder than anyone else. Better get your grizzly face on.”

      Ian was shocked, the rigged, no personality, shell of a man had just made a joke. Whatever advantage they had before with stealth, was gone. Their only lifeboat came with a beacon and loudspeakers to attract every homicidal manic within ear shot. Oh, what joy. Ian’s self-reflection was cut short by a female voice shouting. “Hey, who’s there?”

      “Hang onto something Doc. We’re out of options.” Restarting the engine and slamming the obnoxious advertisement for chilled dairy treats into gear they pulled out rapidly onto the street.

      Hands firmly gripped onto both sides of the passage that lead from the driver compartment to the freezers, David stood in a sticky sludge of melted sugary treats. Pointing to his right he shouted. “Who the heck is that?”

      Running down the middle of the street was a woman dressed in a lavender petty coat, yellow slippers, with her hair in curlers and a hunting rifle in her hands. Her demands to know what was going on where drowned out by the heinous organ grinder sound of the truck’s serine song.

      Looking into the sideview mirror, Ian saw the woman stop and take aim. “Get down Doc, NOW!” The conditioning to follow verbal commands still ingrained into him, Dr. Grant jumped down into the inch-thick sludge as a shot ripped through the back door and rocketed out through the windshield. Ian forced the truck onto a well-manicured lawn and pushed the accelerator down to the floor. Bumping along at an unsafe speed, they raced past vacant homes. They had only a few seconds before the insane soccer mom posse would come to investigate the shot their sentry had fired. No radio, no weapons, their only hope was a little luck and his driver training, if they were going to reach the site just on the other side of the neighborhood.

      The premise for his profession was to skillfully extract high value persons from dangerous situations. As the ice cream truck launched itself off one curb to jarringly raced up over another, Ian felt like he had completely lost control of the situation. His only weapon now was his ability to outthink his enemy. In less than ten minutes he’d know the truth. This final stretch would either make or break them.

      He caught sight of headlights racing from deeper within the housing community towards their general direction. They’d have to outpace them, or the wide truck could easily get boxed in. When they first arrived, the trio of mini vans had herded them into a trap. Now, he had the initiative, but he didn’t know the area as well as they did. As far as he was concerned, they were evenly matched.
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      The strong odor of rancid dairy intermingled with a tangible violent demise at the hands of the suburban psychos did little to settle their stomachs. Ian intermittently checked on David as they swerved back and forth, trying to gain as much ground as possible. Covered from head to toe in sludge, it was a miracle he wasn’t vomiting everywhere from the slimy feeling alone. Rising over an embankment, David stifled a yell as he was suspended in the air for a fraction of a second.

      The flashing reflections of headlights in the distance took a sudden turn, and Ian saw them paralleling the road he was on. In his mind’s eye, he could see the vans racing through yards to cut him off. The center of the neighborhood was directly ahead, and if he remembered correctly, they were only a mile away once they reached the far side of the park. It was a straight shot.

      Taking a bend in the road at over forty miles per hour, Ian felt the truck lean hard to the side with the wheels coming up slightly. It wasn’t designed for this, the suspension, engine, weight distribution was all wrong for a high-speed chase. He needed a Ferrari, and he was forced to make do with a tank.

      Not wanting to take his eyes off the road, Ian yelled to David. “Do you see them? They were on our left, but I don’t see them anymore.”

      He could hear him moving toward the back to look out the window. “Nothing back here. Ah, shit! Sorry, they’re coming up fast. Three sets of lights spread wide. They coming through the lawns?”

      Ian could feel their luck running thin. The constrictive neighborhood opened up ahead. The initial reports on the final pickup site said a large group of chestnut oak trees clustered together was to be used as a visual marker for the aircraft. It was here he hoped they could make some kind of move to outpace their pursuers. If they made it past the trees, then the tank could whether a beating but still get them the rest of the way.

      “They’re coming up fast! Agent Thorn, they’re right on us!” David’s warning took a moment to register as the blinking headlights of the ice-cream truck lit up the park directly in front of them.

      From each side of the road, starting at the edge of the houses were cars parked end to end in a funneling barrier to the entrance to the park. A perimeter of tightly packed trees encircled the area. However, it wasn’t the wall of automobiles or even the textbook choke point he was racing toward that shocked Ian into inaction. It was the countless forms he saw hanging from the trees with their arms bound overhead. From every branch dangled a lifeless member of the community. With each passing second, the savagery of how hundreds of people died was illuminated by the flickering lights of the truck.

      He was pulled from the strobing horror effect by the sound of rifle fire followed by the slams of impact as the rounds tore through the obnoxiously painted sides. In both mirrors, he saw the deranged antics of their pursuers. They howled as they hung out the side doors firing wildly in their direction. Shooting from a mobile platform at a moving target was very challenging. Ian tried to downplay their lethality as he watched them shooting from the hip. Yet it would only take one lucky bullet to end the mission.

      A series of several shots ripped through the right side of the truck, sending David diving again into the muck on the floor. Ian knew they’d never make it. As they neared the entrance of the park, he changed their plan and yelled, “Hang on!” He yanked hard on the wheel, simultaneously stomping on the emergency brake. The lumbering form of their commercial tank began to slide sideways. Their momentum kept their speed as Ian counted in his head. At the last second, he twisted the wheel in the opposite direction, flipping the truck onto its side. With a jarring impact, they slammed onto the ground and slid into the first set of trees. David swore loudly as he pulled himself towards the front. The foul molded contents of the coolers had exploded all over them. For a controlled crash, Ian was impressed with his abilities. They had successfully blocked vehicles from entering the park. If the lunatics wanted to chase them, they either had to drive to another entrance or go on foot. Either way, it put the balance of the fight in his favor again.

      Getting to his feet, he tried to shut off the truck. Each note from the speakers grating against his head. Sparks leapt off the control panel and even with the keys removed the music and lights still danced to their insane tune. Accepting the new twist in his ever evolving plan he decided to use it to their advantage. Ian kicked out the windshield and helped Dr. Grant exit. “Are you injured?” In the dim lights reflecting off the trees, he saw his asset shake his head. “We’ve got just a little over a mile to go, and not a ton of time to do it in. I need you to run for as long as you can. After that, I’ll carry you. We’re making it to that bird. Understand?” With a nod of understanding, they were running amongst the dead into the protection of the darkness sealed within the park.

      Shouts of anger and frustration were carried on the wind as the women wasted precious seconds arguing what to do next. The illumination from their headlight not only let the pair run at full speed but showed the barbarity visited upon this once-quiet place nestled into the beauty of the Blue Ridge mountains. Lines of orange, tan, black and red reached down out of the trees with a rotted corpse affixed to the end. Ian rubbed his aching wrists at the memory of his near-fatal encounter with Kimberly. It was impossible for one woman to do all this. How long had this been going on? Before he could calculate such an answer, the angered frustration from their pursuers shifted to orders. Looking back, he saw silhouettes climbing over the toppled dairy tank, flashlight beams darting in every direction.

      Grabbing Dr. Grant by the arm, Ian pulled him across the open area of the park. Pushing through the cadavers was akin to trying to run through a meat locker where the refrigeration had failed. Not all the bodies had been skinned like the initial set at the opening of the park. Many were clothed, with their grizzly manner of demise open for interpretation. Gunshots, beatings, stabbings, and even scores of people who looked to have been set on fire. With his free hand, Ian pulled out his compass to check their direction of travel. The green tritium lensatic arrow soon became their only illumination as the press of bodies blocked out their only light. Hess had insisted on the throwback technology. It was yet another thing Ian was forever grateful for from his stubborn mentor and friend.

      Ian appreciated the engulfing darkness for several reasons. One because it let them slip away from the gun touting freaks, but more so, it masked what insanity they were pushing through. As the press of bodies became too much, he felt the air around them open up, and for the first time, in what seemed an eternity, he could see the sky above. Like most housing areas, the overabundance of nature was limited to areas where it wouldn’t impede the daily life of the inhabitants. This had been a glorified accent piece to the wealth that had existed within the homes.

      Elevated voices came from behind them. “Where the hell are they? I’m not letting them get away. They killed Kimberly.”

      Another one of the women barked back. “Shut up, you’ll bring more here. We worked hard to root them out and get rid of these sick-os. I’m not signing up for another wave of them just because you’re pissed. They’re bound to be some already coming this way because of the gunshots. We need to find these two and then kill all the lights. That damn truck is going to bring hundreds. We can’t weather that kind of storm again. No one has that kind of ammunition anymore.”

      “If Becky had done her damn job, none of this would have happened.”

      There was a loud gunshot, and Ian heard a collective gasp in the night. “How’s that for me doing my job? She should have kept her damn mouth shut. Spread out and take a final look. If we can’t find them, that’s too bad. We need to shut this down, or we’re going to be up to our asses with infected.”

      Ian stopped listening as expressions of agreement began to circle through the night. Apparently, there was a new leader of the group, and the two escapees were not high on the priority meter. Another complication had just surfaced though. If they encountered more infected during their race to the house on the hill, that would prove to be a very significant obstacle to overcome. The shouted voices faded away as Ian pulled David along racing as fast as they could beyond the next set of houses.
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      It would have been a blessing to leave the stench of rotting corpses behind them, but as the pair ran, they were plagued by the overwhelming scent of spoiled milk. The accident had turned them into a walking car smell in dire need of a gas station pine tree air freshener. No one, within a few hundred yards, would miss them. Which meant the infected could follow them very easily. Scurrying through the yards on the edge of the neighborhood became easier, and to David’s credit, he was keeping up well with their rapid pace.

      Ian felt his heart pounding in his chest as they left the neighborhood behind and pushed along a secondary road that angled toward the only hill in the direction they needed to travel. The high tree line prevented him from seeing the house, but he felt confident they were going in the right direction. They were so close. Each time they rounded a corner or rose slightly in elevation, he was ready to hear the thump, thump, thump of rotor blades announcing the aircraft’s arrival.

      His head was beginning to swim as the stimulants began to fade. There wasn’t anything he could do but push on, but he felt his reflexes dulling, and he had to force his mind to focus on the simplest things, or it would wander. For a few fleeting seconds, he became preoccupied with the mental image of the helicopter coming in that he didn’t see the small pack of infected stumbling through the woods following their scent.

      David reached out, but it was too late. Ian registered the threat as the first of the men raised his head back and howled into the air. Not a cannibalistic battle cry but a call to others of his kind. The other three with him copied his pronouncement and then leveled their bloodshot eyes on the pair. Moving through the tree line, they began to spread out. Ian whispered, “we need to get to the top of the hill. When I say go, we haul ass and run as far as the road will take us. If it starts to turn down, we go cross country and head up. Got it?”

      David replied, “yep.”

      Not another word was uttered after Ian whispered, “go.” Ian turned and led the way, sprinting up the road. David followed, his lungs burning as he struggled to keep up. Adrenaline pumped through his veins as the animalistic barks and snarls from the infected motivated him to push through the pain. Just as Ian had said, the road that had been curving to the left going up the hill turned sharply to the right and angled down. Following close behind, he matched Ian stride for stride up until they turned into the woods. There had been some semblance of light on the trail. Even with the moon not gracing the sky, the stars provided something to utilize. As they entered the woods, the light vanished again, as though they were back in the park. Ian shouted into the darkness, “Irene, Irene… Damn-it, Irene!” David didn’t know what to make of the nonsensical shouting into the darkness, but it spurred on the pack of infected, who answered his call with more snarls and wet throated barks.

      David’s world became an endless race through slapping branches at his face, broken sticks cutting into his flesh, and, just as he thought the nightmare couldn’t get any worse, his world slip for a second. His body pitching forward in total darkness wouldn’t have been too much to overcome, but his leg slid between two pieces of sturdy underbrush. An audible snap echoed in the blackness, followed by a scream of agony a second later. Intense seconds of pain flowed through David’s body as the severed pieces of his fibula scraped together. As he collapsed in pain, he could hear Ian shifting course and hurling his body into the pack of infected about to descend upon them. The blind scuffle was intense. Grunts, snapping jaws, as well as a profanity-laced tirade, moved around him. He couldn’t tell what was happening, yet, through the pain and misery, he knew he needed to make peace with his life. There was no way they would reach the end of the race. Here, nearly at the finish line, they were done.

      Thuds and snaps signaled Ian’s attacks in the thick of the night, while the screams and wrathful wails told David the end was coming. He felt the hands of one of the men on him before his other senses discovered him. Fighting through the pain, he could feel the man’s hot breath at his face. David tried to push him back. There was an apparent absence of intelligence, the man was there simply to kill, and all David could do was simply try to prolong his life by seconds.

      The whisper thud didn’t register until he felt the weight of the man on him change to unbearably heavy. His body felt warm, and instantly he knew the man was bleeding all over him. Before he could ponder what was happening, he heard the whispered discharge several more times, and then strong hands pulling him out from under the now-dead man. A red light flared to life, and he saw men and women dressed in the same attire as Ian and Hess. They shared the same scars showing that their day’s adventure had been just as challenging. Ian came through the darkness to pull David’s arm over his shoulder.

      One of their saviors stepped forward and demanded, “authentication code.” David noted the body posture of each of the soldiers. Their weapons weren’t trained on them, but they were held at the ready. He assumed it was in case any of the infected were around. Now he realized it was because of them.

      Ian’s voice was low. “It’s ok, Dr. Grant. These are wardens.” He shifted his attention to the man waiting for his response. “My name is Agent Ian Thorne. Clearance is delta, alpha, nine, seven, four, two.”

      The posture of the armed cadre relaxed slightly as their leader checked a small screen to verify the information. After several seconds the view screen winked out, and the man visibly relaxed. “you just made it Agent Thorn. Please allow us to escort you the rest of the way to the site. ETA on extraction is seven minutes. Am I correct in assuming it will be only you two entering the safe house?” Ian nodded, and the leader of the wardens didn’t inquire further. “Please follow us.” Each of them was given a set of night vision goggles, and Ian was passed a pistol for their short walk.

      As they started to move, David leaning on Ian for support, he whispered his one-word question, “wardens?”

      “They’re the custodians of all Legacy’s safe houses. Specialized in defensive operations, they usually operate in three-person teams. The idea being they can take on a force five times their own in defending a location. There must be two teams here.” He replied.

      David looked around in the woods as they continued to move quietly. “Are we going to meet Irene when we get to the safe house? She’s got to be important since you were shouting her name.”

      Ian snickered slightly. Irene isn’t a person here, it’s a code word to let the sentries know we’re friendly. I was hoping they had picked up our approach, and if they knew we were with them, then maybe they’d help out. It was a gamble, one that I wasn’t sure would actually work. But sometimes it better to be lucky than good.”

      He saw a slight smile on David’s lips, and Ian felt the weight of responsibility slowly lift from his shoulders as they passed through the first defensive line of the safe house. Triple strand razor wire with tanglefoot, designed to impede any foot traffic, made the location a hard target. Ian had no doubt there were other measures in place he couldn’t see to make the site almost impregnable. In the distance, he heard gunshots. The reports were all different, telling him it was from a variety of different firearms.

      He knew it had to be from the women. It didn’t bother him if some infected had located them, but the entire situation did give him pause at what implications this would have on the safe house. One of the wardens spoke softly to their leader. “Sir, sparrow seven and nine are registering activity in the neighborhood. Thermal reports suggest over one hundred infected have now entered the area.” Before the man could put down his backlit tablet, a soft chime demanded his attention. “My apologies, sir. There is a correction to the report. Sectors, three, four, nine, twelve, and seventeen are all registering activity. Now estimates are fourteen hundred hostiles. They’re moving on the trajectory to the park. The women didn’t turn off the truck’s music.”

      Ian shook his head. “I don’t think they can. I turned off the engine and the damn thing kept going.” He saw the head of the team stiffen at the report, and their pace quickened to get well within the defensive perimeter. Entering the tall fence line, he was shocked to see bunkers and other fortifications that had transformed the bed and breakfast into a bastion. Legacy operators moved around the inside, and their numbers astounded him. Looking to the nearest warden, he asked. “How many of you are here?”

      “Twenty. It’s the largest deployment we’ve ever done. Whoever your teams were tasked to bring back is more important than anybody I’ve protected. Even when the head shed would visit, there’d only be three teams, tops.”

      The leader of the operations at the safe house pulled him away. “Debriefing in two minutes. You were the last team to arrive. Deliver your asset to the medical station to prep for departure. You’ve got a mandatory meeting with the Recovery lead. He’s waiting in the living room.”

      Not voicing any objections, Ian was rushed through the process of admitting Dr. Grant into screening to get him ready for the flight. A large olive drab tent housed a small medical team. Each with their own specialty, they went to work on Dr. Grant assessing his injuries and treating his ailments as quickly as possible. When the staff tried to usher Ian in, he politely excused himself. “Sorry, I’ve got to undergo a debrief.” The staff parted quickly to let him pass, and within seconds he was standing in the entryway, just outside the living room door.

      In the short time he had been with the company, he had never seen one of the safe houses in person. They had toured some inactive ones in training and had been given in-depth briefs before any missions they departed on, but under Hess’ expert care, they had never needed one. He was very impressed with what he saw. The exterior, even under the cover of night, looked normal. However, the interior was nothing short of a fortress. As was standard with each sanctuary location, the windows were reinforced with ballistic barriers. The paneling was treated with burn resistant chemicals to ensure they could weather the barrage of weapons fire and should any get through the protective layer on the outside, it wouldn’t spark additional problems with a fire. The stairs leading up to the second level were crafted into fall back positions, so any aggressor would have to fight every step of the way to conquer the house. He didn’t know if this was all done after his insertion to get Dr. Grant, or if this was a permanently hardened structure that the company used often. He couldn’t come up with a reason why they would put something like this in the United States, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t part of the mission parameters of the Special Mission Branch.

      Swallowing hard, he reached for the door and walked in. Tony was standing in the center of the room, and he turned and flashed a large toothy grin. The seasoned recovery operator shifted his gaze to the door, waiting to see Hess walk in after the junior agent. When it didn’t happen, Ian felt his heart sink. Tony looked shocked, “what went wrong?”

      Ian shook his head and pulled out the tags from under his shirt. “So many things, but I don’t know how long we have or how much detail you want. Hess always did these. As soon as I get Dr. Grant onto the bird, I can do a more formal brief.”

      Tony accepted the blood-covered identification tags. Inspecting them closely, he looked up at Ian before he spoke. “There’s been a few changes to the plan. We can do a formal debrief when we get back to Legacy headquarters. There was an accident about twenty minutes ago at a refueling point. The infected breached the wire, and something sparked an explosion. The entire site is lost. This had a ripple effect on our primary aircraft that was supposed to come and pick us up. Without the fuel point, the CH-47 had to divert to another location. They dispatched another helio capable of mid-flight refueling to extract the assets. That new bird is a UH-60. We went from 30 plus seats to twelve. Assets and supervisors are being extracted. Everyone else is tasked with defending this location. I don’t know why, but the wardens are not giving this place up. They have permission from higher to stay.

      “Sorry, we couldn’t help down in the town. If I had known it was only you, I would have come myself. Once we got inside, we didn’t really have the clout to make any decisions. It’s been a long trek, as I’m sure you can relate.”

      “How many of us made it?” Ian asked.

      Tony sat down, “counting Hess, we lost seven. Two of those were assets. Wilks’s entire mission failed, as did Martins. Smith lost his partner that had just transferred over from the wardens. It hit everyone here hard. I didn’t know the man. He was just like you. Only a few weeks out from the course, but the wardens said he was an awesome guy.”

      Waving off Ian’s concerned expression. “We can dwell on all this later. Let me see your tags.” Ian slid off his identification markers, the small chip inside his only link to the company should things go badly. Tony placed both his and Hess’ tag in his hand and pressed them firmly together. The was a small beep prompting Tony to hand Ian’s back. “Better hurry, Supervisors and Assets are leaving in three minutes.”

      Ian nodded and began to walk out of the room. “Who do I report to once the birds are wheels up? I didn’t catch the guy’s name who was leading the team when we came in.”

      Tony shook his head, “you don’t. Like I said, Supervisors and Assets are boarding the bird in three minutes. The recovery teams don’t jockey for leadership positions, there is always only one supervisor per team. You’ve just been promoted. They’ll scan you on the bird, so ensure you don’t bury your tags. I’ll see you at the landing zone in a few seconds. I need to do a final mission hand over to the ones we’re leaving behind.”

      Ian felt the yoke of leadership come crashing back onto his shoulders. “No, I’m the most junior, let someone else take my place. That doesn’t make any sense.”

      Tony held up his hand. “That’s not how this works, and you know it. You and your asset have a special bond. You got him here, and like it or not, you are now in charge of your team. If, in the future, they assign another member, then you get to be the old man. Until then, your only concern is ensuring your asset is fully extracted. Get to the bird. It’s not a request Special Agent Thorn.”

      Tony departed, and Ian had to shake himself out of the disbelief that was clouding his thoughts. As he stepped outside, the activity had ramped up considerably. One of the wardens from earlier pointed toward the far side of the house. “Better get a move on. The bird is on final approach. The took all the assets to the landing zone at the back of the property. Those things in the neighborhood are already turning this way. Guess they can hear the Blackhawk. Good luck.”

      “You too.” Ian waved and then sprinted toward the back of the house. He saw a cluster of recovery personal standing together near the fence. Tony waved him over.

      “Modesty aside, here’s a new flight suit and kit. Nothing silenced, but I’ve got you a long gun and a sidearm. You never know what the flight will bring. Should be an easy one, but all these were billed as low-risk missions. No offense, but you smell like shit. You’ve got thirty seconds to change.”

      He didn’t need any prompting. Pealing the clothes off, he got into the new gear quickly. As the first thump, thump, thump of the birds came through the trees, Ian was affixing his new rifle to its sling and joining Dr. Grant. Ian was taken aback by the clarity in his eyes. For all their running, his asset didn’t seem fazed by it at all. In fact, it was just the opposite. David seemed invigorated by the events. Standing with a walking boot and a cane, Dr. Grant smiled slightly at the concern in Ian’s expression. “It doesn’t feel as bad as it looks. They gave me a few pain killers, so it’s really just a dull ache. The chopper’s going to bring every infected person here from miles around. They won’t listen to reason. Even if they kick back the first wave, the sounds of the fight will just bring more. It’s a self-licking ice cream cone.” Glancing over at the soiled pile of clothes, David shrugged. “Sorry, poor choice of analogy.”

      Ian nodded, he had come to the same conclusion. Whatever was the reason for the wardens not wanting to leave had to be huge. They didn’t have time to ponder it, a blast of wind pushed down upon them as the UH-60 raced overhead banking sharply to the right coming in for a landing. Averting his eyes to protect them from debris being kick up from the rotor wash, he took a moment and looked back toward the house where he saw several of the recovery team members remaining behind looking at the bird. He felt guilt well up from the depths of his soul. It wasn’t fair he was leaving. There were far better operatives that had more standing with the company and could offer more to future operations. Tony saw the direction he was looking and walked over. “Don’t even think about it. I’ve got orders just like you do. You’re getting on the bird.” Ian started to object, but Tony held up a hand. “This isn’t a death sentence, or suicide mission, remember. The recovery team members remaining here are only in case of an emergency with the bird. Once we’re past the safe distance from here, they will load up in vehicles and make for the main recovery site in southern Virginia. The wardens might stay. I couldn’t get anything out of them, so I don’t know their reasons, but our teammates are only providing back up, and then they’re out of here. We’re not leaving anyone behind; ok?”

      Ian placed his hand on David’s shoulder and gently pushed him towards their escape from the current moment of madness. As they filed in, Ian was given a headset and listened to the chatter on the radio. “This is overwatch two, I have twelve hostiles moving toward my location. The sound of the Blackhawk has them worked up into a frenzy. Get that thing out of here.” Another member of the reconnaissance element radioed in immediately. “This is overwatch seven; same situation here. There’s fifty of so moving through the woods towards the east perimeter fence. We need shooters on those positions. They’re moving with a purpose.” More and more reports were streaming in. Ian heard the warden commander issuing orders and priorities of effort. He was calm, collected and it impressed Ian tremendously. Maybe they had a chance.

      Buckling in, Ian sat next to Dr. Grant and made eye contact with the other recovery team supervisors. Where he had envisioned mistrust or disdain for his elevation, he only saw empathy and respect. Hess had been widely respected, and now a modicum of that same level of reverence was being passed to him. Ian vowed right then and there that he wouldn’t rest until he lived up to, not only what his deceased mentor would have wanted, but what his new peers would expect.

      As the UH-60 took to the air, all of Ian’s conflicting emotions vanished. Getting above the trees, he, along with the rest of the agents, saw the mass of infected moving toward the extraction site. It wasn’t anywhere near fourteen hundred. There were thousands more than the reports were indicating. Tony nodded and pointed east. “They’ll be on the road in twenty minutes. The wardens can hold them that long.” Ian looked at the huge mass of bodies moving toward the hill. It was like a sea of ants swarming an enemy colony’s mound. Right now, it was only from one direction, but once the shooting started—where else would the infected come from?

      Glancing over to Dr. Grant, Ian leaned in, “I hope you remember everything and make this worth it, Doc. There are a lot of good men and women who may never know what they worked so hard to save today. Make their sacrifice worth it.”

      Dr. Grant nodded in understanding. He shifted his gaze back to the front of the aircraft, not wanting to watch the endless tide of infected moving towards the house. Instead, his mind was miles away. Four chess moves ahead of what would come next. He heard the thick Jersey accent in the back of his thoughts. It’s all coming back to me. Their sacrifice was well worth it and will not be in vain. Deeper cuts would still be required to save what little was left of humanity. This was but a sample of the tragedies to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The smell of cleaning supplies never left the tight confines of the interrogation cells. Their constant use, in all levels of information extraction, meant a continuous washing away of the ugly part of data collection. Ian and David sat, waiting for the lead Legacy psychiatrist to conduct an in-brief interview to determine the future mission value of Dr. Grant’s involvement. Pushing aside the insult, such a meeting meant to Ian, given the fact his partner had died to extract a man the company may find unfit to help. The true maddening instance was the physician’s tardiness.

      Some of Hess’ teachings were still entrenched deep within his psyche. Ian was annoyed at the presumed self-importance displayed by the doctor as he steadily wasted his time waiting for him to arrive. A strained creek from the metal hinges supporting the weight of the door announced the arrival of their appointment. Disheveled and unkempt, the man looked like he had been homeless for over a decade, not a pillar of intellectual prowess within the company. He spoke with a slight English accent and apologized for his lateness. “I’m profoundly sorry. Not only for my tardiness but also in how I’m sure I look. Please take my word for it, I’m not a brigand. As you can imagine, things have been unending here. Not that I’m comparing my trials and tribulations to your recent mission. I’m simply offering a context for my current state of imbalance.”

      He held out his hand, “My name is Nathan Wood. As you’ve been told, I have the illustrious task of evaluating your mental state, David. I’ve asked that Ian be present, so you have a familiar face as we walk down memory lane. Is that ok?”

      Dr. Grant nodded, prompting Nathan to continue. The psychiatrist knocked on the metal table three times as he opened a green folder. David’s right eye twitched slightly before Nathan continued. “This is interesting. Your initial lab results suggest that the anti-psychotics that we sent with the recovery team were not fully ingested. Can you please offer me an explanation of this? It’s only, so I know where to baseline our conversation.”

      Before Ian could say anything, David leaned forward. The meek presence portrayed at Exile and during the beginning stages of his trek were now gone. Seated beside Special Agent Thorn was a cold, calculating man whose life had been snatched away for something that had happened in the past. “They were clouding my thoughts. I mean really Nathan, if you’re going to peddle psychotropics as anti-anything, you might want to learn how they can affect long term self-inflicted disorders. I stopped taking them because even in the perpetual haze you tried to keep me in, I could tell that they would have impeded my chances of making it here. I’m not willing to throw away talent like you are. Ian and his partner risked too much to ensure I was brought here safely. From what I’ve seen, someone let the genie out of the bottle, and you all can’t even find the cork to try and set things right. Am I close?”

      Without waiting for a response, David continued. “Of course, I am. Now I’m going to tell you what to do. Go convene the department heads and unearth a filed named protocol forty-three from the archives. I put it in there three and a half years ago.” The man was about to rebut the way the conversation was going, but David kept talking. “File, protocol forty-three. If you want to keep wasting time, I’ll have Ian here beat you within an inch of your life, and then we’ll just walk to the server room and extract it ourselves. Trust me when I say they’re looking for this information. It won’t do them any good if I don’t decode it for them, but you trying to justify your existence with this meeting isn’t helping anyone.”

      Dr. Grant cast a sidelong glance at Ian; the recovery agent stood, walked over to the door and opened it for Nathan. David smiled slightly as he gestured toward the doorway, “we’ll stay here for fifteen minutes, then we’ll come check on your progress. Please, for your sake, don’t screw this up.” Nathan cast a confused look at the two men and then got to his feet. Gathering his clipboard, green folder and digital recorder, he exited the room.

      Now alone, the pair looked at each other in silence for a moment before Ian spoke. “Care to let me in on the secret.”

      David tapped three times on the table, prompting Ian to sit down. “We don’t have a lot of time. I wasn’t lying to Nathan, the powers that be really do want that file. In fact, I’d bet everything I own—which admittedly isn’t much—that the information in that file is why I’m here. Now, let me explain how your role in all this is going to change. I don’t trust anyone in this company, expect you. It goes beyond just our experience, though that would have been more than sufficient if you had been with the company for an extended period of time. Your status as someone new in Legacy is very valuable to me, Ian. So much so, that I’m going to be making a solitary condition to my decoding of the information. That you be my personal operative. My status here will improve amongst the corporate structure once I add a few stipulations to my aid. We’ll go more into that later. However, that isn’t your battle. I need someone I can trust. A person who understands the needs for mission accomplishment but also gives a shit about the outcome of people, not just the company. You’d be my eyes and ears on certain projects and my guardian angel on others. The way ahead will be very hands-on. Hence, why I’m showing you all the cards. I want to walk you behind the curtain. I’ll never promise you’ll like everything you see, but the truth will never be absent.

      Ian took all the information in stride. There was no denying Dr. Grant’s persona shifted and grew every hour. He was confident in a way that made Ian want to believe him. As he mentally wargamed all the possible outcomes, he mused it didn’t really matter. If he went along with his demands and it turned out he was crazy, then he’d simply say he was trying to placate his asset. If the opposite was true, then maybe he could do something positive to make Hess’ sacrifice worth it.

      Dr. Grant rose slowly, seeing Ian’s decision in his expression. “I’m glad you agreed. Thank you for your vote of trust. It’s been only a few minutes, but let’s go check on Nathan’s progress, shall we?”
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      Walton, not Walt, or Will, or Wally, Jones shivered and pulled the lightweight cotton denim jacket closer around him.  The jacket was borrowed, loaned to him from the old man.  The frayed sleeves had a hole worn in the right arm at the elbow.  It did little to keep out the briskness of the breeze that crossed ridge of the hill and carried with it the bite of an oncoming winter.  Under the jacket, a long-sleeved flannel shirt he wore was in no better shape.  The shirt was a dark green color with a cross mix of black.  They had told him the pattern was called plaid.  How different this clothing was from what he was familiar.  In the conurbation, the mega-city, that stretched from the area known as the Gulf of St. Lawrence, south along the coast to the top of the South American continent, such attire was not allowed.  All clothing, deemed appropriate by the Committee was solid, without pattern or design of any type allowed.  It was determined such crudeness only led to preening by the wearer and did not serve the common good.  The Committee for Proper Public Attire had long ago directed a choice of color was all the variation needed for personal expression in wear.

      Walton Jones didn’t know the date, but recognized it was the late autumn, as the breeze tickled the prairie grass and teased the multi-colored leaves from the surrounding trees.  It carried with it the promise of snow.  He shivered again when a sudden gust kicked up fallen leaves and rewarded him with a momentary leaf tornado.  He longed to stand in direct sunlight, but being below the crest, he was still in the mountain's shadow. The air had not yet felt the rays of the morning, and offered little help in warming him.  He inhaled and then puffed a breath to watch the vaper from his lungs dissipate.  He shivered again and tried to dig his hands deeper into the pockets of the jacket.

      A slight man, now twenty-four, a decade earlier, his mother had described him as awkward and gangly.  “He’s got the grace of an ostrich with one leg tied back,” she had told more than one guest of her dinner parties, and always followed the comment with, “but, we love him anyway.”  The first comment always led to a smile and a chuckle, while the guests responded to the second with an “ahh.”  For the briefest of moments, Walton wondered what she would say if she could see him now.  His white skin was red from the sun with skin peeling over the ridge of his freckled nose.  The mop of rust-colored hair, always styled properly in his mother’s world, was now longer than deemed acceptable.  In another time, or another society, that hair coloring could have led to Walton christened “Red” by friends, or possibly the family.  Such was not a possibility, as using one’s name for “belittling, harassing, making fun of, or bullying,” was prohibited by directive from the Committee for Proper Social Interaction.  At birth, as the oldest, and in his case, the only male child, they named him Walton in the manner prescribed by the committee.  Jones, being the family name and recognizing his father, and Walton, his maternal grandfather’s name, paying homage to his mother. Such was the custom, the expectation, not to mention, the directive; the use of creative and unique names was frowned upon, and frankly, not allowed.

      Comfortable with his name, Walton had always considered it bland, and that was just fine: it fit his unassuming personality and lived his uneventful life.  Bland was good.   Bland was safe.  In a society that honored the mundane and rewarded the unremarkable, being average was good.  He had learned in school that several hundred years before his birth, the earth had been like a hard-boiled egg.  At that time, there were many nations, and each nation claimed its own territory, culture and heritage, and all considered theirs better than its neighbors.  The constant bickering resulted in a cracked shell.  Those cracks combined to weaken and risk the ultimate destruction of the entire egg.  

      From an inept organization, called the United Nations, an idea was born.  A one world government with no one leader.  Leadership would be shared, shared in the form of committees.  Committees made up of common men.  Committees would lead the entire globe.  Promising an end to wars, and an equal standard of living for all, the newly christened Nations United Committees (NUCs) stepped in to take charge.  Committees took control of all aspects of life.  The force of the directives issued by the organizations outlawed private companies.  Private companies competed for business and competition was to be done away with.  Ownership of property was no longer allowed.  Ownership fostered false pride as it considered some addresses better than others.  The committees decried no status.  No one owned anything, and everyone owned everything.  The committees said so.  

      Within only a few generations the evolution was complete.  Unknown faces sat in unidentified seats at undisclosed locations in committee meetings.  True to its decree, no one knew who was in charge of what, and according to the mantra of the NUCs, everyone shared leadership.  They held no one accountable, and they rewarded no one.

      Committees controlled every facet of life.  True, the individual had to give up choices, but it was worth it for the security of peace, and the comfort of well-being.  They forced no one to lose, which also meant they allowed no one to win.  It was a society based on the glorification of the participation trophy.  It celebrated average.  They had raised Walton Jones to be average, but to call him unremarkable would be inaccurate.  True, he had accomplished nothing of mention, nor had he achieved anything of merit, but besides his hair color, which gained him attention, he had also been blessed, or possibly cursed with blue-colored eyes.  Not just a common blue, but a sapphire blue more commonly seen in high mountain lakes.  His eyes could arrest the gaze of another with a mere glance.  Walton Jones had the habit of walking with his head down, focused on the street before him to lessen such an awkward encounter.  Looking down, forced a rounding of his shoulders and shortened his five foot ten-inch frame by two inches.      

      This morning, however, Jones stood to his full height, and looked across the small canyon before him.  He watched the line created by direct sunlight as that line slowly made its way down the opposite slope.  That line was the difference of being warm or not.  He thought, again, of climbing the couple of hundred yards to the top of the mountain on which he stood, to come out from the hill's shadow.  That mound continued to hold that line of sunlight and shadow, across from him out of reach.  With effort, and in a few minutes, he could be on the crest and in the sunlight.  He thought about climbing, but he didn’t, as the old man had told him, ordered him, not to crest the top.  He was not to silhouette himself.  He didn’t know why, but the old man had instructed him four separate times to stay under the crest, and off the skyline.  The young man knew the old man had been serious.  So, in the mountain's shade he stood, occasionally shivering and tugging the jacket tighter.

      Having only been there a few weeks, he still felt like a stranger, but the topography was simple enough to understand.  Three mountains came together in such a way as to form a “Y” shaped canyon.  The mountainside where he stood was on the lower right-hand side of that formation.  Roughly two-thirds up the slope, he was close to the crest, and surrounded by huge boulders.  Some of the rocks were as big as small houses and none of them were smaller than a bus.  All were grey and worn round by the passing of time and the elements.  Walton decided the rocks were made of granite.  Such a decision made him feel good, but he knew it was only a guess, as he knew nothing of geology.  He smiled as he thought the collection of rocks resembled the nest of eggs left by some giant prehistoric bird.  He knew he’d be warm if the bird returned and settled onto her brood.  While the bird was a product of his imagination, he watched several long-tailed fluffy brown squirrels as they scurried looking for the food that would sustain them through the coming winter.  Real birds, some of them blue, some black winged past him and called in raspy voices.  It felt as if they were trying to scare him off the mountain.  Even the birds recognized him as not belonging.

      Scattered around the nest of stones, and along the ridge of the mountain grew a collection of trees and bushes.  Some of the brush was squat and round, while others were tall and thin.  Many had lost most, if not all their leaves, while others were still green and would be through the winter.   He did not know what the names of the plants were, never-the-less, the variety and the beauty of them awed him.  Such a collection, wild, competitive, and controlled by no one other than the fictitious Mother Nature.  Each plant grew where it best felt it could survive.  Survival was everything, and no thought was given to balancing the scene or organizing the area.  

      Many of the plants he had never seen before and he wished he knew their names, if they had names.  Tall trees, with a dark shade of green, mixed with shorter and squat trees with a mix of colored leaves seemed to laugh at his ignorance.  Wild flowers of all different shapes, colors, and sizes seemed to grow when and where they pleased.  All the scents and perfumes of the plants mixed into a kind of aromatic salad.  Walton felt mesmerized and humbled by the irregularity and spontaneity of the hillside world.  They never allowed plants to just grow in the Mega-City, as the Committee in Charge of Designing Green Spaces had hundreds of artists and sketchers to design each area.  All arrangements were planned, organized and sculpted.  All things in the society were orderly, and plants were a reinforcement of that theme.  They left nothing to chance.  

      Down the side of the mountain, and in the canyon's bottom, he could see what remained of a man-made structure.  Whatever it had been, the building was rectangular, with a long, low slung and flat roof.  He wasn’t sure, but it seemed to have been formed by the use of concrete.  He knew concrete.  The stuff dominated his world.  But concrete or not, the building was now broken, abandoned, and deserted. The roof had collapsed, in one area leaving a large hole open to the sky.  In another area, a portion had fallen and the slab of concrete leaned against an outside wall.  The walls were in no better shape.  Many sections had crumbed in places, others, just tipped over.   The young man didn’t know what they had used the building for and wondered if people used it for shelter at one time.  The idea of people in this wilderness, these backwoods, these boonies of the midland, living in fallen buildings, was new to him.  Such conditions were not allowed where he was from.  He realized a person could live a sheltered life in more than one way.

      From where he stood, some two-thousand feet higher than the building, and about one mile away, Walton could also see what was left of a black pad that surrounded the building.  Wildflowers, some bushes, and even several small trees had found purchase through the covering and had taken root.  He recognized the border of the pad, and the symmetry told him, it had to have been manmade.  He had seen such before, and the old man had explained that at one time, people parked machine vehicles on such pads.  The old man told him the pads had been called parking lots.  A parking lot of this size told him the place had been common for people to come to this place.  A lot of people had come, and they had come in vehicles.  He briefly wondered why they had come.  Whatever had driven those people to visit this place had been during the before time.  Not a concern for him.
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      Still in the mountain's shadow, Walton walked across the ridge to his right.  There, the third mountain stood, separating the one canyon and completing the “Y”.  Facing him was a rock outcropping that covered most of the rise.  The rock face was solid, but broken and rough.  In the canyon's bottom lay debris the use of explosives had forcibly removed.  He could see, and recognize, the marks left by the drills used to burrow the explosives deep into the stone.  Faces carved onto the rock face had been forcibly removed.  In the bottom of the canyon, the faces were strewn about in several hundred pieces, but he could make out a nose or identify an ear.

       From his vantage point, he examined the chunks of stone.  Who had these men been?  What had they done to deserve recognition in such an oversized manner?  Who had been the people, the society, they had impressed to such a degree?  How had they been selected?  Had they been chosen at one time, he wondered, and therefore all carved into the mountain at, more or less, the same time?  Or had the mountain been a place of worship where the placement of the likenesses was, in a manner, earned?  

       He had asked the old man about them and not even he knew who the men had been, nor what they had done.  He only told Walton how the four men had been leaders of a prior and extinct society, an evil society, as he had learned from oral tradition.  During the before time, when men ruled other men, a few excelled while many suffered.  Had these been the men who caused the suffering?  Had they forced the others, those who suffered, to carve their faces?  Walton frowned as he looked over the broken pieces of the mountainside.  Such cruelty was possible, he supposed, but it didn’t feel correct. 

         One of the Nations United Committees, NUCs, had ordered the faces removed a long time ago.  Which one, exactly, Jones wasn’t sure, but he believed it would have been the Committee for the Educational Growth and Development of Citizens.  Besides, whatever happened, did so long before he had been born.  In addition to the removal of the faces, monuments, and statues, it banned all references to the men in text, artwork, or discussion.  This was the case for all people of note from the previous society.  The Committee for the Truthful Telling of History decreed what was to be remembered, and all else was to be cleansed.  The cleansing had happened so long ago, even the old man knew only rudimentary information about the sculpture. What little he knew, had been passed to him when he was a child.  Since the men on the mountain, as they had called them, were not of the people, little was told of them.  Forgotten heroes, Walton wondered, or were they ignored villains? 

        Walton felt the first warmth of the morning as the sun crested the top of his mountain, and direct sunlight touched him.  He smiled, glanced at the orb, squinted, and returned his gaze to the valley below.  A valley still in shadow.

      “Who were you guys?” he asked the rubble.  The sound of his voice in the quiet dawn startled him and he looked around to see if someone other than himself had voiced the words.  Recognizing his silliness, he smiled.

      “Were you guys military leaders?  Maybe you were scientists, or doctors of some kind?  What about explorers?  Were you inventors?”

      The rubble below remained silent, as if their secret was only meant for them.

      “What did you guys do that inspired your people to carve your faces on the side of a mountain?” the young man asked again.  No answer.

      “Did you force workers to create this, or was the honor given to you?”  Only the sounds of nature answered him.

      “Do you have any idea the work, and determination it took to carve giant faces?  How did the stone mason keep his perspective?  How did he know how deep to chisel?”

      He shifted his view to the rocky slope in front of him.  The place, where, at one time, the faces had been.  He imagined the faces carved into the side of the mountain.  How had the feat been done?  Did men hang off and over the cliff to swing hammers and chisel away at the rock?  How many men worked on the effort?  How must it have felt to know if the rock cracked, it would ruin the image?  How did they keep the perspective correct?  Looking at the nose in the bottom, it was easy to see the feature was much larger than a man is tall.  How did the stone mason know how long, or how wide to make the nose?

      “It must have taken years to carve and chisel such a monument,” he mused, and looking back into the depression, said, “Years to create it, and only a few hours to destroy it.  Drill a few blasting holes, place the charges and it’s all gone.”

       As he studied the broken figures below him, Jones felt a wave of loss wash over him.  He didn’t know why he felt the loss.  He didn’t know these men; didn’t know their names and was unfamiliar with their accomplishments.  Just as they had blasted their faces from the mountainside, so their names had been erased from all things NUCs.  

       NUCs educators had taught him that prior to the coming together of all peoples and the beginning of the reign of peace, individual societies existed.  They called these nations, countries, empires, or territories.  The leaders of these separate groups, all petty and all jealous of the others, sought to control or destroy the competitors.  The result was a world in turmoil, never ending warfare, and the resulting displacement and victimization of peoples.  Only by the coming together of all peoples, under the banner of the Nations United Committees, had the various, so called, leaders been held accountable and humanity saved from destruction.  Part of holding history accountable was the destruction of all statues, all monuments, all flags and all recognition of before time leaders.  Another part of the cleansing process of past wrongdoings were the removal of all references to leaders, or significant individuals, be they despots or heroes.  There were no heroes, no over achievers, no extraordinary persons anymore.  They had outlawed the honoring of the special, the talented, or the gifted.  The NUCs approved avenue to success was simple, do enough to not be noticed.  Be quiet, do not disrupt, be a small part of the whole.  It was more important to be the spoke; they had lectured, instead of the axle.  Walton Jones had taken his lessons seriously and had mastered the art of living unnoticed.  He was an unremarkable young man.

       He pondered the loss of talented people, but he had never before seen the proof of it.  Regret washed over him.  He accepted the fact he was not special.  They had raised him to be mediocre and thus he was. The young man turned and walked back to the cluster of rocks, his nest of petrified eggs.  There, leaning against a rock, now warmed by the morning sun, was the rifle.  It was an old rifle.  One made hundreds of years ago.  The lever action was loose and had play.  The wooden stock was chipped and dented.  There was a crack that ran the length of the fore stock, but, they had assured him it would work.

       Long ago, they had invented weapons that used an alternating magnetic pulse to push dart shaped projectiles faster than the speed of sound.  Jones shrugged, as he knew nothing about guns or weapons.  He knew only enough to recognize the rifle was old, and the old man had promised it would work.  He picked it up and worked the lever.  The cocking and uncocking of the weapon unnerved him and he replaced it to where it had been.  From his pocket he dug out the five shells the old man given him with the rifle.  He caressed them with his fingers.  Five brass colored projectiles, each with the power to destroy a life.  Knowing the possibilities caused his stomach to sour, and he thought of throwing the bullets away.

      And then what?

      It would not solve the problem.  He uttered a curse and placed the bullets back into his pocket.  There would time enough to load the rifle later.  He leaned the rifle against the rock, and then he lowered himself to sit beside it.  He watched the bottom of the canyon.
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      Walton Jones was a college student.  He was a senior and expected to graduate in a few months with a degree in Political Science.  His focused area of study was the Administration of Government Committees.  It was the degree his father had earned, and his parents expected it of him.  He had not disappointed.  He had disappointed no one but himself.  Walton Jones hated anything and everything about administering government edicts.  Isolative by nature and a loner by choice, Walton Janes was noticeably quiet and self-possessed in a standoffish world.  He could count the number of friends he had using only one hand and a mere two fingers of that hand to boot.  Walton watched, and he pondered about what he saw.  His friends were the same and as a result, the three of them were known to have discussions lasting long into the night.  Where other students were sneaking drugs or alcohol on campus, Walton and his friends discussed possibilities.  Possibilities were in short supply in the society of the NUCs. 

       Walton was quiet and determined not to stand out or excel.  If not mapped out for him, Walton’s life plan was a series of signs marking his way down narrow allies.  He certainly knew the direction he was to take, even if he did not approve of the destination.  H was expected to complete his travels with a low profile.  He dedicated himself to the principal of not being noticed.   

      “Do not be the one to be noticed,” both his parents had told him.  “Earn your success by not being seen.  Let others try to overachieve and watch them fail.  In the end, you will be the one who is promoted as you will be the only one left.”  

      Be average had been the mantra of the Jones family, as well as what their social class expected.  To be noticed, one risked being criticized and to be criticized, brought about demotion.  

      “Be a silent part of the whole,” they had said.  “Allow the current to propel you forward.  Float with the tide.”

      It was the way of the society, the way of the NUCs.  Strive to be average.  Work to be mediocre.  

       They had raised Walton Jones with that mantra repeated several times a day, both by his parents, and his instructors.  It was the standard of the society.  Do enough to not be noticed.  Do too much, and a person gets recognition, do too little and one receives criticism.  Do average.  Don’t be a leader, leaders make others uneasy and are identified as a threat.  Do not be the weakest.  The weakest is the slowest, and the lion catches the slowest.  Be the one in the middle, surrounded by the herd, and protected.  Collect participation trophies only.  Jones excelled at being average.

       He was being readied to be a civil servant and follow in his father’s career path.  Before his father, his grandfather had also taken that route.  It could be said getting lost in the grey sea of governmental minutia was the family business.  He didn’t care for the subject, in fact, he hated it, but his future had been chosen for him by his father, Dr. Keating Jones. Dr. Jones, after achieving his undergraduate degree and later his masters, had applied for and completed the Doctorate program for negotiation.  He was now a PhD in an office with other PhD’s.  The son wasn’t sure what exactly his father did, while in his office.  He knew his father was the assistant to the Deputy Ambassador, but wasn’t sure what that meant or entailed.  Dr. Jones had risen through the myriad ranks of diplomats and was now the Third Assistant to the Second Deputy Ambassador, for Inner-City Traffic Flow.  He had hopes of being promoted to Second Assistant in the near future.  The expectation of the promotion was all his parents talked about and there was nothing Walton wanted to think of less.  

       The ending of the summer semester was a mere three weeks away.  Finals were being prepped for, and slowly the stress level of students were rising, in most of the students.  In Walton Jones, there was no stress.  He was satisfied with what he had done and was sitting in the Student Union building, watching birds.  He sat, alone, at a round table with four chairs, by the ceiling tall bank of windows that looked over the campus quadrangle. His attempt to study, had failed several minutes earlier, just about the same time his eyes were drawn to the half a dozen birds who hopped back and forth across the walkway into and out of the building.  The birds all had a dark grey covering over their backs and wings and their breasts was a bright red.  Jones smiled as they followed students coming and going and it was easy to see the birds were hoping to be offered a crumb of bread or a bit of cracker.  Without thinking about it, Walton sang in a low voice.

      “Rockin robin, rock, rock

      Rockin robin

      Blow rockin robin cause you’re really gonna blow tonight.”

       “They’re not really robins.  You know that.  Right?” a voice beside him said.

      Walton startled, embarrassed at being overheard, turned his head and raised his eyes to look at one of the prettiest faces he’d ever seen.  Her hair was long, past her shoulders, black, straight and full.  Her smile was teasing. Her eyes were a dark chocolate brown.  The fact they were laughing at him, challenged him to argue.

      “They are too robins,” he managed, after taking a moment to gather his thoughts. 

      Uninvited, she sat down beside him, and his view of her was more complete.  She wore clothes, the like he had never seen.  Her shirt was white, and it accentuated the tan of her skin.  It also hugged her in a way that let him know she was female.  Her pants were a faded blue, and the way they hugged her lower body matched the effects of her shirt.  Her feet were almost bare, as only a few straps of leather crossed them.

      “No, they’re not,” she insisted.  Her smile grew.

      The shock of her statement, and the surprise of her sitting, uninvited, unsettled him, but he silently swore not to let her know.

      “Of course they are.  They have the red breast of the robin.”

      “They do,” she nodded, “but look at what they’re eating.”

      Wondering if it was a trick, Jones turned his attention to the birds, and watched as they followed students who passed by and when a piece of bread or crumbs dropped, swarmed to the morsel.

      “So they eat bread,” Jones said, “What of it?”

      “Robins will eat berries, but their main food source is bugs and worms.”

      “So you’re a bird expert?” he challenged.

      “I’m pre-med,” she said, and smiled, “but I do know a lot about birds, so, yes, I’m kind of an expert.”

       Jones, still fearful he was being tricked in some manner, kept his expression neutral.  Besides, she carried the scent of lavender, and he liked that.

      “What does being pre-med have to do with birds?” he challenged.

      “The study of pesticides and poisons,” she replied.

      “What?”

      “Don’t you remember, several years ago, when the powers that be used a new pesticide and the following year, they outlawed that same pesticide?”

      “Yes,” he said hesitantly.  He had paid little attention to the workings of governmental bodies, or to any of their repercussions or successes, but he remembered his father mentioning several times how thankful he was not to be assigned to the pest control committee.

      “Well, robins ate the infected bugs and poison killed them as well as the insects.  The robins became extinct along the eastern seaboard where they used the spray.”

      Jones turned and looked at the birds.

      “So what are those, if they’re not robins.”

      “They’re pigeons.”

      “What?  They are not.”

      “Yes, they are.”

      Jones was sure the girl was teasing him, but her eyes had a magnetic quality, so he let her tease.

      “You don’t believe me,” she said.

      “Sure I do,” he smiled at her.

      “No, you don’t, but you’re wrong.  Biogenetic engineers modified the DNA of the pigeons so now their plumage resembles the beloved robin, but they’re still pigeons.”

      The smile left Jones’ face, and he turned to study the birds again.  They were larger than he remembered robins to be, and fatter too.  Maybe the girl was right.  A wave of sadness washed over him, and it produced a hard to swallow lump in his throat.  The lump resulted in bitter smile that resembled a grimace.  He mourned the loss of a bird that had disappeared years before, although he hadn’t been aware of it.  The girl had produced his feelings of discontent, he rationalized.  She was to blame for him feeling uncomfortable, and he turned away from her.

      “What was that song you were singing?”

      She startled him; he had been focused on the death of birds and had forgotten she was beside him.  As his complexion colored, he turned back to face her.

      “It was nothing,” he stammered and shrugged, “something I heard somewhere.”

      “Not legally you didn’t,” she countered.  “I haven’t been here long, but I know you didn’t.”

      “Didn’t what?”

      “Hear it somewhere.  You know, as well as I do, songs like that are outlawed.  You’re afraid I’ll report you to the Committee for Suitable Social Discourse.”

      “Why would you do that?  What does it matter?” She irritated him.  “I saw a bird I thought was a robin, and I quietly sang a song I heard from someplace.  Why are you interrupting me?  Are you from the powers that be?  You from NUCs?”

      “No, I’m not from NUCs,” her sarcasm matched his own.  “I happen to be from a place where robins still live.  Not only do they live, they thrive.  We don’t poison our birds.”

      He stared into her eyes and saw the anger there.  The deep brown was now darker, but a shiver of copper stars had been added to them.  Energy reflected from those eyes.  Energy and intelligence reflected from her gaze and she excited him.  He realized, again, how pretty she was, and more than that, she had spirit.

       The female of the species, in Walton Jones’ society, were docile.  They were trained from early youth to be quiet, pleasant and subservient.  They were expected to say, “yes, thank you,” even when they did not mean it.  They were conditioned to be seen and not heard, to be an extension of the husband chosen for them.  Even with the controls attempted by the Committee of Monitored Birth, the female still outnumbered the male by two percent.  Since they would not allow all males to wed, roughly seven percent of the available women would never marry.  To develop a reputation of being argumentative, would almost guarantee a female a solitary life.  Not that the eligible male population would ignore her, as they would have no say.  Some unknown and unseen member of the committee would black flag the woman without her even knowing.  After all, would be the rationale, what man, who had been raised to be pliable, receptive to instructions, and commands, would want to be with a wife who argued? This girl, this young lady was not a product of his society.

       “Where are you from?” Walton asked.

      From her expression, he expected her to say, “Wouldn’t you like to know,” but she didn’t.

      “A place you know nothing about.  A place so far removed from here, your people have no name for it,” she stated.

      It took him a few seconds, and he intensely studied her as he pondered her answer.

      “You’re from the Zone?” he asked more than stated.  

      The place had several names, and he said it quietly, almost with reverence, and with more awe expressed than when he learned pigeons could look like robins. 

      Her eyes now held excitement, and she touched the tip of her nose with the tip of her pointer finger.

      He scowled at her.

      “Don’t you play charades?” she asked.

      “Huh?” he replied, having never played the game.

      “You’d be good at it.  You were right, right on the nose.”

      She smiled, and it was infectious.  He smiled back.

      “You’re from the Zone,” he said again, as if he was forcing himself to believe it, and failed.

       He leaned closer to her and studied her eyes.  They sparkled with the excitement of secret knowledge.

      “You’re cute,” he said and then shook his head, “but no one lives in the Zone.  No one that matters, at least.”

      She only studied him as she maintained the smug expression.

      After several seconds of silence, he continued.

      “You said we have no name for it, and that is also wrong.  It’s called the Forbidden Zone, as in no one is allowed to go there.  It is also called the Contaminated Zone, meaning there is disease or radiated waste of some kind there.  It’s called the Abandoned Zone, meaning all who had lived there have left.  And it is called the Zone that if you get caught in you’re in big trouble.  See?  We have lots of names.  You don’t live there.”

      She didn’t take offense, and her reactions surprised him.  She studied him and the corners of her mouth turned up.

      “Have you been there?” she teased.

      He scowled, “Did you miss the part where I said it’s not allowed?  No one lives there.”

      Now, her look turned serious.

      “Your knowledge of the Zone, as you call it, is as pitiful as your knowledge of birds.  I do live there, as does my family and my friends.  In fact, thousands of people live there, more likely tens of thousands,” she said.

      He didn’t know what to say, and not wanting to call her a liar, said nothing.

      “And the proper name of the place is the Nations,” she added.

      “Nations?” he asked.  Why call it that?”

      She studied him, and he felt she was deciding if he was worth the answer.

      “First of all,” she said, “living there is not forbidden.  Tens of thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands of people live there.  It is a place that is so huge, you could drive for days and not see another human being, but they’re there.  They are born there, they live there and grow up to have babies, and when they die, those babies, who are now grown, bury them there.”

      “But I was told it was isolated, abandoned,” he whined, and hated the sound of his voice.  If she noticed, she said nothing.

      “Let me ask you something,” she responded.  “If no one lived there, who would harvest the fields, and who would do the work to process the crops into the meals that are served on your table.  Do you think peas are grown in cans?  Do you think milk just appears in cartons?”

      “No, and that is not what I meant,” he tried to defend.

      “There are people out there who tend to the herds and flocks of cattle, sheep, goats, chickens, turkeys, and ducks.  Not to mention the people who tend to the ponds of fish, that are harvested for you to eat.”

      “Okay,” he acquiesced, “I get it.”

      “No,” she shook her head, “you don’t.”

      “Besides all the people who work the fields and tend the herds, there are those who work in the processing plants.  The drivers, the mechanics; all those people who all have families, or most do, and they live in the Nations.”

      Quietly, Walton nodded.

      “You like having electricity, I assume,” she stated more than asked, but he nodded anyway.

      “Besides the crops and the animal farms, which covers more square miles than you can imagine, there are the power farms.”

      “Power farms?” he asked, and she nodded.

      “Yes, power farms.  Farms made up of tall windmills, that turn to face into the smallest breeze so the fan blades rotate and generate electricity.  Electricity for you and yours.  There are forests of these things, millions of them.  All of them placed in the areas where wind dominates the landscape and all of them pushing electricity onto the power grid.”

      Having no idea of what to say, Walton, again, nodded.  The girl continued,

      “Besides windmills, there are places where rivers have worn the earth deep into canyons and damns have been built to force the water flow through huge channels, each with a water turbine, again, to generate electricity.  Electricity for the Mega-City.”

      He wanted to speak, started to speak, but she raised her hand to force his words to a halt.

      “We can’t forget the solar panels.”

      “Solar panels?” he managed, and she nodded.

      “Across the southern part of the Nations there is a huge desert.  Daytime temperatures can get over a hundred degrees.  Covering most of that area, are dishes that shine like mirrors.  They’re called solar panels as they capture the heat from the sun and...”

      Walton finished the sentence for her, “electricity for the Mega-City.”

      She nodded, and said, “All of that electricity generated onto the grid, has to be delivered into Meg-City.  They use hundreds of thousands of miles of electrical wires and cables to get it there.  The NUCs uses the Nations as the producing center for the Mega-City.

      He was quiet for several moments, as he mentally digested what she had told him.  Before he had finished, she started again, “The Mega-City uses a lot of electricity, but there’s more.  The people here also use a lot of water, and in order to keep them happy, pipelines are sunk into the lakes and larger streams in the Nation, and pumped here.”

      He just looked at her.

      She grinned, “In fact, the water you used to brush your teeth this morning could easily have started its trip to you west of where I live.  There are five lakes northwest of where I live.  Several hundred miles from me, but still northwest.”

      Walton looked away from her, if for no other reason than to lower her intensity.  When he looked back and studied her, he wasn’t sure he had waited long enough, but he said anyway.

      “Okay, I was wrong.  People do live there, but only people, or their families, who work for the NUCs.  Nobody lives there who really wants to.”

      She shook her head, and explained, “All the people I just told you about, are only a small fraction.  You’re right, all the ones I mentioned are, in some way, connected to the NUCs.  There are more people who live there, who are not.”

      “What?” he said, then had to lower his voice, “you mean there are people out there who choose to live there?”

      “Of course,” she said.  “I’m one of them.”

      Walton shook his head as he studied her.  She smiled back at him.

      “My family are descendants of was is called Natives and the family has lived in the Nations for longer than anyone can remember.  It’s not a boast to say we have always lived there.  Besides my family, and we are called Cheyenne, there are several more, and they live in every area of the Nations.”

      “You are one family,” he grudgingly allowed.

      She shook her head, “No, we are a small part of many.  Besides my family, there are thousands of other families.  Many are, like me, Natives, but there are whites that live there.  Amish live there, Mennonites, Quakers; people who want to live out from under the thumb of the NUCs can find a place in the Nations.”

      “What do you do there?  How to you live?” he asked.

      “We live.  We raise gardens, we develop skills, we trade with others, but we live on our own terms.”

      “Why?” he managed.

      “Why?” she stifled a laugh.  “That’s simple, because it is not contaminated.  It’s fresh air, clean water and it’s full of nature.  Besides robins, thousands of different birds live there.  And the animals?  Oh my goodness, the animals.  There’s deer, elk, wild sheep, mountain goats in some areas, and there’s the buffalo; all of them live there.  We have wild horses that run over the range, and there’s the wolves and the mountain lions who chase them.  Besides the nature of the place, we are, more or less, free to choose what we wear, what we think.  We don’t have that disgusting sound play piping into our heads at all hours of the day.”

      Walton smiled, “I agree with you there.  It’s called music, but you are more accurate by calling it sound play.  I’m quite sure there are messages in the sound, that we can’t hear, but still registers in our minds, in our thoughts.”

      She stopped, thought about what he had said, and smiled at him, “You know, I think you might be right.  Think of it, they could pump stuff into our heads like, ‘listen to the committees,’ or ‘don’t walk on the grass.”

      “They could pump more demanding messages than that, and the people would never know.  They could be telling us to stay out of the Zone, and we’d just accept it.”

      “The Nations, or Zone, as you call it, is not like what you have heard and it is not what you think it is,” she said after the short hesitation.  “It’s beautiful.  It’s free.  We live our own lives and no one interferes.”

      “You make it sound, like...” he trailed off, not having a word to describe it.  “You should take me there sometime.”

      She laughed, “Sure, you would not like it.  You have to work; with your hands.”

      “I work,” he defended.

      “When did you last dig a potato for dinner?”

      “Well, maybe not that kind of work.  Still you could show me.”

      “Okay,” she said, after a moment of silent debating, “I’ll take you to the Nations and I will show you how to dig potatoes, if you will tell me where you heard that song.”

      “No, I can’t tell you that.  It’s just a song I heard somewhere.  I don’t even remember where I was.”

      “Liar,” she said, but she took insult from it with her smile.

      He looked at books on the table and then back at her.

      “You’re right.  I am a liar, but I still can’t tell you.  I swore that I would tell no one.”

      “Oh,” she said, with an innocent-eyed smile.  “You’re telling me there is a conspiracy to listen to unacceptable music.”

      His eyes went wide, and without thinking, he reached across the table and took her wrist.

      “Don’t even say that,” he hissed, as he looked over both shoulders.

      She huffed a small laugh.

      “Don’t be so dramatic.  No one is listening.  No one cares.”

      “You are wrong.  If no one cared, why would it be a violation to listen to music other than what is approved by the committee?”

      Her brows furrowed as she studied him and thought over his words.

      “You’re right,” she said.  “I am not from around here and not familiar with all the rules yet; all the do’s and the do nots.”

      She noticed his hand on her arm and studied it.  He followed her gaze and when he saw he was touching her; he jerked back his hand as if she was suddenly hot.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I did not intend to invade your personal space.”

      “Think nothing of it,” she said, as she rose to be on her way.  He also stood and when both were at full height, she leaned into him, as if she had tripped.  Their shoulders bumped, he stepped back to reclaim his balance, and she smiled at him.

      “There,” she said, “we’re even.  I invaded your space, so neither of us can rat out the other to the committee.”

      He looked at her and mentally catalogued her features.  He gazed at her eyes, that reflected to him her intelligence, her quest for knowledge, her desire to be a better her.  He fought the urge to touch her lips, that impish smile she wore most times.  They spoke to him, not only just words, but a desire to be free, like her.  He marveled at the cape of hair that tumbled across her shoulders and down her back.

      “What is your name?” Walton blurted.

      “You want to know my name?” she teased.

      “Yes.”

      “It’s Ameo’e.”

      “Ameo’e,” he said.  “That’s not a prescribed name.  It must have a meaning of some sort.”

      “It means Milky Way Woman.  Some say it means Woman of the Milky Way.”

      “It’s beautiful,” he said.  “It suits you.”

      “You think I’m beautiful?”

      His normally freckled face flushed, and he felt the heat of it.  She laughed.

      “Good thing I’m learning medicine.  You look like you’re having a heart attack.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I didn’t mean...”

      “You didn’t mean to call me beautiful?”

      Again, he flushed and this time even deeper.

      Again, she laughed, and took his arm in her hands.

      “You’re cute,” she said, and then added, “and what is your name?”

      “Walton,” he said, “Walton Jones.”

      “Walton,” she said, as if she was trying it out.  “Walton, yes, Walton is a fine name.  I like it.  I have to go Walton Jones.  I have class.  Can I meet you here tomorrow?”

      Without thinking, he nodded.

      “By the way,” she grinned, “you can call me Amy.  It is easier to pronounce.  Everyone does.”

      “I said it wrong?”

      “You struggled.”  She shrugged, “I’d rather you call me Amy than mispronounce my name.”

      “Okay,” he nodded, “but I can practice till I get it right.”

      She smiled.  He’d practice to pronounce her name right.  That said something about him, but she didn’t know what.

       He stood when she turned to leave him, and for several seconds he watched her walk away.  She did not look back, and for the first time in his life, Walton Jones resented the rules that prohibited spontaneous dating.
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      They met the following day.  They met the day after that, and the day following.  They skipped classes and walked along the greenways, where Amy pointed out various plants and how and in what form they could be used to aid the healing process.  They had picnics, and they strolled through museums.  Mostly, they talked.  When they didn’t talk, they laughed.  They sat at what they considered their table and they talked.  She told him about the Nations and he was an avid listener.  She told him of her family, of her grandfather, who was the tribe’s medicine man and how he had trained her to follow in his footsteps.  He had trained her since childhood, teaching her the mixes of herbs, roots, and other parts of plants.  She shared the argument they had had when she told him she wanted to go to the Mega-City university and to learn about the medicine taught there.

      “Why didn’t he want you to come?” Walton asked.

      “He was afraid I would not come home.  He worried; worries still, that I will become fascinated by the city and all that is here.”

      Walton shook his head, “There is nothing here to become fascinated over.  They limit us in all that we do.  In fact, they could cite me for spending time with you as I have not gotten permission from the Committee in Charge of Male/Female Social Interactions.”

      “You have to ask a committee to spend time with me?”

      “To be proper, yes.”

      She smiled, “So ask them.”

      He shook his head.

      “No, if I ask, they will automatically refuse the request.  We are not supposed to think or decide, to show initiative; they expect us to wait passively until some unknown member of some committee makes all important decisions for us.”

      She canted her head and studied him from the corner of her eyes.

      “So,” she said, “you are not supposed to be seen with me without a permission slip and if you request the slip, they will not allow you to be seen with me?”

      Walton’s grin was sarcastic, “Well said.”

      “Are you worried about spending time with me?” she asked, “In public?”

      He shook his head.

      “No.  For the first time, in my life, I really want to spend time with someone.  I’ve got two friends I’ve known all my life, but outside of them, I don’t spend time with anyone.  If the committee gets upset over the two of us talking, so be it.”

      Walton didn’t know it, not at the time, but the committee was the least of his problems.

        Mrs. Miriam Jones, looked up from the magazine she had been leafing through when she heard, and then saw, Walton walk through the door into the apartment.  As a rule, he lived on campus, but they expected him to be home for dinner a minimum of once a week.  Tonight, was that night. Mother Jones, as she liked to be called, sat on the sofa, and watched her son approach.  When he closed the distance, she canted her head to receive the kiss he gave her on her cheek.  The customary greeting completed, he collapsed into the easy chair across from her.  He sat low in the chair and hung a leg over the side.

      “I have told you before, that is not the proper way to sit,” Mother Jones said, without looking up from her magazine.

      “Sorry,” Walton mumbled and rearranged himself.

      “So,” she continued, “you are ready for finals.”

      It was a statement, not a question.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Soon, you will join your father.  You will have your own career.  You will be a contributing member of the society.”

      “I guess,” Walton shrugged.

      “You don’t sound excited.”

      “I guess.”

      “I’d think you would want to become a full member of society as soon as possible.  That is the only way you have a chance to get permission to marry that girl you have been seeing.”

      Walton looked at his mother, but said nothing.

      “I assume you have obtained permission to have social interactions with her.”

      He said nothing.

      “I know you are new at this, but it is the custom to bring her to your home and introduce her to your parents.  After all, we may have input.  Don’t you find it rude that I don’t even know her name?”

      “Her name is Ameo’e.”

      Mother Jones frowned.

      “What kind of name is that?  That can’t be a name approved by the committee.”

      “It’s Cheyenne.  She’s from the Nations.”

      Her voice rose as her irritation increased.

      “What do you mean the Nations?”

      “We call it the Zone, but the proper name is the Nations.”

      “She’s from the Zone?”

      Mother Jones stood and used a backhanded toss to launch the magazine at her son.  He knocked it aside.

      “What on earth are you thinking?  You are seen in public with some subspecies from the Zone?  Do you have any idea how many people, important people saw you with that, that, that...?”

      “She’s a smart and talented young lady, mother,” Walton said.

      “Do you realize you may have just killed your father’s chance at promotion?  What we, you and I, do impacts the career of your father.  You know that.  Why would you risk harming him at a time like this?”

      “I meant to harm no one,”

      “You never think, no, that’s not right, you think only of yourself.”

      “I do not.  I have...”

      “We will speak of this no more.  You are to say nothing to your father and you will not see this woman, this heathen, again.  Do you understand me?  I forbid you seeing this woman and more importantly, I refuse to allow you to be seen with her.  Do you have any idea how many of my closest friends have come up to me and asked about this?  Wanting to know who my son is parading around?  I won’t have it.”

       Walton was angry.  He wanted to fire back.  He raged with the need to defend Ameo’e, defend Amy.  He seethed.  And he said nothing.  He knew it would do no good.  There was no discussion, there was no exchange of ideas, of thoughts, of feelings.  There was only her, his mother, laying down the law as she had done his entire life.  “I know what is good for you,” was her mantra, her religion.  “I have your life planned out, and if you disagree, you are wrong.”  For the briefest of moments, he thought of talking to his father, the esteemed Dr. Jones.  Having a one on one, a man to man, possibly a male meeting of the minds.  He rejected the idea.  His father would not listen.  His father, self-absorbed, focused on playing the game, refusing to making waves of any sort, would side with his mother without hesitation.

       Walton stood, sighed, crossed the room and offered his mother the obligatory kiss on the cheek.

      “I’ll see you later,” he muttered, without thought.

      “I’m glad we had this talk,” she said, with her face canted away from him.  “The Jones always do what is best for them.”

      Walton Jones walked from the room and returned to his dorm.

       Two weeks passed before he saw Amy again.  He knew, unlike him, she was taking her finals seriously and when not actually taking one, studied.  It surprised him how much he missed her.  He missed her smile, her sense of humor.  He missed being next to her.  He missed the scent of the wild country that she carried.  Wild, free, clean was that the odor of the Nations?

      “There is no way you can take her down there,” his friend Smith Daniels told Walton.

      “Daniels is right,” Norton Craig nodded.  “We agreed.  No one but us is allowed to go down there.”

      “We said, no one could unless we talked about it,” Walton pointed out.

      “Okay,” Daniels said, “we talked about it and the answer is no.”

      “What’s the matter with you?” Walton asked.  “You think what we have there is the boys only club like when we were ten?”

      “I don’t care what you call it,” Craig was adamant, “what we have there is too precious to be shared with people we don’t know.”

      “I know her,” Walton insisted.

      “Not good enough,” both Daniels and Craig agreed. 

       Two days later, he saw her.  He stepped out of the library and there she was, sitting on the large cement block that not only offered a place for students to sit, it was also a piece of the flower box.  She belonged sitting next to such a place.  Though the flowers were tended and orchestrated by caretakers, it was as close to her world she would come while she stayed in the Mega-city.  He stopped walking and for a moment just stood and admired her.  Her long hair was tied back at her neck with a hairpiece that looked like leather.  She wore a simple blue pullover that allowed him to admire her shape and her tan shorts displayed her legs.  Legs, much longer than he had realized.  On her feet were the sandals made with three strips of leather.  Walton shook his head as he wondered who was the person, or the committee who disallowed women from wearing such attire.  Like a well-made frame presented the beauty of fine art, her clothes exhibited how special she was.   He disappointed himself when he took a moment to wonder who, of his mother’s friends, might be watching to see if he approached her.

      “To hell with them,” he spoke quietly to himself and closed the distance between them.  “To hell with them all.”
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      “I was afraid you had returned home,” he said as he neared her.  “What with finals done and the semester break on.”

      “Been here the whole time.  I thought you might be hiding from me.”

      “Why would I do that?” he scowled.

      “Because your knowledge of birds is so limited.”

      Her dark eyes sparkled and the upturned lips let him know she teased him.

      He resisted the urge to bend forward and kiss her.  Such a showing of affection, even between married couples, was strictly prohibited.  The Committee Regulating Public Displays of Affection had published a list of what was and was not allowed.

      “You think you’re pretty smart, don’t you?” he managed, instead.

      “I know I’m pretty smart.”

      “My mother ordered me to stay away from you.  She said being from the Zone, you would taint the family’s image.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, not that it did any good.”

      “You want to see me, in public?”

      He nodded.

      “I want to spend every moment I can with you.”

      “But your mother...”

      He shook his head.  “I can’t do anything about her hang-ups with people from the Zone.”

      She shook her head, “Not the Zone.  Please don’t call it the Zone, at least, not around me.  It the Nations.”

      “The Nations?  Plural? As in more than one?”

      She smiled.

      “Yes, Plural, as in more than one.  There are many.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Her smile grew.

      “As I told you, I am Cheyenne, from the Cheyenne Nation.  There are also Sioux Nations, both Lakota and Oglala.  There is also the Navajo Nation, the Crow Nation, and the Blackfoot Nation.  Actually, there were more sub-nations, but you get the idea.”

      He scowled at her, and said, “I’m not sure I do, but I will have to take your word for it.”

      “Long before the v’e’ho’e arrived...”

      “The what?”

      “The v’e’ho’e, the white man.  You,” she teased.

      “Oh.”

      “Anyway, long before those who look like you arrived, this land was home to a group of people, and many of them had their own nations.  I’m one of those people, I’m Cheyenne.”

      “Cheyenne?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Are there many of you?”

      “Not as many as there once was, but the tribe, my people, survive.”

      “I’ve thought, a lot, about all you told me.  I was always told that the Zone, the Nations, were uninhabited except for the few workers who run the farms and the energy plants.  It was little more than a war zone or a place for outlaws, or for people who couldn’t live in normal society.”

      “There are those,” she nodded, “there are those who are dangerous and should be avoided, but not as many as you have been told.  Mostly, there are communities of peaceful people, besides the various Natives.”

      “Like the Amish, you mentioned,” he said, and she smiled.

      “Yes, they are one.  I am impressed you not only listened, but remembered,” she said.

      Walton blushed, and she laughed and reached to touch his burning cheeks.

      “The Amish, and others like them, hold to the old ways.  They use little to no electricity and they grow, or make, what they need, for the most part.  My tribe trades with them from time to time.”

      “I have never known anyone like you,” he said.  “I feel you’re a glass of fresh cold water and I can’t drink my fill of you.”

       “Oh, so now the white man wants to impress the maiden.  Using poetry.”

      Jones blushed again.

      “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “I know.  I was just teasing you.”

       For several seconds there was quiet between them.  They studied each other, and they sorted through several feelings that were becoming familiar.  Walton reached across the distance and took Amy’s hand.  She let him keep it.

      “I want to impress you.  I bet I could impress you,” he said.

      “Really?  And how would you do that?”

      “I’d show you something, but you’d have to promise not to tell anyone.”

      Amy rolled her eyes.

      “You boys and your showing girls something.  There was a boy in the Nation that showed me a frog trying to impress me.”

      “Did it work?” Jones asked.

      “No.  I took it from him, laid it on a table and dissected it in front of him.”

      “You did not.”

      She laughed, “No, I didn’t, but I threatened to.”

      Again, they fell into silence and then she asked, “So what do you want to show me?  Not a frog, I hope.”

      Jones shook his head, “No, not a frog, but I was serious, if I show this to you, you must swear not to tell anyone else.”

      She studied him for some time and then asked, “And did you swear not to tell anyone else?”

      He blushed.

      “Yeah,” he nodded, “I did.”

      “And you’re willing to break that oath to show this thing to me? Why?”

      He thought for some time and then said, “To impress you.”

      Again, she smiled, nodded, and then said, “Okay, I promise.  I’ll let you impress me.”

       It was as if she walked into a tomb, as the room was several stories underground.  They passed through passageways, through broken walls, many held up only by the adjoining broken wall.  More than once they had to crawl through what had, at one time, been ventilation shafts.  She got dirty and when she slipped and fell trying to cross a large slab of concrete; she skinned one of her exposed knees.  When he saw the blood, Walton felt horrible and offered to take her back.  She shook her head.

      “I want you to impress me,” she smiled at him.

       Much of the passage was dark, since no light, neither natural nor artificial, illuminated the way, and she knew he had come this way before when he took a light stick from a metal box, broke it, and used it to lead them on.  The way was confusing as blocked avenues and broken stairways had to be negotiated.  As he led the way, he repeated they were getting closer.  Much of the trip she was nervous, some of the way she was scared, and when the passage was wide enough, she held Walton’s hand.

      “Where are you taking me?” she had asked him.

      He had looked over his shoulder, smiled and said, “It’s a place only a few of us know about.  It is the coolest spot in the city.”

      “Yes, so you said, but where is it?”

      He had stopped at that point and turned to her.

      “The conurbation, or what we call the Mega-City, was built on the city which was before it.  Most of the earlier city is nothing but crushed rubble, and anything there is buried in the rubble.  But, every so often, there is, for lack of a better word, an air bubble.  Being there is like being in a time capsule, or having a time machine.  We get to see how people hundreds of years ago, lived.  I’m taking you to the past.  I’m taking you to a place that was alive and vibrant before the Nations United declared the Awakening and the birth of this utopia we now have forced upon us.”

      She hesitated, and then asked, “Is it dangerous?”

      He shrugged, “It’s buried under several layers of rubble.  We measured it once and we are more than two hundred feet below the present street level, but it has stood for hundreds of years.  I doubt it will collapse during the few minutes we are there.”

      He had turned to continue, but she held him by the hand.

      “I meant, what about the patrols?  Don’t they patrol these areas?  I thought passage into places like this was not allowed.”

      He nodded, “That’s true,” he agreed, “but no patrols would come this deep.  Our biggest fear is they will discover the unauthorized use of electricity.  We figured out how to syphon it from businesses and offices, but there is still a risk.  Hopefully, no one will find us.”

      “Use of electricity?” she asked.  “What do you need electricity for?”

      He smiled, “You’ll see.”

      She hesitated and studied him.

      “If you don’t want to go, I won’t force you,” he said, and then added, “I’m not some troll who drags young girls into the depths of the city to have my way with them.”

      She studied his eyes, and found comfort, as she smiled, gripped his hand and said, “I promised I would let you impress me.”

      “Aren’t you impressed yet?”

      She shook her head.  

      “No, I’ve crawled around in caves before, which is what this is, basically, but you say there is a surprise at the end.”

      “Wow,” he smiled, “you’re a tough crowd.” 

       “Who the hell is that and what the hell is she doing here?”

      The challenge was shouted from across the room by a square built young man with black hair, which was longer than the norm.  His eyes were deep blue, and they bore into Amy.  She could feel the anger from the thirty odd feet separating her from the speaker, but she could also sense the intelligence.  She watched him as he closed with Walton and the two men shouted.  She worried their voices might carry the distance to the surface.

      “Back off Smith,” Walton warned in a soothing voice.  “She is a friend of mine.  Her name is Amy.”  

      “Yeah,” Smith snarled, “you told me about her, she’s from the Zone.”

      “The Nations,” Amy said, by way of clarification.

      “What?” Smith countered.

      “The Nations,” Walton verbally supported Amy.

      Smith made a spitting motion, and then said, “I don’t care who she is, or where she’s from.  We agreed.  No one is admitted without all of us voting on them.”

      “Swell,” Walton countered, “let’s vote.”

      “Before they show up, nimrod.  Before they know where we are and who we are.”

       As the two men argued, Amy slowly walked through the room.  Several tables lined up to make aisles and on the tables were open topped boxes.  In the boxes, she discovered cardboard sleeves standing on their edges and lined up.  In each sleeve was a flat round disk.  On the sleeves there were pictures and lists.  Slowly, carefully, hesitantly, she picked up one of the cardboard sleeves, looked at the picture, and read: “Janis Joplin’s Greatest Hits.”  There was a picture of a young woman, with frizzy brown hair and round glasses tinted to protect her eyes from the sun.  Her posture suggested more than a carefree spirit; there was a rebelliousness within her.  She sat on some type of two-wheeled machine, and she smiled as if she had just eaten the last cookie.  But the strongest impression to hit Amy was the clothes this woman wore.  The shirt and pants were patterned and the people behind her all wore different shades, and lengths of pants and dresses.  Some of them wore hats.  It also amazed Amy the woman appeared no older than she.  She turned and intended to ask Walton who the woman was, but he was still arguing with the other man.  Smith, she thought his name was.

       

      She turned back to the other sleeves and one after another lifted then cardboard, looked at the picture and tried to understand.  Some were pictures of men or women; others were obviously pictures of groups.  Some dressed plain, others wore clothes of such varied colors and patterns that she giggled.  All the covers were old and several had dried water stains on them.

       “Be careful with that.  They can be damaged.” the voice startled her.  She dropped the flat cardboard, and turned to face a third man, as she muttered the excuse, “I’m sorry.”

      The man was tall and thin and he wore glasses with extremely thick lens.  The man’s appearance took Amy aback. Even in the Nations, few people wore glasses.  Corrective surgery was always the preferred treatment. 

      “You wear glasses,” she stuttered, and then colored with embarrassment.

      “All the better to see you with, my dear,” the young man smiled, as he swiped a hand with long fingers across his forehead to remove brown straight bangs that rested on the glasses frame.

      “I have a condition and surgery, alone, won’t correct it.  As a result, I’m forced to wear glasses.  Which, as you now know, is a great way to open dialog.  Hi, I’m not a perfect specimen.  What is it they say?  In a blind society, the one eyed man is king?”

      “I’m sorry, I honestly didn’t mean to say anything to hurt you.”

      He shook his head.

      “I’m used to it, and you didn’t.  Why should I go through my life worried about what can’t be fixed?  I’m Craig, by the way,” he said.

      “Craig?”

      “Yes, Norton Craig.”

      She grimaced.  He smiled.

      “Norton Craig?” she asked.

      “Yes, sometimes the directive on names leaves one wanting, but I compensate.”

      “I see,” she nodded, “you go by Craig, your last name.  My name is Amy.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Amy.  I see Walton brought you down?  He has threatened to do that several times.”

      “He told you about me?”  She smiled.

      “Oh yeah,” Craig rolled his eyes, “he talks of little else but you.”

      The two of them looked at the other two, still arguing.

      “He said he wanted to impress me,” Amy said.

      “And are you?”

      “Am I what?”

      “Are you impressed?” Craig asked.

      She studied him and sighed.

      “I’m surprised, confused, extremely interested, but I don’t know if I am impressed.  I do not understand what I am looking at.”

      Craig smiled at her.  A questioning, inquisitive, rational mind in a beautiful body.  Silently, he voted for her to be admitted into the group at that moment.

      “We call this place the bunker, as in short for music bunker.  It’s not the looking that is important,” Craig told her.  “It’s the listening.”

      Amy scowled. Craig smiled and motioned for her to follow him across the room.
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      “Here,” he said, when they reached the far wall.  “Put these on.”

      He held out to her what looked like two cups with a strap between them.

      “What are they?”

      “They’re headphones.  Put them on.”

      Amy rested the apparatus on her head, and Craig checked to make sure she was correct.  Then he stepped to a box-like machine with dials and flipped a switch.

      Sounds came from the earpieces and directly into her head.  Tumbling, flowing, gently falling and easily climbing notes of sound that surprised the woman.  Amy screamed and ripped the device from her head.  At her scream, Walton and Daniels stopped arguing.  Both turned to look.    

       

      What they saw was a young woman staring wide-eyed at their friend, as she held the headset in front of her.  She held it as if it might be a snake.  Her hands trembled.

      “What was that?” she asked.  Her tone of voice sounded as if she wondered if they had implanted bugs inside her head.

      “It’s music,” Craig said.

      “I’ve heard tribal music, but never anything like that.”

      “It’s music, a song.  It’s called The Moldau, and it was written in 1885 by a man named Bedřich Smetana.”

      “It’s music?”

      “It is.  Music from hundreds of years ago.  Music from a time they allowed people to be creative and express ideas.  Here let me show you a picture of who is playing the music.”

      He crossed to a box-like shelf and removed one of the flat cardboard envelopes.  He pointed to the picture of a group of people on the front.  

      “This is an orchestra.  They called this one the London Philharmonic.  Ninety people came together to work in unison and make this music.  Their effort is what you are listening to.”

       Amy took the record cover and as she held it in one hand slowly rubbed the image there with her other hand.  She touched each face representing a person.  She looked up at Craig.

      “These people came together to play that music?”

      Craig nodded.

      “And the government didn’t stop them?”

      “Governments celebrated them.  Music was a way of expression, self-expression, free expression.  People wrote all kinds of music.  Some of it supported the government, much of it did not.  But, it provided a non-violent way to protest the governments.”

      “So they still allowed them to play it?”

      “Yes, most of it.  They played it on what they called radio stations and some people could listen to the music without charge.”

      She looked at him as if she couldn’t believe what he said.  Walton crossed and stood beside her.  Daniels followed.

      “What he’s telling you is correct.  It’s not like now, where the Committee for the Audio Enjoyment of the Masses, decide what we can listen to and what we cannot.”

      “What is forced on us now, by the committee, is really nothing more than subliminal messages surrounded by notes,” Daniels said, and the other two men nodded agreement.  

      “Can I hear more?” she asked.

      Craig beamed, “Of course you can.”

      He helped her replace the headphones and as he did, Walton and Daniels joined them.  They too picked up headphones and placed them on their heads.  When all were set, Craig started the piece over.  

       Amy wore a silly grin as the music whirled in her head and in her mind she could see the trickle of water, the brook, as it danced, tumbled and skipped its way down the mountain side.  Above the trickle of water, butterflies and other insects twirled and buzzed.  Blades of grass, long and bent over, played in the water as it was pushed downstream only to bounce back and repeat the action.  It seemed to flow.  She could see the alpine pasture with the trickle, only a couple of feet across, and she saw herself, barefoot, skipping, splashing, jumping in the water.  She danced, but carefully, to maintain her balance.  She felt the laugh rise in her chest and covered her mouth with her hands to keep it within her.  It transported her spirit back to the Nations, where the streams were clean, clear, and cold.  She giggled remembering the times she had waded them.  She opened her eyes, and across from her, Walton stood, wearing the same silly grin.  His eyes were closed and his hands moved as if they were the very leaves carried on the stream.

       The music built, both in fullness and tempo, and she saw the water gathered into a larger stream, a creek, and then it grew again, and soon, a river formed.  The Yellowstone and the Missouri rivers came to her mind.  Each, and both, strong forces of nature that pushed thousands of gallons of water each minute and was the source of life for the ecosystems surrounding them.  Pride replaced the laugh in her chest.  Pride to be born of the water, pride to be a child of the Nations, pride in being Cheyenne. 

       Walton looked across the space and watched as her eyes filled and tears trickled down her cheeks.  He found it a struggle to watch her as his own eyesight blurred.  He, like the others, had initially closed his eyes and allowed the music to sweep him along as surely as it swept the water depicted by the notes.  Music that had been written hundreds of years before, written in 1885, and now, dragged from the dust heap to be enjoyed by the four of them.

       When the music ended, Amy wiped her eyes, and looked at Walton.  She asked, “What was that?”

      “It is called the Moldau.  It was written a long time ago, by a man who wanted to tell the world how special his country was.  The music tells of the journey of a river, named the Moldau, as it starts in the high country being little more than a stream and by the time it reaches the ocean, it is a large and powerful flow of water.  Along the way, it passes a village where people dance, and it also passes hunters, who are searching for game.”

      “All of that in one piece of music?” she asked.

      “All that, and more,” Walton assured her.  “Remember, he is talking about his country.”

      “A country?”

      Craig nodded and added, “Before the NUCs, there were countries around the planet.  People were proud of where they were raised, where their families were from.”

      “That was why they had wars all the time,” Amy said, “That is why the NUCs took control.  We no longer have wars.”

      “We have no wars, only because the Committee for the Enlightenment of the Masses tell us there are no wars.  Do we know for sure?”

      Amy frowned.

      “Even if that is true, and wars have stopped,” Daniels said, “is the peace worth the cost?”

      “What do you mean, cost?” Amy returned.

      “Well, this music for one,” Daniels said.  “All of us felt the love and pride the composer put into the piece.  In effect, he’s saying his country is beautiful, but I didn’t hear him say it is better than others. He’s telling us about his home, but is he bragging about it, or inviting us to visit?”

      “It must have been a beautiful place,” Amy nodded, as much to herself as the others. 

       Amy removed the headphones, laid them on a shelf and meandered through the room.  Gently, she let her fingers touch along the tops of the sleeves that stood side-by-side.

      “Are all of these music?” she asked.

      Walton stepped closer to her.

      “Yeah, in this section,” he said.  “There was a time people were free to write and record music and then play it for the population.  It was a like a contest to see who could write the music most liked by people.”

      Craig picked up an old magazine and came to the couple.

      “Here, Amy,” he said, “look at this.”

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “It’s a list of the ranking of the top one hundred songs in various categories,” Craig explained.  “The people that wrote these songs had contests to see who could write the one most liked.”

      “But the NUCs committees don’t allow contests.  I was briefed that winning and losing are not allowed.  That we are not to be in contests,” Amy interjected.

      “Obviously,” Craig admitted, “it was before the time of NUCs and all the committees.”

      “Walton,” Craig said, and Walton looked at him.

      “Go over and get that album of Janis Joplin.  Let’s let Amy hear music from another time with another idea.”

      Walton grinned and did as he was asked.

      Within minutes, headphones held in place by her hands, Amy stared, open-mouthed, at the two men, as the gravely, tormented voice of a young woman, from a long dead state of Texas musically screamed about giving pieces of her heart to her lover.  

      Amy knew nothing about music, nor the structure of it.  She didn’t know chords or notes.  She didn’t understand rhythm or beat.  But she understood, and fell in love with the flexibility of it.  Moments before, she had listened to a musical journey as a brook became a stream that grew into a river, and flowed down a mountain.  Now, the music was stressed, bent, and twisted in such a way, she felt the pain of the singer.  Amy caught her breath when the song ended.

      “I know I said this before, but I have heard nothing like that.  I could hear, not only her pain but also her anger, her frustration.  She had given all she had and still lost.”

      Craig and Walton smiled at her.

      “This place if full of all kinds of music.  We stumbled upon it, and have spent the past several years restoring, cleaning up, and sometimes resurrecting the sounds,” Walton explained.

      “It’s not only amazing,” Amy said, “it’s humbling.”

      “Impressed?” Walton asked with an impish grin.

      “Much better than a frog,” Amy grinned back, then crossed to him and kissed his cheek.

      “Hey, what about me?” Craig asked when he watched the small sign of affection.  Amy kissed him and Daniels as well.  To Daniels, she whispered, “Thank you for letting me stay.”

      He blushed.

       The three men, trailed behind Amy as she meandered.  Now, she stopped, turned, and looked back at them.

      “What is this place, and how did you find it?” she asked.

      Walton stepped forward and spread his arms.

      “The three of us have been friends all our lives.  When we were boys, we found a way into the foundations of the city and those foundations tied into the ruins of the civilizations before.  Most of what we found was rubble, but we found things that were cool.  Then, one day, we lucked into this opening and soon we were here.”

      He turned and looked over his shoulder.

      “Further that way is a room where women’s clothes, mostly underwear, was displayed and a little past that is a place that displayed stuff for the house.”

      “The underwear place was called Victoria’s Secret, and Victoria was worse at keeping secrets than our guy Walton here,” Daniels grinned.

      “Yeah,” Craig agreed, “she put most everything on display.” 

      He pointed toward a sofa, and said, “we brought that back with us one time, from the home place.”

      “I still don’t understand what all this is,” Amy said with an impatient shake of her head.

      “We don’t know for sure,” Walton admitted, “but we think it was called a mall.  Several times we have found signs, or sheets of paper that have a crest and words, The Mountain View Mall, printed on them.  It looks like several stores were located close together, and people came here to shop.”

      “I’m confused,” Amy said.  “I thought, and I’ve seen other girls, on the campus, spend hours on their computers searching the online catalogues and ordering what they select to be delivered.”

      The men said nothing.

      Amy continued, “In the Nations, lots of people have little stores where they sell, or sometimes, trade with others, but they’re careful when Committee patrols come around.  Some of the Inspectors don’t say much about it, but others will force the owners to destroy all their goods.  The Inspectors tell us retail trade centers, were disallowed by the Committee to Conserve Time, Energy, and Fuel, years ago.”

      “That’s true,” Craig said.  “People just go to their computer, look at pictures and order things to be delivered.”

      “Not only is it true,” Daniels said, “the additional bonus, is the Committee for Monitoring and Tabulating Usage of Goods is notified each and every time a person orders in a product.  The committee knows everything a person buys.”

      “I can see the value of that,” Craig grinned and pointed a finger at Daniels to reinforce his point.  “If I was on that committee,” Craig continued, “I’d want to know what women were ordering underwear from Victoria’s Secret.  It would be cool to walk down the street and know which women were wearing what color of panties under their clothes.”

      The boys grinned, Amy did not, but the expression in her eyes let them know she wasn’t insulted.

       Walton shrugged, “Look, we don’t really know what this place was, not for sure.  What we know is we have been able to crawl or dig our way into four different rooms and all of them have merchandise.  One is this place, which we think sold music to people, the others are the furniture place and the clothing place.”

      “And the fourth?” Amy interrupted.

      “Well, if we’re right, the fourth place sold food.  Snacks, sandwiches and they had some kind of bread covered meat on a stick thing,” Walton explained.  

      “It was something called a corn dog,” volunteered Craig, with a face of disgust, “who would eat a dog?”

      “We really don’t know about those other places, but we spend most of our time in here.  There are thousands of songs in here,” Walton tried to redirect the conversation.

      “Tens of thousands,” Daniels added.

      “Can I listen to another one?” Amy asked as she looked at Walton.

       “You, my dear, may listen to as many recordings as you would like,” he grinned.

      “I guess that means, she’s a member of the club,” Daniels said, and Craig volunteered, “the vote is unanimous.”

       Hours later, Daniels and Craig had left, and Walton and Amy sat on the sofa.  Moments earlier, he had brought her a bottle of water.  They sat, and they drank.

      “How do you guys do this?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “This,” she waved her arm around her.  “How do you do this?  How do you make this happen?”

      Walton grinned, it was obvious she was impressed with the place, and what they had done.  Now, he thought, her mind was kicking in and she wanted to know the nuts and bolts.  Her questioning mind was one of her best parts, he decided.

      “All three of us are superb when it comes to working with computers and understanding schematics and diagrams.  Basically, we syphon electricity off the grid and redirect to here. We’ve rebuilt most of the playing machines for two of the formats used to store the music and now, when we work down here, we are transferring the material to a current format.”

      “So you’ve found a way to play the music in the old format and save it in the new?”

      “Well, we didn’t find it, we had to build it but, yeah, that’s basically it.”

      “In the Nations,” she said, “from time to time, electricity is stolen, but only in very small quantities and only for a short period of time.  Getting caught is a huge penalty.  Some tribe members have been caught.  How do you not get caught?  It seems, to me, you use tons of electricity.”

      He nodded, “You’re right.  Remember, I told you we are good at reading schematics?”

      She nodded.

      “We got a hold of...”

      “Stole?” she said.

      “Stole,” he reluctantly agreed, and then continued, “the drawings of the electric grid in this and surrounding areas.  In an effort to stop theft of electricity, the Committee For Monitoring and Tabulating Usage of Goods places a monitoring device every couple of miles, give or take, on the incoming current wire.”

      “You steal from the main wires?”  Her eyes were wide.  “You’re just asking to get caught.”

      “Not quite that simplistic,” he shook his head.  Then, he smiled at her, knowing he would impress her, again.

      “For discussion purposes, let’s say there are four main incoming wires.  We both know there are hundreds, but we’ll just say there are four.”

      “Okay,” she nodded.

      “We also know the Committee in charge, monitors the flow for spikes and drawdowns, through the use of monitoring stations along the wires.  We’ll call the stations A, B, C, and so on.”

      She nodded, her eyes on him.

      “We insert a theft device just upstream from the monitoring station A, to steal power.”

      She scowled, and shook her head, “Above the station?  You’re announcing you’re stealing.”

      “Hold on,” he grinned.  “We subtract power above station A because we want them to know there is a drawdown. Then, just upstream from station B, we put 90% of what we stole, back into the main wire.”

      “So the monitors see a spike.”

      He nodded.

      “Then we do it again, at stations C and D, and so on and so forth.”

      She stared at him and then joined him in the smiling.  She got it.

      “The end result is that the monitors are familiar with the spikes and drawdowns and the amount of flux is so small, they assume it is because of problems with the materials being used to make the wires, or some other such thing.  Because some is subtracted and then later, added back, it appears to be a normal usage pattern.  No committee member will draw attention to himself, or herself, when it seems the rise and fall is just a part of the system.  Nor are they going to try to place blame on another committee.”

      “You’re stealing power literally out from under their noses and they think it is just part of the system,” she said.

      “Pretty much.”

      She grinned, “So, the other day, when I told you about the grid, you already knew.”

      “I only know about the power once it gets to here.  I didn’t know about how it was collected,” he admitted.

      “What you do, with what you steal is amazing,” she said.

      “Thank you,” he replied.

      “Okay,” she grinned, “you got me.  I’m impressed.”

       “There are a few other challenges,” he said.  “We have to be aware of the station to station disturbance of the music, so we can’t play it over airwaves.  That’s the reason for the cabled headphones.  Of course, the music could be heard, if it was played loud enough, so again, we only allow headphones.”

      “That’s very smart,” she said.

      “Some of the time it is hard to restrain ourselves.  Some of the music demands to be played as loud as you can stand it.   If not for the headphone rules, we would have been discovered a long time ago.”

       After several moments of silence, where they just enjoyed each other, she turned to him.

      “What are you going to do with all this?”

      He shook head.  

      “Truth is, we don’t know.  We’ve talked about it, and we’ve offered ideas, but we don’t know.  On one hand, we think the music belongs to the world, but on the other, the world doesn’t seem to want it.  At least, not right now.  I guess, we are trying to make sure it is available should the desire to listen to it ever comes back.”

      “I think you’re all very brave,” she said.

      He smiled, “I don’t know.  Truth is, I’d be happy never going to the surface again, and just staying down here, my headphones on, and listening to all this.  Course, I’d have to figure out what a corndog is, and how to make it.”

       She nodded and smiled.

      “That would be nice, but wouldn’t you get lonely?”

      He shrugged, “It would be better if the right person was with me, but not someone the committee selects.”

      “Maybe she’d be nice,” Amy offered.

      “Yeah, maybe, but she’d probably hate music, or rat me out to the authorities.”

      “What would she look like?”

      Walton scowled, “What would who look like?”

      “The girl you’d want down here with you.”

      He smiled, “She’d have long straight black hair, most likely from out of town, she’d have the sharpest mind I’ve ever met, and she’s probably going to be a doctor.  Oh, and she has to have a skinned knee.”

      She patted her leg, “I have a skinned knee.”

      “You do,” he agreed, and then added, “Now, that I think about it, I regret telling you I wasn’t a troll.  I’d kind of like to kidnap you and keep you down here.”

      She smiled at him, slid closer, and leaned her head on his shoulder.  He lowered his face so he could see her close to him.  Her breath was warm on his cheek, and he felt his temperature rise.  He looked into her eyes as she reached for him and rubbed her fingers along his cheek.

      In less than a whisper, she said, “You’re too cute to be a troll.”

      And then, she kissed him.  Her lips were warm, soft, and she used them to nibble at his mouth.  He pulled her tighter to him and she pushed him back onto the sofa.  His head was on the armrest and she lay upon his chest.  The kiss was deep and while it started as an act of introduction, it soon became heated with increased passion.

      She pulled back and looked at him.

      “It’s too bad your headsets all have cords attached to them.”

      “It lowers the risk of being discovered by the searcher drones that listens for unknown frequencies.”

      She laughed a gentle and friendly laugh.

      “So you told me, and I know there are good reasons for the cords, but if they were cordless, we could wear them, and listen to music while we made love.”

      His eyes went wide.  She grinned at him.

      “We have extra-long cords,” he said, finding his throat was suddenly dry.

      “How long is that first music I listened to?”

      “The Moldau?  Almost 15 minutes.”

      “Can we listen to that one?”

      “We might tangle the cords,” he said.

      “Oh, I hope so,” she replied
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      For the next several weeks, Walton’s routine was simple.  With school out, he stopped by the house once a week, as expected and talked of nothing with his parents.  They were focused on the ever-present possibility of promotion, and his mind was on music and Amy.  He spent every hour he could find deep underground in the music store.  He recognized the work he and his friends were doing was important, and maybe the day would come when the old ways would be of value.  Now, the only ways were the ways of the committees and no one dared argue with the committees.  He and his friends would do all they could to save the treasure and in time, hand the trust and keeping of it over to another.  When not at work on the music, he spent time with Amy, as she was now a valued member of the team.

      For Walton, everything centered around the music store and Amy.  The two of them had picnics; they watched old movies that had been saved to disks, much like the music, only pictures were present.  They talked, laughed, argued every so often, and they found every opportunity to make love.  They made love to celebrate new music found, new music logged and new music saved.  They also made love after watching a movie.  Amy liked Casablanca and wished her hair was like Ingrid Bergman’s.  Walton told her he was glad it wasn’t. They made love after arguing. 

       Walton and Amy were naked, on the sofa, covered only with a blanket, when Craig walked into the room.

      “Hey guys,” he smiled and waved, as if walking into a place with one of his best friends in bed with a woman happened every day.

      Amy ducked under the blanket, but her attempt at hiding didn’t work, as she was trying to muzzle her laughing by forcing her face into Walton’s ribs.

      “I didn’t know you were coming down here today,” Walton said, with extreme effort to sound casual. 

      “I’d say that is obvious,” Craig grinned.

      “Well, would you let me get dressed?”

      “I’m not stopping you,” Craig said, still grinning at his friend.

      “You’re stopping me,” Amy’s voice came from under the blanket.

      “Okay, I’ll go hide on the other side of the room.  Call me when you’re presentable.”

       After dressing, Walton and Amy called Craig back into the room.

      “What you doing down here today?” Walton asked.  “All kidding aside, I thought you’d not be back until tomorrow.”

      “We might have a problem,” Craig said.  “I came down to warn you there is a search going on upstairs.”

      “Upstairs?” Amy asked.

      “That’s what we call street level,” Walton explained, then he looked back to Craig.  “What’s going on?”

      Craig shrugged, “I don’t know, but about three blocks over east of us, several uniforms are doing a street search with the handheld, sound detecting gear.”

      “If they’re doing a street sweep, they’re also using vehicle mounted gear.  It’s more powerful.”

      Craig nodded, “Agreed.  Question is, what do we do about it?”

      “What do you mean, what do you do about it?” Amy looked at the two men.  “You shut everything down.  Give them time to move on and then start again.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Walton said.

      “Why not?” she demanded.

      “If we shut everything down, the spiking and draining of the power grid will stop.  The electric flow will run smooth,” Walton explained.

      “If the flow is changed, there is a chance one of the technicians will understand the current is being manipulated,” Craig added.

      “Even if the technician only recognizes that the current flow smooths out, the observation can plant a seed that leads to a question and that question is written into a report, and that report is passed up the bureaucratic organization.  Not all of the NUCs technicians are idiots, and we can’t risk just shutting down,” Walton said.

      “So what are you going to do? Amy wanted to know.”

      Walton shook his head, “Nothing.  If you guys want to vacate, I’ll understand.  Craig, after you take off, get ahold of Daniels and tell him to stay away.  I’ll wait it out.”

      “Wait it out?  And do what, exactly?”  Amy was pissed.

      “I will keep working on the music.  I’ll keep reformatting, as fast as I can, and I’ll push as many recordings, as I can, into storage.  Every note we protect is another note that, at some time, will be listened to again.”

      Walton shrugged, at the other two.

      “If we lose this place, I aim to take as much music with us as possible,” he said.

      “You’re crazy,” Amy said.

      He shrugged, “This is worth being crazy over.”

      Amy turned to Craig and demanded he make Walton come with them.

      Walton turned to Craig, “It’s okay.  Take off.”

      “Amy,” Craig grinned at the woman, “There’s only one girl who could ever be Janis Joplin.  The world will never find another.  Fighting to save what she, and others, left us is a worthy cause.”

      Amy glared at the two, fisted her hands on her hips and declared that both of them were crazy.

      Walton walked to her and took hold of her hands.

      “You know the way to the top and you know both entrances.  Get out.  Try to warn Daniels, please, and I think you should make your way to the Zone...”

      She shook her head.

      “Sorry,” he said, “make your way to the Nations.”

      “That’s not what I meant.  I will not abandon you.  I’ll get to Daniels, and I’ll warn him, but then I’m going to return and help you guys.”

      Walton shook his head, “No, you won’t.  You’ll get out, warn Daniels, and if you want to help, set up a surveillance station where you can monitor the patrol.  Let us know if they seem to close in on us.  Maybe we can make a run for it, if we get a little lead time.  Just a quick text, but only if you’re sure.”

      She nodded, “Okay, I can do that.  You be careful.  Don’t get caught, either of you.”  Then she held Walton’s upper arms, looked at him and said, “I love you.”

      It stunned him.  She told him she loved him, and before Walton could reply, she turned away and left the room.  He looked at Craig, confused.  Love was not a part of their world.  Love was confusing, unpredictable, and complicated.  The NUCs hated things complicated.

      Love was pre-cleansing.  Never had Walton heard the term from his parents.  He’d never heard it from anyone, outside of old music and movies, and there, it was declared all the time.  At least, so it seemed.  Still, love was outdated.  It was obsolete.

      Walton turned away and then back to Craig.

      “She just said she loves me,” he uttered, as if asking if Craig heard the declaration to.

      “Yeah, she did,” Craig nodded.  “Why didn’t you tell her you love her?”

      “I never thought of it.  I should have, shouldn’t I?”

      Craig grinned at his friend, and shook his head.

      “Smooth, stud,” he told Walton, “Really, really, smooth.”

       Several days passed before Walton saw Amy again.  As it turned out, the patrol wanted nothing to do with the record shop, nor the boys recopying records.  The Committee Responsible for Truthful Information and News reported on a story about some malcontent trying to injure citizens, but few read the report on the corner screens, and fewer believed it.  Just more gloss covering something rotten.  Walton dreamed about seeing Amy again.  He fantasized about being with her and sharing with her.  He promised to tell her he loved her as well.  How strange was that?  Love wasn’t talked about between the sexes.  Love, in fact, emotion of any kind, had been either reduced if not removed entirely from such activities.  The Committee for the Generation and Health of the Species selected a mate for the applicant, based on a cross study of the prospect’s DNA.   To say they based the match on chemistry would be truthful, and the committee said that, but it was a comparative study of the potential couple’s DNA to determine if the offspring would be strong and healthy.  The goal of the committee was not to find compatible pairs, but more to attempt to insure disease free offspring.  Ultimately, love had nothing to do with the matching and pairing, and so, it wasn’t spoken of.

         He saw her walk into the record store and he smiled.  He hoped she would greet him the same way, but she didn’t.  Her face was grim and if he didn’t know better, he would think she was frightened.  Her?  Frightened?  Yeah, like that would happen.  But she did, she looked scared.

      “Amy?” he asked as she closed the distance.  “Are you okay?”

      “Not really,” she admitted and offered a weak smile.

      “If it’s about the last time, when you said you loved me, and I didn’t, it’s...”

      “It’s not about that,” she said.  “Where do you want me today?  I want to help save the music.  I need to help.  I need to stay busy.”

      She turned away from him, looking for a workstation.  He stopped her and turned her back to him.

      “Wait, a minute.  What is going on?”

      She allowed him to turn her.  She studied him for several seconds and then tears formed.

      “I’m pregnant,” she said.

      Stunned, he looked at her and then stammered, “You’re, you’re pregnant?”

      She nodded, “Yes.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      Again, she nodded.

      “Well,” he hesitated, not really wanting to know, “who’s the father?” 

      From fear to anger in under a second, she glared at him.

      “You bastard,” she hissed, and started to turn away, but he grabbed her upper arm and stopped her.

      “Damn it,” he uttered, as he, again, turned her back to face him.  “Stop it.  I’m not judging you.  I’m asking if he will help raise the baby.”

      “You’re the father, you idiot,” she almost screamed the accusation.  Daniels and Craig were some twenty feet away when she shouted and they knew they should make excuses to be somewhere else, but the show mesmerized them.  Neither could lift a foot to walk.  This wasn’t possible.

      Walton shook his head. Quietly, gently, he told her, “That can’t be.  When I was born, I had the procedure.  I was valved.  We all were.”  He waved an arm roughly toward his friends.  Both nodded, but speech continued to evade them.

      She frowned, “What procedure?”

       “About twenty-five years ago,” Walton said, “the Committee for the Healthy and Sustainable Growth in Population developed a procedure and a device that was implanted into all newborn males, at the time of their birth.  It’s easiest to think of it as a valve that is shut off and doesn’t allow sperm to be released.  It is a temporary vasectomy, if you will, and only doctors, who work for the committee have the tools to open the valve.  They heralded it as the certain way to stop unplanned pregnancies and to give the NUCs total control over who could reproduce.”

      Amy stared at Walton, who nodded.  She moved her gaze to the other two, and they too nodded.

      “There was no choice,” Craig offered.  “We all had to have it done.”  

       “When the male is grown,” Walton continued, “has a job, is stable, he, and his spouse, can apply for permission to have a family and if he is deemed, by the committee, capable, if he has no citations, no complaints, and has no reports filed against him from neighbors or co-workers, there is a chance, it will be approved.  Most first time applications are refused for some reason or another, and they never grant single men permission to open the valve.”  

      She studied him, but said nothing.

      “You see,” he said, quietly, as he rubbed her upper arms, “I can’t be the father.  My birth year was the first year the Committee started this program.  I, and others of my age, have the distinction of being the first generation temporarily neutered by the government.  Those of us, who meet the criteria to father children will temporarily have our valves opened, but ultimately, all of us will go to our graves being, basically, castrated.  I’m sorry.”

       Amy sat heavily on the sofa, she and Walton had, so often, made love on.  It felt cold and unwelcome to her.  Her eyes, unfocused stared toward a poster that had been attached to the wall.  Sex, Drugs, and Rock-n-Roll, the poster proclaimed.  

      “I don’t understand,” she said.  Her voice was small, weak, strange to hear.

      “Amy,” Walton said, as he sat beside her.  “Not to be cruel, or mean, but every single woman, of childbearing age, is mandated to receive birth control injections, if they receive any type of government subsidy.  Even if the subsidy comes to her family, they force her to receive the injections.  If a girl, say of fifteen, living at home, and her parents receive food supplements, she has to allow the injections.  How come you’re not, I mean, you have student loans, and a housing subsidy?”

      She turned and looked at him.  She wanted to be angry, but fear prohibited it, uncertainty overrode all other emotions. She had lost all bearing.

      “I don’t have student loans,” she said.  “I pay for my lodging.  The tribe supports me.  They worked to raise the money to cover all my expenses.  They pay for my schooling, and my housing.”  

      Her fear filled her eyes, and other than to blink, she ignored the tears.

      “The Elders determined I could attend this college, only on the condition I did not become indebted to the NUCs.  Our history is deep with stories of the many ways the tribe has been injured by the whites.  It is a matter of pride with my people to stay as separate from the ve’ho’e’ as possible.  I owe no one money.”

      “Ve’ho’e’?” Daniels ventured.

      “White man, or in this case men,” Walton answered for the woman.

      Both Daniels and Craig nodded.

      She turned and studied nothing, just allowed her sight to drift out of focus.  Walton took her hand.

      “I have no idea how you feel,” he said, “but you are not in this alone.  We will find a way through this.”

      The sympathy bit into her pride, and to cover the fear, to hide the hurt, anger arrived.  “And why would you want to do this?  If, as you say you are not the father.”

      “I’m not the father,” he said, “but we are friends, and I care about you.”  He knew it sounded weak, but now was not the time to declare his feelings.

      “Have you talked to the father?” he asked.  “What does he say?”

      She focused on him for several seconds.

      “He says the child is not his.”

      Walton looked at Amy and shook his head.

      “I’ve told you why I cannot be the father.  Why are you so certain that it’s mine?”

      “You’re the only man I’ve been with.”  She turned away.

      “Since coming to college,” he prompted.

      “Since forever,” she said.  “You are the first and only man I’ve been with.”

       Initially numb, when his mind functioned again, it told him her statement had to be false.  He was fixed, valved.  The procedure was 100% effective.  Never had there been a report of unplanned pregnancy after the installment of the valve.  She had to be mistaken.  How could that be?  She would know if she was with a man.  Was she lying to him?  He gently placed his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him.  He studied her eyes.  No, she was not a liar.

       “I told you to stay away from that girl, that nobody, that little whore from the Zone.  What is it about you that forces you to hurt me?”

      “This isn’t about you, mother,” Walton stated.  

      “You have placed this family in great risk,” she ignored him and continued.  “What if people find out about this?  An unplanned, unwanted pregnancy, how could you?  Our name, your name will be ruined.”

      Walton sat in the family room, facing both his parents, and after informing them of the news, was watching his mother come unglued.

      “What are you talking about?  You know, better than I, that I can’t be the father.  You were there with me; you took me to the hospital for the procedure.  Don’t go laying this on me.  You had me valved.”

      She continued as if she didn’t hear him.

      “Don’t be smart mouthed with me, young man.  I told you to stay away from her. That should have been enough for you.  Valved, or not, if you hadn’t been sleeping with her, none of this would have happened.”

      Walton, shocked, glared at her.

      “What are you talking about?  Valved or not?  I’m neutered.  You made it so.  I’m shooting blanks.  I’ve got no baby juice.  You saw to that.  I didn’t get a choice and now, twenty some odd years later, you blame my actions because I’m attracted to a pretty woman?”

      Mother Jones waved off his comments as if they had no merit.

      “What does she want?” his mother demanded, “a marriage into a good family, I bet.  She’s trying to trick you so you will marry her and she will have a place at our table, at a Jones table.”

      “Because the Jones are such a high mark in the society,” Walton replied, and his sarcasm dripped.  “Yeah, if she married me, she would really be in tall clover.”

      “Shut your mouth,” his mother demanded.  “Several generations have worked hard to get you to this place where you can fritter away your future by knocking up some vagrant from the Zone.”

      Walton exploded.

      “I’ve told you to stop insulting her and the name of the place is the Nations, not the Zone.  You act as if I could get her preg...”

      He stopped.  

      He looked at his parents.  First one and then the other, and then back again, he studied them.  Both looked away from him; they couldn’t meet his gaze.  His mother examined the carpet, his father studied his drink.  A thought was forming.  A question that moments ago had appeared in his brain, but he had forced it aside as being too fantastic, too weird.  Now, it was back; it was focused, and it fit.  The fear he felt, deep in his belly, told him it was correct.

      “I’m not valved, am I?” he asked.

       His parents, both wordless, looked from one to the other.

      “I’m not valved, am I?” he shouted.

      “Don’t you take...” his mother started.

      “Answer my question,” he demanded.  “Until you answer my question, you have nothing to say to me.  Nothing, I will listen to.”

      “No,” his father said.  “You’re not valved.”

      Walton lost strength in his legs and fell into the easy chair.

      “You have to understand the times,” his father whined.

      Walton stared at the man.

      “When that particular directive was developed and issued,” his father continued, “we were in college, newly married, and so young.”

      “The marriage directives were more liberal back then,” his mother added.

      Walton said nothing.

      “Many of the students,” his father continued, “your mother, and I included, felt it was an infringement on our liberties to be forced to implant that tool in our children.  We hoped to prevent the directive from taking effect.  After it did, we marched to overturn it.  After they disallowed the marches, we silently refused to comply.  The disruption played out over several months, and by the time we resolved it, you were too old for the procedure.”

      “You act as if your generation is the only one whoever disagreed with the committees,” his mother added.

      Walton stood, wanted to pace, found his legs weak, and sat back down.  He searched his mind for guidance, an idea, some information that would tell him what was expected.  He found nothing.   “You have to understand, that even as we tried to stop this overreach by the committees, life continues.  In time, we were out of college.  I had responsibilities at my first posting, and frankly, it would have hindered my advancement to let certain people know I had, at one time, a short time, made a stand against NUCs.  It was for you we decided not to take you in at such a late date, to have the procedure.  They would have stigmatized you.  I also understand the procedure is quite painful for anyone but a newborn.  You were not the only child, overlooked, shall we say?  Later, we paid a sympathetic doctor to adjust your medical records.”

      “And you decided not to tell me,” Walton found his voice.

      “That would have served no purpose,” his mother said.  “Your father and I discussed it.  We decided it was better for you not to know.  So you could act normal.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he shouted.

      “And have you brag to all your friends that you could make babies?” his mother huffed.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Walton asked again.

      “I did tell you,” his mother snapped.  “I told you to stay away from her, that should have been enough.”

      “I’m twenty-four, not twelve, and telling me to stay out of the cookie jar is not the same thing,” Walton snapped back.

      “As your mother said, we discussed it,” his father said, almost as if he had not heard the insults from the others.  “We decided that since all the girls you could possibly have sex with would be indebted to the government, in some way, and therefore, be forced onto their own birth control methods, there was no need.”

      Walton looked at the two of them.  He wanted to scream at them; he wanted to throw things across the room.  There was a fog in his stomach, an ice cold fog that sapped his strength and he was afraid he would drop whatever he picked up to throw.  He was afraid to scream; the fog had, again, taken his voice.

      His father turned away and faced the buffet table on which several bottles stood.  In one hand he held his empty glass, with the other pointer finger extended, he tapped his chin, as if choosing which to drink from was his biggest concern.

      “When you stop to consider the odds that the one girl out of the many thousand, you could choose to have relations with is the one girl who is not protected, the odds are really is quite fantastic,” his father speculated, as he studied the liquor.

      At the moment, Walton realized he despised the man.

      “Shut up,” his mother screamed at her husband, then turning on both of the Jones’ men yelled, “What will people say, if this comes out?  I am surrounded by fools.”

      And Walton knew he liked her no better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Walton sighed.  His father was the assistant to the assistant to the second alternate somebody at some low level committee, whose name he had forgotten.  He felt no animosity toward the man. Walton had long ago accepted his father as just another grey clad man doing a grey-tinted job.  Some days, he imagined his father watching the ebb and flow of the electric current and not understanding why the rise and fall of voltage occurred.  The Jones table, as his mother put it, was hardly one to aspire to.  The pregnancy was as accidental as Amy had claimed.  Moreover, she had thought he was protected.  She would have heard.  She would have learned about the neutering in the “Welcome to College” briefing. He had not intended to get her pregnant, and in many ways, he was no more to blame than her.  So why did he feel guilty?  Why did he feel it was his fault she was in this quandary?  Because it was.

       “Who did you say this girl was?” his father quietly asked, as he poured himself another glass of amber liquid.

      Where his mother was known for her acts of drama, there were times Walton felt the need to take vital signs of his father to ensure he was still living.  Dr.  Jones was determined to be average in every segment of his life, and that included the roles of husband and father.

      “She’s a native, from the Nations.  She said she is Cheyenne.”

      “Why is she here?” 

      For a second time, Walton explained, “Her grandfather is the tribe’s shaman, or medicine man.  He has trained Amy to take over for him when he passes.  She knows all kinds of herbal treatments, but wanted to learn another view of medicine.  Her major is pre-med, but she doesn’t plan on attending a med school, as the tribe can’t afford it.”

      “See, just what I figured,” Mother Jones cried, “she’s setting you up to pay her bills.  Does she even know she’s pregnant?  Has she been tested?”

      “Mother,” Dr. Walton struggled to remain calm, “you know, as well as I do, no single woman can just show up and request a pregnancy test kit.”

       “Besides,” he continued, “none of this matters.” He looked at his son and for one of the few times in his life, Walton felt he was actually being seen by his father.

      “You will meet with this girl.  Tell her you will pay her 10,000 credits.  She will receive 5,000 when she returns to the Zone and the second installment when she proves, to our satisfaction, they have terminated the baby.  She will sign a document stating she will never return.”

      There it was, the essence of his father.  No emotional involvement.  A problem appears, and the answer is to make it disappear, with the use of money, if possible.

       “What if she wants to keep the baby?” Walton asked, “and since it now appears to be mine, what it I want to keep it?”

      “Don’t be stupid,” his mother shouted, but his father motioned her quiet.

      “That is of no concern,” he said.  “This baby, caused by your actions, will hinder my rise in my profession.  When you get out of college, and you learn the truth of responsibility, you will see sacrifices must be made.”

      “As long as someone else makes the sacrifices,” Walton sneered the words.  “And don’t call her homeland the Zone.  I have told you, it is called the Nations.”

      His father spun and glared at him, “I don’t care if it is called the center of the universe.  Never interrupt me, never insult me, never belittle me.”

      He stepped closer, as if in an attempt to intimidate, “This girl will have this pregnancy ended and she will have it done out of the city, and away from us and you.  There will be no record of any of this, on any form, in any file.  I have worked too hard to lose this promotion because my son can’t keep his pants up and gets fixated on some little tramp from the Zone, or whatever you call it.”

       He, again, felt the urge to strike out, to hit, to punch, he wanted to yell, to scream at them.  But he did none of that.  Walton Jones was not like that.  He stood, glared at both of them and walked from the room.

      It was some hours later, when he woke, and finding himself thirsty, walked toward the kitchen.  Close to the living room, he overheard his parents talking.

      “Do you think he will tell her to end the pregnancy?” his mother asked.

      “I don’t think he has the determination to do anything.  If I didn’t know better, I’d wonder if he were of my genes at all.”

      “Don’t get nasty with me,” her voice was hard.  “I have waited and put up with you for over twenty years.  You will get this promotion, and I will get some of what you owe me.”

      “There will be no promotion if our son and that little heathen slut are not taken out of the picture.”

      “And how do you intend to do that?” his mother asked.

      “You need not worry about that.  I haven’t risen through the ranks as far as I have without making friends with people who live in shadows.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means, I know people, who for the right amount of money will make embarrassing situations go away,” he said.

      “You’ve done this kind of thing before?” his mother asked.

      “Whether or not I have, is not your concern.  The fact remains I know them, how much they cost and how they operate.”

      “Are they discrete?” she asked.

      “Much more so than some little tramp from the Zone, or our own son,” he replied.

      “How would you do this?” she asked.

      “It’s simple, either they convince the little tramp to terminate the baby, and show us proof of it, or we will have no choice but to terminate her.  I will not lose this promotion.  Not for our son and not for that tramp.”

      “Are you sure?” Walton heard his mother ask.

      “I’m sure,” his father replied, and he sounded as if he had just chosen brandy over scotch.

       

      Walton felt sick.  He feared, if he tried to walk, his legs would falter and he would fall.  He must be mistaken.  Surely, he didn’t hear his parents quietly discussing the killing of another person.  Were they really so selfish they would kill, their grandchild?  Quietly, carefully, he walked away from the room and made his way back to his bedroom.  It was a long night with no sleep.

       “She’s gone back to the Nations,” Craig informed Walton.

      “No, she couldn’t do that.”

      “She did.  I found out yesterday.  I know the girl she shared her room with.  She’s gone.”

      “Is she coming back?” Walton asked, afraid of the answer.

      Craig shrugged, “Nobody knows.  She said nothing, left no note, no text message.  She’s just gone.”

      “She won’t be back,” Walton admitted.  “She’s going home, in shame, to have the baby I fathered.  The one thing her grandfather told her was to not get close to the white man.  Stay away from the ve’ho’e’.  Well, she failed at that.”

      “I don’t mean to be cruel, and you know I like the girl, but there’s no place for her here, and if what you said is true about your folks, it would be dangerous for her.”

      “What I said was and is true, and I’m worried she will still be in danger.  My father was going on about knowing people who lived in the shadows and for the right sum of money would kill Amy.”

      “What are you going to do, man?” Craig asked, but he already knew the answer.

       Five weeks later, Walton Jones, a man who previously, had never stepped on anything but man made floors, or manicured lawns, stood in the wild grasses, next to the bushes, and watched the leaves fall in what was called, the Black Hills.  To make the trip, he had stolen passage on a garbage train, removing trash from the Mega-City and carrying it to an abandoned place to be incinerated.  Such ugliness was not to be seen by the citizens of Utopia.  He had walked, oh, the miles he had walked.  He snuck onto the produce train running back to the Zone to be refilled with the vegetables the citizens of the Mega-City demanded.  

       An Amish family found him, hungry, cold.  They took him in and helped him.  They made him welcome, and they took care of his blistered feet.  They fed him and after a blessing on the meal, asked Walton about the Mega-City.

      “It’s really just one large, long collection of people.” He explained, “It runs the entire coast, I am told, though I’ve never travelled it.  From the coast to roughly a hundred miles inland, everything is concrete or asphalt.  Nothing is wild.  Everyone has a task, more or less assigned, and each goes about their days completing their assignments.”

      “Like doing our chores?” one of the younger boy asked.  Walton smiled at the child who was eight, maybe as much as ten, and had blue eyes and blonde hair.  The boy was eager to learn, and willing to ask questions.

      “I don’t think as much like our chores as you might wish, Joshua,” the father smiled.

      “How so, Papa?”

      “Brother Walton said the assignments are chosen for the people.  Our chores, we choose to do, ourselves.  It is not the same.”

       When he left, they gave him a pack that contained food and water, and also a blanket the woman had made.  As he turned to wave, he saw the five children, each as blonde and blue eyed, as Joshua.  A true family, Walton realized, where each wanted to be with the other, and built on the concept of love, not a directive.  All of them waved to him, and all called for God to bless him on his travels.

       Travels, he had, as he had seen the forests of windmills, white, tall, propeller blades, trying to catch even the smallest hint of a breeze.  In one valley, where he had crossed, he walked under the soft whirr of the blades for two days.  How many there were, he had no idea, but he had teased his brain by trying to calculate the number based on density spaced in a given space.  During the walk, he met an engineer who had been banished.  Initially nervous, the man allowed Walton to refill his water jug, but had no food to share, other than a rabbit for dinner.

      “You impressed by those monsters?” the man had asked, as he pointed to the windmills.

      “I’ve seen nothing like them,” Walton replied, “and never in such numbers.”

      “Heh, heh, heh,” the man laughed.  “Sometime, in your travels, head south, into the desert.”

      “They have windmills there?”

      “Not windmills, what they call solar panels.  They’re like shiny mirrors mounted on legs, and all of them pointed toward the sun.  Miles upon miles of the desert is covered by the things.  I’ll bet half of the area is in the shadow of those things.”

      Walton nodded, not sure if he should believe the man, or not, but he meant to keep the knowledge in his head.      

      At each place he stopped, every person he passed, he asked for directions to the Cheyenne nation.  Some wanted to know why he asked, and he told them.  Others refused no matter his story, but, in the end, he found them.

       

      “What are you doing here?” Ameo’e wanted to know.  She stood outside a log cabin.  Around her stood others from the nation and they glared at him.  One was an old man, who wore a cotton shirt, and a jacket made of leather.  Beadwork was at the upper chest area.  The man’s hair was long, thick, and grey.  Walton guessed he was her grandfather.  The old man studied him as if Walton was a new species.  

      “You left before I could tell you,” Walton said. “First, I am the father of the baby.  I was lied to by my parents and therefore, I lied to you.  I’m sorry.”

      “You won’t be welcome here,” she told him.  “You should go back to where you are from.”

      He shook his head.

      “No, my place is here.  I want to be with you.  I have been with you and the result is a baby, my baby, as much as yours.  If no one other than my child welcomes me here, that will be enough.”

      “Go home, ve’ho’e,” a young man yelled at him.  “we do not want here you.”

      Walton looked at the man, but said nothing.  The old man spoke in a language Walton did not understand and the younger Cheyenne stepped back.

      “The anger expressed by my brother is felt by us all,” Ameo’e said.  “You should leave.  I will see there is a bag of supplies packed for you.”

      “No,” he said.  She had turned away, but now turned back and faced him.

      “Don’t you understand?” she hissed.  “I do not want here you.  We don’t want you here.  You are not welcome.”

      “So you say, then show me where I may camp, and I will stay there.  I will help you raise my child.  I will protect it and you.”

      “Protect us from what?” she asked.

       So he told them.  He told them all of it, and when the day ran late, and the sun had set, a fire was started and around it Ameo’e, Walton, the old man, and her two brothers sat. Still, as painful as it was to admit, your parents planned to murder an innocent woman and a child, he told them everything.  

       When he was finished, silence ruled for a long period, and then the young man, who had shouted at him earlier, stood, crossed to stand in front of Walton, and yelled at him, again, in Cheyenne.

      Walton sat, stone still, meeting the man’s anger.  When the man stopped, Walton, in an even tone, said, “I’m sorry.  I don’t understand you.”

      The old man spoke, “His name is Hotoa’e, and he says we should forbid all whites from the Nations as there is evil in a people who will kill their own family.”

      “Does the name have meaning?” Walton asked.

      “He is called Buffalo, as he was an oversized child,” the old man said.  “And you can call me Namese’me.  It means grandfather.”

      “Thank you, Namese’me.  In many ways I agree with, Hot, Hoto...”

      “Hotoa’e,” offered Ameo’e.

      “Thank you,” Walton said to her.  “In many ways I agree with what he said, but I ask has there never been a Cheyenne who brought dishonor to the tribe?”

      He leaned over and took Ameo’e’s hand, and after a brief struggle, she allowed him to keep it.

      “This woman, is the mother of my child, but even before I knew that, I loved her.  I will not disgrace her and any insult you feel she may have brought you, to your family, direct to me, because the fault is mine and mine alone.”

       Walton caught the glint of tears in her eyes, illuminated by the fire.  He gave her hand a gentle squeeze, and she offered a small smile.  He also noticed her grandfather watch the exchange.

      The other brother, the older and larger, of the two stood and crossed to Walton.  He stood over him and then offered a hand.

      “My name is Meome’shne, it means appears in the morning.  My mother, our mother, was in labor most of the night with me, as I am the first, I was born as the sun rose.  I feel you are a good man, and I welcome you to stay here.  You can stay for a little time or a long time.  How you stay with my sister, is up to her.  If protection is needed, for her,” he nodded toward his sister, “you will receive help.”
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      Some weeks later, Walton Jones stood on the side of the hill, below the crest, just under the skyline, in the early morning and shivered.  Three men were coming for him, for him, or for Ameo’e.  He would stop them.  Since his arrival at the Cheyenne Nation, they had waited for the men, waited and watched.  Initially the number of men coming and their arrival time were unknown, but when traders, who stopped by to exchange goods, told of three men, in a motorized vehicle, all with aggressive weapons, it was easy to deduce.  The three men hadn’t known it, but they had been followed and watched for the last several days, and observing them, the family formed a plan.  

      The plan was simple.  Grandfather, with Ameo’e in tow, headed deeper into the wilderness.  Walton, would meet the strangers, as white men, and try to persuade them to return to the Mega-City.   He had a leather bag, a poke, made by Ameo’e and blessed by her grandfather, to convince the men to quit.  Walton didn’t think the care given in making the bag, nor the blessing would matter much to the men hunting him.  He hoped the gold nuggets, it carried, would.  

      Initially, Ameo’e had refused to go, to leave him.  It was only the persuasion of her grandfather that convinced her.  She had begged him to promise he would be safe and return to her.  She swore she would wait for him and they would reunite after the danger.  She would wait until she and her unborn child, were sent for.  Walton waved as he watched the two hurry through the brush.  He watched as long as he could see even the smallest flash of clothing, then he turned, faced downhill, and waited for the three men his father had sent to kill Ameo’e, and his child.  

      Walton smiled, as his thoughts returned to their meeting and the courtship between them.  They had courted, and had fallen in love without him realizing or understanding.  It had been innocent and it had been beautiful.  In the Mega-City she had been Amy, here, among her own people, in the land that raised her, she could be called by no other name but Ameo’e.  Soon, he thought, in a few more years, she would be call Ma’heona’e, medicine woman.  He was proud of her.  She, now with a baby bump, was being escorted by her grandfather deeper into the Black Hills.  He had promised her he would meet with the men and tell them to go back.  He would barter the gold.  He would beg them if necessary, and he would fail.  The men, whose reputation depended on completing their task, would not stop.  He had given his word to her to discuss the situation, white to white.  He had promised to make the men see reason.  He had lied to her.

      He looked at the sky and the blueness of it intimidated him.  A hawk soared over his head and there was a paradox in the flight.  It was calm, peaceful, beautiful, and yet, knowing, as he did, the hawk hunted for its breakfast, lethal.  Such was life, he supposed, and no number of committees and the never-ending directives could change that basic fact.  He would die on this mountainside.  He would die not knowing about the faces busted and crumbled in the valley to the north.  He wondered why that bothered him.  He wished he could be around when the music was discovered.  He would have liked to see the faces of the people when they first heard the power stored there.  He wished he would have been able to see his child.

      He understood why music was banned.  Music is the voice of social change.  It always had been.  A single writer of music could express an idea, and soon, millions of people could be singing to that creation, or dancing to it, or marching to battle to it.  Music was power.  Music was the ultimate weapon of people.  He had come to understand that as he had listened to it and as he studied the people who wrote it.  He had discovered how the anti-war movement of the 1960s and 70s had affected music in the United States during the Viet Nam war.  

      But, he had been more surprised to learn how Beethoven, of Bonn Germany, with his disdain for authority and his attraction to the Age of Enlightenment, almost single-handedly brought about such social change.  The man was called a cornerstone of western civilization because his music brought about social change.  Music, was and always would be the voice of the people, the sound of social revolution.  How he wished he could be there to usher in a new change, a needed change to the corrupt and meandering structure that spawned and protected people like his parents. 

      Music was such a diverse practice, he had concluded.  It captured all the aspects of humans.  Some music was meant to bring about change, to fire the blood, but other pieces were almost silly.  How did a person compare the fullness of the 1812 Overture, written by Tchaikovsky to a ditty called Hound Dog written by Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller?

      At the bottom of the hill, next to the abandoned building, a motorized vehicle parked.  Such vehicles were rare and when three men got out, put on jackets and started up the hill.  He recognized them as the men he was to meet.  The information was accurate, and even at the distance, he could see the rifles they carried.  Each would fire flechettes, small dart-like projectiles, each capable of flight twice the speed of sound.  They no longer used gunpowder, but were pushed by an alternating magnetic current.  He had read, when aimed accurately, by a capable marksman fifteen to twenty darts could be put on target, within seconds.  He faced three, and he expected that all of them were capable.  The article had said the target would be dead before it hit the ground.  Walton found that a comforting thought.

      Yes, he had told Ameo’e he would slow down and hopefully detour the killers and then catch up with her and her grandfather.  It was the only lie he meant to tell her.  Her pain of loss would come, and with it her anger, but that would be after she had put miles between her and the killers.  She and their child would be safe.

      “Forgive me Ameo’e,” he whispered to the breeze. He needed her to raise their child.  His life had to have value and the child would be that value.

      The team of killers was a third of the way up the mountain.  They were making better time than he had estimated. Leaning over the side of a boulder, he aimed the way the old man had taught him.  He adjusted the aim point for shooting downhill, carefully took up slack in the trigger, and allowed his breath to slowly exhale.  Then he squeezed.  Still, and even though he had fired half a dozen rounds in practice, the bark of the rifle startled him.  The rifle jumped from the recoil, and he felt where a bruise would form on his cheek.

      “If I live long enough, it will form,” he smiled as he rubbed the side of his face.

      He hoped the shot was a good one.  Killing one was not important to him, and at the range of the shot, he didn’t dare hope he had hit one.  Still, he hoped the impact had been close enough to make them careful, to slow them down.  He wanted to give Ameo’e as much time as possible.  He wanted her safe.  The men would come on.  He knew they would.  They were professionals.  Hopefully, they’d come slower, and more careful, but they would come.  When they got to where he was, all bets would be off.

      Three hours later, the three men were within a hundred yards.  Walton hid behind a rock, watching them, and he listened as their breathing was heavy with effort.  It surprised him that they spoke in gasps as they were not prepared for the climb up the hill.  He has assumed they would be in better condition.  He had watched Ameo’e’s brothers run the length of the climb and reach the top hardly winded.  Maybe, that would cause them, even one of them, to miss.  Such a thing would give him a few seconds to take out another.  Walton smiled to himself.  Who was he kidding?  He’d do what needed to be done and his last thought would be of his child and Amy.

      A mere fifty yards separated Walton from the hunters.  The men had waited at distance until their breathing returned to normal.  They were as good as he had feared.  Any advantage he might have had from their labored breathing was lost.  Of course, the fifteen minutes they had waited was another quarter of an hour’s worth of distance for Ameo’e.  He’d settle for that.

      How close could they approach before they heard his breathing? His rifle was loaded, four rounds.  He would make do with what he had.  Forty-five yards, three deep breaths, a prayer of love, and out from behind the rock he came.  Rifle at the ready.  Fire, work the lever.  Fire, work the lever.  Fire...  The pointing rifles and the clicks of the alternating magnetic current forced black upon him.  He didn’t feel any pain.
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      Some eighteen months later, Walton Jones walked through the hallway of formed concrete toward the studio.  He was thinner now, rangier.  His eyes looked older, as if he could see incidents yet to happen.  A neatly trimmed beard covered his face from earlobe, around his chin, and to the other side.  The growth matched the rusty copper color of his hair.  

       No longer gangly, there was a purpose in his movements and determination in his expression.   Gone was his easy-to-coax smile, and gravity marked him.  His smile, when it came, was open and honest, but it didn’t happen spontaneously, he had to call for it.   What joy he felt, was honest, and much deeper than just an expression on his face.  His left arm was permanently bent at the elbow, and he laughingly referred to it as his chicken wing.  An ever-present reminder of the flechettes that hit him that day.  Two of the dart-like projectiles clipped through his biceps muscle.  He also walked with a limp, as his left leg had also taken hits.  The leg tired quickly, and sometimes felt heavy, but Walton didn’t focus on the old wounds.  It was as if they belonged to a dead man.  A dead man whom he no longer knew, and no longer recognized.  Walton Jones was alive and life was good.  The crook in his arm formed the perfect place to hold his son, and the gimpy leg, that moved a little slower than the other would give the little rascal an even break as Walton anticipated racing his son for cookies.  And, more than life itself, Walton was grateful for his good arm.  His right arm, which was strong and capable and healthy.  It was with his right arm he held his son’s mother.  He held his wife.  He held Ameo’e. He held her every chance he got.

       The room housing the studio console and the computers sat three stories underground, but he felt comfortable there, as the music store had been seven.  True, while they had made the music store of rebar strengthened concrete, the place where he now worked had been designed and constructed to withstand the impact of a nuclear missile, or so he had been told.  The area was just outside a ghost town, that had at one time, been named Minot, North Dakota.  The cement burrows had been dug deep in scarcely populated areas, where they were hidden and yet guarded.  Now, they were abandoned and forgotten, by all except the natives that lived nearby, it didn’t take long for Walton and the others to decide the old missile base was the perfect location.  He had no idea how thick the concrete walls, the reinforced floor, or the rebar infused ceiling was, but he knew he felt safe.  When they first discovered the place, most of the walls were a base paint of faded and ugly white, and marred with graffiti and various slogans.  Now, the room was a light dusty blue, and posters, paintings and pictures gave it atmosphere.  

      Initially, the wires and cables that ran through the console had been shielded from interference, detection, and even radiation.  The missile silos and the operations center had been constructed to survive nuclear detonations.  Neither sunspots, nuclear blasts, or the prying eyes of the satellites from the aggressors had been able to penetrate the area.  Walton hoped the same would be true of the NUCs’ roving drones.

      Walton and his friends were familiar with the Cold War.  They had watched several surviving movies they had found in the bunker.  They were familiar, but they didn’t understand the attitudes portrayed.  They had accepted the history of the location, tested the surviving wiring and improved upon it.   Walton was pleased and proud of the work his friends had done while he rehabilitated.   The studio in which he now worked, and in fact lived, had started life as the control center for Nuclear tipped ICBM missiles and the protection level, was state of art for the time of the Cold War.  Daniels and Craig during the re-wiring had added many levels of improvement and additional protection.  Friends made from the surrounding traders had helped locate and collect the modern wires, switches, fuses and such from the NUCs farms and processing plants located to the south.  

       The siphoning of electricity, that had once comprised an area several blocks wide and deep, in the Mega-City, now covered hundreds of miles.  Siphoning leads, jumper wires, splicer hooks, had all been placed, hidden, and installed to ensure an uninterrupted flow of power coming into the station.  Take a little here, give less back there.  It added up.  All the work done by piggybacking onto the wires and cables already laid out by the workers of the Committee to Ensure Adequate Power.  

      “There’s no way they would get overly aggressive and try to stop a nibble or two along the route,” Craig had promised Walton.  “Through the use of hard wire siphons, of various types, as well as computerized programs that steal a little along the route, we are taking, just a taste of power, not only from the windmills but also the solar panels in the southwest.  Any disruption caused, by some technician trying to track down the small variation we cause, would be larger than the little bit of power lost to us.  Besides, the mentality of the committee would be to find who allowed this to happen, not who took the power.  No one will go looking for a few volts of power fading away.  And don’t forget, if we lose power, for any reason, we have the generator that is big enough to light up half the east coast.  Remember, they built the thing to fire up and push a missile off the ground.”

      Walton nodded to his friend.  He knew Craig was an electrical genius, and had, in fact, seen the fields of solar panels described by the old engineer.  Walton had still to make that trip.

       While the stolen electricity flowed into the silo, the broadcast was planned to be pushed out.  To guard against the internet broadcast being identified, tracked and resulting in their discovery, it was cycled and recycled through a series of URL routers, and at times, piggybacked onto the URLs of the NUCs.

      “I’m telling you Walton,” Daniels had promised, “our program is basically a virus.  It uses the standard bandwidth of the internet, and would be easily located, except I programed it to change router URLs every two-and-a-half seconds.  If, by some chance a search program locates our bug in that time limit, a secondary step takes the snooper to either a dead point on the net, or to a never-ending loop to keep it busy.  We bump our program to another URL, after skipping the one first programmed.  All of this is flexible, as once it gets started the program thinks for itself.”

      Walton grinned at his friend.  He knew the man was in a class by himself.

      “Ever play dodgeball?” Daniels asked.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “A computer program trying to interfere with what we’re about to do could be compared to you playing dodgeball while wearing a blindfold.  The security software will never see us coming and by the time it gets even a hint of us, we will knock it out of the game.”

       Walton shook the hands of his friends and both of them slapped him on his back.

      “Knock them dead,” Craig wished him luck.

      Ameo’e’s older brother, Meome’shne, waited for him at the door to the studio, raised a hand to stop Walton, and held that hand out.  Walton took it, and the two men shook.

      “It is a brave thing you do, E’e’estse,” he said.  “I am proud of you, brother.”

      “I’m not sure it is brave, the safeguards Craig and Daniels put in place will protect me.  Still, we are about to kick a hornet’s nest, as they say.”

      “You should know we are all proud of you.”

      “None of this would have come about if not for your sister, if not for Ameo’e.  She’s the one with courage.  I’m still just trying to impress her.”

      Meome’shne, smiled and nodded, “She is a special woman,”

      “She is, and I would have lost her if not for you and the others who fought with me that morning on the mountain.  I thought I was alone.  Thank you for being there.”

      “It was important that you not know we were there.  Had you known, you might have gotten careless, or you might have tried to talk to us and given us away.  Besides, did I not tell you at the fire I had your back?”

      “You did, and you’re right.  As much as I tried to stay strong, had I known, I would have been looking for you.”

       Meome’shne motioned toward his own chin.

      “This beard you now wear, is it to honor the man in the picture you have over your studio chair?”

      Walton thought for a moment and then grinned.

      “No, that is a picture of a man who played records hundreds of years ago.  He was known as Wolfman Jack, though his name was Robert Smith.”

      The Native grinned, “You may not know this but his beard is black, while yours is red.  Are you to be Redwolf Jack?”

      The thin-lipped smile that appeared was not generated by mirth, and Walton rubbed along his jawline.

      “No, besides my arm, I was also wounded in the face.  A flechette laid me open from the point of my chin to just below my ear.”

      “I remember the wound,” Meome’shne nodded.

      Walton studied his Native brother, and then said, “That morning on the mountain, I was prepared to die.  I accepted that my death was the necessary payment to protect Ameo’e and our child.  I was ready to pay that price.”

      Meome’shne placed a hand on Walton’s shoulder and nodded.

      “Now, every morning, when I look in the mirror, that scar reminds me just how close I came to losing them, her, and my son.  I want to live, I want to look forward, not backward, and the scar forces me to look back, forces me to relive that morning, when I thought it was my last.  The beard hides the scar.  I decided to wear it until I can either forget that morning, or accept it as just a part of me.”

       Meome’shne smiled, “It is over now.  While you recovered, I travelled to your Mega-City.  I took your identification card and the cards of the men sent.  I told your father they had killed you, and we had killed the others.  I warned him not to send more, as I had no desire to return to his city.  I don’t think he will.”

      Walton held out his hand, and when he took it, Meome’shne pulled him in for a hug.

      “I am glad you are here.  My sister loves you.”

      “Hey,” Walton asked, “you called me E’e’estse, what does that mean?”

      “It’s your name, roughly translated it means talking man.”

      Walton grinned, “I guess it fits.”

      Walton turned and started toward into the studio.

      “One last thing, brother,” Meome’shne called.  Walton stopped and turned back.

      “One of the songs you play today.  A Native band performed it, was it not?”

      Walton nodded, “Yeah, you’re talking about Redbone.  They started their concerts with native dances and ceremonial clothing.”

      “It is right you should include them, I think.”

      Walton smiled, “I agree.”  He turned and continued his walk.

       The room was small, but seemed large, as they had stripped it of everything but a desk with places for three chairs.  A skeleton of a console was on the desk, as the wires, the dials, the gauges had all been removed.  From the movies watched, Walton had seen the room when it was stocked with several such desks, each with uniformed men and women sitting at the controls.  Others, similarly dressed ran to and fro, many of them shouting commands and others obeying.  Walton felt lonely, yet, he could sense the presence of those who went before him.  How, he wondered, had they felt that day when they were called upon to push their buttons?

      Of all the desks, the computers, the maps and the screens, only the single housing frame remained.  His friends had rebuilt the place for him.  When Walton first saw the setup, he assumed Craig and Daniels would join him at the controls, but they had refused.

      “No, Daniels smiled, “the first playlist is all on you.  Who knows, maybe the people won’t like what you choose and refuse to listen the next day.  You think Craig or I want that weight on our shoulders?”

      “We’ll join you on day two,” Craig agreed.

      Walton sat down behind the desk and looked through the window across the room.  Through the pane of glass, he saw his two friends, Ameo’e, and his son.  His friends waved and offered the “thumbs up” sign.  Ameo’e smiled, blew him a kiss, lifted his son and pointed toward him.

      “There’s daddy,” he read her lips.

       He adjusted the headphones to his ears, as he would wear them for the next hour.  He flipped several switches and powered up the computer.  He inserted the stick drive with the playlist into its port, and looked, again, toward Daniels and Craig.  How far they had come since finding an old and deserted record shop in the ruins.  They both grinned back at him, as if they knew his thoughts and agreed.  

       He rested his finger over the Enter button and looked around the room.  The painting was wild and carefree.  Much of it copied from what they had seen on record covers.  Flowers with oversized petals, bell bottomed pants on some guy advising them to “Keep on Trucking.” Walton had no idea what was meant by that advice, but it lifted his spirts.  Of course there was the picture of Wolfman Jack.  They had found the picture, most likely used for publicity, they decided and framed it.  The famous outlaw disk jockey now looked over their shoulders.  Walton allowed a small grin.

       As he sat there, alone, he felt the comfort from unseen others around him.  He looked at the seats beside him and wondered again, about the men and women who sat there, years ago, centuries before, people who sat where he now sat, with their fingers on their buttons.  Did they push their buttons?  How different their world would have been?  As different as his?  Maybe.  For a few seconds, he was no longer alone.  They were with him.  Those warriors of long ago.  Stuck in the same cement hole in the ground.  Waiting, wondering what action would result from the measures they were about to initiate.   The closeness of unseen people was not real.  At most they were ghosts of those who came before.  Maybe they were memories who had been locked away in this cement tomb for centuries, only to be freed by him and his friends.  Did they approve of what he was about to do?  Had they destroyed their world?  Was he about to destroy his?

      Real or imagined, Walton forced his thoughts and feelings clear.  The anticipation he felt in his stomach was real, and he swallowed the urge to vomit.  What change he was about to unleash he didn’t know, but he accepted his role in changing all he had known.  It was now, or never.  There was no way he, and his friends could come this close, only to back away, and regroup.  It was time.  Initially built to shower the world with radiation and death, the place would now be used to shower the world with new thoughts, new ideas and new rhythms.  It was time to reopen the world to music.  Time to let everyone know what free thinking sounded like.  Time to give them the opportunity to argue over which song was better.  

      Walton pushed Enter. 

       No one saw it, but he knew it, he felt it.  With that push a virus exploded through the internet.  It forced its way past protection offered by software, burst through shields of hardware, and penetrated coded security on hundreds of millions of computers.  Walton closed his eyes, fisted his right hand, and slowly shook it.  It was underway.

      The message was simple in appearance, it read:

       “Stand by For A Most Important Message.”

      A small digital clock appeared below the script, and the countdown began.  A countdown of ten seconds.  Try as they might, the three could never get the virus to upload in under ten seconds.  Hopefully, most of the receivers would not power down during that pause.  Hopefully, their curiosity would cause them to hesitate, to wonder, to want to check out something unknown.  If not their curiosity, their inability to make quick decisions would force them to hesitate.  That hesitation would allow Walton, and his friends, to own the population. 

       

      Walton Jones looked over the top of the screen and stared into the eyes of his Ameo’e, Amy, his wife, the woman he had died for, the mother of his son.  He was glad he had found her.  Glad she had approached him and corrected his lack of knowledge of birds.  He was glad she was his.  His wife, his woman, his life.  Walton Jones glanced at the clock on the screen.

      3.. 2.. 1..  The virus was loaded.  It only needed be told what to do.

       

      With no hesitation, he pushed the enter button a second time, and those hundreds of millions of computers no longer connected to their keyboards.  They had kicked the operators who sat in front of the screens off.  The keyboards were, for the next hour, useless. They had turned the computers into speakers.  Speakers controlled by Walton Jones.  Speakers that blared loud the first song heard in generations.  Fanfare to The Common Man, played by the New York Philharmonic flooded out of those computers, those speakers into homes, offices, and classrooms.

      “And so, it begins,” Walton smiled to himself.  “Sex, drugs, and rock-n-roll.”
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      Fanfare For The Common Man (New York Philharmonic) – Aaron Copeland

      Riders On The Storm (The Doors) – Jim Morrison, Ray Manzareuas, Robby Krieger, John Densmore

      The Moldau (The Czech Philharmonic) – Smetana

      Sounds of Silence (Simon and Garfunkel) – Paul Simon

      Star Spangled Banner (Jimi Hendrix) – Francis Scott Key

      Symphony No. 5 (Berlin Philharmonic) – Ludwig Van Beethoven

      Born To Be Wild (Steppenwolf) – Mars Bonfire

      American Pie (Don McLean) – Don McLean

      What’s Love Got To Do With It (Tina Turner) – Terry Britten, Graham Lyle

      Bohemian Rhapsody (Queen) – Freddie Mercury

      One Is The Loneliest Number (Three Dog Night)– Harry Nilsson

      I Will Always Love You (Whitney Houston) – Dolly Parton

      The Thrill Is Gone (B.B. King) – Roy Hawkins, Rick Darnell, Ravon Darnell

      Sweet Home Alabama (Leonard Skynard) – Ed King, Ronnie, Van Zant, Gary Rossington

      Four Seasons (London Philharmonic) – Vivaldi

      Come And Get Your Love (Redbone) – Lolly Vasquez

      Man, I Feel Like A Woman (Shania Twain) – Shania Twain, Robert Lange

      I’m A Believer (The Monkees) – Neil Diamond

      1812 Overture (Boston Symphony) – Tchaikovsky

      Rockin’ Robin – (Bobby Day) - Leon Rene’ (pseudonym Jimmie Thomas)

      

      If you were sitting beside Walton, what song would you suggest he play to reawaken to world to music?  Email me and let me know:  kdgriffeth@att.net
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      Amazon Bestselling author and winner of Gold and Silver Medals from Readers’ Favorite, Kwen knew he wanted to be a writer when he was fourteen years old.  He felt the urge when he finished Earnest Hemingway’s masterpiece For Whom The Bell Tolls.

      John Lennon said, “Life is what happens while you make other plans.” While Kwen lived a full and varied life, his dream of writing remained in the back of his mind, and he never seriously addressed it until other careers had ended.

      Often asked what genre he writes, Kwen replies he writes stories about people and uses the genre that best fits the story.  “I think of the genre, or setting as another character that interacts to help tell the story,” he says.

      His most often received and constant compliment is how real his characters seem.  Upon the completion of his historical fiction trilogy Sam and Laura books, a reader telephoned Kwen and directed him to write more stories about the couple.  When asked why the reader was so adamant about more stories, he replied he “wasn’t ready to tell Sam and Laura goodbye yet.”

      Kwen considers that comment his highest praise.

      Kwen’s books are available in several formats; e-Book, paperback, and audio.  He invites you to check his writings out.  Who knows?  He might become your next favorite author.
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      America, 2030  A month.  Thirty grueling days.  That’s how long Clay Nichols had been back in the states.  Predictably, he was in worse shape than when he left.  He didn’t blame the Marines.  Hell no.  They didn’t blow him up.  Or friendly fire his ass out of commission.  His condition wasn’t their fault directly.  It wasn’t even his fault.

      Just dumb luck.

      He was a Marine from boot leather to soul, but the never-ending war left him hating just about every aspect of life in the Middle East.  His tour had been extended three times, despite his protestations.  After each tour, when they re-upped him, he learned to keep quiet, to just stay in the proverbial boat and row.

      Now, with all the scarring, the unrelenting pain and the pieces of his memory making a sluggish return, he sometimes wondered if he would have been better off staying in Salem.

      Or staying dead.

      Not that he was complaining.  He wasn’t.  He was raised to be bigger than that.

      His old man was one of those guys who, if he saw you crying over a skinned elbow, would slap the injured area.  He was showing him and his little brother pain didn’t hurt.  That any attention their hurt feelings got was negative attention.

      “Our minds will make pansies of us all,” he famously said.  His father was always a big believer in the body being able to go further than the mind would allow.  That’s why he’d say things like, “We don’t feel pain in this family,” and “Our minds are just righter than other people’s minds.”  No one told him he couldn’t say “righter” that way, so the statement became a running joke between him and Boone.

      After Clay’s first death in Afghanistan, he was Medevac’d out of the hot zone and into a trauma bed at Camp Leatherneck.  All that was sort of fuzzy.  One minute you’re jaw-jacking with the fellas, then all hell breaks loose and you’re waking up with med techs hovering over you, two or three strangers’ faces, blocking your field of view.  Usually it’s a triage nurse, but sometimes it’s a doctor and you’re already in surgery.  The point is, you don’t know what’s happening because it’s you that everything bad is happening to and you have the overwhelming feeling you’re completely FUBAR at that point.  Then there are all the noises you can’t stop hearing, all the whimpering and screaming you later realize is coming from your own mouth.

      His father would have slapped his whole body that day had he been there to see him.  Clay would have slapped his own wounds if he could have moved his arms enough to do so.

      When he finally regained consciousness, the surgeon at Landstuhl Regional Medical Center told Clay he’d died twice in Afghanistan and gone into a coma.

      “I died?” he asked, his head filled with fuzz.

      “Once while you were being Medevacd out of the ambush and a second time on the table at Camp Leatherneck.”

      “What about the other three?” Clay asked, his voice so rough and scratchy it grated against the tender skin at the back of his throat.  He was referring to the other men in the Humvee.

      The doctor shook his head, solemn, his eyes heavy.

      The roadside IED left Clay blown up, shot and crammed down in a backseat footwell bleeding out, but the other three guys in his crew?  They left the roasted Humvee in body bags.  The surgeon told him he was lucky to be alive.

      So far, he wasn’t feeling so lucky.

      Over the next few days, his memory began to return, but there were still blank spots.  One of the nurses with full access to his medical files filled him in.  It turned out there wasn’t much he didn’t know.  His Humvee was hit with an IED and subsequently ambushed from buildings and rooftops.  As the firefight raged on, the Humvee behind them mowed everyone down.

      End of story.

      When it was determined that Clay needed additional specialized care, he was transported to a secondary OCONUS-based facility in Hawaii where he underwent several surgeries, including brain surgery.

      After the first surgery, much of his memory had returned.

      However, the Traumatic Brain Injury specialist said he might have trouble experiencing the fullness of his emotions, and that—for awhile—there might be “misfires.”  His whole life was an emotional misfire.  The same TBI specialist said this was typical of his kind of injury, but that atypical swells of emotion were also nothing to be concerned about.

      When someone that smart is telling you that your brain may not work right, you’re not sure whether you want to listen harder or tune them out completely.

      “My father, the Marines and more than a decade of being stuck in the sand pretty much hollowed out any real emotion I had a long time ago,” he’d said in response.

      She didn’t seem impressed.

      He didn’t care.

      He stepped foot out of the hospital in Hawaii only to be transported to a CONUS-based facility in Northern California.  After endless follow-up exams and dutiful care, the Medical Evaluation Board determined Clay was no longer fit for duty.

      They told him he was retiring out.

      The statement produced exactly no feeling whatsoever in him.  It was like being told you had to brush your teeth, or pee when the need suited you.

      They said he was out, so he was.

      Simple as that.

      After that, one of the nurses who knew how long he’d been overseas befriended him, quietly telling him about the communist Chinese.  Apparently, most of the major west coast cities, as well as many of the smaller cities, were now Chicom occupied.

      “What’s a Chicom?” he asked.

      “Chicoms are the communist Chinese,” she said.  “Not to be confused with the Chinese people.  Chicoms refer to the Chinese military.”

      He nodded, the strain his brain was going through to remember things annoying.

      Back in the sand, he’d heard rumors of partial occupation in the states, but contrary to the days of old where communications abroad were easy and plentiful, airtight control measures not even the base commander understood became the forceful norm.

      That was a massive point of contention that grew worse when neither sat phones nor cell phones were allowed.  The troops pitched a fit, but finally fell in line.  They only fell in line, however, because they were going to circumvent command and hit the Hadji market.  Access to that was shut down, too, contraband was seized and security measures tightened even further, nearly bringing the base to the point of mutiny.

      “You’ll get your news the way we get our news!” his CO barked, his sidearm drawn, the look on his face as severe as anyone had ever seen.

      At that point, the men were given state-side news, but that struck everyone as state-sponsored blather, so they relied solely on email and the internet to keep up with their friends, family and loved ones.  Those privileges were eventually taken too, reserved solely for the base commander and explained as cost control measures that had been implemented company wide.

      Basically, the men had been relegated to snail mail.  Return mail was unreliable at best, so with no other choice for some, a handful of very pissed off rebels bugged out in the middle of the night creating even more chaos.

      This breakdown in both communications and command created a shit storm of Biblical proportion, but eventually the troops fell in line.

      The Base Commander in an address to his men summed it up like this: “The entire Middle East coalition is on a need-to-know basis where the Commander in Chief has thus far decided no one over here needs to know anything just yet.  We’re on a no-news-is-good-news policy now.  So assume everything back home is cherry and fall in line with command.  Am I clear?”

      A thunder of “OOH-RAHs” shook up dust off the desert floor.

      Back when he first joined the Marines, Clay would’ve never imagined something like an occupied America was possible.  Now that he was back home, the reality of it was surreal.  Like maybe it wasn’t the case and his broken brain was merely playing tricks on him.

      “America is dead,” his nurse told him on his last day of care.  She was checking the long scar running down the front of his face when she said this.

      Looking in her eyes, he read her fear like a book.  He saw every weary emotion.  For whatever reason, her look alone hit an emotionless puke like him square in the pump.  She wasn’t scared.  She was flat out terrified for her future.

      “America will never be dead,” he heard himself say, pushing against the idea.

      Leaning forward, whispering, she said, “America is basically a defeated nation.  We’re merely real estate that’s up for grabs.”

      “How is any of this possible?” he heard himself ask.  He felt detached from this conversation, almost like he was reciting questions from another version of himself standing a few feet away.

      “This whole nation is ripe for the picking and it’s about to be a war zone,” she said on shaky breath.  He merely stared at her, dumbfounded.  “Haven’t you even seen the news?”

      “I can’t watch it,” he admitted.  Seeing the bright television had hurt his eyes, leading to a migraine headache.

      “So you really don’t know what’s happening?” she asked, standing back and looking at him.

      “Bits and pieces, I think, but not on the whole,” he said.  Truthfully, he tried to put anything negative he’d heard about it out of his mind.  He was afraid it would be the thing to put him over the edge and turn him into a dribbling head case.

      “The European Army has invaded New York, Boston and Philadelphia.  The African Army hit Miami and is working their way up the coast to square off with the EU Army for control of the eastern seaboard,” she said.  “They’re destroying everything and everyone in their paths.”

      He turned away, tried focusing on a spot on the wall.

      “The Chicoms occupy the entire west coast, but the South American Army is pushing up through the southern border wall to challenge the Chinese.  They just broke through an entire section and they’re tearing it down now.”

      “Please stop talking,” he said, a stark sensation of mania overtaking him.

      “I’m sorry, you’re right,” she said, glancing around.  “It’s just that everyone’s talking about the west coast being ground zero for World War Three.”

      He whipped his head around and said, “STOP!”

      The outburst caused a wave of nausea to hit him, the sensation sweeping through him slowly, the damage long.  His body began to shake, but then the nurse’s hands were on him and he heard her repeatedly apologizing.  He tried to calm himself down, knowing he should be embarrassed by his outburst.  When his faculties returned, he found he suddenly understood things that were unclear to him overseas, specifically why he was forced into multiple tours.

      “That’s why we were there for so long,” he said, his words leaden as he stared into the nurse’s eyes.  “With the military away, America couldn’t defend herself against invading forces.  That’s what the traitors in government wanted.  This was a coup d’état.  A hard takeover.”

      “It’s all we talk about here,” she whispered.  “The President and much of our government sold us out.  Or they were compromised.  It’s not clear.”

      After she left, before the staff readied Clay to leave, he turned on the television and forced himself to listen to the news.  What he heard drew him further inward.  Depression set in.  The military had been relegated to the desert and left there to rot while the nation was being ransacked by foreign armies.

      When the same nurse returned with a wheelchair to take him out, he asked, “Where is the President?”

      “He left for China some time back.  Supposedly he’s there working with the President of China to settle matters with the communist state.  That’s the official story.  Unofficially?  People think that he’s…he’s dead.”

      The news hit him hard.

      “There’s nothing on the TV about it, but people are suspicious.  And the Chicoms…they rule over most everything the west coast does.”  Her eyes grew very shiny, a glossy layer of moisture appearing.  “It’s like the entire west coast has been left behind.  Like no one cares.”

      When he was finally discharged from the hospital, it was early, the air still cold.  This was the end of the line.  His duty with the Marines was officially terminated.  It took a moment for this to set in.  He thanked the nurse (she took his hand, gave him a sad, watery eyed smile), then caught a cab to Greyhound bus station where he boarded a bus to Salem, Oregon.

      As he waited for the bus to leave, he leaned his head against the seatback and sighed.  He felt some relief being out of the hospital, and even more relief not having to return to active duty or that freaking desert ever again.

      But now this new God-sized wrinkle…

      He tried to feel the horror of it.  He fought to feel revulsion.  For whatever reason though, and maybe it was just in that moment, he couldn’t feel anything.  Not fear or anxiety or depression or hate.  Nothing.

      As the bus pulled out of the station and got on the road, Clay studied the passing scenery, seeing a world functioning far differently than the one he remembered just over a decade ago.  The air was dirty, as were the streets and cars.  People were dirty, too.  Their eyes vacant, some of them walking aimlessly.  Finally they approached the highway on-ramp, but they were forced to stop.  There was some kind of military checkpoint.  The bus driver complied with the Chicom soldiers, handed over his paperwork, got it signed off and was then motioned forward.

      “Why did we stop?” he asked the lady next to him.

      “You need access to get on the freeway now,” she said.  “The Chicoms are using it for their main thoroughfare.  No cars allowed.  Just busses.  That’s why the checkpoint.”

      “For real?” Clay asked.

      “At least we’ll have a clear shot to Salem,” she said, seemingly indifferent to what felt like very unusual circumstances to him.

      The nurse hadn’t been exaggerating.  There was indeed an occupying force in America, one that confused him and should have upset him.  But even as he absorbed all this new information, all he felt in that moment was a detached, albeit empty, curiosity that even he didn’t understand.

      He tapped his head discretely, like it was an old TV that only got on the right channel when you hit it.  The war is now in your head, he thought.  Welcome to the new war.

      “Ooh-Rah,” he said, eliciting a sideways glance from the woman next to him.

      He adjusted his seat, looked straight ahead and thought about home.  Pulling his personal pack into his lap, he held it like a pillow.

      It was his lifeline.

      In the bag was a whole host of pills, a light duty jacket, several packets of post-surgery home care information and a business card with a number on it should he need someone to talk to about his feelings.  As far as a get home bag, it was meager at best.

      He didn’t even have a gun.
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      Salem, Oregon technically wasn’t home home; that would be Five Falls, Oregon—a speck of a town just over the California border.  Once they crossed into Oregon, they passed through it rather quickly.  To him, it looked as though nothing had changed.

      He barely even blinked and Five Falls was gone.

      Even though he grew up there, the nostalgia of it failed to reach his emotions.  That’s where he grew up, where he went to school, where his father died, yet his mind failed to rouse even a single, stirring feeling.

      He left there at eighteen hoping to see the world.  He drove as far north as Salem where he landed a job in a packing plant.  The pay wasn’t great, but it was enough to afford an apartment and a car.  After he joined the Marines and deployed to Afghanistan, his friend, Jorge, promised to keep the car in good shape for when he returned, and he graciously took over the lease on the apartment.

      Jorge had since moved, but his old roommate said he could have the couch and a hot meal, and that his car was gassed up and ready for him.  The way he was feeling just then, a car and a couch was all he needed, short of a job and a future.

      When they arrived in Salem, he exited the bus slowly, his body protesting.  He’d arrived at the Greyhound station on 13th St. SE.  From there he took a cab to the Wells Fargo Bank on Market to get some cash and see how much money Boone had added to his account.  He tried not looking around, but there were Chicom soldiers everywhere, patrolling the streets, roughing people up here and there, just generally looking like a public nuisance.

      The Wells Fargo teller—a somewhat attractive, full-figured brunette—quietly recited an ample balance, then cleared her throat, looked up at him and said, “There’s a note in the system.  It says to tell you to call Boone.  That’s your…?”

      “Brother,” he replied.

      Smiling, she said, “There’s a phone number.”  She wrote it down using a heart for a zero, then slid the piece of paper his way.

      “I didn’t know you were a messaging service, too,” he said, lightheartedly.

      “We’re not, Mr. Nichols,” the woman replied.  He read her name tag.  Megan.  She was eyeing the long scar on his face, then the tic-tac sized chunk of skin punched out of the edge of his ear.  His facial wounds were slightly inflamed, but he was coming off of a staph infection, so there was redness and crust where there was once a nasty infection.

      When Megan wouldn’t stop staring at his scars, he narrowed his eyes.

      She quickly cleared her throat and said, “Are you okay?  Because the one on your face looks angry.”

      She was running a finger from her right eyebrow across her nose onto her left cheek.  It was the exact path his scar took.  Even if she hadn’t done that with her hand and face, he would have known what she was talking about.

      “I’m recovering from an unfortunate toilet plunging incident,” he replied with a perfectly straight face.  “Some people’s number two should be called a number four.”

      She laughed and it was so sweet Clay almost cried.  Shaking his head, not understanding the twisting-around and unpredictability of his emotions—how they were MIA one second, then roaring back with a vengeance in the next—he waited for the unwanted surge of feeling to pass.

      “I don’t suppose you have a phone I could use,” he said, looking down at first, then glancing up with that look—the stoic one he used to give his father when he hurt himself and was waiting to get the injury smacked.  This was how hard he was trying to cover his emotions just then, but the gleam in his eyes was betrayal enough.

      Still holding an easy smile, she said, “Not normally, but I appreciate your service, so I have a phone for you.”

      He wasn’t sure how she knew he’d served, but she handed him her personal cell phone and he took it.  After thanking her and stepping away, he drew a deep breath, stilled his beating heart, then dialed the number Megan had written down for him.

      It rang three times before someone picked up.

      “Hello?” Boone answered.

      His little brother’s voice was at once calming and heartbreaking.  The richness of it, the texture of familiarity…it elicited a flood of welcomed emotion.

      Clay suddenly remembered his life before Afghanistan, how it had been so simple, so…chaste and uncomplicated.  The feelings he had for his childhood, his family and Five Falls finally made their return.  So did the feelings he’d been waiting to feel about his mother.

      His soul ached for her.

      Standing there in the bank with Megan watching him out of the corner of her eye, he wondered what Boone must have gone through finding her dead, and then having to bury her.  He turned away from everyone, the welling of emotion almost too much to manage.

      “Clay?” Boone asked into the phone, now sounding concerned.  “Is that you?”

      “Mmmhmm,” was all he could say.

      He was afraid if he said anything else, it would trigger a whole new host of uninvited sentiment.  He didn’t know how that would happen, but he wasn’t supposed to feel anything, was he?  He didn’t want to feel anything!

      “Oh thank, God,” Boone said.  “Where are you?”

      “Salem,” he croaked out.

      “What are you doing there?” he asked.

      “No one could find you.  They called the old house.  The number was disconnected and mom was…mom…”

      “I did it, man,” Boone said, quickly changing the subject.  “I finally got some land up the street from home, went off the grid completely.  That’s why no one could reach me.”

      “Except for this cell phone,” Clay added.

      “I bought it with pre-paid minutes and kept it charged in case you called.  Other than that, I’m on acreage with chickens, a garden, a quad and an old Ford Bronco.  Off the grid and loving it.”

      Clay laughed and said, “Same old Boone.  I’m happy for you, little brother.”

      “When are you coming home?”

      “I need to get a few things together up here,” he replied, his emotions leveling out, but not entirely disappearing.  “And I haven’t called Five Falls home in years.  It reminds me…it reminds me that Dad is gone.”

      “Mom now, too,” Boone said softly into the phone.

      “My CO told me she died,” he said, his eyes welling.  “I’m sorry you had to go through that alone.”

      “I wanted to tell you, but it was too late.  I didn’t even know she was sick,” Boone replied, his words crowded with grief.  “Plus I know you.  You wouldn’t have wanted me to tell you while you were over there.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t call,” Clay said, even though for a long time he was mad that no one told him sooner.

      “So are you coming home or what?  I’ve got a spare bedroom for you, if you want it.  I’ve also got a wife and crying kid, but I imagine you’ll get used to them both.”

      “You still with Miranda?” he asked.

      “I am.”

      Boone had just started dating Miranda when Clay left for war.  Now they were married.  Parents even.

      He gave a little snort and a slight smile that almost reached his eyes.  Fighting off the desire to scratch an itch below the end of his scar, he said, “I just need to…I don’t know, decompress, I guess.  Maybe see if I can get some work, get back on my feet.”

      Boone didn’t know about the IED, his hospital stays, the brain injury.  He also didn’t know that he’d been retired out on account of the severity of his injuries.

      I can’t tell him.

      Not yet.

      “Well, you have my number,” Boone finally said.  “But I wish you’d stop by.  I’m going to text you the address.  Is this your new number?”

      “I borrowed a cell phone from the teller here at Wells Fargo.  I’ll wait until the address comes through and take it down.  In the mean time, thanks for putting money in my account.  I’ll be sure to pay you back.”

      “I’d be insulted if you tried,” Boone said.  A good amount of silence formed between them.  His little brother finally broke it, saying, “I love you, Clay.  I’m glad you’re home.”

      “Love you, too, Boone.”

      He returned the phone to Megan, thanked her again and ignored the eyes she was making at him.  Clay was once a good looking guy.  Now he was a blemished soldier, infinitely more experienced in life, but shades of his former self.  Maybe he’d be normal again.  Only time would tell.  If he could get his act together though, perhaps he would come back and ask her out.
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      Five blocks of stiff walking later, he stepped into Jorge’s salon and looked around.  He immediately saw his old friend cutting a young woman’s hair.  He saw Clay, stopped what he was doing and met his friend with a hearty grin and a warm hug.  He knew Clay was coming in, and that he’d been injured in the line of duty, but that didn’t lessen any of his excitement.

      He stood back and appraised Clay’s face, his delight tempered by an encroaching sadness.  He hugged his friend and former roommate again, lightly because he could not be sure what other injuries Clay had sustained.

      “You look like you were hit by a train and dragged down fifty feet of track,” Jorge said, his cheeks red, his eyes teary.

      “That’s how it feels,” he said.  “And that’s what this dumb scar will tell others.”

      “You may not like it,” he said, “but chicks dig a guy with scars.”

      “Maybe way back when,” he joked.

      “If anything, they’re a conversation piece,” Jorge half-heartedly teased.  “I’m happy you’re back and alive.”

      His former roommate gave him a key to his new place as well as directions and said he’d be home at six.  “Erin is going to be so happy you’re home.  We have to go out tonight!”

      Erin was their old friend, now Jorge’s girl.

      “What did you have in mind?” Clay asked, not sure he was up for that kind of excitement.  “Rather who did you have in mind?”

      “No one in particular,” he said with a knowing smile.  “Just someone freaking hot, someone with a wounded vet fetish and perhaps a touch of nymphomania.”

      “Another night if we can,” Clay said with a soft chuckle.  “Tonight I want to catch up with you and Erin.  Maybe get a decent night’s sleep.”

      “Do you want to say hi to Erin?” Jorge asked.  “Because if you wait a few, she’ll be back.”

      “That’s okay,” he said.

      “She just ran up the street to get us sandwiches.”

      “I’ll catch up with her back at your guys’ place,” Clay said, his expression forced due to another wave of absolute emptiness.  “Right now I need to be off my feet and sawing logs.  See you in a few hours?”

      “I’ll see you back home,” he said, still warm, his smile contagious.

      Clay walked a few blocks, continuing to work the pain out of his body, but when the cars in the streets around him came to an unnatural stop, he stopped as well.  A few of the stalled vehicles rolled into the backs of the cars in front of them, the crashing sounds not loud, but worrisome nevertheless.  Looking up, the street lights were out, too.

      “Nice,” he said.

      He didn’t give it much more thought.  There was so much chaos in Afghanistan that a burned out streetlight felt like no big deal.  He carried on, head down and keeping to himself.  A few minutes later, he was moved by a sudden concern.  It was the strangeness of the moment.  Turning around, he surveyed the scene from afar.  It’s just an accident, he told himself.  People were out of their cars, talking to each other, some arguing, but by then he was so far away it no longer felt like his problem.

      He checked the addresses looking for Jorge’s new place, the scene all but forgotten.  When he found the right place, he let himself in and marveled at the decor.  He took one of the many apples off the counter, ate it, then kicked off his shoes, laid down on the couch and closed his eyes.

      He woke up a few hours later in complete darkness.  He felt disoriented, unsure of his location.  Then he roused to someone shaking his shoulder and calling his name.  He reached for a gun that wasn’t there.  Sitting up, caught in an ocean of darkness, he said, “Jorge?”

      “Erin, too,” his friend said.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, his body in pain, his awareness returning.  “Why can’t I see anything?”

      “There’s something happening,” he heard Erin say.  “I think it’s bad.”

      He was hit with a woozy feeling, one of disorientation.  He sort of collapsed sideways on the couch cushions, his eyes unable to adjust to the dark, a welling of panic inside him.

      “Can you turn on the lights?” he asked.  “I can’t see anything.”

      “There are no lights,” Erin said.  He felt her hand find his arm, then work down toward his hand.  The human contact settled him.  She took his hand and squeezed.  “Hi, Clay.”

      “Hi Erin,” he said, feeling better.

      “This isn’t how I thought our reunion would go,” she said.  “But I’m glad you’re back.”

      “I am, too,” he said.  “So what happened to the lights?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to tell you,” Jorge said, a heightened anxiety in his voice.  “Just after you left the salon, the power went out.  It’s a total blackout.”

      “It’ll pass by morning,” Clay said, so groggy he couldn’t hold his eyes open.  He laid back down, his body cradled by the couch cushions.  He felt so comfortable, he was loathe to change position, and unable to stay awake.  In a voice that was more of a mumble, he said, “It’ll be normal in the morning.  I promise.  I just need some sleep right now.”

      The last thing he heard before succumbing to sleep was Erin saying, “He has no idea how much things have changed.”
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      Clay woke up in the morning shivering, his cheeks numb.  When he finally got his eyes open, they were puffy and sticky, and no amount of blinking could clear them.  He rubbed them vigorously, then sat up to an incredible amount of pain in his body.  Holding himself against the cold, his skin broke into goosebumps so hard and so tight they actually hurt.  He hadn’t even realized his teeth were chattering until he heard them.  Clamping his jaw shut, he tried to stop the noise.  It wasn’t working.  His jaw was really sore, like maybe his teeth had been rattling together all night.

      He stood and moseyed back to the bathroom.  Standing there, pissing, he could see his breath, the chill in his bones sobering.

      Even his hands felt stiff, that’s how cold he was.

      He flushed the toilet, and though the water circled the drain, the tank failed to fill back up.  He looked inside the bowl where it remained near empty.  He tried the faucet.  The pressure was low, no hot water.

      Out in the apartment, looking around, he saw no signs of electronic life.  He poked his head in Jorge’s bedroom, found him asleep with Erin, their bodies close, an extra blanket on top of them.  He found the heater, but it had no digital readout.  He slapped it a couple of times to no avail.

      Putting on his clothes, still so freaking cold, he went out to his old Mustang.  Blowing on his hands to heat them up, he was now longing for the Mustang’s heater.  When he put the key in the ignition, the old pony didn’t start.  The dash lights didn’t even come on.  When he popped the hood and got out, he saw a man standing outside his apartment on the balcony above him.

      The ugly hipster was smoking a cigarette and looking down on Clay.

      “Do you mind if I trouble you for a jumpstart?” he called up to the man.

      “No power,” the man said.

      “Yeah, no, I get that,” he said.  “But I’m talking about my car.  I think the battery’s dead.”

      “I’m talking about your car, too.  And it isn’t the battery.”

      “Do you know someone a bit more optimistic who can maybe help with a jump?” he asked, irritated and trying not to show it.

      “The power’s out on everything,” he said, flicking the butt down at him.  “No lights, no cell phones, no heater or hot water, no cars.  Nothing.  It’s all fried.”

      Clay stepped on the smoking cigarette butt next to him, then looked up and said, “How?”

      At that point, his mind was reeling.

      The guy simply shrugged his shoulders, then spit over the side of the rail to the ground below and said, “These Chinese cigarettes are the worst.”

      “Then why buy them?” he asked, letting his bad mood show.

      “It’s all we’ve got anymore.”

      “Have you heard anything on the news?” Clay asked again.  “About the power?”

      “What news, dummy?” he said, wrapping himself a little tighter in his robe.  He had crazy curly hair, a tight beard and condescending eyes.  “I told you, nothing works, no power means no news.  It means no nothing.”

      The man turned and went inside, leaving Clay standing out in the cold.  So the car didn’t work, there was no power, no cell phones and no electricity.  Great.

      “This is ridiculous,” he mumbled as he trudged back inside.

      Jorge was up, surveying the house.  When Clay came back in, he said, “I thought you left or something.”

      “What happened here?” Clay asked.

      “Erin says it was an EMP.”

      Clay just stared at him, unable to find the words.   Jorge’s expression didn’t change.

      “Really?” he finally managed to ask.

      “Logically, it makes sense,” Jorge reasoned.  “If the power was out, like a blown transformer or something, our cell phones would still power up.  Your car would still work.  But nothing works.  Literally nothing.”

      “You tried my car?” Clay asked.

      “You sleep like the dead,” Jorge replied.  “After you passed out, Erin went out to try it.  She checked with the neighbors, too.  No one’s cars work.”

      “Who would set off an EMP?” he asked.

      “Hard to say.  The Chicoms have been here for a few years now.  They control everything.  The news, the internet, all the basic flow of information.  Maybe someone trying to attack the Chicoms?  Or maybe the Chicoms themselves.  Lord knows those nut jobs have a few screws loose.”

      “What about the US government, or the state’s police force?”

      “Everything was infiltrated long ago,” he said.  “The government isn’t even trying to pretend they’ve lost the entire west coast to these animals.  It’s almost like they wanted to leave us behind.”

      “Can you blame them?” Clay asked.

      Jorge stiffened his upper lip, slightly turning his nose up at Clay.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I shouldn’t have said that.  It’s just…you know I never liked the direction these states took.”

      “That’s no excuse to abandon us to these…communist monsters,” Jorge said.  Shaking his head, his mind stuck on a single thought, he added, “America is gone, man.  It’s gone.  This isn’t about politics, it’s about personal freedom.”

      “I get it,” Clay conceded, putting his hands up in mock surrender.  “I just didn’t know this was going on until I got back.  It’s all still a shock to me.”

      “What happened to you?” Jorge asked, changing the topic.

      “Already told you,” Clay mumbled.

      “You didn’t give me the details,” Jorge pressed.  “Unless you have somewhere to be…”

      Clay took the next few minutes and told his friend everything that happened to him, how he died twice, that he went through brain surgery, that there might be something wrong with his brain.  Just then Erin wandered into the kitchen in sweat pants and a long sleeve sweatshirt.  She was rubbing her eyes and hugging herself against the bitter cold.

      “What are you guys talking about?” she asked, shivering.  That’s when she saw Clay’s face and said, “Whoa.”

      Clay nodded, making a face.

      “Tell me about it.”

      “That looks like it hurts,” she said, taking him into a hug.

      “It itches more than anything,” he said, coming out of the hug.  “We were talking about my time overseas, the Chicoms, whether or not this is an EMP strike.”

      “It’s definitely an EMP strike,” Erin said.  “Not only does it have the telltale signs, people are freaking out, almost like they know, too.  Last night, we went to the store, along with everyone else.  That’s why we didn’t get home until after dark.  We spent all our cash on food and supplies because, well, this could be bad.”

      “We were almost robbed coming home,” Jorge added.

      “Really?” Clay asked, astounded.

      “You should have seen it, Clay,” Jorge said.  “People lined up out the door.  The clerk tried to shut down things when it started getting dark, but someone lit some candles so he kept working.  Right when we were paying, someone stole something and then everyone started stealing.  Everything turned on a dime.  It was that quick.”

      “We got out of there,” Erin said, snuggling up to Jorge for heat.  “But people were talking.  They know what this is, and the general consensus is, this is a permanent thing.”

      “I thought America was insulated against an EMP attack,” Clay said.

      “We’re not America anymore,” Erin said.  Looking at Jorge, he added: “Did you not tell him?”

      “I did,” Jorge said.  “Well, sort of.”

      “Sort of?” Clay asked.

      “I’m sure you saw the streets,” Erin said.  “The Chicoms?”

      “I took a bus up from Northern California.  I saw the checkpoints, the armed police force, the foot soldiers—”

      “Those are Chicom soldiers,” Erin said.  “Not police.”

      “They have no compunction,” Jorge added, an uninvited darkness settling into his features.  “If they want to take your things, they take them.  If they come knocking on your door, you answer or you get shot for disobeying a state order.  And if they decide they want to beat on you, or kill you, they are judge, jury and executioner and there’s no one to say any different.”

      “Is it really that bad?” Clay asked.

      He had a hard enough time trying to stomach the idea of a soft occupation, but what Jorge and Erin were saying was that this was not a soft occupation, that the west coast had been abandoned by the government and left to complete communist control.

      “The President has been missing for a long time,” Jorge said.

      “I heard,” Clay said.

      “He was a turncoat, an apologist to the Chinese government,” Erin said with a certain bitterness to her voice.  Her tone was changing, heat stealing into her cheeks.  “Half of Washington sold out, the big tech companies sold out, Hollywood has always been a cesspool of sellouts, and the schools and colleges—well, they’ve been occupied for well over a decade.  They’re just no longer operating in secret.  None of them are.”

      “This is crazy,” Clay said, that unwanted anxiety making a fist in him once more.  He felt it back at the hospital and he was feeling it again.  Like a bomb was exploding inside him, but in slow motion, the force gathering with each damning revelation.  And Erin?  She looked like her head was going to pop.  Jorge pulled her closer trying to calm her down.

      Jorge picked up where Erin left off.  “America is a forgotten dream,” he said.  “And all these sellouts?  They were sold on the idea that mainland China was the future and America was the past.  A failed experiment in capitalism and a separate but equal government.”

      “They said they’re going to change the country’s name to The People’s Republic of America,” Erin hissed, her tone not the least bit tempered.

      This struck a hard chord in Clay, one that crashed right down into his bones.  He started his career in the military because he wanted to protect and serve his country.  He’d done neither.  What the guys in Afghanistan feared to be true was, in fact, the case.  Their country abandoned them.  No, not their country.  Their government.

      “Have any of the other troops come home yet?” Clay asked.  “From other countries?”

      “The President deployed everyone to various locales in the Middle East, and some to China to work with their military.  What’s left of the National Guard is stationed on the southern border, but that’s the most heavily fortified part of the nation.  Every other border is wide open.”

      “Why would they do that?” Clay asked.

      “Easy entrance into the country,” Erin said, looking at him funny for not understanding that.  “We marched against the occupation of Washington at first, and then Oregon.  But by the time the Chicoms took over both states, they had California, too.  They started shooting protestors.”

      She lifted her shirt to the bottom of her bra, showing Clay two pale circular scars on her side.  Then, turning around, she showed him two more on her back.

      “They shot you?” Clay asked, his mind starting to lock down with all this ugly information.

      “Why do you think she gets so mad?” Jorge asked.  “She almost died trying to do what we once had the right as Americans to do.  Lawfully protest.”

      “We no longer have those rights,” Erin said.

      “I need to get home to my brother,” Clay blurted out, now more certain than ever.

      “Okay,” Jorge said, somber.

      Clay needed to leave, but mostly he had to mitigate the stress response taking place in his body.  And he didn’t want to yell at his friends the way he’d yelled at his nurse.

      “If this is true, if this was an EMP,” Clay added, his brain working, albeit slowly, “and if the Chicom rule has overridden the Constitution and we can do nothing about it, then I need to be back home with the only family I have.”

      Jorge nodded and said, “It’s okay, brother.  We understand.”

      “You don’t want to be out there in the open,” Erin warned.  “Not without a car, or protection.  And certainly not with those shoes.”

      “What’s wrong with my shoes?” Clay asked, looking down at his sneakers.

      “What’s wrong with your brain?” Jorge asked, forgetting everything right in front of him.  He caught himself, frowned, then said, “I’m sorry.  I’m just used to you being so much more on top of this kind of stuff than us.”

      Clay tapped his head and said, “It takes me longer to sort things out up here.”

      Erin went to the counter, grabbed an apple and tossed it to Clay without warning.  He snatched it out of the air and looked at Erin funny.

      “His instincts are fine,” she said to Jorge.  Then, to Clay: “I’ll get you some proper hiking boots and a jacket.  Plus you’ll need food, water and toilet paper.”

      “It’s over two hundred miles to Five Falls,” Jorge said, his eyes pleading for his friend to stay, even if he refused to say the words.

      “It’ll be alright,” Clay said.  “I went through worse in the desert.”

      “But your body is still recovering from surgery.”

      “I know.”

      “And you have a limp,” Jorge said.

      “It’s just scar tissue buildup,” Clay said.  “Walking it off will do me some good.”

      “You sound just like you once described your father.”

      He grinned at the compliment.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      Erin appeared with a blue backpack and a rolled up towel.  She went into the kitchen, pulled out a couple matchbooks and a stack of mail, and started throwing food into the pack itself.

      “Why are you giving me your mail?” Clay asked.

      “It’ll help you start a fire,” she said.  “You’re looking at a week or more, so you’ll need to sleep and a fire will keep you warm.  The towel is your pillow.  There’s toilet paper in the backpack, too, as well as hiking boots, granola bars, protein bars and some snacks.  You’ll need to find other sources of water, though.  You have to think about dehydration.”

      “I know,” he said, although he was feeling a little overwhelmed.

      She opened an eighteen pack of bottled water, stuffed six bottles into the backpack, then zipped it up and handed it to him with an ashen smile.

      He took the backpack, thanked Erin, then looked inside the exterior pocket.  Tucked down in the pack was a small revolver and a handful of loose rounds.  He looked up at Erin, who flicked her eyes at Jorge, the look telling Clay to say nothing.  Jorge wasn’t a big fan of guns, and Erin didn’t shoot them because Jorge was against them.  He wasn’t even sure why she had it, or how she’d hidden it from Jorge.

      “Are you sure?” he asked Erin, the message vague to Jorge, but clear to Erin.

      “We won’t use most of that anyway,” she said, giving him an affirmative nod.  “Besides, whatever’s in there, it’s just a duplicate for what we already have.  We’ll be safe.  Jorge and I can protect ourselves.”

      Meaning she had another gun.

      “Thank you,” he said, hugging them both.  “Thank you for everything.”

      “It was nice to see you,” Erin said.  “And I hope to see you again.”

      He then wrote down the address to Boone’s new place and said, “If things get dicey here, and they most likely will, here’s your bug out location.  The invitation is open, you won’t be imposing.”

      “Yes we would,” Jorge said.

      “It wouldn’t matter, even if you were right about that,” Clay replied, “which you’re not.  Other than Boone, you two are the only family I have.”

      And with that, they said their good-byes and Clay headed out to the main road.  He needed to find a bike, an old motorcycle or an old four wheeler.  If not, it was going to be hell on his legs, back and body.  And who knew how badly society would degrade over the next week?  If it was anything like the old EMP estimation reports suggested, he was in for one hell of a nightmare.
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      Felicity Espinoza followed the slow-moving man along the roadway from a distance.  He was good at avoiding the Chicom soldiers, sneaking around the checkpoints, and finding shortcuts to the freeway.  But out on the freeway, it was hard to hide.  She continued to keep her distance.  Every so often, he’d pull a bottle of water from his backpack and take a sip.

      He was conserving water while she was dying of thirst.

      For miles she walked, head down, thinking about that water.  She felt her lips go dry, her head go light.  Finally, he stopped walking, turned around and looked at her.  She didn’t realize how much distance she’d closed between them until she looked up and stopped, startled.  She took a step backward, caught a spot of uneven pavement and plopped down on her butt.  He started walking toward her, causing her to scramble to her feet in a sheer panic.

      “I could catch you if I want,” he said, getting closer.  Backing up, she said nothing.  “Why are you following me?”

      “I need to get home,” she said.

      “Where’s home?”

      “Roseburg,” she said.  She held up her hand when he was five feet away and said, “That’s far enough.”

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said, hands in his pockets, casually.

      “Looks like you already hurt yourself.”  When he said nothing, she added, “That’s where my boyfriend lives, Roseburg.”

      “You shouldn’t be out here on your own,” he told her, taking a step back, which made her a little more comfortable.

      “What else am I going to do?” she asked.

      “Are you thirsty?”

      “Very.”

      He pulled a bottled water out of the pack and handed it to her.  She reached for it, but he pulled it back before she could take it from him.

      “Don’t drink too fast,” he warned her.  “Imagine it’s the last bottle you get.”

      And with that, he handed it to her and she took it, sipping lightly, even though all she wanted to do was guzzle it.  He started walking, but she remained still.

      “Are you coming?”

      “You promise you won’t hurt me?” she asked.

      “You shouldn’t expect a stranger to answer that question honestly,” he said, giving her pause.  “But for the record, I have no interest in harming you.”

      They walked together for awhile.  Eventually he walked a few feet ahead of her; she was falling behind because her feet hurt.  He suddenly turned around, grabbed her hand and tried pulling her off the road.  She fought him, yanking her hand so hard, he finally let go.  She fell down and landed on her butt.

      “Truck!” he hissed from behind a thicket of roadside brush.

      By then it was too late.  She’d been spotted.

      She thought maybe it was a Chicom truck, but it didn’t look like it.  What she was seeing was an old Blazer, a chop top with a roll bar.  And old radio was playing with what sounded like 80’s hairband music.  With the power out, she didn’t know how that was possible, but the truck was old, the music older.

      Cassette tape, maybe?

      The rusted blue behemoth pulled up next to her and she smiled at the driver.  She smiled back.  Maybe they could take her to Roseburg?  Or even the next town up?

      “Look at this little bitch,” the girl in the passenger seat said, raising up to get a better look at her.

      Felicity knew she was in trouble.  Instead of turning and asking the slow, scar-faced man for help, she started walking.  The girls burst out laughing, the big, topless SUV driving after her.

      “What’s your name, girl?” the passenger asked.

      “Felicity,” she said.

      “Yeah, you look like a Felicity.”

      “Where are you headed?” she asked, picking up her pace, even though they were in a truck and she wasn’t the best runner.

      “Just checking things out,” she said.  “That water looks very refreshing.”

      She slid the bottle in her other hand.

      “What’s in the pack?”

      By then, the fumes from the old Blazer were starting to bother her.

      “Nothing.  Just clean socks and underwear, and a few candy bars for the road.”

      “Hand it over,” the passenger said.

      Felicity kept walking, head down now, scared.  She heard the unmistakable sound of a shotgun racking a load.

      “You didn’t think there’d be good people out on the road, did you, Felicity?  No.  There’s only people like me and people like you.  Give me that backpack and that water.  I ain’t askin’.”

      Felicity stopped walking.  The Blazer halted to a stop alongside her.  Felicity started to back up, but the driver reversed the SUV and started backing up with her.

      “If I killed you on the highway, who would find you?” the passenger asked.  She had a hard look about her.  Like she was more tomboy than girl.  Like maybe she went from eighth grade to running with a bad crowd to doing some time in juvenile hall.

      “Someone would find me,” Felicity said.

      “Yeah,” she sneered.  “The Chicoms first—who wouldn’t care about a little half-beaner like you—and then the buzzards.”

      “She’s pretty,” the driver announced, that same ugly smile.  Were they sisters?  Felicity wasn’t sure, but it didn’t matter either.  Those were the little things your brain wanted you to notice to take your mind off of your fear.

      “Pretty my ass, she’s beautiful.  And girls like that?  Beautiful girls?  They get everything they want, until they don’t.  Last time I ask, girl.  Give me that—”

      Something hard smacked the back of the driver’s head.  She slumped forward, knocked out, her head on the steering wheel.

      Felicity looked behind her in time to see Scarface overhanding another rock.  It hit the girl with the shotgun in the shoulder, causing her to wince.  The Blazer came to a stop.  Felicity ran around the back of it, ducked down by the rear bumper and prayed the shotgun wouldn’t go through the metal.

      That’s when Scarface drew a pistol and aimed it at Shotgun Girl.

      “I’m good with this,” he announced to Shotgun Girl, referring to his own weapon.  “Really good.  And you?  You’re a hundred and fifty pounds of crap in an eighty-eight pound body.”

      “I’ll kill you!” she screamed.

      “Not if I kill you first,” he said, calm, cool and collected.

      Felicity moved around the side of the Blazer, not wanting to be in the crossfire if a gun battle broke out.  Looking up, she saw the driver coming around with a moan.

      “You okay?” Shotgun Girl asked the driver.

      “Son of a bitch hit me with a rock,” she said.  She tossed a baseball sized river rock out the window.  Felicity wondered if she could get to it and hit the woman again.

      Shotgun Girl growled, “We’re gonna git this—”

      A crack of gunfire cut through the girl’s conspiring.  It sounded like the round shattered the rear view mirror.

      “In case you’re wondering, I missed you on purpose,” Scarface called out.  “I can shoot the nuts off a fly from this distance.  Accurate every time.”

      “Bullshit!”

      “Go on and test me, you junkie rat.”

      She started to wheel the shotgun around, and that’s when Scarface fired another shot, this one digging into the back of the seat by the sound of it.

      “Go, go, GO!” Shotgun Girl screamed.

      The Blazer high-tailed it out of there, allowing her to breathe again.  Looking back, Scarface was standing in the middle of the road like a badass.

      She walked back to him and said, “You didn’t tell me you’ve got a gun.”

      “You didn’t ask.”

      “Why’d you hide, then?”

      “Because a gun only works if you have rounds to shoot, and I don’t have that many.”

      “You only need one,” she said.

      “Right now I only need one, but I have a long ways to go and those were just a couple of rusty twats.”

      He popped the cylinder, checked the rounds.  Digging in his pack, he fished out two fresh rounds, slid them in the cylinder, then flicked the revolver and spun the cylinder like a cowboy.  For good measure, he scooped a few more rounds out of the backpack and slid them in his pocket.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “Were you really missing her on purpose?” she asked when they were about a mile down the road.

      “No,” he said.  “I was actually trying to hit her.”

      “But you could have killed her,” Felicity said, aghast.  When he gave no response, she asked, “Would you really just kill her?”

      “She was going to rob you,” he said, as if that solved the matter.  “With a shotgun.”

      “I know,” she replied, sarcastically.  “I was there.”

      “I wanted that shotgun and that Blazer,” he said.  “With that, we could get off the heel-toe express and just drive home.”

      “What’s your name?” she finally asked.

      “Clay Nichols,” he said, offering her a sideways, outstretched hand.  “You?”

      She said, “I’m not touching you.  And it’s Felicity.  Felicity Espinoza.”

      “Nice to meet you, Felicity,” he said, eyes on the road ahead, outstretched hand now at his side.  “And like I said, I won’t hurt you.”

      As night descended upon them, she got the courage to ask that question that had been burning in her mind since she first saw him.  “What happened to your face?”

      “My ferret attacked me,” he grumbled.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Because.”
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      Clay made a bed of fresh branches he ripped off nearby trees.  Felicity did the same thing, shaking them hard as well to clear out any spiders or bugs.  She was across the small campfire from him.  For a long time they sat there, warming their hands, eating a granola bar, and saying nothing.

      Every so often he’d sneak a glance at her, taking in as much as he could in as short of a look as he could manage.  Felicity was a pretty girl, someone he would have been attracted to when he was her age.

      Switching thoughts, he found himself wondering what she thought when she looked at him.  How did she see him?  She probably only saw his scar, and a slight limp.  The girl was taking a big chance in traveling with him.  Then again, despite the scar, there was nothing threatening about him.  He’d once been so normal.  Perhaps she saw shades of that and decided being with him was better than walking alone.

      He saw her drifting off, then waking herself up again and looking at him.

      “Would it be more comfortable for you if I fell asleep first?” he asked.  She didn’t say anything but he read her expression and knew he was right.  “Don’t try to get into my stuff while I’m asleep and we’ll be fine.”

      “I won’t,” she said, yawning.

      “Can I trust that?” he asked, looking deep into her eyes.

      “I just said you could,” she said with a frown.

      He let himself drift off, knowing it was going to be bone chilling when the fire died down.

      “Make sure you throw those branches on the fire before you fall asleep,” he said.  “Otherwise we could freeze to death.”

      “Okay,” she said, her voice so young sounding it made him question her age.

      Looking at her one last time, he said, “How old are you, Felicity?”

      “I’m underage,” she said.

      He frowned and said, “Give me a break.  You’re not underage.”

      “And a ferret didn’t attack your face.”

      “How old?”

      “Twenty-two.  You?”

      “Older.”

      “How old?” she asked.

      “I’m going to sleep,” he said.  Then: “Thirty-two.”

      He closed his eyes and fell asleep quickly, but the night was murder on his back, his hips and the back of his head.  The towel under his neck helped, but not by much.

      He woke up, saw the dying fire and put another log on it.  He tried going back to sleep, but Clay was always a light sleeper so he woke up when he heard nearby movement.

      Grabbing his gun, he was about to move out of the firelight when he saw a curious young deer about twenty feet away.  Their eyes met and time seemed to stop.  Then it took off, leaving him feeling cold and hungry.  Across the glowing fire, he saw Felicity.  She looked especially cold.  He couldn’t be sure, but her face sort of looked blue.  He watched her for a long time, breathing a sigh of relief when he saw her move.

      Quietly getting up, he went out into the forest to find more wood.  He stumbled upon a deadfall, pried a hunk of wood away, then struck it against his foot, shaking off whatever bugs he may have disturbed.

      Back at the campfire, Felicity hadn’t moved.  He put the wood on the fire, then quietly removed his jacket and draped it over her shoulders.  She seemed to snuggle up in it, grateful for the warmth, but unaware it was his jacket providing it.

      He sat by the fire long enough to warm himself, but by then the memories were flooding back, and the pain was starting in his bones again.  When he was in Afghanistan, when they were up to their chins in it, he was an old hand in a fire fight.  But then his CO told him about his mother and everything hard and certain in him fractured.

      At night, when everyone else was sawing logs, he let himself cry.  The tears came easy when he was the only one awake.  For weeks after that, he couldn’t close his eyes without seeing her face, or hearing her voice.  Then the details of her began to fade, bringing with that an even deeper run of pain.  Those same memories were finally coming back to him, as was the pain, and his tears.  As he sat there—head down, hunched over the fire—he felt the sting of fresh tears.  Within moments, they were dripping from his eyes down into the dirt.

      Quietly sniffling, his body shaking, he didn’t see the girl’s eyes open, and he didn’t see the sadness in her face when she realized he might actually be a good guy with some very deep wounds.

      Instead, he scooted his green bed of pine needles closer to the fire, laid down and somehow managed to get back to sleep.
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      They strolled into Albany where he saw all kinds of fast food restaurants.  Clay walked up to the restaurants; she had his six.  The businesses all had some sort of signage saying they would be closed until the power was back on and that there was nothing to steal.  A little farther up, they saw a sign for Kohl’s and WinCo Foods.

      “You have cash on you?” Clay asked.

      “Some,” she said.  “Why?”

      “Let’s go.”

      She knew they needed food and water, if they could get it.  She just hoped there was an open store.  What they saw in the WinCo parking lot was a mob of people looting the large grocery store.

      “Can you fight?” he asked, his blood pressure spiking.

      “No,” she admitted.

      “Okay, then,” he replied.  “You hide out here and wait for me.”

      “I’m coming with you,” she said.  There was no way she’d let him leave her there alone.  “I’ll watch your back and you can protect me.”

      “We don’t have time to argue!” he snapped.  “It’s not safe in there and we’re wasting precious time!”

      “I’m coming,” she said, stubborn.

      “Fine, but watch your ass.”

      They moved into what looked like a massive horde of looters.  Glass was broken, carts were being stolen and people were in the store fighting.  Not just one or two fights, but half a dozen out of control brawls.

      “This isn’t good,” he said, the limp in his leg gone.

      Clay pushed his way inside with her right behind him.  Clay took them down a less populated aisle, shoved past a few people, heading for a clear shot at the shelves.  They grabbed what they could, stuffing cans of food and bagged goodies into her open pack and his.  When she had a second, Felicity looked up and saw him tucking his pistol into the front waistband of his jeans.

      “Let’s go,” he snapped.  “This isn’t a recon mission.  We’re operational.”

      This got her moving.  For the next few minutes they collected what last bits of food they could.  A few times, he stopped and reached for his gun, but the threat passed and they kept moving.

      “I’ll be right back,” Clay said at the head of one aisle, causing her to panic.  “It’s okay, you’re fine.  I’ll only be a second, but it’s not safe for you.”

      “I can—”

      “Wait here!” he said, hand up to stop her.

      Then he was gone.  A second later a gunshot reverberated through the store, along with outbursts of screaming.  From behind her, someone then tried to grab her backpack, nearly yanking her off her feet.  She spun, hit the guy’s hand with the back of her knuckles.  This loosened his grip enough for her to give her pack a hard yank.  He didn’t let go, so she jerked it again, ripping the pack out of his grip.  Scared out of her mind, but leaning on her only skill set—cardio kickboxing—she drilled him with a perfect kick in the chest.  It was textbook.  And it didn’t do anything to this guy but piss him off.

      She felt her eyes go wide and her heart leap into her throat.  Panic rushed in like a tidal wave, leaving her sick and scared.

      He rushed her, grabbed a fistful of hair and went after the bag again, yanking on it so hard it was jarring her entire body.  The whole time, her mind was frantic.

      Where the hell was Clay?  He was supposed to protect her!

      “You think that’s gonna work?” the man sneered, his face next to hers, both of them still fighting for the bag.

      Someone running through the store slammed into him from behind, knocking them both down.  He landed on top of her.  She rolled hard one way while he rolled the other way.  The plastic sack he’d been carrying split open, revealing several cans of Hormel chili.  She grabbed the nearest can and started hitting him with it.  First she struck his arm, but then she got started hitting him and couldn’t stop.  She worked her way up his body, growling with rage as he curled up like a coward.  Before she knew what had overtaken her, she was hitting him in the face.  His chin split open, his nose busted and started bleeding, and then she hit his forehead.  The skin split back in two places, the blood really pouring.

      The second she saw all that red, she sat up, reality rushing back in.  Before she could contemplate what she’d done, someone slammed her from behind, sending her skidding forward on her face.  She let go of the bloody chili can and fought to keep her backpack.  Someone else was now trying to take it.  She rolled over and saw a hefty woman with one meaty fist on her backpack strap pulling out a steak knife.

      “Give it up or get stuck,” the rotund woman said, spittle leaving her mouth and landing on her chin.

      Just then a big can of baked beans cracked her square in the mouth, knocking her backwards.  Stunned, she held her bleeding face, then turned around and scurried off.  Feet rushed by her right and left, people now rushing past her.  She scrambled to her feet, but before she even got her balance, someone grabbed her and hauled her close.

      Clay.

      Thank God!

      “Where were you?” she barked at him.  He was picking up his beans and her bloody can of chili.

      “Time to go,” he said.  He pulling out his pistol and looked at her.  “Now!”

      They rounded a corner in time for a shotgun to go off.  Clay backed up fast.  She ran right into him, but he was a big body against her almost petite, five foot six inch frame.

      Down another aisle, on the ground near them, a dead man’s contents were spilled out.  There wasn’t much—a pack of straws, a broken open bag of sunflower seeds and a cheap can opener.

      “Get that,” Clay said, eyes on the aisle in front of him, gun out.

      She put the can opener in her backpack.  He moved them back, peeked around the corners, then said, “We’re going to make a bee-line for the back door.  Don’t stop for anyone.  And if you get attacked, push them far enough away so I can take the shot.”

      “I thought you said you weren’t that good with that pistol.”

      “It’s the pistol, not me,” he said.

      “That’s reassuring.”

      On his signal, they moved quickly through the crowds, pushing and shoving past people, fighting off hands and hard looks.  They got through the ransacked back warehouse and rolled right through the back door into a trio of thugs.

      Everyone froze.  Clay drew on them first.  He shot one, but the other two closed in fast.  They weren’t armed, so their fight was more ferocious.  It was desperation.  She didn’t know what to do.  The two men were on Clay with punches and kicks.  Clay got one foot, pulled the man down, shot the other in the shin.  Suddenly all three of them were on the ground, Clay working for the advantage.

      Beneath them, Clay’s small black revolver got loose and was skittering around.  She fought back the panic, still unsure of what to do, and then one of them screamed and pushed his way back out of the tussle while holding his eye.  She saw blood leaking between his fingers, but that wasn’t the worst.  The screaming was like nothing she’d ever heard before.

      Her paralysis breaking, she rushed in and grabbed the gun about the time Clay got the other guy’s head pushed up off him.

      “Shoot him, Felicity!” he screamed.  The man saw this, flashed his eyes, looked right at her.  She lined up on his chest, unable to shoot his face.  “Shoot dammit!”

      She closed her eyes and pulled the trigger.  When she opened them again, the man was down, a hole in his throat, a fountain of red draining out between his hands.

      Clay got up, took the gun from her and said, “We need to go.”

      “Wait,” she said, grabbing his arm.  Beyond the gurgling, dying man was his buddy, the one with the injured eye.  He was heading to a beat-to-hell Chevy truck with an extra cab back and a long bed that looked welded together.  The thug was unsteady on his feet, his keys out, his hand shaking so badly the keys eventually fell from his hand.

      He stopped, looked down at them.

      “No way,” Clay said, taking the gun out again and walking toward him.

      “Don’t shoot him!” she said.

      Clay pushed the guy aside.  He fell down, rolled over.  Clay bent over to pick up the keys, then looked at her and said, “Happy?”

      “Ecstatic,” she frowned.

      The man rolled over onto his back, clearly in shock, a hole where his eye once was.  He had bloody hands, and blood half-smeared and half-streaking down the front of his face.

      “We have wheels now,” Clay said, devoid of expression.

      The two of them climbed into the truck.  He put the key in the ignition, paused—most likely to say a prayer to the car gods—then twisted the key.  The old motor rumbled to life and he said, “Jesus take the wheel.”

      When he looked at Felicity with a triumphant smile, her eyes caught the sight of his thumb.  It was all bloody.

      “Are you cut?” she asked.

      He grinned and said, “Eye don’t think so.”  He accentuated the word eye.

      “That’s gross,” she said.

      “Like popping a quail’s egg,” he grinned, wiggling the thumb her way.

      “Asshole,” she said, her face a contained grin.
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      They drove for the better part of fifty miles in the truck passing mostly farmland, distant groves of trees and an occasionally hilly horizon.  In the truck’s extra cab were several twenty-four packs of water, soda and beer.  In the bed, through dusty glass, Clay thought he saw several large duffle bags.  Just outside Cottage Grove, he pulled over into a closed down gas station and checked the bags.  They were full of food and other supplies.  When he got back in the vehicle, he handed her a candy bar.

      Felicity looked at him and said, “What was in the bags?  Besides this?”

      “Food and supplies,” he said.  “Those guys got there early, I think.  There’s a decent variety of this and that.”

      “We keep what we catch,” she said, her eyes soft.

      “We’re gonna eat good tonight,” he replied, putting the truck in gear.  As quickly as he let off the brake, he stepped back on it, giving her a little jolt.  He quickly slapped it back out of gear, killed the engine and said, “Get your head down!”

      They ducked below the dash as a convoy of military vehicles rumbled by.  Slowly lifting his head to where he could see, Clay watched the procession pass.

      “Good God,” he said.  “Is that a tank?”

      Felicity lifted her head and that’s when she saw one of the last Chicom Jeeps pulling over and heading for them.

      “Oh, no,” he said, thinking about his gun.

      Instead of going for the weapon, however, he turned the ignition on and kept his head low.  The second the Jeep pulled up, Clay snuck a glance at the man.  The Chicom soldier saw this, got out of his Jeep and started for his pistol.

      “Gun, I think!” she hissed.

      “Be quiet!”

      With the engine rumbling and ready to go, Clay slipped the truck in gear and floored it, heading right for the man.  The Chicom jumped away as the Chevy slammed into the corner of the Jeep and pushed its way through the twisting metal.

      A few shots lit up the back window, the shattered glass falling all over the sodas and water.  She turned and watched the soldier run for his Jeep, start it up and take chase.  He hit the main highway, causing them to bounce violently.  The back end shook and fishtailed its way onto the asphalt, Felicity hanging on for dear life.

      “Do you trust me?” he asked, looking her way.

      “Yes,” she said, scared.  “I think.”

      He hit the brakes, whipped the back end of the truck around, no grace whatsoever.  They were now facing the Chicom Jeep.  He stomped on the gas and they raced head-on toward the oncoming Jeep.

      “Clay?” she said, one hand grabbing onto the door, the other pressed into the ceiling.

      “He’ll think we’re crazy,” Clay said.  “He’ll swerve first.”

      “This is INSANE!” she screamed.

      The two vehicles bore down on each other, Clay staying on the gas.

      “Swerve you piece of—”

      She closed her eyes, the squeal slipping out of her mouth and increasing in volume.  Her whole body pulled together with fear, the muscles hugging the bones, her teeth gnashed together in anticipation of the impact.  But nothing happened.  She opened her eyes and the Jeep was gone.  Glancing over her shoulder as Clay slammed on the brakes, she found it.  The Jeep had swerved so hard, it threw itself into a spin, dug its wheels into the soft shoulder of the road and flipped over on its side in a cloud of dust.

      They cruised back to the scene of the accident.  Clay pulled up beside the downed vehicle.  The Chicom was laid out on the road, his back twisted hard, his body pinned underneath the Jeep where it had rolled on top of him.

      “I’m going to lift it, if I can,” Clay told her.  “You drag him out.”

      “You can’t lift it,” she said.

      He frowned and said, “There’s a jack in the back of the truck.  I’m just going to push the roof off the ground.  It’ll give you the space you need.”

      He jacked up the Jeep, allowing Felicity to pull the conscious Chicom out.  He was in pain, pissed off, but unable to stop the tears or the blood from running down his face.

      When Felicity looked up, she saw Clay tucking the Chicom’s pistol in the back of his pants.  He then bent down and picked up a rifle.  When he turned around, he aimed the rifle at the Chicom soldier’s head.

      “Should I do it?” he asked her.  The Chicom started speaking rapidly in his native tongue.  “For what they’ve done to our country?  I think yes.”

      “But this is one man,” he said.  “Perhaps he was just taking orders.”

      He looked at her, almost like he was putting the ball in her court.  Hadn’t she already said to shoot him?

      “Did you want to hurt those girls in the truck?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Me, too,” he replied.  “But I didn’t want to kill them.”

      “You shot at them,” she said.  “You said you were trying to hit them, but that you missed.”

      “I was trying to hit them,” he said.  “But that was because you were in danger.  Otherwise I wouldn’t want to kill an American.  Besides, if I missed—which I did—I figured the shots would at least scare that…that…”

      “Bitch.”

      “I didn’t want to say it, but yeah.”

      “It’s true though,” she said.  “You don’t have to be politically correct with me.  That crap is dead already.  And honestly, it’s refreshing to hear you say bad things about others.”

      “Really?” he laughed, the rifle still on the man.  “Why is that?”

      “Because it’s freedom!” she explained.  “The communists took that away from us with ‘hate speech’ and censorship.”

      Looking down, he said, “So should we kill this cocksucker or what?”

      He glanced back up, and right then she had a change of heart.  She shook her head, no.

      Clay remained standing over the soldier, the Chicom’s face shaking with pain, with rage, bits of bloody spittle escaping his mouth, landing on his face and neck.  He started speaking Chinese, but neither she nor Clay seemed to understand.

      “Speak English, you sack of crap,” Clay growled at the man.

      “Chinese better,” he said.

      “I went to the middle east to fight for what I thought was right.  You’re nothing compared to them.  Do you know what they would say when I put a gun to their heads like this?”

      The soldier broke, realizing Clay was no pushover.  He tried to blubber out a response, but Clay cut him off.

      “I can tell you this, they never cried the way you’re crying, you big ass baby.”

      Clay set aside the rifle, grabbed the pistol and knelt down beside the dying soldier.  Pulling back on the pistol’s slide, he made sure a round was chambered.  He showed it to the bleeding man.

      “This bullet right here is going to plow a one-lane freeway through your head.  About three inches over there,” he said, making a circle on the asphalt beside the man, “that’s where you brains will cook in the heat.  Whatever it is you’re thinking right now, some coyote, or little furry rodent with a tail, will eventually eat those thoughts, along with your bloody gray matter.  Then your brain will go in their mouth, through their stomach and out their ass.  Take a moment to ponder that.  I’ll wait.”  The Chicom soldier was sweating, crying, pleading.  “Do you have that image now?”

      “Please,” he stuttered, really sobbing now.

      “How many Americans did you personally kill?” Clay asked.

      “I…I didn’t…”

      Clay thumped the guy on the head with the barrel of the gun and said, “This is time to be honest.  I’m going to kill you anyway.”

      “Six,” he admitted.

      “How many women?”  He tried to look away.  “Children?”

      “None.”

      “So a mix of men and women.  Now the all important question.  How many dogs did you kill?  Because anyone who kills a dog in my book is—”

      “No dogs!”

      “That might’ve just saved your life.”

      Seeing a pack of smokes in the man’s breast pocket, he reached in and snuck one out.  He offered one to Felicity, who shook her head, no.

      He found the soldier’s lighter, lit it, blew the smoke in his face and said, “You know second hand smoke kills, right?”

      “I was only doing what I was told,” he said in excellent English.

      “I’m going to smoke half this crappy cigarette, and then I’m going to drop it in the gas tank.  The explosion will burn you to death, but it’ll be a slow burn.  You’ll die screaming.  I’ll tell you what, though.  We’re men, so we’re hard, mean, defiant and protective of what’s ours.  The minute you tipped over in that Jeep, you were as good as dead and you know it.  But here’s the voice of reason.  See that pretty girl over there?”

      “Yes,” he said, flicking his eyes at her.

      “We’ll leave this decision up to her.”

      They both looked up at her and Felicity backed up and started to shake her head.  He couldn’t possibly leave that decision up to her.

      “I already said no,” she muttered.

      “No he doesn’t die or—?” Clay asked.

      “You can’t make me decide this!” she screamed, the pressure too much.

      “You have the facts now.  He killed six Americans, and an unknown number of women.  On the upside, he didn’t kill any children or dogs.”

      Looking at the soldier, she said, “Who told you to kill them?”

      “We were told we can kill who we like,” he admitted, “and who we must.”

      “So you killed because you wanted to?”

      He shook his head no.

      “Why then?”

      “I was following orders,” he pleaded.  “I didn’t enjoy killing them.”

      “And here is where the truth comes out,” Clay said.  “We will not get this luxury as we continue, I fear, so you’d best decide the value of human life now so you won’t have this internal debate when it really counts.”

      “Is this some big lesson, Clay?” she asked, her face pale, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “If we can question them, we do,” he continued.  “But if we can’t, we have to assume they will kill us if they’re under orders or if the feeling suits them.”

      “He already said that,” she snapped.

      “We are always under orders,” the Chicom said.  “I…I have nightmares at night.  I cannot eat.”

      Felicity studied him.  Finally, she said, “He’s had enough.”

      “So he lives?” Clay asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Okay then,” he said.  Smiling, she turned and got back in the truck.  Clay, on the other hand, sat there smoking.

      “She said no,” she heard the fallen soldier say.

      “I know,” Clay replied, taking his time.  When he was almost done with the cigarette, he said, “You killed American citizens.”

      “No,” the man said, breathless.

      “Yes,” Clay replied.

      Much to her horror, he walked over to the gas tank, opened the cap, then tossed the cigarette in.  He jerked his head back as the contents of the tank created a huge whoosh!

      Clay didn’t run like she would have.  Instead, he dragged the dying soldier into the inferno.  She started screaming at him to stop, but he wasn’t paying attention.

      “I said no!” she shouted, getting out of the truck and rushing up to him.

      Even as the flames spread to his clothing, the soldier was begging in English and Chinese, his eyes wet and running.

      She went to help him, but Clay grabbed hold of her, stopping her from helping him.  She fought Clay, but he swung her around and threw her down.  He then leaned over her and said, “They killed Americans on American soil!  You never, ever leave them alive!  That’s lesson number one.”

      “He’s a human being!”

      “So were those six people he killed!  He’s in our country, we’re not in his.”

      Behind them, the Chicom started laughing.  As his torso caught fire and the flames quickly spread up his body, he said, “This is the People’s Republic of America.  You’re in my country, mother—” And that’s when the flames rolled up over his face and into his mouth.

      “You don’t have to watch this,” he said.  She couldn’t look away.  She was transfixed with the shaking, screaming, burning man.

      “Yes, I do,” she said, a hitch in her throat.  Then: “I was wrong about you.”

      “I never said I was one way or the other,” he said, somber.  “I just said I’d keep you safe for as long as I could.”

      “I’ve survived their occupation for years without harm coming to me,” she said.  She couldn’t think of anything else to say.  By now he was completely immersed in flames, his body still, one giant fireball.

      Clay tried to help her up, but she shook him off and said, “Don’t touch me.”

      “It doesn’t take a genius to see what’s what,” he said.

      She stood up, brushed herself off and said, “And that is?”

      “Everything’s smoked,” he said.  “Cars, phones, lights.  Everything.”

      “It’s a power outage!”

      “It’s more than that,” he said.  “I just can’t figure out how much of the grid is down.  It was down in Salem, and it’s down here…”

      “What are you saying?”

      “There are signs if you can get past your own self long enough to read them.  Now get in the truck.  I’m not sure what we’ll run into, if anything, in Cottage Grove.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “Fine then,” he said.  “You want to cry like a whiney little twelve-year old?  You can do it all you want, but you can do it alone!”

      He got in the truck, surprised that he was so emotional about this.  He stubbornly fired up the engine, cranked down the window, then said, “One last chance.”

      She f-bombed him without remorse, then looked away.

      “Good luck to you then,” he said, smoking the tires and heading out.
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      He was a mile up the road when the truck with the girls who gave them trouble a ways back passed him on the opposite side of the road.  How the hell did they get ahead of us?

      “Dammit,” he growled.

      He slammed on the brakes and waited, watching them in the rear view mirror.  He saw brake lights where he was sure Felicity was.  Cursing to himself, he cranked the wheel, lit up the tires and whipped the back end around, staying on the gas until the fat back tires caught and launched him forward with a big Detroit growl.

      When he got to Felicity, he saw the girls jumping out of the truck, the driver going after her.  They grabbed her pack, ripped it off her and started rifling through it.  Everything in him wanted to go and save her, but she needed to learn a lesson.

      The driver went for the big wind up punch, but Felicity side-kicked her in the stomach, then came in with a straight punch to the nose.  He felt himself smile.  Shotgun Girl stood on the seat, watching the fight.  She looked over at him as he sat there on the road, waiting.

      The sun was glinting off the windshield, concealing his identity.  He knew this because the sun had shone off their windshield when they passed him coming over the hill.  Shotgun Girl continued to look over at him, even as Felicity and her friend went at each other.  He could see how badly she wanted to know who was in this beast.

      The driver managed to get on Felicity and start pummeling her in the face.  Clay let her take it.  So long as Felicity was fighting back, he’d stay out of it.

      In a desperate attempt to get free, Felicity grabbed the girl’s top and yanked it down.  The second her boobs came flopping out, the girl went to cover them back up.  That’s when Felicity thrust a thumb into her eye.

      The driver howled out.

      Shotgun Girl turned her weapon on Felicity and that’s when Clay stepped out of the truck, aimed the Chicom pistol at her and screamed, “I won’t miss this time!”

      She turned around, her face contorted.

      “Let them finish!”

      “She gouged her freaking eye out!” Shotgun Girl yelled.

      Felicity was sitting over her, her hair pulled, her shirt ripped at the sleeve, breathing heavy.

      “This ain’t high school,” he growled walking toward them, gun still trained on the ugly girl in the truck.  It seemed Felicity had the upper hand.  She wasn’t done though.  “Well?  Finish her!”

      Felicity started dropping elbows on her face.  When the girl was finally unconscious, Felicity stood and shook her thumb.

      She had a bloody nose, blood around her lips and a grin on her face.  She spit on the girl, looked up at Shotgun Girl, and then to Clay, she said, “Can I catch a ride with you?”

      “Absolutely.”

      He kept the pistol on Shotgun Girl the whole time.  He handed Felicity the keys, knowing she’d know what to do with them.  She climbed in the cab of the truck and fired it up.  With the gun still aimed at Shotgun Girl, Clay rolled down the passenger side window, shut the door and hopped up so he could sit on the ledge.  From there, he couldn’t miss.

      He slapped the top of the truck and Felicity took off.  The girl set the shotgun down to take care of her friend and that’s when he slipped inside the truck.

      “Look at you,” he said, smiling.  “I think I actually feel proud of you.”

      “And here I thought you were heartless.”

      “Me, too.”  Then, with that same simper, he said, “Looks like we see eye to eye now.”

      She let out a snort, turned to him and said, “Are you for real right now?”

      He gave her a red thumb’s up and winked.

      “Thank you for coming back for me,” she finally said.  “I was wrong to treat you like that.”

      “Yeah, well I said I’d protect your dumb ass while I could.”

      “What happened to your face?” she asked.

      He realized he liked her and trusted her enough to tell her the truth.  So he did just that.  When he was done, she took his hand and held it.  He didn’t pull away.

      “I hate to say it, but you were right,” she finally said.

      About Shotgun Girl, Clay said, “I honestly thought I was going to have to shoot her.”

      “I got tired of waiting for you to,” she said, her teeth stained red, blood on her chin.

      A few miles down the road, she opened her backpack, rifled through, then said, “That bitch took my freaking license!”

      “I’m not sure you’ll need it,” he said.  “Keep going.”

      “It’s got my address on it.”

      “They’re not going to want to mess with us after that.”

      She cast him a concerned look and said, “Famous last words.”
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      Just inside the city limits of Sutherlin, the damn truck shuddered and shook, the rowdy engine coughing, wheezing, gasping for breath.  Pulling over to the side of the road, the engine finally dying, he said, “This is awesome.  We’re out of gas.”

      “So are we walking?” Felicity asked, tired and concerned.  By this time, night had fallen and both of them were beyond exhausted.

      “Just ‘till we find a house or an abandoned car,” he replied.  “There’s a siphon hose and a milk jug in the back.  Grab it will you?”

      “You get it,” she said, yawning.

      “So you’re going to siphon it then?” he asked, trying to keep a lid on his temper.

      “Of course not,” she said.

      “Then get it and be quiet.  And watch for broken glass.  It’s everywhere.”

      By this time, his face had gone from itching to hurting, his bones ached, and he had a few bug bites from sleeping outside that he couldn’t stop scratching.

      “Also,” he said, “you’re carrying it back when it’s full.”

      “Why’s that?” she asked, heat stealing into her voice.

      “Because I’ll have gas in my mouth and that will put me in a bad mood.  When I’m in a bad mood, I can’t carry gas, on account of the gas in my mouth having put me in a bad mood.”

      “That’s some circular reasoning,” she frowned, dragging out the word “some.”

      “It’s something alright.”

      Without further argument, Felicity carefully fished around the back half-cab of the truck looking for the clear run of tubing and the old plastic milk jug Clay said he saw earlier.

      “You think the people who owned this truck were stealing gas since before the EMP?” she asked.

      “They’ve got a gas theft starter kit,” he said.  “It’s kind of like, if some guy has a bag of lye, a bundle of rope, a cloth and some chloroform all together in his trunk, the chances of him being a noble, upstanding citizen aren’t really that great.”

      “I think we’re on to something,” she said sarcastically.

      “Something that doesn’t matter,” he replied, yawning himself.  “Get a move on it.”

      With the night came plummeting temperatures.  Felicity found the one gallon jug and the hose, gathered it up and climbed out of the truck with Clay.

      “What is this really going to get us?” she asked as they walked up the road under starlight and a blanket of extreme cold.  “I mean, this is one gallon.”

      “It’s going to get us back here to start the truck, then we go back for more,” he explained.  “We’re going to fill up as best as we can before we leave Sutherlin, then we’ll drive through the night and have you home before daybreak.”

      They walked a mile, two miles, then three miles without seeing anything of promise.  He was cold and getting discouraged.  The thing about Chicom rule is that they’d taken over the freeways, which meant any traffic that might have died with gas in it wasn’t out there.

      As it was, the six lane freeway was pitch black, so dark that—even after his eyes adjusted—he could barely see the thickets of trees alongside the freeway or the low hillside ahead marking the horizon against the sky.

      “It’s freaking creepy out here at night,” she said.

      “The stillness hurts my ears,” he added, trying to pop them.  “But at least we can hear everything.”

      “Like, if a mosquito has bad intentions,” she said, “it’s so quiet, we’d know if he was five feet away.”

      “Exactly,” he said.  “That goes both ways, though.”

      “The mosquito?” she asked with a snicker.

      He snorted and said, “No, not the mosquito dummy.  The silence.  We can hear them, they can hear us.”

      “Who’s they?” she asked.

      “The boogeymen,” he joked.  “What are you, twelve?”

      “I’m freaking tired,” she said.  “I mean, I’ve heard of getting gas at night, but this isn’t my idea of a good time.”

      Hearing this, he laughed.

      Off to the side of the road, he saw something that stopped him.  The faint shadows of dozens of vehicles.

      “Oh please, Jesus, let this be a holy freaking miracle,” he muttered.

      “What is it?”

      “Looks like some sort of trucking yard, or maybe…I don’t know just yet.  Follow me.”

      They hopped the concrete divide, crossed three lanes of highway in stealth, then crawled over a guardrail.  Standing on the side of the road, right next to each other, they appraised the darkness ahead.

      “They look like RVs,” she whispered.

      “I was thinking the same thing,” he said.  “We have to dip down in this gully and get up the other side, real quiet.  I can all but guarantee that whoever’s watching over the place will either have a dog, a gun or a bad temper.”

      “Maybe all three.”

      “The trifecta of unwant,” he said.

      Slowly and quietly, they made their way down into a gully, then up the other side, their feet slipping on the weeds and low brush.  When they were able to get to the raised lot, they found themselves in a used RV dealership.

      “Bingo bango,” he said.

      They quietly worked past all the trailers until they found a small, Class C motorhome.  By small, he was thinking the rig was twenty-five feet in length at least.

      “What if we just break in and go to sleep?” she asked.

      “I bet your own bed is better,” he responded.  “We need to make sure none of these tanks are locked.  If they’ve got locking caps, we’ll need to keep walking.”

      Unfortunately, all of them had locking gas caps.  That wasn’t the end of the story, however.  Deeper into the lot, there was a mechanic’s garage and a sales office.  Parked out front of the sales office was a newer pickup truck.

      They crept up on it, not sure if anyone was in the office, and found the power window rolled down.  It must have been down when the EMP hit.  Thinking the alarm would have been fried in the blast was one thing, risking it going off when you were trying to steal gas was another.

      He manually unlocked the door from the inside, gently pulled the handle and winced as he carefully opened the door.  He let out a sigh of relief when no alarm went off.

      The gas tank release lever was a wire pulley.  He gave it a tug, heard the gas cap door pop open.

      “Get the hose,” he whispered.

      He opened the lid, unscrewed the gas cap and looked up at the sales office, still unsure if they were alone or if someone was there.  That’s when he heard a low growl coming from inside.  Both of them stopped what they were doing and waited for the dog to calm back down.  It did.  When he looked up to say something, Felicity was gone.  Immediately his head began to hurt.

      Is the pain a result of doing this, he wondered, or is it the stress of watching over her?

      He decided it didn’t matter.

      Taking off his jacket so he could work easier, he slid the hose down into the tank, got the milk jug ready, then gave it a long draw, spitting when the fuel hit his mouth.  He quickly stuck the end of the hose into the jug and kept spitting until he could spit no more.

      The lingering taste was beyond awful.

      That’s when he heard her returning.  Felicity.  In her hand was a big red jug.  A five gallon gas can.  Now he felt himself smiling.

      “Look at you,” he said, proud of her for the second time that day.

      When they were done filling the milk jug, he took the gas can and stuck the rubber tubing inside of it.  As they were filling up, the dog began to growl again, and then he let out a bark.

      Clay’s blood pressure spiked.  The five gallon jug was only halfway full when the office’s front door opened up and an older man said, “Who’s there?”

      They both ducked down and said nothing.

      He was almost there…

      “My dog ain’t senile and neither am I.  I want you off my property by the time I get done countin’ to three or I’ma come down there a guns blazin’.”

      “We just needed some gas to get home,” Felicity said.  Clay whipped his head her way, his eyes so cold and so harsh, he wanted to lash out at her.

      Slowly she stood and said, “I’m Felicity and me and my friend, Clay, ran out of gas up the road.”  Suddenly a flashlight illuminated her face and remained on it.  Shaking his head, Clay looked up, pissed off beyond measure.

      “So you think you can steal mine?” he said.  “Is that it?”

      “What are you going to do with it?” she asked.  “It’s not like the truck works, not after the EMP.”

      “Get up, Clay,” the old man barked.  The dog was still growling.

      Slowly Clay stood up.

      “Hands where I can see them,” he said, the flashlight now hitting him square in the eyes, blinding him.

      “You got a running vehicle?” he asked.  Clay nodded.  “Must be old.”

      “Older’n you, sir,” he said.

      “Where’d you get it.  Did you steal that, too?”

      “We got it back in Salem,” Clay said, refusing to acknowledge that they did indeed steal it.  “We’re just trying to get home.”

      In the mean time, the gas can was still filling.  He had the pistol in his back pocket, but he didn’t want to use it.  He would if he had to, but what would that mean for the dog?  If he shot the old man, the dog would attack, which would force him to put the dog down.  He sure as hell wasn’t going to do that.  Not if he didn’t have to.

      “Well I ain’t your personal filling station,” he said.

      “The pumps don’t work,” Felicity said.  “Please, we just need a few gallons.”

      “You have three seconds to get off my property before you become statistics,” he said.  The light came off them, the old man racked a load, letting them know he had a shotgun, then the light was back on them again.

      “Can I at least grab my jacket off the ground?” Clay asked.

      “If you ain’t down and up in no time flat, I turn her pretty face into ground beef.”

      “What kind of monkey’s dick threatens an unarmed girl?” Felicity asked, mildly outraged.  Clay just looked at her.  Was she really stealing a man’s gas, then getting offended at the idea that he’d protect what was his?

      “This kind,” he said, unfazed.  “Get your jacket, son.”

      Clay reached down, grabbed his jacket with one hand, then pulled the hose loose and grabbed the gas can with the other.

      “You’re being unreasonable,” Felicity said.  “What happened to the kindness of strangers?”

      “Kindness never starts with you takin’ what ain’t yours.”

      “You have no use for it,” Clay said.  “We’re leaving.”  To Felicity, he said, “Get your water jug, let’s go.”

      By water jug, he meant the milk jug with the gas in it.  She didn’t hesitate.  They started walking, but the old man wasn’t having it.

      “What the hell?” he grumbled.  “You act like you’re gonna make it across this lot for I pump your back full of double ought.  Leave the gas!”

      Clay heard him hustling out after them, the dog’s nails ticking off the blacktop.  “Keep going,” he told Felicity.

      “Stop or I’ll shoot, dammit!” he shouted.

      Clay stopped, turned around and faced the man.  Both his hands were tied up—one carrying his jacket, the other carrying the gas can.  To say he was vulnerable would be an understatement.  Still, there was only two ways out of this and he’d already died twice so he wasn’t scared of a third time.

      “We’re leaving,” Clay said.  “Don’t be a grump old coot.”

      “That’s my gas,” he retorted.

      “If you want to shoot us over four and a half gallons of gas, if you can live with that on your conscience, be my guest.”

      “What happened to your face?” he asked.

      “My ex-girlfriend was always asking what I was thinking.  I told her I liked to keep my thoughts to myself.  So one night she gets high on lighter fluid and cupped farts and decides she’s going to cut these thoughts out of my head with a paring knife.  I’m a heavy sleeper, so naturally, she had me at a disadvantage.”

      He started laughing.  He couldn’t help it, but he tried to stop and couldn’t.

      “What really happened?” he finally asked.

      “He was blown up in Afghanistan with a roadside bomb.  He died twice before they sent him back home with nothing but scars to show for it.  Would you really kill a vet trying to get home to his family?”

      “When did you deploy?” he asked.

      “When I was eighteen.”

      “And you just got back?  Because it looks like eighteen was a long time ago.”

      “They re-up you now whether you want to be there or not.  You pretty much have to die to get back home.”

      “Is that true?” he asked.  “Did you really die twice?”

      He nodded.

      “I’ll make you a deal, you put that gas down, I’ll let you walk away.  At least you have your life.”

      “I’m taking this gas one way or the other, sir.  I’m sorry that it was yours, but you have other RVs here, so I suspect you have more gas.”

      “What have you got of value?” he asked.

      “You talking about a trade?”

      “I am.”

      “I have a stolen Chicom gun in my back pocket and Felicity here.  Of the two, she’s more dangerous than the pistol.”

      He gave a low chortle, then said, “No deal.”

      “I can give you the gun,” he said.  “It’s got nine rounds left.”

      The dog was sitting there, panting, slobbering.

      “I’m not getting caught with that,” the old man said.

      “Take the gun or take the girl,” Clay grumbled, annoyed, his bloodstream thoroughly saturated with adrenaline.  “Because either way, I’m leaving here with this gas.”

      “I don’t want the girl,” he said.

      “I know most people don’t like pretty girls,” Clay said.  “I didn’t like her when I first saw her.  Pretty girl like her?  Probably lives a cozy life, has a boyfriend named Ty, or something stupid like that.”

      “My name’s Ty,” he said.

      He felt his jaw go slack.  “Oh for shit’s sake mister.  Shoot me or shut up.  We’re leaving.”  To Felicity, he said, “Let’s go.”

      “Say I want the girl,” he said, stopping them.

      “I have to warn you, she bites.”

      “You’re not bartering me like some piece of meat!” she turned and hissed at him.  “I’m not up for trade.”

      “He only said you were valuable,” the old man said.  “Plus, now that I look at you, I like a girl with some meat on your bones.  You got no hips, no tits…so you ain’t it.”

      “You don’t have to be a jerk,” Clay said.

      “Leave the gas, keep your lives,” he said.  “Take the gas, I take your lives.”

      He looked at Felicity, swallowed his fear, then said turned back to Ty and said, “Again, I’m sorry but we’re going.”

      And they started to walk.  Even as the man fired a load of buckshot into the air, he glanced at Felicity, who was terrified, and said, “Don’t stop no matter what.”

      “Next shot’s in your back!” he warned.

      Keep walking.

      They got to the hillside, dropped down in the gully and half slid, half skittered down into the ditch.  When they came up the other side and crawled over the guard rail, he felt his insides shaking.  He heard Ty and the dog behind them.

      He risked a look back.

      “You ain’t gonna keep them lives a yers you keep stealin’ people’s crap!” the old man hollered from the edge of the property.  His dog was next to him, giving an affirmative bark.

      “Keep walking,” he said again.

      “No kidding,” Felicity replied in a harsh whisper.  “I think I might have peed myself.”

      “Join the crowd.”

      The old man’s voice echoed across the land.  It was full of outrage and fury.  “It may not be me tonight, but it’s gonna be someone!”

      For good measure, he fired the shotgun one last time.  The dog started barking, then Ty started barking and together they started howling together.

      “I can’t believe he said I was too skinny,” Felicity said about a mile up the road.  “Or that he’d put my body down like that.”

      “That’s what you got out of all this?” he stammered.  “We’re day two into the apocalypse, and you’re pissed because some old geezer body shamed you?”

      “Being pretty was supposed to have its advantages,” she said after awhile.  Clay was about to stop this line of talking, but she continued so he held his tongue.  “The problem is everyone hates you for your looks, and those who don’t are usually guys who want you only for your looks.  No one really ever sees you.  They do, but they don’t.”

      “I wish I had those problems,” he said.

      “Not everyone gets to be pretty,” she laughed.  The laugh was hollow though.  “The worst thing is, because you have these good looks, people act like you can rebound from their shade, their hate, or their outright abuse.”

      “What are you saying?” he asked, yawning so deep he nearly took a sideways step and fell.

      “I was bullied a lot when I was younger,” she said.  “High school was no peach either.  And then, I finally get out in the real world and all I can think about is that I’ve got to be careful of guys trying to take advantage of me.”

      “Is that why you were so wary of me?” he asked.  “Did you think I was a rapist or something?”

      “That’s why I’m wary of anyone with a foot long and a bag of nuts,” she joked, making light of his genetelia and his gender.  “And just when I think I’m okay with you again, you offer me up to that lunatic, but he doesn’t want me because I’m too skinny and my tits are small.”

      “I wasn’t offering you up,” he said.  Then: “Are you college educated?”

      “Chicom college.”

      “If he would have taken you in trade,” he said, “I would have let him.”

      “You asshole.”

      “I’m not done,” he interrupted.  “I’d have let him take you, then you could take him inside his place, let me in and we could have probably had something to eat and used his toilet.  We might have even gotten the keys to some of those motor homes.  Do you realize I haven’t taken a dump in two days?”

      “Me, neither,” she said.

      “It’s concerning me,” he admitted.  “My system isn’t wired like that.”

      “I have to go right now.”

      “Swell,” he said.  By then, they were seeing the shadow of the truck on the side of the road.  “After I pour this gas in the tank, I want the right side of the road.  You take the left.”

      “To crap on?”

      “This ain’t a Zen workshop,” he said.  “We’re not meditating.”

      “What do I wipe with?”

      “Your underwear.”

      “It’s the only pair I have.”

      “Same here.  I guess we could use some toilet paper then.”  Smiling, he said, “I’ve still got some in my pack.  Front to back, you know.  For good hygiene.”

      She rolled her eyes and said, “Has there ever been a woman that’s liked you?”

      “Does my mother count?”

      “No.”
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      They hit the road without further incident, Clay driving fast at first—because he wanted nothing more than to get warm, sleep in a bed and take a hot shower—but then he felt himself starting to drift off.  He told himself he had to stay awake, but sleep was pulling at him hard, the road going by too fast and—

      He slammed on the brakes, the back wheels locking up, the truck pulling into a sideways slide.

      Felicity jerked awake with a scream.

      In front of them, a deer ran out into the road and froze in the headlights.  Right before he struck the deer, he let off the brake, corrected frantically the other way and spun right into it.  The deer leapt out of the way in the last second, taking a wallop on the hind quarters and spinning around.  The animal’s legs went right out from underneath it.

      “You hit a deer!” she shouted, starting to get out of the truck.

      “No kidding,” he said, stopping her.

      For a second they watched it in the road.  It was lying still, not breathing.  Then it looked up, managed to get to its feet using more determination than grace, and then walked off into the woods.

      “Is it going to be okay?” she asked.

      He finally let go of her arm.  “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Thanks for stopping me,” she said.  “I get around animals and it’s like I don’t think straight.”

      “You and every other woman I’ve met,” he said.

      A few miles up the interstate, just before they reached Roseburg, Clay spotted a brilliant inferno in the middle of the road ahead.  He flicked out the headlights, took his foot off the gas.

      “Slow down,” Felicity said.

      “I am.”

      He pulled over to the side of the road and shut off the truck.  With the revolver and the Chicom pistol in hand, he looked at her through the darkness and said, “You coming or staying?”

      “Coming,”  she said.  She grabbed the Chicom rifle, then got out along with him, both of them closing the truck doors quietly.

      They crept past an access road, close enough to the blaze to see that someone had ambushed a trio of Chicom Jeeps.  There were several soldier’s bodies laid out in the street, one of them beheaded.

      The soldiers on the scene where chattering away in Chinese, a language he was never able to grasp.

      “Go back,” he whispered, turning her around.

      When they got back to the Chevy, he started it up, confident the sounds of the blazing fire would cover the faraway rumble of the engine.  Without the lights, he turned up the access road, driving slowly, trying to see what he could with his parking lights.

      Several times, he started to veer off the road, but then they hit a thicket of trees and he turned on the lights.  They followed the road for a few minutes, not sure where it would lead, but eventually they caught sight of the highway.  The bad news was it was across a long field.  They’d have to off road the two-wheel drive vehicle to reach it.

      “Is this thing four wheel drive?” she asked.  He shook his head.  “We should go for it anyway.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.  It would be smarter to head back and wait out the Chicoms back at the highway.  Eventually they’ll leave, then we’ll have the road to ourselves again.”

      “I’m like a mile from home, Clay,” she said.  “C’mon, let’s just go.”  He shook his head. “Have you ever had a day of fun in your life?”

      “Once, when I was two,” he said, deadpan.

      “Take a chance already.”

      Now he turned and looked at her.  She drew a breath and he wondered if it was because his steely-eyed gaze had fallen on her.

      “Are you giving me daggers?” she asked.

      “As a matter of fact, I am.”

      She said nothing.  Finally, shaking his head, he put the truck in gear and started across the field to the whoops and delight of Felicity.  About halfway through, her joy melted.  They hit a big bump, heard a grinding noise, then jerked to a stop.  He just high-centered the truck.

      Clay couldn’t help the curses falling out of his mouth.  Instead of surveying the damage, or assessing the situation, he turned and said, “Get out and push.”

      “You get out and push!” she retorted.  “I’m tired of dirt and the ground and not being home in a freaking bed.”

      He said, “Get out or I’ll shove you out.”

      She got out, but no amount of pushing would get the truck loose.  He couldn’t even rock it loose, that’s how stuck it was.

      “Well, Felicity Espinoza, looks like we’re back on the heel-toe express.  Thanks for making me lose my ride.”

      “I’m not taking responsibility for this,” she said.  When he started to speak, she cut him off.  “I’m just kidding.  This is my fault.  I’m sorry.”

      “Let’s go,” he growled.

      “Roseburg, here we come,” Felicity said with mock delight.
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      They walked through a dark neighborhood, down a long street and then to the end of a cul-de-sac.  Just when he thought they could go no farther, she pointed to a quaint little home shrouded in a darkness that pervaded everything and said, “That’s me.”

      She went to the door, knocked lightly and waited.

      “Don’t you have a key?” Clay asked.

      “Yes.  But my father also has a gun and I don’t want to get shot.”

      They saw the faint glow of candlelight through a frosted glass window.

      “Who’s there?” the masculine voice asked.

      “It’s me, Daddy,” she said.  “Felicity.”

      He pulled open the door, saw her and smiled, then saw Clay and turned the gun at him.

      “Who are you?”

      She pushed the barrel of her father’s rifle aside gently and said, “This is Clay.  He saved my life several times and helped me get home.”

      The gun went down and the man apologized.

      “It’s okay,” he said.  “My startling good looks can be confusing.”

      “What happened to your face?” he said.

      “Which story do you want?” Felicity joked, looking over at him.  “He has some good ones.”

      “The truth is good,” he said, unamused at this hour.

      “He’s a war hero, Daddy,” she said, pulling him into a hug.  He had the feeling this was the kind of family that was guarded with their emotions.  It didn’t matter, though.  Family was family and he’d gotten her home to hers.

      Two more faces appeared in the darkness.  Felicity’s mother’s face, and a boy who was most likely “the boyfriend.”

      Her mother grabbed her in a big bear hug, went from worried to sobbing in three seconds flat, then Felicity found her way into the boy’s arms as well.

      “Dad, mom, Shawn, this is Clay Nichols.  I’m only home because of him.”

      “Won’t you come in?” Felicity’s mother asked.  “I can fix you a cup of hot coffee.”

      “You have some?” he asked, surprised.

      “I can have some fairly quickly,” she said.

      Inside, the house was warmed by a wood burning stove.  Felicity’s mother put a pot of water on the stove itself, brought it to a boil, then ran it through a filter and asked if he wanted cream or sugar.

      “Sugar please,” he said.

      He fell into a comfortable chair, taking a load off his sore feet.  By candlelight, he drank the coffee and listened as Felicity told her family about their journey.  She left out some of the more damning details, specifically her shooting a man, gouging out a girl’s eye, or the fight they had over the burning Chicom.

      This was the PG version that made everyone feel so wonderful and happy.

      He’d take the truth with him when he left, and hopefully she could forget most of what happened.  This looked like a civilized enough community, but when the inevitable hunger, starvation and sickness set in—and it would—he wondered how bad things would get.  He only hoped they wouldn’t die because of this.  Then again, there was about a ninety percent chance that, in the next year, they would.

      On that note, he stood, smiled and said, “Well I’d best be on my way.”

      The three of them thanked him profusely, but Felicity walked him out front, telling Shawn she needed a minute and shutting the door behind her.

      On the front porch, she gave him a long hug and said, “I don’t want you to think I like you.  I don’t.”  The minute she said that, she pulled him even tighter into a hug.

      “I don’t like you either,” he said, settling into her embrace.  “I’m glad to be rid of you.”

      She pulled back and looked at him, saw his grin.

      “Really?” she asked.

      “No, not really,” he conceded.  “I think maybe I’m going to miss you.  Probably a lot, if you want the truth.”

      She hugged him again, tighter this time.  Then: “Thank you, Clay.”  She reached up and kissed him on the cheek.  “Thank you for saving my life.”

      “Thank you, too,” he said, blushing.  “You have my address, so you know where to find me if you need me.”

      She crossed her arms and nodded, then she said, “I do.”

      She just smiled, which was his cue to leave.

      “Alright then,” he said.  “Be safe.”

      He set out on foot, his feet aching to all hell, his back wrecked, his body once again cold and tired.  After a few minutes of walking, the sole of his shoe not only detached at the heel, it started flopping.

      “Cheap piece of…” he grumbled as he sat down on the side of the road and finally made the switch from his old shoes to the hiking boots Erin had provided him.  He knew he should have changed them long ago, but they were not his shoes and he wasn’t sure how they’d fit.  He and Jorge had the same size foot, which was a plus, but the boots felt a bit snug, like they were fresh out of the box and needed breaking in.  He walked a few yards, tried to adjust, but the sides were tight, the toes a bit cramped.

      The discomfort worked its way into his emotions.  He let out a big, angry groan.

      They’d be broken in by the time he got to Five Falls, he told himself, stiffening his resolve.  Whatever blisters formed, whatever skin ended up rubbing off on the walk home would heal with time.  Everything broken eventually healed.  Whether or not that was true, that was the story he’d been telling himself since he first woke up in the hospital.

      He trekked up the road, the night so cold and dark and pressing that it left him in a state of perfect silence, a state so close to meditation it might have been blissful if he wasn’t hurting so badly.  But being that alone, the night that black, his body hurting that badly, he started thinking about the Humvee that was almost his coffin.  Memories of waking up after the IED detonated flashed in and out of his mind.  The front end lifted, which felt damn near impossible, and he came down in the foot well.  Suddenly armor piercing rounds cut through the light armor, killing the rest of his crew.

      As he was walking, he was deciding that he hated being alone.  He wanted it, and he needed it, but he hated it.  It scared him.

      He missed Boone like crazy, and he couldn’t wait to see him, but soon this journey home would be over, just as his hospital stay was over, and just like the war was over.  What would he have then but all those bad memories?  Guys called this the plague of war, the inevitable gloom.  He wasn’t sure if he’d be able to shake it.

      The only reassurance he had, sadly, was that America had been invaded by a foreign power and were now occupying the west coast.  If what he needed was a struggle to live, if he needed something to push back on the horrors he’d survived, he could always wage that war.

      But was that Clay Nichols?  The real Clay Nichols?  Or was this the wounded, damaged, emotionally unfit version of himself?

      He didn’t know.

      What he knew was he needed to fight something, someone.  If not, what then?  Just sit around and feel the scar on his face hardening, the path the bullets cut through him closing up, the healing bones, tissue and organs stitching themselves back together?

      Depression started to set in and he wondered if one day he’d understand why some vets ate a bullet.

      Then something changed…

      He wasn’t a quarter mile up the road, head down and walking, when he heard an engine.  He stepped off to the side of the road, prepared to hide, but then he realized he wouldn’t.  He pulled out his pistol, tucked it inside his front pocket, then stood on the road and waited.  If it was a Chicom Jeep, he could kill the driver, take the Jeep and get home in no time flat.  If it was a civilian, he’d assess the situation, and still probably take the vehicle.

      It was a truck.  He heard that clearly.  Something American, not the standard Chicom Jeep he’d been seeing everywhere.

      When a pair of headlights rounded the bend, the vehicle slowed and he heard voices.  There were three, maybe four of them.  Guys and girls.  A spotlight lit him up.  He shielded his eyes from the brilliant light, but then the excitement of voices filled the night.  He recognized one of those voices.

      “No freaking way,” he murmured to himself.

      The truck before him was the Blazer with the girls.  The girls who had come after Felicity, the girls he’d shot at.

      But how?

      Driver’s license, his brain told him.  Felicity said they stole it, but why come all the way out there?

      He started to reach for his gun when something hit his shoulder hard, spinning him halfway around.  He looked down and an arrow was sticking out of his shoulder.

      “Got’m,” the male voice said.

      He took off into the woods, the sounds of men and girls taking chase.  He bit down on the pain as he ran, his mind wild, frantic, his feet hurting in the boots bad enough for the pain to register, but not bad enough to make him stop.

      The hoots and hollers continued behind him, men’s voices this time, not just the girls.

      “Get that sumbitch!” one of the girls screamed, from the distance.

      Another arrow whistled by, just missing him.

      He hopped over a boulder, ducked down the best he could, sneaking a peek at the forested area he’d just traveled.  The adrenaline was masking the pain in his shoulder, but not by much.  They’d shot him with a damn arrow!

      When he heard their voices getting louder, when he saw the glow of their flashlights sweeping the forested floor before him, he stilled himself, waiting until they were close enough.

      With the stolen Chicom pistol in hand, and the revolver ready to go, he kept his vengeance at bay, knowing timing was everything.  When the boys finally got close enough that Clay felt certain of his aim, he fired at the bodies behind the lights.  He dumped half the mag into those two clowns, then dropped the Chicom pistol in favor of the revolver Erin gave him.

      Both boys went down with an ooof.

      He stood and walked over to them, snatched up their flashlights, appraised the damage.  One round caught a scruffy-faced twenty-something in the throat.  Blood was boiling out of the wound, and he was gasping hard, his eyes scared, his face pale.  He had a bow and quiver of arrows on him.

      “Sucks being shot at, huh,” he said, giving him a little kick.

      The other man was in a long sleeved printed t-shirt (Real Men Smell Like Diesel), the front of it a growing bloom of red.

      Clay reached down and pulled up the shirt, revealing the wound.  It was making a harsh, sucking sound.

      “This isn’t a game, son.”

      “I shot you,” the one with the sucking wound said.

      Behind him, the other man fell still, all his little gurgling gasps turning to silence.

      “Yeah, but I killed you,” he said.  “And I killed him.”

      Clay waited for the man to die, and then he went after the girls, a big flashlight pointing the way ahead.  Just holding the heavy lamp put a strain on his shoulder, but he was no stranger to pain.  In fact, his father taught him that pain didn’t hurt, so he sucked it up like a man and did what he needed to do.

      Mimicking one of the dead boy’s voices, he said, “Got him,” to which the girl said, “Where’s Mark?”

      “Takin’ himself a souvenir.”

      “Chris, is that you?”

      He let out the same kind of laugh the other kid did, getting close to the tonality, but not close enough.  That’s why he kept the flashlight beam on her, blinding her to the details of him.

      “Get that light off me,” she said, covering her eyes.  This was Shotgun Girl speaking.  The one he’d shot at and missed.  He was now thinking he should have shot her dead in the first place.  Then he wouldn’t have an arrow sticking out of him.

      When he was close enough to the girl, while she was grumbling about the light burning her covered eyes, he flicked it off and all but brained her with the revolver.

      He whipped the gun around to the other girl, the one who lost an eye to Felicity’s thumb.  She now had a thick bandage over her eye and was watching him in shock.

      “Out of the truck, pirate,” he said.  She got out.  He could see she had a hand on the shotgun on the seat.  “Oh, no, no, no.  You just leave the shotgun right there.”

      She did.

      “Let’s go,” he said.  “Out.”

      She got out of the Blazer, hands up, unable to make a wide berth around him.  Before he let her go, he said, “Your boyfriends are dead and your girlfriend is unconscious.  When she comes around, walk your broke asses home and stop doing this shit.  You’re going to get yourself killed.  Now give me the keys to the truck.”

      “You’re a—”

      He smacked her across the mouth with the flashlight, then said, “No talking.  Just give me the keys or you get what your boyfriends got.”

      She handed him the keys.  He took them and got into the truck, leaning back so the arrow sticking out of his shoulder didn’t bump the truck’s A-pillar and have him seeing stars.  He looked down and on the dash was Felicity’s license.  In the center console was a map of Oregon, Roseburg circled in pencil.

      He shook his head and looked down at the pirate.  She was now attending to her friend, who was coming around and groaning.

      Without further incident, Clay started the truck, put it in gear and took off, heading for Five Falls.  He was in excruciating pain, but a small part of him enjoyed the adrenaline rush that came with this side of himself.  The warring side.  The side of him that was at home in the deluge of conflict.

      As he drove the dark road, seeing only a couple hundred feet ahead of him, he realized that he preferred an uncivilized world to the slow, numbing reality of a polite society.  He hated that the Chicoms were in America, but there was a part of him that felt juiced knowing they were there.  This was a new challenge, something to keep him moving.  Five Falls wasn’t his home.  Neither was Salem.  The truth was, a man like Clay was only home when he was at war.  War was his home.  It wasn’t a place he longed for, it was that state of mind that emboldened him, that nourished him.  In the fight, he found himself, knew himself, respected himself.

      He picked up speed, driving faster to hold the adrenaline surge.  The minute the unmasked pain in his shoulder set in, he was going to be chewing through his molars.  As he barreled down I5, the lightly illuminated roadside brush passing by in a blur, he thought about the road ahead.  He kept coming to a single conclusion.  When he was better, after he’d had a chance to recover a bit, he’d talk to Boone about waging war on those communist pricks.  He wasn’t sure what that meant, only that one way or another, he was going to get back to who he was, to how he was.

      With this settled, he slowed the truck down to a reasonable speed and let himself relax into the drive.  A short while later, he found Boone’s address.  Turning onto the long, dirt road leading into the five acre parcel, he drew a deep breath, tried to still his excitement.  He hadn’t seen his little brother in twelve years.

      Now in the driveway, he shut off the engine and gingerly climbed out of the vehicle.  He stretched briefly, the pain in his shoulder flaring, the stickiness of the blood letting him know the wound was clotting, but would open back up again when his brother pulled the arrow out.  Wanting nothing but to get his broken body into a bed, he went and knocked lightly on the front door.

      He waited for someone to answer it, but instead, a light hit him from behind and a stern voice said, “Hands up, don’t do anything funny.”

      “I was never really that funny,” he said, turning around.

      “Clay?”

      He smiled and said, “Boone.”

      They hugged, lightly because the arrow was lodged in his arm, and Boone was clearly worried about his face, but then he said, “Miranda is going to hate having you here.”

      “Now you tell me?” Clay said.

      “I wanted you home,” he admitted, eyeing the arrow.  “What can I say?”

      “You can say you’ll take this damn arrow out of my shoulder,” he said.  “Then tell me you have a bed for me.”

      “I won’t hate having him here,” a woman’s voice said, startling them both.  Miranda was behind them with a rifle at her side.  Boone seemed surprised.

      “I can take that arrow out,” she said, “but if you need stitches, it’ll have to wait until morning.”

      He smiled again, happy to be around his loved ones after so long.  “Thank you, Miranda.”

      “You’re family,” she said.  “Plus, I want you to meet Rowdy.”

      “New dog?” he asked.

      “Top dog on the block,” Boone said with a grin.  “I’ll even let you change his diapers if you want.”

      Now Clay remembered the comment about the screaming kid.  His eyes actually began to water at the idea of having a nephew.  For whatever reason, his emotions were coming around, the misfires less and less.  Perhaps it was in knowing he could remain himself, even stateside.

      “Holy cow, really?” he said.

      “I told you this already,” Boone said.  “But it looks like your head has taken a beating.”

      “And then some,” Clay replied.  “There’s a story behind it, when you’re ready.”

      “As I’m sure there’s a story with the arrow, too,” Miranda said, hugging him lightly.  “Come inside before I start making snotsickles.  Boone, stoke the fire, will you?  I’ll look at his shoulder.”

      When he went inside, Miranda sat him down, cut away his shirt and looked at his body.  “Good God,” she said, staring into his eyes with deep concern.

      “There’s a story behind all this, too,” he said quietly.

      “I’ll bet,” she responded.

      She treated the wounds lightly, but Boone said, “This looks like a newer arrow, judging by the entry wound.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m gonna pull it out, but it’s going to hurt.”

      “It already hurts.”

      “It’s going to hurt worse,” Boone said.

      Miranda gave Clay a shot of whiskey and a dishtowel to bite down on.  He took the shot, bit down on the towel and let Boone go to work.  He gently twisted the arrow, then slowly began to pull it out.  When he felt it moving without doing more damage, he gave it a sturdy pull, yanking the entire thing out.

      Clay spit out the towel, the pain unyielding.  “Weren’t you supposed to count to three or something?”

      “Oh yeah, sorry,” Boone said.  “Forgot that part.”  And with that, he gave the wound an awful smack that got Clay’s eyes watering.

      Miranda was taken aback, but Boone was smiling.  Clay found himself smiling, too.

      “Just like Dad,” Boone said.

      “Just like Dad,” Clay echoed, grinning.

      “You two are nuts,” Miranda replied, looking at the blood splatter on Clay’s body and Boone’s hand.  She poured Clay another shot, which he downed, then she said, “Boone, you want to take it from here?”

      He nodded, then Miranda leaned down, kissed Clay on the cheek and said, “I’ll see you in a few hours.  Sleep as long as you want.”

      When she was gone, Clay looked at Boone and said, “So what next?”

      “You’re patriotic, right?” his little brother asked.

      “You know I am.”

      “Things have changed here, big brother, and it looks like we’re going to war.  Specifically Five Falls.”

      Feeling that familiar itch, that spark of excitement in him, he said, “You know I’m down.  When do we start?”

      “It’s already begun,” Boone said.

      

      
        
        THE END
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      The ship drifted through space like a terrestrial shark on the hunt. Its sleek, hammerhead shape hid the multitude of weapons contained within. The deep dark depths of space hides everything, including the horror of war.

      “Coming up on waypoint Alpha, Captain,” the ship’s helmsman stated as he monitored his controls.

      “Understood. Proceed into Deimos orbit. Keep us ten klicks out from the moon,” William Morse, the Captain of the Peace of Earth replied. “Lieutenant, bring the ship to alert status. The ship is to remain in stealth until the very last moment. As we discussed, I want the ship at full battle stations the very moment we enter the moon’s orbit.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Lieutenant Glynn acknowledged as he pressed several buttons.

      The emaciated looking helmsman was new to both Earth’s service and the Peace of Earth. Being a colonial brat must have been an eternal struggle for him at the academy, Morse thought. Earth and what some were calling the Confederation of worlds, were at odds with each other politically and economically.

      “Sir, shouldn’t we just head straight in and launch as instructed? The intelligence division reported their ships aren’t in orbit as we expected,” Commander Jarrow asked. As the executive officer, or XO, Jarrow was expected to support the captain.

      Captain Morse shifted in his seat even as Jarrow replied. Orders were orders, but this adjustment had come internally. Glancing to his left, he caught the eye of Commander Alex Bannon, the State Security officer. In Earth’s Navy, a sign of a good officer included the ability to push off trouble onto those inferior to you and allow them to fight it out. Position and loyalty were all that mattered in the 24th century. Multiple wars on the home world cemented that belief into the minds of the officer corps. A political misstep could kill you just as fast as a ship-to-ship missile.

      Bannon shook his head at the captain’s affront and frowned before speaking. “Those are just the general orders, Commander. Two installations exist on Deimos, a silicate mine and traffic control. Both are to be eliminated.”

      “Sir, they’ll see us coming. Communications should already be receiving signals from them now,” the XO replied. Sticking your neck out against Earth Force’s spy on board was risky, but it was his job to watch out for the ship. “We could activate signal-blocking satellites.”

      Frowning, Bannon took note of the commander’s borderline rebellion. Naval officers were supposed to take orders and that’s it. Captain Morse was the perfect example of that. No rebellion, no creativity, no personality. Traits that perfectly fit what Earth and its leaders expected. On the flipside, he understood Bannon’s questions. They were here to make an example out of Mars. This wasn’t a liberty tour. He’d spent years onboard ships directing the crew, but a strategist he wasn’t.

      “Thank you, Commander, that is an excellent idea. Isn’t it, Captain?” Bannon asked.

      Captain Morse never once lost his composure. The verbal rebuke at the hands of Bannon was a slap in the face to his command, and the XO knew it. But any protests now could torpedo his rising career. Something he’d worked so hard to achieve. This mission was to secure his position within the Navy’s command structure. Not many captains received the privilege of burning a colony down to bedrock. Turning his body to face the political officer, he replied, “It is. But I think stealth drones would be better. Allowing them to either fight back or flee should be avoided... Commander.”

      Bannon looked past the Captain to the XO and smiled. If the crew members were constantly at each other's throats, they had less time to plot against Earth or Earth’s interests. “Agreed. Launch them as soon as possible.”

      Turning around, Captain Morse gave Jarrow a firm nod. “Make it so. Send one toward the planet Deimos.”

      “And Phobos sir?” the XO asked.

      “Its orbit is much closer to Mars. Once we are finished here, send it there. Understood, Commander Jarrow?” Morse asked with a grunt. Twice in one conversation. If Bannon didn’t kill him, he might have to arrange something. Morse’s file didn’t say he had a rabbi, but not everyone’s supporters were known. Looking away from the officer, he turned his attention to the weapons station. “Weapons, the moment we achieve orbit, you are to eliminate first the control station and then the mine. Nothing is to be left to chance.”

      The Peace of Earth was of a new, more efficient design. Up until now, ships were more utilitarian than functional in the fleet at large. No one had yet fought a ship-to-ship battle in space. Public war was a thing of the past and those who ruled wanted to keep it that way.

      Earth wasn’t the paradise that many modern stories made it out to be. Far from it, actually. World War Three, also known as the-end-of-the-world-as-we know-it, didn’t happen the way everyone expected it to. More of a fizzle than an explosion. Politics, fueled by what was known as the internet, caused internal upsets, forcing governments to crack down on many of the freedoms their citizens were used to. All in the name of peace and prosperity, of course. Democracy was a sham, a pipe dream. Power was all that mattered in the world. If you trained them correctly, regular people would believe what you wanted them to believe. Bannon chuckled to himself. State Security ran everything now under the guise of the United Nations. There was a quote he’d learned during training: “Liberty dies with thunderous applause.” It was very pertinent to how easy it was to take over. Give the masses what they want, and they will cheer you for it. Free food, free money, free internet, free entertainment… Very few wondered about the catch. Those who did were easily silenced under the brand new state security laws. You are who we tell you you are, be it terrorist or criminal. The talking heads on vid do as we say, after all.

      But enemies still persisted despite things. Intellectuals, aging politicos, religious dissidents, militia members, and those in the wrong place at the wrong time. Controlling the population meant certain steps needed to be taken. At first, they just vanished. Disappearing people was a talent the SS excelled at until there were too many to not be noticed.

      Shipping them off to other worlds under the guise of reeducation and evaluation worked better than a bullet to the brain stem. This was a colony that could be built cheaply. Once they were off Earth, who cared what happened to them?

      Bannon frowned. Someone at the UN cared, though. Especially after they organized and survived. Self-sufficient colonies were not what Earth needed. It meant a loss of control. That was his assignment on the Peace of Earth: bring Mars back into the fold. If he could do it properly, it would mean an elevation in status. Getting off the ships and back on the ground was a common goal for the SS. He just had to make it happen according to orders.

      “Coming up on Deimos’ orbit now, sir,” Lieutenant Glynn reported, never taking his eyes off the boards in front of him.

      “Put it up on the main screen,” Captain Morse ordered even as he swung his chair around. Laid out like a half moon, the bridge was tiered with every station taking up a half level, with the command staff at the top.

      Mars’ smallest moon appeared on the screen. Its irregular form brought comments from the crew.

      “Sir, is it supposed to look like that?” Lieutenant Glynn blurted out.

      “Science officer Speck, why don’t you give the answer to this,” Captain Morse replied, hiding his own ignorance.

      SS officer Banning could only roll his eyes at the order. In his opinion, the science officer position was a waste of shipboard space. Mostly phased out before the ‘UN’ took over everything, the concept of scientific study aboard ship was failing. Government funding was cut, and most true scientists were either conscripted into local service or they stayed planet side. Much of what they did could be done with computers these days, anyway.

      Located at the bottom of the command tier, Speck’s station was added as almost an afterthought. Spinning around so as to be heard, the young ensign responded. “Sir, Deimos is thought to have been an asteroid captured by the planet’s gravity at some point in history.”

      The bridge sat in silence, staring at the ensign for what seemed like a long moment. Finally, the captain broke in. “And? What do your scans say?”

      As if jerking awake suddenly, Speck shook all over. “Sorry sir. Um, ah, right. So scans of the moon show what appears to be a tracking station inside the Swift crater. There is also a small mining operation in the neighboring Voltaire crater, as well. Life scans are inconclusive, as both installations are buried beneath the regolith.”

      “Swift? What are you babbling on about, Ensign? What are these names?” Morse demanded of him.

      “Historical, sir. The names were assigned in the mid- to late twentieth century. They are supposed to honor two of Earth's greatest writers…” Speck replied even as Morse cut him off.

      “Never heard of them. Must not be that important, then. Good. That will be all. Weapons officer, how long until a firing solution?” the captain asked.

      “Coming into range now, sir. Mass drivers powering up,” the officer replied, his hands moving swiftly across his control board.

      State Security Officer Bannon turned to the captain. “Mass drivers? Do you really think kinetic rounds will be enough to destroy both installations?”

      Captain Morse cocked his head to one side for a moment before tapping at the console in front of him. Looking down at the screen, he grimaced. “It may have to be, Commander Bannon. Nuclear stocks were limited for this mission. I suppose command wants to hit the Confederation heavy at the other colonies first. But we, on this ship, only have just enough to take out the station and the largest cities on Mars with a single shot to spare. Mars’ fleet doesn’t have anything bigger than a cutter that can hurt us, but I’d still like to keep one shot handy.”

      “Then you better make them count, Captain,” Bannon sneered. “You know the price of failure.”

      Morse shuddered involuntarily. Like all Earth Force officers, he’d heard the stories. The SS were known to be...inventive. When it came to traitors or those who failed spectacularly. This mission was supposed to advance his career, not kill it! Meeting the commander’s eyes, he nodded. “Understood. We’ll make doubly sure, then.” Turning back toward the main deck, he gave his orders. Three rods per target. If the tracking station went down first, the secret of their arrival should still be a secret.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s funny,” I mumbled to myself. According to the readout on my workstation, Martian traffic control was offline somehow. Cursing a bit under my breath, I slid out of the crappy ergonomic chair MarsCo provides for everyone and onto the floor. This crap had happened at least once before in recent memory. Whomever put the system together didn’t make the connections to code. At least modern code. I’d reported it several times already, and they still hadn’t fixed it. “If it ain’t broke, don’t screw with it.” That was pretty much the motto with the company. They operated on what my granddad would’ve called a shoestring budget. Just enough credits to pay for stuff, and that's it.

      Sliding open the bottom drawer of my desk, I pulled out the compact repair kit I took with me just about everywhere. It wasn’t just my company that was on a budget. The whole station was desperate for funds. So much so that there were some pretty strange vendors popping up here and there in the Zocolo. My all-time favorite shake shop had recently turned into a space jumping depot. Penrod, the owner, told me the overhead costs were just too much to bear. He did give me a couple of my favorite recipes for home use, so I wouldn’t be without. Looking upward at the control faceplates, I groaned. Heinlein Station wasn’t the oldest of its kind in space, but it was pretty close. According to my Martian history class, it was partially built in Earth orbit and moved here by tug. Several local manufacturing companies had a hand in finishing it out, and it showed. Far too many bargain basement parts were used for silly stuff. Like this project I was a part of.

      The screws to hold all the electrical access plates on are called Torx. They only slightly resembled a Phillips head screw and they were the cause of many a nervous breakdown for engineering staff around here. The six-point star-shaped pattern was a huge surprise if you’d never run across it before. But I’d fixed this crap once or twice already.

      Carefully, I checked each and every connection, to no avail. It wasn’t me that caused the blackout. Pulling out my compad, I buzzed the boss.

      “What is it now, Mr. Wolf?” Charles Downing, the big cheese of MarsCo actually answered my call for once. An amazing surprise, since he was an asshole.

      “Traffic control systems are down on Deimos. Before you ask, I’ve already checked all the connections here on my end. Are we experiencing any sort of solar event?” We weren’t supposed to have any sunspot events this month. I’d checked already, but that was a good excuse to give the man.

      “No, Mr. Wolf. No activity that we are aware of. Have you contacted maintenance?” Downing asked. MarsCo was a family run business, and he was the heir apparent. Dumb as a post but richer than God.

      I just stared at the man’s image on the compad. He was in his office with one leg thrown over the chair like he hadn’t a care in the world. “We don’t have a maintenance department anymore. Remember? They were eliminated during the last budget crunch. Your idea I believe?”

      Downing blinked at me for a moment as if not understanding. “Ah, yes. My cost efficiency study showed that the maintenance department worked twenty percent less than those paid at lower rates. Contractually, it was the best decision. We want producers, not those that just sit around all day picking their noses.”

      “Right. So who do we have lined up to take their place? The problem could be up above on the command deck or all the way out at the source on Deimos. Traffic control is a vital system for this station. We cannot go without it,” I explained to the man.

      “That is a good question. I think what we have here is a dynamic truth.” Downing swung his leg around so that he was sitting normally. Shuffling through the paper and things on his desk, he frowned. “Human resources should have that information at hand. Have you spoken to Alice yet?”

      “No sir. Shouldn’t you know who the company is, if you hired them?” I asked another way. Maybe he would understand me more, the putz!

      Downing waved his hand and shrugged. “Check with HR first, but you might have to go up to command and check the connections yourself. Didn’t you say you’ve done so before?”

      “I did. But those…” He cut the connection before I could finish my sentence. “...were just my desk’s.” Oh, how I hated that man. His father was so much more with it than he could ever be. The bottom line style of management didn’t exactly work in space, where most anything bad could happen to you.

      Standing up, I slid back into my chair and called Alice. Another of my grandfather’s sayings was “Embrace the suck.” I was pretty sure I was about to get screwed here, and not by Alice.

      “Rowan, we don’t have any third-party vendors registered in the system. Are you sure Mr. Downing told you we did?” Alice was a very old friend of the family who refused to use my last name. I was Rowan to her, and would always be just Rowan. Never Rowan Wolf. It didn’t matter how inappropriate it might seem to upper management. Meaning Charles Downing. If only his father hadn’t retired so early… Saying it didn’t fix it.

      Fiddling with my compad, I pulled up the conversation. “It’s right here. He said to call you. Alice, I don’t have a solution here. You’ve been around a lot longer than I have here at MarsCo. Heinlein depends on traffic control for more than just directing ships. If it’s down… This could be really bad. I like my job here. Getting killed suddenly by a killer asteroid would suck.”

      “Really, Rowan? Straight to the asteroid. I wasn’t born yesterday, you know. I suggest you do as he says, then. Go fix it yourself. I know you’ve been up there a time or two.” Alice glanced at the old-fashioned clock on the wall. The Martian day was just shy of twenty-five hours to Earth’s twenty-four. I’d heard that some of the colony’s way way out in the system had like forty-hour days. “If that’s correct, you’ve got two hours left before third shift comes on board. Take a run up there. What’s the worst that can happen?”

      If I were a believer in prophecy, that statement alone would’ve chilled me to the bone. But I wasn’t, and I really, really wanted to keep my job. So I went up to command.
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      “Three perfect hits, Captain. Do you want us to move to the secondary target?” Commander Jarrow exclaimed.

      “Not just yet. Scan for lifeforms first. We have to be sure. If they were able to get a message off… Complete surprise is what we want,” Captain Morse replied with a smile.

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Jarrow answered. Turning away from the captain, the XO directed his attention to Speck at the science station. “Scan the moon again.”

      Ignoring the bridge for a moment, Captain Morse met Commander Bannon’s eyes. “It will break from the set timeline, but we’re able to land a small force, to be sure. If you approve.”

      Bannon shook his head. “No. Hit the communications site again, then proceed to the mine. With the comms link down, it should be easy in and out. Take no unnecessary chances, Captain. Hit it remotely.” He paused for a moment, an almost rictus grin on his face. “We still have to take the station. That’s where the real fun begins.”

      Morse acknowledged the order, drawing his finger across his throat to the marine commander. Ground attacks by ship marines were as rare as hens’ teeth. It just wasn’t done very often.
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      The command deck resembled a terrestrial aircraft tower, at least on the inside. It was round, with workstations every couple of feet. The center of the room held the station’s holographic system map. Or it was supposed to. Parts for the really high-tech stuff ran out years ago, and the holo system hadn’t worked since my dad’s time. Any usable parts were stripped out of it already, anyway.

      “Help you with something, Wolf?” Shift Commander Jacobs asked me when the door slid open with a squeal.

      Stopping short, I stared at the man for a moment. While we’d never seen eye-to-eye on maintenance issues, the commander wasn’t incompetent, just uncaring. Station crew was just a job to him, not a commitment or career. “I can’t just come by to say hello?”

      “No,” Jacobs stated, making a ‘come on’ motion with his hands. “Again, what’s up?”

      I smiled. “Intersystem traffic control is down. I thought I’d check the connections up here.”

      “Shouldn’t that be maintenance’s job and not yours?” Jacobs asked.

      “It would be if we still had some. Were you aware they were all eliminated in the recent budget cuts? I wasn’t. Supposedly there’s an on-call service but nobody, not even HR, knows who it is. I dug into it, even going all the way to the top and talking to Downing about it.” I explained the confusion and lack of caring by the CEO. I shook my head sadly. “So I thought I’d take a look at it myself. It’s not like I haven’t fixed shit up here before.”

      “Language, Mr. Wolf. No profanity on my deck. I’ll allow some levity when it comes to your story, but I doubt the company would totally ignore the safety regulations they themselves put into place. I will log your statement for higher to inspect when the captain comes on-shift.” Jacobs waved at me like brushing crumbs off his uniform before returning to his job. “Fix what you may.”

      And that is why we don’t get along. Old money and all that. While my family may have explored and helped to build Mars Colony, his exploited and funded it. “Pretentious twit,” I muttered under my breath.

      “Something to say, Mr. Wolf?” Jacobs asked me, looking up from his console.

      “No, sir. Just muttering to myself. It’s how I remember things,” I quickly covered for myself. My bad habit of speaking my thoughts aloud got me into a lot of messes.

      “Do it quieter, please.” Jacobs looked back down at the screen in front of him.

      Access to the roof and all the equipment associated with the exterior sensors was through a tiny door crammed in between the defensive system and satellite controls. Both controls were near the elevator shaft that ran the entire length of the station. Besides Jacobs, there were only two other officers on duty. Neither even looked at me as I accessed the doorway. Invoking the ire of the commander wasn’t a good career move.

      MarsCo was so like that sometimes. I was a big fan of history, especially military history. The walls of my room in our house on Mars was lined with bookshelves filled with actual hard copy books. I’d read all about our home-grown military, and how it operated similarly to that of the British during their colonial period. Only the higher classes were officers. That bit them in the ass later on. Just because you were rich didn’t mean you were a great strategist.

      Looking into the dark hole in front of me, I sighed. Even though Heinlein Station had been modified over the years, the wiring was mostly original. That meant cramped spaces with poor lighting. Were all Earth Born humans mole people? I always got that impression, crawling inside the station’s walls.

      Red wire, green wire, blue swirled with a slight glow, that was the one I sought. When Earth gave up control of Edison Station, engineers from the colony spent a lifetime rewiring and upgrading its systems. Standard Earth circuits were kept, but strange and unusual colors were selected for new equipment. The traffic control system was really new, though. Glow wires only came about in my lifetime. Using an electro-kit, I carefully tested each connection and circuit. Everything came up green to its sensors. Already on my knees in the tight compartment, I leaned back against the rear wall. “Somehow the source is damaged on Deimos, then. But the outpost would’ve notified someone. It’s their job, after all.” Deimos base was tiny compared to the colony. Half a dozen company employees lived and worked there. I knew from my reading there was a silicon mine there, as well. Much of the colony’s electronics were made with it.

      I ran a hand across my chin, feeling the scruff of my face. MarsCo had a policy about beards. You could have one, but you couldn’t grow one. Unless it magically appeared on my face on my lone day off, I had to shave daily. Stupid rules for someone who rarely interacted with anyone. “Now what,” I muttered to myself. “We need the traffic system, but something has to have gone wrong down on the moon.” Scratching my chin lightly, I thought for a moment. “What did Edison use before the new system?” Scanning the electrical controls in front of me, I shook my head. “Not here. Farther up maybe?” The compartment I was in ran more vertical than horizontal. All the way up to the very top of the station, a mere twenty feet.

      Steel rungs embedded into the walls pointed the way to the tunnel’s end. I’d been up there once several years ago when I first opened the passage. I hadn’t always worked for Downing and his family.

      At the top of the ladder were three systems’ control boxes. The ones to either side of the top rung, and easiest to reach, were the secondary gravity and exterior signals. In theory, the tightly locked hatch above would allow access to the outside of the station. No one in living memory dared to open it, since it could kill the entire command staff in doing so. My father once told me hatches like it were leftovers from the Edison’s construction. The one that interested me the most, though, was directly across from the ladder. To access it required a bit of backward balancing on the ladder. I braced myself against the bulkhead wall as I inspected it.

      “It looks alright,” I muttered to myself. All the connectors were still in place. To me, it looked as though they had just switched it off when the new system was put into place. Martians as a rule weren’t wasteful. We didn’t just toss something out if it was old. Switching it back on wasn’t a problem. The problem was in tracing the connectors, to see if it was still attached.

      “Did you fix it?” Commander Jacobs asked as I pulled myself out of the access port. He still sat in his command chair.

      I shook my head. “No. The problem is on Deimos. Has anyone from the base there called in?”

      Jacobs frowned, turning his head to one side. “Lieutenant? Check the logs, please.”

      The young, barely out of the academy officer in charge of communications pressed several buttons on his console before answering. “Sir, no notice sir.”

      Jacobs waved in his direction. Looking back at me with a sneer, the commander commented, “Nothing. Are you sure the system is actually down?”

      “Are you? I’m not the one that uses it daily. Surely you’ve noticed it wasn’t working?” I asked him. Only his own arrogance would assume things were perfect up here.

      “Ensign Smith, what do you say to this miscreant about our status?” Jacobs called out to the third member of the watch. Only the station’s captain stood watch with a full complement of officers.

      Even greener than the comms lieutenant, Smith could only stare at the screen in front of him in confusion. “Sir, the screen is blank.”

      “Blank. Completely blank, or can you see Deimos and Phobos?” I asked before Jacobs could.

      “Blank,” Smith answered with a puzzled look.

      “I don’t know what you’re alluding here to, Wolf, but I don’t like it. Finish your work and get off my bridge, now,” Jacobs ordered.

      I held up my hands, palms out, to him. “Hold on commander. The ensign’s screen should at the very least show the moons and our own satellites. Completely blank is bad.”

      Scowling, the commander slid out of his chair and approached the very confused looking ensign. “Snap out of it and listen to me. Reset the system. When the screen turns on, activate the traffic program.”

      Ensign Smith’s hands just hovered above the screen in front of him like it was magical or something. With a touch of fear in his eyes, he looked up at the now seething commander. “How, exactly? You told me all I had to do was just sit here and tell you if the screen beeped.”

      Wincing, I brought my hand up to my forehead and rubbed it. Smith was one of ‘those’ officers. He was either greased in by one of the colony’s politicals, or his commission was purchased, meaning he’d skipped the academy completely. I’d always suspected Jacobs was one such officer, as well.

      “Press the green button then the yellow one at the top of the console,” the commander ordered, pointing at the buttons.

      Touching the button like it was a sand viper, the ensign managed to switch the system on. “Like that?”

      “Yes, now the other one,” Jacobs growled at him.

      As the screen booted up, I cut my eyes to the side and watched the commander. Jacobs glared at me before speaking. “Not one word, Wolf! Not a single word. This is my command, not yours.”

      Raising both my hands again, I took a step backward, “I’m just here to fix the system. Did it work?”

      Jacobs kept his eyes on me for what seemed like a full minute. Still scowling, he turned back to Ensign Smith and his screen. “Sir?” Smith pointed at the screen. “It’s beeping at me. That’s one of the sounds you told me to tell you about.”

      Tapping the console himself, the commander cursed under his breath, “Shit. That can’t be right.” Turning back to me, he shouted. “What did you do up there, Wolf? Tell me now!”

      I shook my head. “Nothing. I just turned the system on. Why? What’s it showing?”

      “An inbound ship.” Jacobs pushed the ensign aside and moved the image up onto the main viewer. “It’s not one of ours.”

      The older system’s reception was way fuzzier than the newer system’s, but the distinct hammerhead shape of an Earth ship could clearly be seen with it. Every Martian kid knew his ship profiles. It was drummed into us from an early age. In space, you didn’t automatically trust everyone.

      “Have they signaled us? It could be just visiting the station,” I suggested. We were the only source of fuel and food until the asteroid belt.

      Tapping the console, Jacobs brought up the ship’s course and trajectory. “No, it could only have come from Deimos. I’d bet a month’s pay it’s the reason for your system failures, Wolf.”

      If it was coming to Edison Station, we were screwed. Normally a Martian cruiser was kept in geosynchronous orbit over Landing City, but MarsGov had sent it out-system on a goodwill voyage to celebrate our joining the new Confederate Alliance. I’d seen it in the news.

      “No bet and no real way to check. Navy’s out of town right now. Nothing to stop the bastards,” I answered. “Might as well bend over right now. Do you think they’ll shoot us down, too?”

      Ensign Smith touched the commander’s arm. “Sir? More lights.”

      “They plan to take the station. This isn’t just a raid. Look.” Jacobs pointed to the screen above us. “Shuttles.”

      My thoughts were going a mile a minute now. Go or stay? I knew where the pods and flight decks were… If I could get one of the shuttles, I might be home by supper. Or dead in space when they shot me down! Escape pod might be better. Fighting might be better. At least see the shot that killed me. “How many of you navy boys are on board right now?”

      “Not enough.” Sliding out of his seat, Jacobs stepped over to his command chair. Taking a deep breath, he punched in a code, activating the emergency alert system. “Attention. Attention. Moments ago, an unidentified Earth cruiser was identified on an intercept course for us. This is a CODE BLACK situation.”

      Even as the commander spoke, alarms and flashing lights activated all over the station. In the Edison’s entire history, we’d only been attacked once before. Panic would set in fast. I could just imagine it as I stared up at the screen. The Earth ship was turning to take an elliptical course around us while the shuttles were boring straight in.

      “Did you warn the colony as well?” I asked him.

      “Part of the protocol, nothing they can do to help us anyway. Local interceptors might be able to take out the shuttles if we had them, but Admiral Carson took all the advanced interceptors with him to Alpha Centauri,” Jacobs replied with yet another scowl. I truly believed the man was born that way. “We’re on our own out here.” Looking away from the screen, he looked me in the eye again. “You’re part of the militia, aren’t you?”

      “Technically. I go to the meetups a few times a year.” I knew what he was about to say, and it made me cringe inside. Every Martian was trained to fight. Some more than others. On paper, I was a captain, overseeing the entire LC Outer District area. Meaning the very rural, very undeveloped areas outside the terraforming zone. There were three members of my Militia, and all of them were family members.

      “Grab you some guns and arm up. I’m sending you down to join the defense.” Jacobs pointed toward a small armory bolted to the bulkhead near the door. “The colony charter puts you and any others under military command.”

      He was right, but I didn’t have to like it. Besides, sending a poorly equipped militiaman out against Earth shock troops was a joke. They’d kill us a whole lot faster than pirates. Earth's SS troopers weren’t like actual movie stormtroopers. These guys hit everything they shot at.

      Shaking my head, I followed his orders and threw on some armor. That’ll teach me to volunteer to fix something.

      This was going to suck balls any way I looked at it.
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      “Shall we prepare more mass drivers sir?” Commander Jarrow asked the captain. The two previous attacks flattened both the traffic station and the mine on Deimos. The weapon system was so rarely used, officers looked forward to selecting the coordinates for another strike to gain practice with it.

      “No, belay that. Our orders are to make an example of any that would dare rebel against us. We will pave the way for our own people, the underprivileged and the needy, to take Mars for the good of Earth,” Captain Morse proclaimed even as he stood up from his command chair. “We are pioneers of freedom here. Destroying or scorching the life out of their colony is too good for them. Their infrastructure is to be mine… I mean ours. Prepare electromagnetic weapons. We’ll let them tear each other apart before we move in and take over.”

      SS Commander Bannon just rolled his eyes at Morse’s announcement. He’d seen the orders related to this raid, and the captain’s name wasn’t attached to the follow on expedition. There was no way Earth would allow a buffoon such as he any sort of political base upon a distant colony. It would be the Peter Principle in action. But he knew better to correct him. Allow the fool enough rope to hang himself. The ultimate goal was the same, after all.

      Standing to be noticed, the communication officer made an announcement. “Captain, both Marine One and Two are within range of the station. Are they to proceed with orders?”

      Morse waved his hand like a corporate executive ordering a servant around. “Yes, yes. Have them proceed with the attack. Black Flag orders are in effect. No mercy, no prisoners, and quarter. Wipe them out to the last traitorous dog.”

      “And the station itself, sir?” Jarrow asked.

      Captain Morse slid back into his command chair with a wheeze. Standing up and making proclamations took a lot out of a man. Puffing his chest out a bit, he looked down at the XO. “Standing orders, Mr. Jarrow. Destroy any ship or shuttle that undocks or attempts to descend. Can’t give the colony any more warning than it has already. Have our gunners burn off any and all visible comm units and antenna. It’ll give them a bit of target practice.”

      “Understood, sir.” Jarrow turned away to begin giving orders.

      “Morse,” Commander Bannon called, catching the captain’s attention. “The very moment the EMP missiles are ready, you need to launch them. Mars must be pacified before our second wave arrives in orbit. Do you understand?”

      “Of course. We need to make preparations and launch the alert fighters. Landing City is supposed to have militia units, including fighters of their own.” The captain grimaced and looked away from the political officer beside him.

      Bannon leaned his head in closer to the captain. “Earth has planned this excursion of ours for many years. This political mess is but a bump in the road as part of a greater plan. Steps have been taken to minimize the threat their puny militia poses. Trust me and trust Earth on that one, Captain. We will control Mars in less than a week. But not if you don’t fire the damn missiles!”

      Feeling flustered and not wanting to be seen lacking, Captain Morse jerked upright and snapped off an order. “Jessup! Open fire on the planet. Target every city, town, or facility larger than a square mile.”

      “Yes sir, right away sir!” Jarrow fired off a sharp salute before directing the weapons officer to fire.

      Captain Morse kept his eyes peeled on the officers below him on the bridge. This was his time to shine in the eyes of the committee and State Security. Rendering the cities of Mars uninhabitable would raise his stature back home. He wondered which would sound better before his name, governor or admiral? Both were possibilities now.

      Commander Bannon stared intently at the plot in front of him. Nothing mattered. Not his job, the ship, or even Edison Station. If Earth was to survive the coming war, they needed to take and hold planets. Everything else was just dross.
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      “You’re who?” The beefy, non-standard sized, hangar crewman yelled at me.

      Words echoing the story of my life sounded yet again the moment I set foot in the hangar bay. It was just like Commander Jacobs to not bother to tell these apes I was coming down to help them. Which was better, being shot by the Martian military or Earth’s? I was about to find out.

      “I’ll say it again, much slower this time. My name is Captain Rowan Wolf, Martian Outer Reaches Militia. I work here on the station, and Commander Jacobs up in command sent me down to help.” I pointed upwards to help explain the fact that I had been sent. Eyeing the weapon in the man’s hands, I grimaced. Two lights near the trigger housing were blinking red. If he kept gripping it like that, he was going to lose a finger.

      The burly man squeezed the rifle between his hands, making the lights blink faster. “I got no orders like that. Those POGs up there don’t care about us down here.”

      Holding my hands out in front of my body as if I was bracing myself, I pleaded with him, “Please don’t handle that weapon like that. You could seriously hurt someone.”

      “Say what? What are you talking about?” The man started to raise the rifle toward me.

      Grabbing the gun out of the man’s hands with speed I didn’t know I had, I dropped the power pack with a slight twist of my hand, even as I slammed the gun to the ground. “Take cover!”

      If the slap of the weapon on the deck didn’t attract attention, it was my yell that did it. Half those present, including myself, dove for cover as the power pack detonated with a loud pop!

      “What the hell was that!” a man shouted from across the deck.

      Picking myself up from the deck, I checked my suit and armor over quickly. In space, accidents happened, and dying from stupidity wasn’t my plan.

      “I repeat, what was that and who the hell are you?” Unlike the hangar goon, this man was wearing station security togs complete with a proper weapon at his side.

      Snapping to attention, I repeated my name and rank for the man. Militia and regular military didn’t always agree on things, but I needed to try. “Sir, the weapon was about to discharge so I relieved your man of it.”

      Colonel Stang, his name and rank were on his chest, glared at me before speaking. “What weapon was this?”

      Reaching down, I picked up what remained of the rifle. “Manderle TX1 rifle, one of the original unaltered models. Martian militia command phased them out of our service more than a century ago. Faulty power systems. If it was powered on and not held at a ninety-degree angle for more than a minute, it would self-destruct. By dropping the battery before detonation, I circumvented a much larger explosion.”

      Stang removed the gun parts from my hand and stared at them. “This came from where? Your captain?”

      “Mine sir,” the mountain of a man replied from behind me. “I picked it up last liberty. For my collection, sir. I didn’t know it was the TX1 model. Thank you, Captain Wolf.”

      I nodded to him without looking away from the colonel. “Sir, I was up in command when the ship was spotted. I’m here to help out.”

      Dropping the gun, Stang gave me his full attention. “Then you know. I was told it was two Earth assault shuttles, is that correct?”

      I nodded. “Yes sir. Launched from a cruiser. We think they took out the tracking station on Deimos first.”

      Stang waved his hands as if clearing off a table. “Good to know, but it doesn’t affect us right now. Orbital insertions are a bitch, launching from one of those things and they have two of the shuttles. Only this hangar deck or the outboard stations can handle them anyway. I will tell you from past experience that attacking a station externally without using a drop pod is a stone-cold bitch.” The officer pointed out to the cargo attachments. “We’d be able to pick them off one at a time that way. Regardless of what the media tells us, Earthies aren’t that stupid. No, I think they’ll try something sneakier.”

      I wracked my brain to figure out what he was thinking. My family helped build this thing, and I’d worked here half my adult life. There wasn’t anywhere else to… I looked up suddenly. “Viewports?”

      “Jacobs sent me a smart one for once. Right. The viewports on deck three. They’re big enough that one of those shuttles might get enough stuck in to offload,” Stang replied with a grimace. “Captain Wolf, we’ve got less than a platoon on station. Damn the Navy for taking all our men! But orders are orders, and you know it. I’ve sent my three youngest officers to the escape pods. They’ll organize the civilians and head down as fast as they can, but that leaves me with a shortage.”

      “The viewports,” I replied with a groan.

      “I can let you have one of the boys here, and there’s supposed to be a half dozen up there waiting for you.” The older officer looked me in the eyes. “I cannot support you here, son. We sent word to Landing City, but they’ve got their own issues. Don’t count on relief. Hold them in place as long as you can then bug out. You’re not regular service and son, this isn’t the Navy. Don’t go down with the station. Ya hear me?”

      Taking my nod as assent, he continued to speak. “Good. Take Lawrence here and get moving. Remember what I said, now. This isn’t going to some Lockyer Sea picnic so get your ass moving and good luck.”

      Looking over my shoulder at the man whose weapon I’d destroyed, I asked, “Lawrence?”

      The big man gave me a goofy grin. “Yessir! That was pretty cool what you did with that there rifle. Why’d they make them like that anyway?”

      Motioning to the big man, I headed back to the elevator. “Politics and greed. We needed weapons to fight off pirates and all the criminals they sent up in the early days of colonization. Those that ruled Earth at the time didn’t want us to be able to defend ourselves if they invaded so anything we requested was replaced by the Manderles. I’m surprised you were able to get ahold of a TX1. They were either melted down or converted to a better power source.”

      “My brother’s a junker out on the fringe and he found it for me. It’s the first time I tried firing it,” Lawrence explained. “I guess I should’ve had the range master look at it.”

      Giving the big man an arched look, I could only shake my head. “Now you know. Are you any good with the rest of those weapons?”

      Lawrence slapped his hands against the pair of laser pistols strapped to his waist. “Best on the station. Not sure if I can shoot a live target though, sir. Killing’s against the faith.”

      I winced. Modern terrestrial religions didn’t last long on Mars. It was hard for those of us up here to embrace the Gods of Earth when the people there treated us so badly. Instead, both new and old religions were adopted. The Goddess of Space or those from the ancient Greek pantheon were worshiped the most. Despite Mars being a God of war, we were a peaceful people. Giving the man a look, I smiled faintly. “That may be, but there are exceptions in the world for protecting your family from harm. Call upon Mars if you like, but the Gods will forgive you. Survival is all that matters now. Understand?”

      Clapping the man on the shoulder, I spoke more seriously. “When this is all over, I’ll explain to the priest for you.”

      “Thank you, sir. It’ll help,” the big man replied, even as the doors opened on what station personnel called the viewport.

      It started out as an observation deck, part of a restaurant-hotel complex installed shortly after the station was emplaced in the Martian orbit. Some entrepreneurs lost a mint trying to run it. Today it was a place for tourists to look down at Mars and gape in wonder. Large armor-glass windows stretched across the bulkheads, forming a square inside the rounded center of the station. It was an engineering marvel for the old station. The view was breathtaking. Soon it would be a battlefield one I might not survive.

      Six uniformed and suited men and women stood near the center of the room by the elevator, surrounded by tables, chairs, and scientific equipment. All of them were staring out at the approaching Earth shuttle. The one that was coming to kill them.

      “Hey! Get a move on! Drag as much of that crap as you can over to the windows. It won’t do much, but maybe we can give the Earthies some obstacles to dodge,” I started shouting at the troops. I turned to Lawrence and pointed at the countertop along one wall. “Get behind that thing and brace yourself. The moment those windows go this whole place is going to explode! As soon as the Earthies appear, start blasting. The more we kill here, the less we have to deal with later.”

      The others were working hard to make piles of tables and chairs along the windows. Judging by the closeness of the shuttle, we had only minutes left to plan. Conduit and utility lines ran vertically through the place, encased in poly-steel tubes. They weren’t the best for protection, but they should survive the crash as long as my suit-shoes held. Locking down my suit to one nearest the elevator, I yelled to the troops. “Find a place to lock down and secure yourselves. Explosive decompression isn’t the sort of ride you take every day. Brace yourselves!”

      The moment the words left my mouth, the Earthie shuttle hit the reinforced windows. Unlike in popular fiction, the station didn’t explode. What really happened was the pressure inside the room equalized with space. Not an explosion, but not fun either!
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      Cracka Boom!

      Earth shuttles are conical in shape and it hit nose on. Anyone who's ever smashed a bottle of pop or soda knows what happens. It sprays up and out and onto your clothing. In this case, it was glass and metal, followed by all the oxygen in the room. Think of a half second wind tunnel blowing outward with the vacuum of space replacing it. If we hadn’t been in at least ship suits we’d all of us die of asphyxiation. Vacuum is survivable in very small amounts, but not under attack.

      Securing myself to the pole probably saved my life.

      The outgassing of the room, like a reverse vacuum, pulled everything not bolted down out into space. Tables, chairs, and people. Three of the troops assigned to me found themselves outside and without hope of rescue. Going Dutchman was the biggest terror a space could have, second only to being caught outside of pressure without a suit or air. The very idea of drifting away in the blackness of space with only the sound of my breath to keep me company scared the living shit right out of me. Terrifying. I could almost feel the cold sweat of fear sliding down my body, just imagining what those three souls were feeling right now. And I was unable to help them! Shooting them would be a better alternative right now.

      Ship suits provided air but not water or food. If drifting into a ship didn’t kill you, the gravitational pull of the planet might. Burning up on reentry didn’t sound fun. Neither did just floating along in the void.

      None of that mattered to me, though. What was important were the Earth Marines pouring off the shuttle into my gun sights.

      “Fire!” I gave the order, but I doubt Lawrence and the remaining three heard it. They were already firing at the shuttle cockpit and troops.

      Zip! Zip! Zip! That was all I could hear over the comm system in my suit as everyone fired. Martian scientists synced up weapons technology with comms more than a century ago. Lasers, masers, and particle weapons don’t make an audible sound in space, so they gave them one. It was a bit like pointing your finger and going “pew, pew, pew,” but it worked. You just had to fool your brain into believing it was real.

      “The Marines, shoot at the Marines,” I instructed even as I dived for cover. The air was gone, but gravity still remained. Lawrence’s hiding place, the bar and refreshment center, lay less than two meters to my left. Sliding across the floor was as practical as it sounded.

      “Sonofabitch!” I grunted as my slide turned into a crawl. Slamming my helmet onto the deck to avoid being shot, I could feel my brain sloshing around. “Let’s not do that again.”

      “Did you say something, Captain Wolf?” Lawrence cried out between shots.

      With half a meter to go, I rose up, stumbling to my feet and cut loose with my own gun. Brrrrrrrrrt! The subgun shuddered and shook in my hands as I fired off half a magazine at the invaders. Lead slugs flew through the air, impacting the shuttle with tiny explosions of ceramics and aluminum. Unlike the others, I’d found my guns in command. If a pirate invaded the station, those up top wanted something with stopping power, and slug throwers were the answer. Weapons of last resort, if you were inside of pressure. But we weren’t, and I was pissed off.

      Brrrrrrrrrrt! I fired off the other half of the magazine. I’d found cover and really needed it to reload. Dropping the clip and slamming another home took longer than just blasting away with an almost unlimited laser power pack.

      Now that I could see over the edge of the bar, I almost chuckled. The big hangar deck worker was crammed into a space half his size. I had to hand it to him though, he was a fighter. “Where are we at?”

      “I’ve got them pinned inside that shuttle on this side, but not for long.” Lawrence cut loose with a maser rifle, a huge improvement over the Manderle from earlier. It made me wonder about the other shuttle and how Colonel Stang was doing. “Those other guys are getting chewed all to hell.”

      Peeking around the edge of the bar, I could barely see what he meant. The others were behind an improvised barricade, but were under a non-stop hail of fire. “Can anyone hear me?” I spoke on the comms.

      “...fire...blaster… …” a few words made it through the system, but I couldn’t make out what they meant. The elevator was too far for them to exfiltrate, anyway. Crossing the space between us and them was a death sentence. It wouldn’t be too long before the Earthies realized they could just wipe us out with their shipboard weapons. It wasn’t like they needed to worry about atmosphere.

      Brrrrrrrrt! I cut loose with my gun again, trying to draw off the enemy fire. “Stang told us not to die up here, remember? We can’t hold them,” I announced. Tactically, we were screwed. One blast of the shuttles’ guns, and the bar would be toast. “Bail out procedures. Fire everything you’ve got and make for the shaft. It’s our only chance,” I ordered. The room’s decompression would’ve triggered alarms and door closures all over the station except the elevator shaft. That would remain open, rigged for free-fall, providing a fast way out for everyone.

      Lawrence grunted a few times trying to back out of the tight spot he was in. “Captain, I’m not going to make it. Save yourself.”

      I popped in another magazine, my last, and fired off another burst. “We don’t sacrifice ourselves like that, big guy. On my mark I want you to do your best to roll over the top of the bar.”

      Even though I’d told them to not fire directly at the shuttle, I broke my own orders. Taking aim, I targeted what I assumed were the viewports for the cockpit and fired my longest burst yet. “Move your ass!”

      It might’ve been damage from ramming the station or our continued fire, but some of the rounds from the long burst punched through the windscreen and into the shuttle, slowing the attack for just a moment.

      “Oof!” like a heavily armed whale, ballet dancing on an ice-covered stage, Lawrence rolled over the bar and onto his feet in one swift motion. Gun up, he even continued to fire as he dove into the open shaft.

      My movements were less than graceful, but I didn’t land on my ass this time. “Moving…” I cried out to the remaining men on the other side of the room, but their guns were now silent. With a silent prayer for forgiveness, I jumped for safety as well.
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        * * *

      

      “Status report,” Captain Morse asked in a calm voice his eyes glued to the main viewscreen.

      Stepping away from weapons, Commander Jarrow recapped what he knew. “Sir, shuttles one and two have engaged the enemy and are boarding the station as planned. Gun turrets three and seven report the destruction of three system runabouts and two dozen lifepods so far.”

      The Peace of Earth had taken up station between Mars and Edison Station, which made shooting down approaching ships incredibly easy. Turkey shoot, was what the gunners were calling it. Nothing but debris and bodies were making it past them.

      Morse rubbed his hands together in anticipation. Phase one of the ops plan was almost complete. “What of the station, do we control it yet?”

      “No sir. Jammers are in place and Mr. Speck’s men are deploying the satellite system. Soon there won’t be an inch of Mars we cannot reach with our cameras. We’ll be ready when the invasion comes,” Jarrow replied. He, like the captain, planned to use this mission to advance himself forward in the service.

      Commander Bannon leaned forward and gazed down at the XO. “Why haven’t the shuttles taken control yet?”

      Jarrow patted his hip as if looking for something before snatching his pad off the weapons station. Quickly poking at it, he read the report. “Shuttle one ran into light fire in the hangar section but was able to put it down easily with the use of the shuttle guns. Major Lee sterilized the entire deck before landing. His half of the marine group are working their way down toward the engine and maintenance areas. As ordered, Black Flag Protocol is in effect.”

      “So it’s the other ship that’s holding us up? Is that what you’re alluding to here, commander?” Bannon growled. Shuttle two held marines and a very small detachment of SS troops. It was they who were to capture the command deck.

      As if surrendering, Bannon held up his hands in front of him, shaking his head. “No sir, not at all. While the hangar bay was easy, the viewing deck was not. A Martian commando team was dug in and heavily armed up there. Half the marines were dead on the deck before they got a handle on them.”

      Commander Bannon cut his eyes toward the Captain. “Commando team? Why is this the first I’m hearing of this? Didn’t the attached intelligence package state all trained personnel were removed from Edison?”

      His hands shaking suddenly, Captain Morse grabbed his own work pad. Scanning the screen for a moment he nodded. “It did. The report from the agent even said that.”

      “Then this is something else. Mars may be aware of our intrusion,” Bannon said. Muttering a silent curse, he glared at the captain. “You better hope your EMPs hit what they were supposed to, taking out the cities. Because if their military is in place when we land… Well, I don’t have to tell you what will happen to us, now do I.”

      The captain shuddered. A sentence of life in a pain amplifier would be the least Earth’s leaders would do to him. Failure wasn’t an option in the Navy. Who cares about the crew when they just shot the officers?

      “It has to be an anomaly. New orders, maybe? Could our agent have been discovered?” Morse replied.

      Commander Bannon thought for a moment. While he knew the true identity of the Martian traitor, no one else on board the Peace of Earth did. “I doubt it. If he’d been discovered, their navy wouldn’t have left the system so quickly. No, you’re correct for once. This is something else. Order team two to preserve me someone to interrogate.”
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        * * *

      

      Voluntarily falling to my death wasn’t part of my future plans on Edison Station. I wanted to put in my twenty years, earn a nice pension, and settle down on the family homestead. Tunnels to build and land to improve. That was a family motto. But now I have an invasion to deal with and I must. Survive. It!

      Edison is old. I mean really old. It isn’t just a bunch of old system and wiring that my family and others upgraded. There’s so much they left alone since it still worked. The emergency elevator shaft is one of those.

      Pressure is everything if you live in space. If it goes away, you die. And living in a gigantic tin can gets very scary. The elevator shaft was a backup plan coupled with an escape plan. It was the only real internal escape plan the original builders installed. Since the shaft runs the entire length of the station’s core, attaching an anti-gravity system to it was easy. Station-keeping engines, located at the bottom of the structure and sealed off from view, kept everything powered up and in a stable orbit around Mars. When someone or something entered the shaft, its mechanics would slow them the farther they dropped, ending up at the emergency deck where the escape pods were located.

      That might’ve worked for us if any remained.

      “Holy crap!” I yelled out as I almost face planted onto the deck. “What a rush!” Prayers answered, the Edison’s systems didn’t fail. For once. The anti-grav system used to be a thing of dares and adventure in my father’s day until it failed once. Spat! Street pizza for the participants. After that, it was supposed to be emergencies only. “That was intense. Did they follow us down?”

      Lawrence had his pistol out as he scanned above us. Shaking his head, he replied, “Don’t think so. They aren’t that crazy!” Looking down at me, he half laughed half scowled. “You’re nuts, by the way. Are all militia boys like you?”

      Loading my last magazine into the slug-thrower, I chuckled, “Some. Most of us are really practical.” Shouldering the gun, I scanned the walls and looked for an active pod. “Any left?” I asked.

      “Doesn’t look like it. There were a couple launching as I landed, but they didn’t wait.” Lawrence holstered his gun. “Won’t be long before they find us. We should find a good spot, take a few more with us. Vallaha and the fields await us.”

      Taking stock, I scanned the room again. We were one deck above the engines. Other than one of the original outside access hatches, there wasn’t anything else down...here. A random thought popped into my head suddenly. Something I’d seen literally written on the wall earlier. Cocking my head to one side, I looked over at Lawrence. “How are you with heights?”
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        * * *

      

      “Sir, the strike force has informed me that the station is almost secured,” Commander Jarrow stated, holding his hand against his ear. Usually shipboard comms were easy to hear and interpret, but both the Captain and Commander Bannon were extremely loud. Both men stood near him in the captain’s ready room.

      “Almost? What’s taking so long?” Bannon snapped back. “State Security troops and my grandmother could do a better job than these marines of yours.”

      Glaring at his XO with fire in his eyes, Captain Morse tried to calm the SS man. “I’m sure both teams are working hard at it. Some internal systems might’ve been damaged during the fight. Isn’t that correct, Commander?”

      Jarrow winced as he suddenly realized his position in the room. There weren’t any other officers to shoulder the blame if he screwed up. Steeling himself internally, he explained, “There is some damage to the central sections. Martian officers on the command deck sabotaged most of the controls and blew themselves up in the process. Both of our tech teams are assessing the damage.” Bringing up a schematic of the station, Jarrow pointed out where work was being done, as well as troop movements. “These sections here. Intelligence says this deck is only used for escape pods and light training, but our assault force discovered the central elevator shaft is multifunctional.” Pulling up another diagram complete with animation, he explained the anti-gravity system.

      “That wasn’t in the information we receive from the spy,” Bannon replied, zooming in to the diagram for a closer look.

      “No sir. Our engineering staff believes it’s part of the original construction and isn’t used currently,” Jarrow explained. “It’s important to the issue, because more than one of the enemy troops was spotted jumping into the shaft.”

      Captain Morse tapped his fingers against his lips as he studied the diagrams. “I don’t see the issue here. Our gunners eliminated all the escape pods moments after they launched. There shouldn’t be anyone down there now.”

      “Yes, sir. The teams agree on that point as well. But,” Jarrow paused dramatically. “There’s the two decks below that worry them. Enemy troops could be secreted in the engine room, just waiting to attack us.”

      “Order both teams to quit screwing around and clear decks as soon as possible. We need to move my intelligence section over and prepare for the fleet to arrive. Mars is ours now, gentleman. They just don’t realize it yet. Once the colonists arrive, Martian independence will be nothing but an afterthought in history. Earth rule, Earth power, Earth Victory!” Bannon saluted, thrusting his left hand upward.

      “Earth Victory!” the others repeated.
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        * * *

      

      “I was all set to fight to the death up there. I had a spot all picked out and everything,” Lawrence complained as he shrugged into the hard-shell suit. Even the biggest one didn’t quite fit his frame properly.

      Snorting, I gave him a look of disbelief. “I saw your spot. Two benches and a waste can wasn’t all that secure. This will be better, trust me.”

      “Trust him he says. Let’s attack the Earth force all by ourselves and then, then, jump down the elevator shaft! How is this any better than before?” Lawrence held up his pistol. “This won’t even scratch that ship out there.”

      “It doesn’t have to. Live to fight another day. I’m sure you’ve heard it before. We get down to the planet and disappear. My family and I have always lived rural. Trust me. We’ll get the band back together and take it to them Martian style. The fleet will return, hell, Mars has an alliance with the outer rim forces now. Wanna bet they come save us as well? This will work. They’ve been selling this service for a month now. I’m sure you’ve seen the signs,” I explained to him.

      The big man groaned. “This is just another way for you to kill me, I know it. It’s the whole militia versus regular service. You guys hate us that much.”

      I laughed. “Sure. You know I could’ve left you upstairs. Regular troops get all the toys, that’s what we don’t like. Modern weapons versus those Manderle pieces of junk.”

      “Whatever. As long as you feed me, I’m yours. So how does this work exactly?” Lawrence pointed to the hatch in the floor.

      “Space jumping. It’s not just for tourists anymore,” I said with a smile. “The sport started on Earth way back in the twentieth century when they were trying for records, not fun. Imagine a guy in a grounder jumpsuit and an oxygen tank jumping out of a weather balloon forty-two kilometers up. That was the early days,” I started to explain as I shrugged my own suit on. We’d found the suits all powered up, awaiting the next bunch of suckers. Space tourists were strange in the goofy shit they did on vacation. “Establishing the record as to who fell the farthest killed a couple of them.”

      “Earthies are stupid. Crashing that shuttle into the station proves that bit. Use the docking station or a breaching pod, for god's sake,” Lawrence commented as he secured the helmet. “Check one, can you hear me?”

      Giving him the all clear signal, I put my helmet on as well. “As I was saying. It was all about records and stunts. Jump ahead to now. We’ve got better tech and safer suits. All we have to do is survive re-entry and parachute home. Simple.” Tapping the console in front of me, I triggered the hatch, exposing the room to vacuum.

      “Wait a minute. Re-entry? Won’t we burn up?” Lawrence protested as I gave him a push toward another hole.

      “Nope. Trust me.” I grabbed the big man and jumped.

      

      Rowan and Lawrence will return in Power Down, the Martian Apocalypse, Book One.
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      The Polish-made Mil Mi-2 Hoplite helicopter tracked low and fast over the Liberian coastline. The crew stayed locked forward, ignoring the passengers strapped to jump seats in the back. They were disguised as Liberian Air Force, but the bird had no flight plan, and the path was not secure. The aircrew all wore black jumpsuits with AFL patches on the sleeves and, if pressed, they would feign being members of the Liberian Armed Forces. Sure, it could cost them their lives if captured, but risk came with the reward of the bonus check they would receive later.

      The passengers in the back knew the men flying the fat green pill-shaped aircraft were all members of the Special Activities Divisions Air Branch. The helicopter was probably stolen or acquired, then repainted at the last minute to fit the mission. As far as real names and identities, the flight crew were as much a mystery as the six passengers crammed into the fuselage.

      The passengers were members of the clandestine Ground Division. They were paramilitaries that existed for the sole purpose to take on tasks the United States government didn’t want to be implicated in. They worked under the shadow of the Central Intelligence Agency, but the men of the Ground Division were not CIA agents. At one time, they had all been some of America’s greatest warfighters—Soldiers, Airmen, Sailors, and Marines. But the men of the Ground Division were not military; they were ghosts. They were off the books of any official government roster. And this was precisely the reason they were on this mission.

      Tommy Donovan pressed back into the well-worn canvas jump seat. Across from, and beside him, was his team nicknamed Blackbird. These were men he knew like brothers. Men he had eaten dirt with, trained with, and even bled with. Tommy’s time in the team hadn’t been all fun and games. He’d been on several successful missions but was still haunted by a recent failed trip to Iraq that had cost him a dear friend. After the loss, he was offered time off, but he refused, instead choosing to get right back into the grind, not wanting his team to doubt him.

      He scanned the jump seats across from him. Jack Conway, the team leader, was rock-solid and broad shouldered even without body armor. Next to Jack was the eldest man on the team, Elias “Papa” Beda. A prior recon Marine, he’d been around the world twice. Papa was a language and infiltration expert; he could make himself at home in a terror cell or a Wall Street office. To the far right, Guy Carlson, a squat red-haired snake eater from Kentucky. By trade he was a heavy weapons expert, but he also had an innate hobby of blowing things up.

      On Tommy’s left was Alexander Winston. He was like Tommy in many ways. They’d come up through the Army the same, both had been in the Ranger Battalion before going to the Special Forces Q-course, both pulled before selection to be recruited by the Ground Division. But where Tommy went to an advanced sniper training course, Winston instead became an expert in small unit escape and evasion techniques. The final man on the team was Aaron Gentry. Tall, dark, and handsome—and never without a pair of aviator glasses—he was as stereotypically Hollywood as you could get. He was the team’s medic; he had the qualifications to be a surgeon and had probably sewn up more gunshot wounds than a Chicago trauma doc.

      Jack Conway leaned out over his left shoulder toward an open fuselage window and looked down at the black smoke drifting up from the slums below. From the intel brief hours earlier, they knew the city was in chaos. Rebels had overrun government buildings, and rioting civilians were setting tire fires in the streets. Resistance forces were going house to house in search of government members and executing many of them where they were found. There were still pockets of the Liberian Army, but they were holed up around strongholds and had mostly surrendered the city to the rebels. Liberia was in the middle of another civil war and the government was days, if not hours, from completely falling.

      Jack pressed a microphone close to his mouth. All the men of the team were wearing olive-green headsets attached to the ceiling with coiled rubber cords. When they saw their leader move forward in his seat, they sat up and paid attention. With his free hand, Jack reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a color printed photo—a head shot of a dark-skinned man in his fifties. He showed the photo to the team even though he knew each of the men had stared at the photo long enough to memorize the image. They had all heard the brief earlier, but same as with the image, it was their way to repeat the operation order and mission intent before going hot.

      The team leader ripped up the photo and tossed the pieces through the port window behind him. He then looked to the group, cupping the microphone over his mouth, and said, “Package name is Samuel Taylor, code name Traveler. He is the Minister of State and a very close ally to the besieged Liberian President.”

      Winston raised a hand. Jack looked at him, annoyed at being cut off so soon in his prepared spiel. He shook his head then nodded a go ahead. Winston said, “If we’re backing the rebels against the government and the ruling president, why in the hell are we here to rescue Traveler?”

      Jack grinned. “Cause the man has vital infrastructure information. And when all of this is over, they’ll need help putting this place back together again. Traveler has made some promises to some important people. He is going to give up the details and the location of a lot of currency in exchange for leniency.”

      “So—he knows where the money is hidden,” Tommy blurted out of turn. “You could have just said that.”

      Shaking his head Jack said, “You all watch too much TV; what did I tell you about that? We don’t give a shit about the why.”

      “Ours is to do or die,” Papa blurted out with no emotion on his face.

      Tommy grinned and then raised a thumbs-up to his team leader. Jack gave the men a quick look and continued. “The operation is simple. The bird will take us southeast down the coast, then into the heart of the city, past the capitol complex. Traveler is in an industrial park. Most of the fighting is to the east; there should be no interference from locals. He is already waiting with his state body guards. The bird stays hot, we dismount, place security, take control of Traveler from his guard dogs, saddle up and exfil, then we land on a freighter loitering five miles off the coast. Any questions?”

      “Too easy,” Papa said without turning his head.

      “Too easy,” came replies from the rest of the team.

      Jack leaned in toward the crew chief, who was flashing three fingers. He looked back at his men. “Good, ’cause we are boots dirty in three minutes.”
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      The Hoplite circled the complex twice then came in so low and fast that Tommy thought he was going to vomit. At the last second, the pilot cut up and touched the bird down, ass first, on a large, brown, uncut field. Dust and dirt swirled around the helicopter as it came to rest on its tricycle landing gear, facing due south, prepared for a quick extract to the sea. Without waiting for instruction, doors opened, and the team spilled out. Tommy and Winston went left to the west. Papa and Guy to the east. Jack and Aaron moved out and around the tail, headed north toward the structure directly to the rear of the helicopter.

      Tommy ran out of the swirling dust fifty meters and stopped. He’d been carrying a heavy-barreled M110 SASS semi-auto sniper rifle on a sling across his chest. He now had it out to his front, holding it parallel to the ground, just below eye level. He didn’t have to look to know that Winston would be holding the same position with a short-barreled G36 rifle, providing close-in cover. Tommy rotated, looking as far out as he could clearly see, scanning windows and roof lines.

      A chirp in his ear let him know that Jack had switched to the internal team’s communications. Each of the men carried small portable radios on their gear, with throat microphones and buds in their ears. Over his right chest was a small switch he could use to turn the mic on or off. He looked back toward the structure and could see Jack and Aaron approach a cluster of men in shit-green camouflage uniforms surrounding a taller man in a bright-blue suit. They seemed to be arguing.

      Tommy reached for the mic button, but before he could speak, Papa had already opened the channel. “Problem, boss?”

      “Negative. Well, not yet anyway,” came a quick reply from Jack. “Seems these clowns had the impression that they were all getting a ride out today. I’m trying to explain that the bird is full and only Traveler has a ticket.”

      “Tell them we’ll come back for the rest,” Guy said sarcastically, barely stifling a laugh.

      Jack spoke. “Tried that—they said half of us stay and half of them go, then we come back.”

      “Yeah, that isn’t going to happen,” Tommy said, joining the conversation. As he spoke, a flash of movement caught his eye and he swiveled to a three-story structure to his front. Most of the abandoned buildings around the industrial park were low with flat roofs, including the pickup building Traveler had walked out of. But two were taller and appeared empty. One was south and directly on the flight path of the helicopter, the other was to the west. Tommy raised the barrel of his rifle and scanned the roof line.

      He saw bits of fabric blowing in the wind. A tarp had covered a corner of the building and was slapping with every gust. He continued to scan then cut back quickly. Then he dropped and took a knee. “I got something boss, building at the helicopter’s three o’clock. Two men are up there—one’s got eyes on, the other is talking into a phone.”

      “Shit,” Jack said back. “The guards aren’t letting up.”

      “They aren’t the job, boss. Pop ’em and get Traveler,” Papa shouted over the channel. “We gotta boogey if we got watchers on us.”

      Tommy blocked out the conversation and focused on the man with the binoculars. The man was looking down at the group gathered around Traveler, but suddenly, his focus changed and switched to the second tall roof top to the south. Tommy spun on his heels and trained his rifle on the second building. “MANPAD—rooftop—building at the twelve! Shit! I’m firing,” Tommy shouted as he centered his optic above a cluster of three men holding what appeared to be a Man-Portable Air Defense weapon. The shot was long, and he wasn’t set up for the range, but he had to take it anyway. As Tommy fired, he heard Guy’s machine gun come into action.

      Tommy’s first shot hit the edge of the building, and the man with the green missile tube flinched and ran to the left while pulling the weapon to his shoulder. Tommy watched tracer rounds arc in from Guy’s M240 machine gun. The rounds peppered the corner of the building, all going low. The men scattered, raising weapons, and Guy walked his rounds in with deadly efficiency. Tommy followed the man running with the missile tube. The man vanished below a wall then quickly popped up. Tommy aimed and fired again.

      While Tommy’s round traveled the distance, he watched a missile pop out of the tube and ignite. It arced up into the air then raced down toward the defenseless Hoplite helicopter. Before he could shout a warning, he was hit with the blast and heat of the helicopter’s fuel tanks igniting in a molten ball of flame. Tommy hit the ground hard, falling on his rifle. He rolled back to his hip and felt Winston yanking him to his feet by a strap on his backpack.

      Gunfire erupted from the surrounding rooftops, muzzle flashes along the perimeter followed by rounds impacting and blasting the ground all around them. “Egress to me!” Jack yelled over the radio.

      Winston turned Tommy and pushed him toward the north as he popped a pair of red smoke grenades. As Tommy ran, he looked right and saw Papa and Guy doing the same. The helicopter was a black skeleton of itself, engulfed in flames, the crew nothing but cinders.

      Tommy ran a short dash then turned and rapid fired his rifle into the roof lines as Winston ran past him. Tommy spun with the man and, together, they sprinted the last yards, then jumped a set of concrete barriers where Jack and the Traveler’s guards were already positioned. The African soldiers were all down under the barriers, cowering. Papa and Guy closed in from the right, with the enemy fire intensifying. Papa shouted something at the soldiers. The scared men slowly rose and blind fired their rifles over the barriers.

      When Jack had seen all his men back behind the concrete barrier and returning fire he called out, “Anyone hit?”

      Tommy dropped back into cover and ran his hands along his body; amazingly, he wasn’t shot. How was that even possible with the amount of lead being thrown at them from the surrounding buildings? Then he looked at the Liberian soldiers he was in cover with. They all had AK-47 rifles with iron sights, and the men were firing wild, holding their weapon out in front of them as they fired off half a magazine. Tommy dared a look out to his front and could still see rounds impacting the ground hundreds of feet away. The opposition on the distant buildings had no better marksmanship. But if they closed the distance, even a shit shot would get lucky.

      As if reading Tommy’s mind, Jack was squatting and pulling away from the barrier. He pointed to the block building behind them and ordered the men to peel back.
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      Senator Alan Swift stared at the screen of his smart phone. He blinked and slowly shook his head side to side with his mouth agape. With over twenty years in the Senate, he’d brokered a lot of deals and had seen a lot of money change hands. But never had he seen a number followed by so many zeroes move from a numbered Swiss account into one of his own in the Cayman Islands.

      With what he was looking at now, he could retire and live like a Saudi oil baron. His re-election was imminent, but he had no intention to live out his days in the Senate like many of his colleagues—fighting and politicking and fundraising every day then dying suddenly, wearing a shitty suit. He preferred the life of beautiful women, yachts, and fast cars.

      He took in a deep breath, putting his head back, then exhaled softy. It was a good plan, but before he put it into motion, there was cleanup that needed to be attended to. Alan looked up at a clock over his office door. He strained then double-checked his watch; the call should come in anytime now.

      The call would confirm the mission’s failure, then he would be summoned to Langley and into the war room. It was a perk of being on the intelligence committee. A perk that gave him access. A perk that allowed him to pull the ear of the director of the Central Intelligence Agency.

      It took more than a bit of persuasion to convince the men in charge that a Minister of State in a faraway nation that the United States held very little stake in was worth saving. Hell, the man in question, Minister Samuel Taylor, was a war criminal, but the man had full access to his nation’s wealth. And when the civil war ended, it would take hard currency, not hopes and dreams to rebuild it. As much convincing as it took Alan to persuade the director that the man was worth saving, it took very little for Samuel Taylor to convince the Senator.

      They already had a working relationship. Through proxies, Taylor had been arranging investment deals for almost a decade, deals that had padded the senator’s savings. When the civil war broke out and things began to turn against the hated president, of course, it was Alan that Taylor turned to. At first, there was nothing a lowly senator could do for the man. Taylor was a member of a murderous regime; there would be very little sympathy for him in Washington.

      That’s when the talk of money came into play. It was a lot of money, and not all of it was on official books. Taylor, in his not-so-subtle way, had offered to split some of it with Alan. When he said “some,” he meant one hundred million dollars. Alan laughed off the offer at first, but within hours, he received an email with logon information for an account in the western Caribbean. A few hours later, a million dollars was loaded. Then an hour after that, another million. This went on for two days. Alan got back on the line with Taylor and started the process to get him evacuated by America’s best.

      There was a knock on his door. It cracked open and a woman’s head popped in. Alan waved in his secretary, and she stepped through with two young men in dark suits. He instantly recognized them as runners for the Director of National Intelligence.

      “Gentleman, how can I help you?” Alan asked, already knowing the answer.

      One of the men went to speak but held his tongue when he looked over at the female assistant. “Sir, could you accompany us to the situation room?”

      Alan stood and waved a hand, dismissing his secretary. She stepped out, closing the door behind her while Alan walked around his desk and sat on a corner. “You mind giving me an idea what this is all about? I have an important meeting with the majority whip and can’t be bothered with mundane details of a simple pickup request.”

      One man looked at the other, who shrugged, then the older of the two men exhaled and said, “Blackbird ran into a problem on the pickup.”

      “What kind of a problem” Alan asked.

      The man lowered his gaze and said, “We’ve lost Traveler.”

      Alan’s jaw hardened. “What do you mean you’ve lost him?”

      “Presumed dead along with the entire rescue element. The transport helicopter went down and stopped pinging. The Navy directed an F35 to overfly the area, and there is a crater and burning debris. I’m sorry, sir, but the mission is a total loss.” The man sighed then shook his head. “Please, sir, the director would like to speak to you in the situation room.”
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      Jack hit the structure first, throwing a shoulder against an old wooden door, the handle and lock giving way in an explosion of splinters. Before the man was all the way through, his rifle was up, and he was sweeping in, searching for targets. Aaron and Winston filed in behind him with the half dozen Liberian security men keeping Traveler close inside of their cluster.

      Tommy knelt behind the barrier; the volume of gunfire had intensified as the enemy picked up on the fact that their prey was pulling back. He looked out and could see soldiers now sweeping in at them from the tall grass.

      Papa leaned over the barrier and bled off a magazine into a distant building. He was kicked back, taking two shots to the chest, in the center of his body armor. He hit the ground hard and rolled to his right side. “Fuck this!” he shouted almost at a manic laugh. The man pressed up slowly, looked down at that scars on his vest, then sprinted toward the building’s opening.

      Standing with his machine gun to his shoulder, Guy walked backward, firing short controlled bursts. Tommy, following the instincts of his training, fell in beside the machine gunner. Together, they ducked, turned in opposite directions, and ran for the door. Inside, Tommy expected to see the team forming up a perimeter; instead, he saw his friends’ backs as they beat feet down the center of the long structure.

      It was a warehouse of some sort. Long and wide, all steel sides with thick wooden beams as a skeleton. Broken windows were placed high on the walls, and the building stank of wood smoke and animal shit. Down the middle of the dirt floor was a railroad track. Tommy prepared to run after the others when Guy called out, “Hold up and cover me.”

      As rounds impacted with the outer walls, the man dropped to a knee and grabbed a frag grenade from his vest, then used a bit of wire from the bottom of the pouch to rig a hasty trip wire. “Skinnies are bound to follow after us, this will slow them down some.”

      “Yeah, but it won’t stop them from coming”

      Guy shook his head and looked back at Tommy. He smiled, showing bright-white teeth through his beard. “No, but it’s going to mess up the bravest of the lot, the kind of assholes that run through a door without looking for traps.”

      Tommy smirked. “You’re sick, Guy. Just finish so we can get out of here.”

      When the big man was finished with his booby trap, they turned and jogged after the others. They could still hear the sporadic pops of gunfire behind them, but ahead in the dark, the warehouse was silent. They approached a partition wall with a double-wide sliding garage door, opened wide enough for a single man to enter. When they stepped into the opening, Papa was waiting for them.

      He looked at Tommy. “I was about to head back, what took you so long?”

      “Beefed up the door with a frag,” Guy said.

      Papa nodded. “Come on, then. We need to get out of here and keep moving. Can’t afford to get surrounded in here.” He turned and walked to a distant corner, where the minister’s security men were stacked up along a wall.

      Jack was standing near an exit door with a satellite phone to his ear. He disconnected the call just as the grenade booby trap cracked on the far end of the warehouse, knocking dust and debris loose from the ceiling. The Liberian men had their rifles back up, looking at each other nervously. One of the soldiers, a tall man with the start of a beard, shook his head and shoved Traveler away from him.

      “This man is now your problem,” said the soldier with the name Yallah stitched on his uniform shirt. He turned to the others and began arguing in a native language that Tommy didn’t understand.

      Papa moved toward them, joining the discussion, but Tommy could tell Papa was on the losing side. Finally, the bearded soldier switched back to English. “We will not die for this man. We want to leave. We will walk away now; you can fight for him if you wish. No ride, no deal,” Yallah said.

      “We can pay you,” Jack interjected. “I have cash for such an emergency.”

      “What good is your money if we are dead?” the man countered. “You’ll never make it out of the city alive.”

      Papa laughed. “You leave now, and those rebels out there will kill you too.”

      “Rebels?” the man shouted, his tone turning to hysterical laughter. “Rebels. Those are not rebelling men—those are army, same as us. They are after this traitor; they want him dead.”

      “Why does the army want him dead?” Tommy asked, looking at Traveler, who kept his jaw locked. The minister, slowly backing away from his protection force, fell in closer to the Ground Division.

      “The president wants him dead. Those are Colonel Cummings’s men out there, probably sent by the deputy,” the bearded man said. “The minister is a traitor now. It is no secret that he has stolen money from the treasury.” Yallah laughed. “Why do you think I am here? I only came because he promised us an escape to America and plenty of American dollars.”

      Guy tuned back from the door. “Boss, they are moving up.” The big man raised his machine gun and fired a burst into the warehouse. Almost immediately, rifle fire was returned, and the heavy doors cracked as rounds impacted them. Tommy ducked low, taking position on the opposite side, and fired around the corner.

      Jack made a fist in frustration. He looked at his medic, Aaron. “Bag and tag this fucker, take turns carrying him with Winston. We need to move.” He turned to the Liberian soldiers. “Get the hell out of here. Nobody likes a pussy.”

      The Liberian soldier went to argue, when Papa raised his rifle to the man’s face. “Cowering out of here is a good offer. You won’t like the bartering session.”

      The soldier looked at Traveler and spit on the ground then followed his men out the exit door. Traveler, who had raised his hands and took another step back, spoke. “What is this ‘bag and tag’? What does it mean?”

      Aaron smiled and stepped at the minster so quick the man didn’t have time to react. A syringe was plunged into the man’s neck then a bag yanked over his head and hands zip-tied behind his back. Before the man could drop to the ground, he was lifted and turned toward the door.

      Quickly, Traveler went from being rescued to becoming a prisoner. The Ground Division had no time for international politics. Their mission was to get the man out. They were not there to get five stars for treatment, and returning business was not a priority. Winston had the man over his shoulder like a rolled carpet.

      Papa, now on his knees with his pack in front of him, grabbed a pair of riot control CS grenades. He showed them to Jack, who nodded and said, “Good, pop them and lead us out. Tommy, you and Guy have rear guard, nothing sneaks up on us.”

      Papa pulled one pin and threw the CS grenade deep beyond the doors and had the second grenade on the way before the first began to spew its tear gas. Guy leaned out and fired rapidly with his machine gun, then pulled back. Tommy stayed just outside of arm’s length of the gunner, covering the opening as they withdrew. As the gas began to work, the gunfire dropped and was replaced with the sounds of coughing and gagging men. When Tommy looked back, he could see that the Liberian guards were all gone. Winston was standing next to the door, waiting, with Aaron just beside him.

      Papa rolled outside, and the others followed him. They were on a dirt street now, moving southwest toward the sea. Papa made a turn into an alley filled with locals. They stared and backed away from the white men carrying the hooded prisoner over their shoulders. Some gasped in fear, others stood defiantly and glared at them.

      Tommy’s earpiece popped back to life; it was Jack. “We gotta get out of this crowd, Papa.”

      “I’m working on it,” Papa said just as the group moved into a crowded town square. “What the hell is wrong with Africa? Any other place in the world, when there is a gunshot, people scatter. In Africa they all come out to see.”

      There was a gunshot behind them. Tommy didn’t know the source, but he heard the round zip past him and watched a man in a bright-orange shirt flinch away with a round to the side of his head. “Contact!” Tommy shouted as more gunshots cracked and rounds fired indiscriminately into the crowd. He spun and watched as a man in dark clothes leaned out and fired at them, then ducked back into cover. “These civilians are taking potshots at us.”

      “No shit, Sherlock!” Jack screamed back, “Do something about it!”

      Tommy turned, trying to see, as the crowd transformed into a mob running in all directions, trying to escape the gun fire. Men popped in and out of alleys, firing on them. Guy lit them up every time he spotted one, but they were quickly being overwhelmed as the number of enemy shooters grew. Tommy spotted a muzzle flash from a market roof. He raised his rifle and fired, not expecting to hit anything but wanting to get the shooters’ heads down. He fired then heard Guy’s machine gun go cyclic then his report over the radio. “Technical at our five.”

      Tommy spun and saw the Toyota pickup truck with a mounted machine gun in the back. The gunner was working to charge the weapon as the driver plowed through and over the civilians in the market. Guy was trying to fire without hitting the crowd, most of his rounds going high and wide.

      “This way! In here!” Papa shouted.

      Turning, Tommy watched as Winston, with the unconscious man still on his shoulder, ducked into a shop with ornately weaved baskets sitting on a cart in front. Rounds began to tear into the goods and gunfire roared from behind them. Tommy felt a tug at the fabric on his shirt and a burn on his side. He cursed at the pain. Normally, he would have shouted he was hit, but in this fight, he didn’t want to distract the men who were already covering his ass. He squatted and attempted to return fire, but before he could, Guy was shoving him into the shop. The ground around them exploded while bullets and rocks splintered, pelting them with frag.

      Tommy rolled through the shop’s opening, crashing into shelves filled with junk. On the right side of the opening, Papa was on his knees leaning into his rifle, returning fire. Tommy rolled off his side, feeling the pain. He climbed to a knee and scrambled to a half wall that divided the street from the store. Guy pressed in next to him, flat on his ass with his feet stretched out. He had his M240 tray open, reloading. “I didn’t pack rounds for this, going to have to snag me a skinny gun if this game goes to extra innings,” he said.

      Tommy ignored him and scanned the shop space. A large curtain was tied up to a beam at the top, allowing passersby to see inside. Behind them the shop was a mess of spilled shelves and dust. The rest of his team was at the back, Traveler lying on the floor while Jack and the others beat at a rear wall. Tommy turned back to the front and pressed up against the short wall. He risked a look outside and could see that the market was clearing—there were civilian bodies scattered across the open ground.

      Looking across the market’s square, Tommy saw the technical’s windshield was shattered, and the gunner lay dead, draped over his weapon. Guy or Papa must have taken it out, he thought. Papa fired another salvo and Tommy got his rifle back into the fight. He searched for targets and saw a trio of men burst from a side alley, running toward them. He aimed for the lead man, firing low and taking out the attacker’s legs, then raised up, killing the next two.

      Guy was back up on his gun. He screamed, “Contact left,” and opened fire.

      Tommy stretched out over the wall to get a better view and saw a squad-sized element of uniformed men running at them in line. One of the men was on a knee, raising an RPG. Tommy fired, watching the man’s body twist as the RPG fell to the ground. Another soldier went for the dropped weapon, causing Tommy to fire again, taking down the second man. Guy’s weapon fell silent, and together they swept the rifles over the market. The assault had stopped, but it wasn’t over.

      Jack moved back up the center of the store. He stopped near the wall and looked out over the carnage-filled square. He looked at Tommy and pointed at his bloodstained khaki pants. “You’re spilling Kool-Aid, kid. Have Aaron take a look at it.”

      Tommy looked down at his side and pulled up his shirt. A round had managed to slash him just above his hip. His hand found the wound, and he flinched at the tear in his skin. He shook his head. “It’s nothing.”

      Jack smirked. “We clear out there?”

      “Hell no, we aren’t clear,” Papa scowled. “Did you call this shit in?”

      “I reported it up, told them we lost our ride, but we’re still operational. They are working on an egress plan.”

      “Well, they better fucking work fast,” Papa said as he pointed out to the far side of the market where men ran from cover to cover. “These new guys don’t seem to be as eager to get killed, but they’ll nut up soon enough. Does this shop have another exit?”

      Jack shook his head. “No back door, but there is window the size of a mailbox in the back. I had a quick look. Out back there is a tight street that runs the length of the market, filled with more AFL troops on each end. At the far end of the street, where the building ends, there is an armored car and a half dozen shooters a block north.”

      Guy laughed sadistically. “Then let’s take the armor from them. I’m tired of walking.”

      “Good idea,” Jack said, “but how do you propose we get out there?”
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      Alan handed over his phone and keys to the guard then entered the situation room. He saw a group of men—some in uniform, others in suits—crowded around a table of maps and mission plans. A pair of oversized monitors hung on the far wall. On the twin displays was an overlay of the Liberian coastline and markers identifying US assets afloat offshore. The senator tried to hold back a smirk as he made his way around the table and stood just in front of the flat-screen monitors. From his position on the floor, he could already see the flashing red X on the wall display.

      Observing the room, the analysts were working frantically. Obviously cleaning up from a disaster, the senator mused. They were all preoccupied with their own tasks and had not taken notice of the head of the Senate Intelligence Committee. It was better this way, he thought. The less they considered him a part of it, the less culpability he had. He forced a frown and cleared his throat. “Would one of you gentleman care to explain to me how we lost one of our most important assets in the region?”

      The room fell silent. A man turned and faced the senator. Tall with broad shoulders, he’d be an intimidating sight on the street, and in a closed conference room his hard features were no less comforting. His face was scarred and looked older than he was, and his hair was cropped short like a Marine. Alan knew exactly who the intelligence man was. Tyler Spence had been a bit of a prodigy in the clandestine services, earning him a premature leadership position over some of the Agency’s more deserving field officers. The man was a bit too idealistic for Swift’s taste. Even though he didn’t know Tyler personally, they’d had more than one fallout over a mission plan.

      Unlike most suit-wearing career men in the intelligence business, Spence made his name in the field by launching bullets overseas instead of kissing ass in an office. On more than one occasion, he didn’t show proper respect to the political appointees and found himself in the hot seat.  However, his notoriety for accomplishing the mission had always managed to get him out of trouble. And his mission-first without greasing palms mentality had earned him as much respect as resentment on the hill. But for today’s mission failure, Senator Alan Swift was almost gleeful. Who better to blame this on than one of America’s top spies?

      He looked smugly at the man and held up his hands in defeat. “Well, are you going to explain how you got my asset killed?” Alan asked again. “Do you know how important this man was to the stability of the region?”

      Tyler held a closed fist to his jaw and looked back like he was trying to solve a polymorph theorem, then explain it to a child. Slowly, he closed his eyes then snapped them open with an audible sigh. “Sir, there has been a misunderstanding and a rush to report some misleading mission elements.” He took a beat to glare at the two young men who’d retrieved the senator. “Traveler is still in play, and Team Blackbird is still active. I apologize for the inaccuracy of the early reports.”

      Alan’s face flushed. He took a half step back and coughed, suddenly feeling ill. “In play? What the hell does that mean exactly?” He cleared his throat, feeling his forehead sweat. “You don’t mean the asset is—You’re telling me that the minister is still alive?”

      His jaw remining hard, Tyler said, “Yes sir. We did lose the transport helicopter and the aircrew, but Blackbird has checked in. They are in contact with the enemy, but they are active, and yes, the minister is alive.”

      “How is this possible that one of our helicopters was shot down?” the senator mumbled, trying to pivot to gain enough space to formulate a plan. He knew damn well how it was possible—he’d sent the leak to the Liberian president and communicated details to one of his security officers. The senator had been assured the pickup helicopter would be shot down before it left the city. He was guaranteed that Traveler would die, and the Liberian president would be most grateful to him for helping shut down a rat in his administration.

      “Possible?” Tyler said, repeating the question. “It’s a war zone. You do realize the situation on the ground?” He rubbed his chin then grabbed a remote off the table and pointed it at the wall-mounted monitors. Pressing a button, a pair of images of the helicopter crash site filled the screens. “Our flyover mission captured these images just minutes ago.” Tyler pressed another button and the image zoomed into the ground, then zoomed in again. “These are Liberian Regular Army Forces. At first, we thought they may have just responded to the crash, but after contact with Blackbird—”

      “You’ve spoken with the team on the ground?” Alan interrupted. “You have confirmed Traveler is with them?”

      “Yes sir, we spoke with Blackbird and they confirmed that they were ambushed by Liberian Regular Army Forces, the attack wasn’t by the rebels. It is impossible to determine why, but it appears someone in Traveler’s own party sold him out.”

      Alan moved to a small cart and poured himself a glass of water then took a large drink. “A traitor? Are you sure?” He looked at the glass and could see that his hand was shaking. He quickly set the glass back on the tray.

      Spencer eyed the man. “The helicopter was brought down by a surface-to-air missile before it took off. One of the Blackbird men spotted the ambush and engaged the missile team before the helicopter was loaded. Unfortunately, they still took down our aircrew, but the Blackbird team was able to escape on foot with the package.”

      Alan moved and rested his hands on the edge of the conference table then asked, “Where are they now?”

      “Under direct contact with the enemy. We have open communication with the team. They are trying to break contact then will phone in for pickup instructions when they are clear.” Tyler said, “Sir, they are a good team; if they can get out, they will.”

      Looking at the men standing around the table, Alan nodded to them and began walking to the door. He stopped and turned back to Tyler. “I want to know of any developments, regardless of how small. I want to be kept in the loop. When this team finds a secure spot, I want to know about it.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tyler said before turning back to the cluster of men focused on the city map.

      Alan left the room and retrieved his phone and belongings from the lockbox. He quickly walked down a long, narrow hallway moving toward a stairwell that he knew led to an exit door. He made his way outside and into a fenced-in courtyard filled with tall antennas.  He paced away from the building and fished a cigarette from his pocket. He turned and leaned against an outer security fence, making sure he was alone before dialing a number. After four rings there was an answer. Without waiting, Alan said, “You failed me. What are you going to do about it?”
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      Dust swirled over the marketplace to the front. The Liberian forces had kept their distance. Either they hadn’t pinpointed their location, or they were holding back, waiting for orders. Jack moved from the back of the market to the front, keeping track of the situation. Tommy walked along the northern wall, pressing on it, checking for weaknesses. Near the middle of the narrow shop he pressed and felt a softness in the stones. The wall creaked and drew the attention of Winston standing behind him.

      Winston looked left and right and shrugged. Tommy turned and threw his shoulder hard into the wall. The old stone wall gave way and collapsed, creating a hole wide enough for two men. The team stopped what they were doing and looked in Tommy’s direction.

      “Well, asshole,” Jack said, pointing, “You broke it, go check it out.”

      Tommy raised his rifle and stepped through the hole, finding a shop much like the one he’d just left. The space was lined with shelves of handmade goods, and folded linens and carpets were stacked against a back wall. As with the previous shop, this one was also vacant, the shopkeepers having hauled ass during the battle in the market.

      As Tommy moved deeper into the shop the rest of the team entered the space. Tommy moved to the next wall. He paused and checked to see that Winston was behind him, then pushed on the stone surface. Once again, he found it soft. He threw a shoulder and watched it collapse the same as the last one. Guy pushed in behind him. “Hell, yeah, boy; get us close to that armored car and we got ourselves a ride.”

      Pressing into the third room, they found themselves in an empty space, a vacuum between a partition wall and an ancient stone wall. The ground was damp and made of crushed limestone and gritty sand. There was no front entrance, and from what Tommy could see, no windows. He followed the wall left toward the back and found a corner made up of the same sturdy wall. It was an ancient bit of building that the inner structure had been built next to. At one point in time, it may have been a narrow alley, but now it was a musty dead space with no exit.

      “End of the line,” Tommy said.

      Guy moved up, shining his light over the wall left to right and top to bottom. He looked at Tommy and smirked. “Kids these days… always quick to quit.” The stocky man held up a roll of C4 high explosive, but unlike a block, the C4 had been flattened and rolled into a strip six inches wide and almost two feet long. One end of the thick strip was paired with a cap and time fuse.

      Guy smacked and massaged the explosive into the ancient rock wall then looked back at the team. “I figure you all should back up if you don’t want to get hurt.”
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      Edward Cummings leaned against the fender of the black-painted Panthera armored vehicle. He removed an olive-green cap from his head and wiped away sweat. He scoffed as he looked at his men ahead of him on the narrow street. They were squatting, trying to look around a corner and into an alley. Looking left and down the other end of the walled-in alley, he could see more of his men. All security forces, the best of the president’s personal forces, who were now scared shitless at whatever it was that had cut down over half of his company in just two short engagements.

      He looked at his watch bitterly. He had called a halt to the attack, knowing the minster and his new friends were cornered in the market, with no way out. They could afford to wait for regular army forces to reinforce them, men better equipped to deal with the mercenaries in the market. Edward clenched a fist and put his hat back on his head. He fished a pack of cigarettes from a shirt pocket. Who the hell were these killers?

      Edward cursed under his breath. He’d been given a golden opportunity to serve his country and put some cash in his pocket, and he’d blown it. The president’s own deputy had given him the time and place that the minister would try to escape. The minister was attempting to flee with the lion’s share of Liberia’s grand bank. All he had to do was wait for him to board the helicopter then kill him and the outsiders.

      Trying to intercept the helicopter, he now realized, was a mistake. A well-placed sniper could have easily killed the traitor, and then his men could have swarmed and killed the foreigners. But no—this was not his fault; it was the deputy who insisted they all must die in a fiery helicopter crash as the minster escaped toward the sea. An accident that would take time to investigate, and a death that could not easily be blamed on the president. The last thing they needed now was more forces joining an already chaotic civil war.

      There was a failure, Edward admitted, but he refused to claim responsibility for the premature downing of the helicopter. And why should the deputy or anyone else worry about killing foreign invaders and a traitor on Liberian soil? There was something he hadn’t been told, and it was bothering him. Edward knew he was being used and it had cost him a great number of men in a short period of time. “No witnesses,” the deputy had said. Edward smiled, nobody to know that the deputy himself and those loyal to him would be the true recipients of the minister’s stolen funds.

      The minister was on the run, and whoever it was that had him was far more dangerous than anything his team had ever encountered before. These were not the minister’s personal security guards—they were white devils. Possibly Recces from the South African Special Forces, maybe a Special Air Service Team from England, or even Spetsnaz from the Kremlin. Whoever they were, they were good, and they were killing his men. He made a fist again and crushed the cigarette to the ground.

      He looked up at the stone wall to his front. He thought he heard a noise, a scuffing of boots or maybe a hushed voice. There was a bright flash, an explosion that threw him back against the Panthera armored vehicle. He bounced off the steel plating like a rag doll and flew into the street, rolling until he was lying face up. His ears rang, and he blinked away tears of blood. The stone wall that had been to his front was now gone. He watched through fading vision as white men armed with rifles materialized in the smoke.

      Edward struggled to move his limbs but couldn’t feel them. The men moved past him and stepped over his body. A big man with a machine gun leaned against the front of the truck and fired. He couldn’t hear the weapon, but he could see the flashes. He watched expended brass leave the weapon’s action and bounce off his body. The vehicles doors were opened, and men scrambled to get inside. He saw a man in a dark suit, his head covered with a hood. Edward screamed inside, but no words came as his vision closed around him.
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      Tommy moved into the cab of the armored vehicle and pulled himself into the turret. His feet were bumped, pulled, and shoved as Winston nearly tossed Traveler into the rear troop compartment. Jack ran to the front passenger’s side then turned, firing out of an open door.  Papa leapt into the driver’s seat and started the engine, slamming the three-ton vehicle into reverse and shouting for the others to mount up.

      Spinning the turret to the rear, Tommy leaned into the mounted SIG MG 710 machine gun. Behind them at the far corner he could see a stack of soldiers running at the vehicle. Tommy pulled the trigger, aiming center mass, and watched the rounds rip into the abdomen of the lead advancing man. The Panthera vehicle roared and raced toward the men in reverse, the wheel cut hard, the back slamming into the block building, before Papa worked it back into the drive gear and screamed forward onto the narrow lane.

      Tommy stayed turned to the rear, now facing the direction they’d come from. Men were running down the street, firing wildly at them. Rounds peppered the road and the walls around them. The operator held his fire and grabbed the turret’s handholds to keep his balance as the vehicle made a hard right and turned south. They raced down a wide street, passing several police vehicles that moved right past them without the drivers glancing a look.

      A pair of dark blue pickup trucks dropped in behind them. Tommy ducked down into the vehicle and out of view. He watched through the tinted back window as the trucks moved closer. Papa stared back in a side mirror. He made the next right and turned north toward the city. The pair of trucks turned with him. Papa sped up and made a left, and the trucks stayed with them.

      Jack looked back; he’d been watching in his own side mirror. “The passenger in the lead vehicle has got a radio; someone called us in.”

      A man standing in the bed of the truck directly behind them raised a rifle and opened fire, rounds pinging off the armor plating. Tommy let out a long breath then turned. He flexed his knees and rose up directly behind the machine gun. His finger found the trigger before his head was exposed. He fired, cutting left to right, first killing the gunner then putting rounds into driver’s side of the windshield. The truck cut hard and hit a wall as the trail vehicle sped up.

      Tommy only took a quick pause between bursts of the machine gun as he acquired the windshield of the next truck. Keeping the hammer down, he ate up the remaining rounds of the belt, firing until the truck’s hood was engulfed in flames. The truck made S-curves until it finally went hard left and rolled on its side. Papa shouted something and the Panthera made another hard series of turns. Tommy was completely lost in the city, but he could tell by the position of the sun that they were again headed south toward the sea.

      He squatted again, looking through the windshield. Papa made another hard left onto a narrow cobble street lined with cars. “Stop here and bail,” Jack shouted.

      Papa did as he was instructed, and the doors of the armored car burst open. Men tactically dismounted into the street with their rifles up. Tommy covered rear, looking down a residential street. Unlike the area they had left, the homes here were nicer; not American suburban, but not third-world dustbowl either.

      “Winston, wheels!” Jack called out.

      This time it was Aaron dragging Traveler out behind him. He moved to the front and pinned the man to his knees. Winston ran to a red Volkswagen van and broke a side window. Within seconds he was behind the steering wheel with the van running.

      Jack formed them into a tight column and moved the team up the street. They made it to the passenger side of the van, reaching it as the side door slid open. The inside was filled with boxes. Guy and Papa went to work dumping them into the street then moved aside. Aaron shoved Traveler in, and the others piled in behind them. Winston had the van moving before the door slid shut. Jack crawled forward and dropped into the passenger seat.

      “Where we headed, boss?” Winston asked.

      “Stay east for a hitch, then back south to the sea,” Jack answered. As he fished the satellite phone from his chest pocket, he looked down at the display and could see a symbol for several missed calls. “Find us a hole we can crawl into.”

      They were moving down neighborhood streets; the homes became further apart and green space opened. People walked the shoulder of the road filled with brush and sparse trees. Winston made a turn south onto a blacktop highway covered with potholes. He weaved in and out of traffic, passing a police car and a pair of military troop transports headed back toward the city.

      Papa moved around the back of the van and pressed his back against the wall. Pulling up his knees, he raised his FAMAS rifle then grunted, dropped the magazine, and looked at the rounds before slapping it back in. He looked up. “What the hell was that, Jack? Those clowns knew we were coming. This was a setup.”

      “Why would Traveler set us up?” Aaron called from the back. “Hell, he was almost killed.”

      Jack shook his head. “No, not Traveler.”

      “His men then?” Aaron said. “Those guards were shady as fuck.”

      “No,” Jack said. “Traveler and his team didn’t know the pickup location until we were inbound. And you’re right about the guards—they wanted on that bird as bad as Traveler did.”

      Tommy leaned forward; he already had his own assumption of what had happened but didn’t want to be the one to say it out loud. He rubbed his eyes. “They had more than a few minutes’ notice. Spotters and shooters were positioned all around the landing zone. That missile team was set up on our egress path—they were ready for us.”

      “What about this?” Winston said, stopping the van.

      On a side street to the left was a long pair of abandoned buildings with an empty lot covered in trash and tires between them. Jack nodded, and Winston waited for a break in the traffic then drove into the lot and around to the back of one of the tall buildings. He cut the engine and laid his head back.

      “So, what now?” Winston asked.

      Jack looked back at his team and stared at the man in the hood. “Get that hood off him.”

      Aaron did as he was told. With the hood removed, the minister looked back at the others, his head glistening with sweat and his eyes wide. He was still groggy from the sedative but conscious and aware. Jack looked at him hard. “You ready to talk?” he asked.

      “Why did you drug me?” the man asked.

      Jack ignored the question. “Who else did you tell about your travel plans today?”

      The man shook his head. “I told no one. Nobody knew.”

      “Who told you we were coming? Who gave you the message?” Jack asked.

      “I was told directly by your agency contact by text.” The man looked at Jack’s hard expression and shook his head. “My phone—it is in my pocket. Look for yourself.”

      Jack nodded, and Aaron patted the man down, pulling a phone from his left breast jacket pocket. He held it up and snatched the minister’s wrist, using his thumb to unlock it, then tossed it to Jack. The senior man flipped to the messages. There was a string of them. The last three were all coded and from what he knew, by the language and use of code words, was the local station arranging the pickup.

      The minster nodded. “See, it is just as I said. I was told two days ago that Americans would be coming for me on this day. I had my personal team meet me this morning. They assembled vehicles and waited in the capitol garage until the call with the location came in.” The man shook his head again. “There was barely enough time to drive to the location. How could there have been time for me to pass warning—” The man stopped and leaned in angrily toward Jack, “And why the hell would I? Have you forgotten that it is I that they are trying to kill?”

      Jack scrolled through the message traffic. Just as Traveler had stated, he was given less than ten minutes’ notice to make it to the landing zone. Jack scrolled further down and stopped.

      “What is this?” Jack said, holding up the phone.

      The short message was to a phone number that originated in the United States with no contact information. Transfer has been made. I expect you to uphold your side of the agreement. He was discussing payments with someone. Transaction confirmed, see you soon, was the stateside response.

      “Who were you negotiating with?” Jack asked, showing the man the phone’s display.

      This time the man shook his head.

      “What the hell did you buy and who is looking forward to seeing you?”

      The minster dropped his head and looked away.

      “You tell me now or you go right back out that door. Explain it to Liberia’s army.”

      The minister grinned, showing tobacco-stained teeth. “He is one of yours.”

      “Who?” Jack said.
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      Tyler looked up at the clock on the wall. His team had been in country for nearly six hours, and it had been over two since their last check in. Senator Swift was pacing the floor behind him, incessantly asking for updates, knowing there were none. The senator stopped and looked back. “Send in another team.”

      “There isn’t another team,” Tyler said.

      “Sure there is. I helped fund the Ground Division. I know there are three teams,” Alan said. “Don’t bullshit me, I authorize the money that pays your salary.”

      Rubbing his chin, Tyler said, “There is no team available. Alpha is in Germany and Charlie is down on block leave in Maryland.”

      “Then bring them online,” Alan ordered.

      Tyler smirked with condescension and leaned back in his chair. “Even if I spun them up now it would be half a day before they could be in country, and then what? They aren’t strike teams.”

      Alan moved to the table and slammed his fist down, shocking the others in the room. He went to speak again when the secure phone began to ring and flash. Tyler smugly lifted a finger to silence the senator and pressed the speaker button. “Go for Ranch.”

      “Ranch, this is Blackbird, authenticate,” came Jack’s voice over the phone.

      “Good to hear you, Blackbird. I authenticate Romeo, Romeo, Zulu. Authenticate.”

      “I authenticate November, Echo, Romeo.”

      Tyler paused while a young Airforce officer named Evans looked at a code book and held up his palm, shaking his head. Tyler leaned over the phone. “Repeat your last, Blackbird?”

      There was an exhausted sigh on the other end of the line. “Sorry, been a long day. I authenticate Romeo, Echo, November.”

      Evans dipped his chin and stepped away from the table, the space quickly refilled by Senator Alan Swift. Tyler was annoyed that the man was getting so involved in a tactical situation. He cleared his throat and said, “What’s your status, Blackbird?”

      “All on our feet, black on ammo, package intact. We’ll make do if you can arrange a pickup,” Jack responded. “We are two hundred fifty meters due east from nine, eleven, eleven, nine.” There was a break in the line and a rustling of papers. Jack came back, “How do you copy, Ranch?”

      Tyler straightened his back. Jack was breaking protocol, but he wasn’t comfortable questioning the lead man on the ground. He leaned back over the phone and said, “Wait one.”

      He shoved papers out of the way, uncovering a city map. Lieutenant Evans, holding the code book, stepped in. There were coded pins on the map—prepositioned rally points. The man pointed at one marked 911119, then measured two hundred fifty meters east. The man looked closer at the map then punched a number into a laptop, and a satellite image of the city popped up on the wall-mounted, flat-screen display. He zoomed in on a square building with a blue roof, surrounded by a tall fence.

      “What are we looking at, Blackbird?” Tyler asked.

      “A hide site that smells like rat shit and rotting fish, but for the moment we are out of sight and close to the beach. How are we doing on that pickup?” Jack asked.

      Tyler looked at his watch then turned to a transportation liaison already on the phone. “I can have a small boat meet them on the beach due south of that location in two hours. We could go sooner, but it would be better in the dark,” the transportation liaison said.

      Speaking into the phone, “You hear that, Blackbird?”

      “Two hours works. We’ll hole up here until then. Blackbird out,” Jack said before cutting the line.

      Alan walked and pointed to the flat-screen display. “What do we know about this?”

      Tyler raised his brow and shook his head. The Airforce man moved closer. “Address search says it used to be a seafood canning plant. It’s been closed for years. I imagine Blackbird is spot-on with the rat shit and rotting fish assessment.”

      Nodding, Alan said, “I see—and the minister, is he okay?”

      “He is intact,” Tyler said. “Sir, why don’t you take a break? We’ll call you when the situation changes.”

      The senator pursed his lips, staring at the image, then slowly nodded. “Yeah, I think that’s a good idea.” He turned and left the room.

      Tyler waited for the senator to leave then left the space himself. He signed out with the guard, took his cell phone, then entered a dimly lit hallway. Turning right, he moved halfway down and stopped at a small meeting room. Verifying that it was unoccupied, he stepped inside and closed the door. He grabbed the phone he’d retrieved from the guard and entered a number from memory. Before pressing send, he moved to a corner of the room and sat in a hard-backed chair.

      He looked down at the phone and put his head back. He had concerns, things that were sitting on the back of his skull screaming at him. He wanted to let it out in the situation room, but he forced his emotions back to hold his composure. Tyler had known the Blackbird Team leader Jack Conway since Tyler himself was the team leader, and Jack was the junior man on the team. Back then, the job was different. They mostly played muscle for special agents in the field. But the missions were no less demanding and no less dangerous.

      Tyler sighed again, looking at the screen. He shook his head. Jack Conway didn’t make simple mistakes, and tonight he’d made two critical ones. He missed his authentication… and not only missed it, he reversed it. Reversing code numbers was a classic tell for duress in the teams.

      The authentication errors. Tyler could have dismissed it once Jack corrected the sequence, negating the previous. But giving away his exact location while on an operation was unforgivable—an unwritten law and considered gospel by Ground Division members in the field. You never give up your exact location, regardless how much the handlers and people in the situation room wanted it. You never give up your hide unless you were 100% certain the communication couldn’t be compromised.

      Jack had given it up freely without being asked. That told Tyler one thing: his man in the field was 100% certain the message was being compromised, and he wasn’t hiding in the fish canning plant.

      Tyler pressed the send button and held the phone to his ear. After several rings there was an answer. The line had a distinct static buzzing, but the voice came through clearly. “I was wondering when you would call.”

      “What the hell is going on, Jack?”

      The Blackbird team leader laughed. “You tell me. You trying to get rid of my team?”

      “You know that’s not true or you wouldn’t have tipped me off. I picked up on the authentication error. What’s the problem?”

      “Someone gave the opposition forces advanced notice that we were coming. They were dug in and waiting for us. The helicopter getting knocked down wasn’t a fluke; it was planned.”

      “Nobody knew about the location. Traveler didn’t have advanced notice of the pickup site.”

      “I know, but who did?”

      Tyler looked down at his knees and shook his head. “Only those few people read into the operation, and the actual pickup site was narrowed down from four possible locations late last night. Outside of the mission techs, less than a dozen people knew about the site. Hell, the pilots didn’t even know until they were in the air.”

      “I’m telling you that someone read in on this mission is dirty. He is either being paid to leak the info, or he is the rat himself.” Jack sighed. “I think I know who it is.”

      Tyler closed his eyes and pressed the phone closer to his ear. “I need something more to help you.”

      “We found something else; the minister bribed someone pretty heavily to help organize this rescue effort. Seems to have made the man some promises that will be impossible to keep, and he is connected.”

      “Who?” Tyler asked. “How connected we talking?”

      The phone buzzed in Tyler’s hand as a series of images came in. They were screenshots of the text messages taken from the minister’s phone.

      “What am I looking at, Jack?”

      “Let me ask you, boss; was a Senator Alan Swift in the room when you picked the landing zone? Does that name mean anything to you?”

      “Fuck,” Tyler gasped. “Yeah, he was there, and he was instrumental in setting this entire thing up.” After a short pause, Tyler finished. “You know I can’t do anything with this until you get back here at Langley—and then, even with the minister’s help, even then—”

      “Was he in the room just now?” Jack asked.

      Tyler chuckled. “You son of a bitch, you knew the minister’s word wasn’t enough to pinpoint blame on the senator. You just set the bastard up, didn’t you?”

      “Maybe,” Jack said.

      “We have a boat coming for you; that’s an unnecessary risk,” Tyler said.

      “Hey, maybe nobody will show up and I was just being paranoid,” Jack snapped back. “Do me a favor, boss—send that pickup loc to my phone, encoded. Don’t broadcast it to your friends in the room.”
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      Tommy pressed ahead against the low ridge, the stones and sharp rocks cutting into his elbows and knees. He reached up and pulled down a shemagh tied across his forehead to block the sweat running down into his eyes. He then pressed the stock into his shoulder and looked down into the blue-roofed building nearly three football fields away and completely walled in by a broken clapboard fence. The place was long abandoned, covered in rusted sheet metal. The only thing in the dark lot was the stolen Volkswagen van parked ten meters from the building’s side entrance.

      He panned right with the advanced optic then stopped. Guy was returning from the fish canning plant. The man stopped at the van for a moment, then ran to the edge of the wall. He squatted down near a pile of garbage then stacked rocks around the debris. He stood and pressed against the wall facing the street that ran along the front of the compound. He pulled back and squatted again before looking left and right. “You got me?” came a voice in his headset.

      Tommy swept the ground again. “Road is clear, come up the middle trail,” he whispered.

      Behind him, Winston crawled into position, his G36 rifle hidden in the tall grass. Tommy didn’t move or change his location. He watched as Guy broke cover of the fence and ran across the broken blacktop road and then into the scrub brush. For a big man, he traversed the three hundred yards quickly and was soon in the thick cover, where Aaron would be waiting with Traveler.

      Shifting his sights to the far left, Tommy eyed the glass and spotted Jack on the opposite flank, tucked in with Papa. The men were barely visible, and Tommy only noticed them because he knew where they were. Both men were prone behind their rifles, looking down into the canning compound.

      “I’m set,” Guy said as Tommy watched him crawl back into sight just below him on the ridge.

      “Blackbirds, give me a go,” Jack said over the radio.

      As the sun began to set, Tommy listened as each of the team members checked in. He was last in the line and once he heard the positive response from Winston, Tommy opened his microphone and said, “Three is a go.”

      With everyone sounding off Jack said, “Okay, gentleman, this plays out one of two ways. Our position gets ratted out and we punish the offenders. Or, two hours pass, and we scratch at some bug bites. Either way, we all catch a float home on that beach. Anything gets crooked, get out in that water and trigger your transponder.”

      Tommy looked down at his chest. Clipped to his collar was a green microchip with a small watch battery and an LED light. More than just techno garbage, it was his lifeline if he got in the wind. Activating the device would send out a silent ping and infrared strobe for up to twenty-four hours. As Tommy adjusted his eye on the scope, he caught traffic on the road to the south. A black Toyota Land Cruiser.

      The vehicle was moving fast and didn’t slow as it passed the fish canning plant. Tommy tracked his sights on the windshield. There were two men in the front. It was impossible to tell if they were uniformed in the low light.

      “Three, are these our guys?” Jack asked.

      “Wait one,” Tommy answered without taking his eye off the optics. The vehicle moved beyond the compound then quickly stopped and cut its headlights. “They are stopping,” he said.

      The Land Cruiser made a three-point turn and pointed back toward the canning plant then stopped again. Tommy investigated the vehicle through his rifle’s scope; the driver was on a cell phone. “He’s talking to someone,” he whispered.

      Lights lit the terrain further north, and Tommy shifted, taking his eyes off the Land Cruiser. He spotted a pair of heavy trucks. Just like the Toyota, they drove right past the compound’s gates, then pulled onto the shoulder behind the Land Cruiser and cut their lights.

      “Are you seeing this?” Tommy said.

      “I got it,” Jack responded.

      Men exited the cabs of the heavy trucks and dropped the tailgates. A dozen men exited the covered backs of each transport then lined up behind a man who had exited the Land Cruiser. From the interactions with the men now in column, Tommy knew the man was a leader. He stored that bit of information for later. Counting left to right, he spotted thirty men on the ground. Thirty men who looked well prepped for whatever it was they were here to do.

      Tommy let his rifle pan over the lined-up figures. They weren’t regular army folks like they’d battled in the market. These men were dressed in tactical body armor and night-vision-equipped Kevlar helmets. They were outfitted like an infantry platoon, and the way they moved showed experience. Tommy spotted rifles, PKM machine guns, and at least two men with rocket-propelled grenade launchers. Tommy pressed the transmit button and said, “These boys came to party.”

      “They bring chips and beer?” Guy asked.

      Tommy grinned. “Sorry brother, I’m seeing lots of party favors but no keg, no snacks.”

      “Party foul,” Guy said. “I guess they will be happy to find my stash.”

      “Tighten it up, boys,” Jack said. “Let them breach the building, then we react accordingly.”

      Leaning back into his rifle, Tommy watched the men step into the high grass on the shoulder of the road. They lined up like a SWAT team then moved swiftly toward the wall. At the gate they began breaking up into groups. The man Tommy had identified as the officer split off with three other men and took a knee next to the debris pile at the compound entrance. The rest of the men followed the building’s wall and stopped next to the Volkswagen van.

      Four men approached the van and looked inside before running around the vehicle. The men took positions at the front and back of the van then waved to the rest of the group. The soldiers, now twenty strong, divided into two ten-man teams. They split with half on the left side of the building door and half on the right. Tommy watched as one of the men stepped out away from the building and ran a gloved hand along the door, checking for booby traps. “They are going to breach,” Tommy said.

      The man moved back to the door, and a pair of men stepped out from deep in the column. One held a shotgun and the other, a light machine gun. They positioned themselves in front of the door as a man on the left side reached out and slowly opened it. When the door was fully opened, the men almost look disappointed to find nothing. A man at the front of the column leaned around the corner then pulled back. He spoke words to the others then rushed into the opening. Tommy watched as all of them piled inside.

      “Breach, breach, breach, both stacks are in the building, four shooters on each secondary mark,” Tommy whispered.

      He let his eyes shift from the scope and down to where he knew Guy was lying with his three-button transmitter. There was a bright flash and boom! from the steel-sided warehouse building, followed by a long pause then screams and an extended burst of machine gun fire.

      “Now, that, my friends in the cheap seats, was a pair of M18 claymore mines rigged to the ceiling,” Guy said. “Please hold all applause until the end.”

      Tommy swept his scope over the van, where the men stood nervously, debating if they should run inside or hold their position. Shifting his sights to the gate, he could see the officer and the men there huddling low to the wall. The officer was shouting commands into a radio. Tommy turned back to the door. A trio of men staggered from the opening. Two men ran for the shelter of the van, while the third man fell on the pavement. A soldier broke cover from behind the van and dragged his comrade to the rear of the Volkswagen.

      “Popping two,” Guy said.

      Without a response from the team the van exploded in a bright, orange-yellow flame as the gas tanks ignited and spewed flame over the empty parking lot. Tommy looked away for a moment to save his night vison. He then turned to the gate and could see the men there now standing, backing away in shock.

      “Popping three,” Guy said.

      The debris pile exploded in a bright flash of light and clap of gray smoke. When Tommy’s eyes focused on the scene, the four men were gone. Tommy scanned and spotted the officer running toward the Land Cruiser.

      “Not today, sunshine.” Tommy relaxed his breathing, led the officer a beat, and pulled the trigger. The man took another partial step then skidded into the dirt.

      The sniper rotated back to the van, where only a black skeleton of the vehicle remained. The fish plant was fully engulfed. A bright tower of flame and a roiling black cloud of smoke climbed into the air. Tommy swept left and right. “All clear. I got nothing, no movement.”

      “Understood,” Jack said. “Got the pickup mark. Aaron, Guy, lead us out to the beach, the transport is fifteen mikes out.”
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      Tyler made a detour on his way back to the situation room. He headed up to the third floor in the technical support branch and visited the cubicle of Janice Carpenter. He’d known her for years, and the analyst had always been a golden source for breaking down intelligence. Janice looked up as she saw the head of Clandestine Operations approach her workstation. She stood with a smile then walked to the low cubicle wall, resting her arms on the top. “What brings you to the slums, Ty?” she asked.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out his smartphone, opening the image Jack had sent him earlier. “What can you get me on this phone number?”

      She grinned. “That’s just like you, never any foreplay and always right to the action.” She took the phone and looked at the number then passed it back. “That’s American, nothing I can do for you without a warrant.”

      Tyler pursed his lips. “I got people in the field whose lives depend on this, Janice.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t help you. Call a judge then we can get you a full data dump on it.”

      He leaned in and smiled. “Listen, I don’t need the conversation. I don’t need the name attached to the number. I just want to know the last four calls made and the times.”

      Janice looked at him nervously then turned and looked up and down the nearly empty cube farm. It was late in the day and most of the others had already ended their shift. She turned to her monitor and entered through several screens. “You know this will be worthless in court and damn near illegal to even possess,” she said as she clacked away on the keyboard.

      “I don’t need evidence, just a confirmation. This isn’t going anywhere,” Tyler said.

      “Read me the number,” she said.

      Tyler read it off, listening to the keys respond to every digit. She waited and then said, “It’s a burner phone, activated a week ago, last four calls were all international. Two yesterday to Liberia, one this morning, and one about two hours ago.”

      “Can you tell me where the phone’s owner is located?” Tyler asked.

      She turned back and frowned at him. “You really want me to go to prison with you?”

      “It’s in DC, isn’t it?” Tyler said.

      She didn’t respond but her face hardened. Tyler smiled. “Let me guess, yesterday’s calls from the Capitol Building and today’s from inside Headquarters.”

      Janice slowly shook her head with disapproval and reached out, turning off her monitor. “You owe me dinner, Ty,” she demanded.

      Tyler smiled and said, “Soon—I promise,” as he walked away.

      He moved quickly back to the situation room. Stopping at the guard desk, he looked to the Army sergeant manning it. “The senator back inside yet?”

      The military man looked at the log and pointed a finger at Swift’s name. “Signed in fifteen minutes ago, sir.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant,” he said, handing the man his cell phone for safe keeping. Tyler signed the logbook then waited as the sergeant released the electronic lock, allowing him to enter. The room was back to full capacity. Several men in suits leaned against the wall and the regular techs manned the laptops and maps around the table. Tyler moved around the table toward the front of the room and saw the senator in a corner, calmly sipping from a coffee cup.

      “Any contact from Blackbird?” Tyler asked the Airforce man.

      Lieutenant Evans shook his head. “No sir, they haven’t called in since announcing arrival at the hide location.”

      He looked to the transport liaison. “Where is that pickup boat?”

      The man looked up from his tablet. “It’s en route. I am ready to give you the location now; estimated time of arrival is fifteen minutes.”

      “No wait,” Tyler said. He approached the man and looked at the tablet. Tyler then moved to an encrypted satellite phone on the operations table. He lifted the phone and sent an encrypted text message. “Okay, it’s done. Coordinates have been sent to Blackbird.”

      Swift moved away from the wall. “Wait, what was that? You sent who the coordinates?”

      Holding up the phone he waved it toward the senator. “I sent Blackbird the pickup location,” Jack said.

      “I thought we’d lost contact with Blackbird,” Swift said.

      Tyler shook his head. “No sir. Just as Lieutenant Evans stated, Blackbird hasn’t checked in. But we have no information to lead us to believe that Blackbird isn’t alive and well on the ground. And now that they have the pickup location, I imagine they are moving to the egress point.”

      “What is the pickup location?” Swift said, his voice rising.

      “Not happening,” Tyler said. “That’s need-to-know and only transmitted to the men on the ground.”

      “Still?” Swift said. “We haven’t heard from Blackbird; we don’t even know if they are alive.”

      The satellite phone in Tyler’s hand beeped. He looked down at the display. “Confirmation. Blackbird is moving to the pickup site. They have Traveler. No enemy contact in site.” Tyler smiled as he read the text message verbatim from the phone’s display. He laughed inside, knowing that Jack had completely omitted any information on the canning plant and if an attack did or didn’t occur.

      Swift walked toward Tyler and put out his hand, reaching for the phone. “I’m ordering you now, as the head of the Senate Intelligence Committee, what is the pickup site, I need to know?”

      Tyler shook his head. “You can read about that in the after-action brief. As for now, like I said, it’s need-to-know for the men on the ground. We’ve already lost one transport team, I’m not willing to risk another.”

      Swift clenched his jaw and moved to the exit door. Tyler followed him to the outside and watched as the man checked out his phone and signed out in the logbook. He turned to Tyler. “You know you’ll have to answer for this insubordination.”

      Tyler held up his palms in surrender. “Sir, I don’t know what to say. It’s protocol.” The sergeant handed Tyler his own phone. He nodded to the man then looked back at the senator. “Aren’t you going to stay and wait for them to arrive on the ship? I imagine the minister will have one hell of a debrief to give.”

      Swift’s face reddened. He pointed a finger at Tyler then took a breath and put his hands back to his side. The man inhaled and exhaled before turning to walk away. As Tyler watched the senator walk down the corridor, he took his own phone and dialed the mystery number. He listened to the phone ring through the earpiece then saw Swift freeze near the end of the hall. The man reached into his jacket pocket and answered the phone.

      “We know,” Tyler said.

      “You don’t know anything,” came back Swift’s voice.

      Tyler laughed. “You know the point of a burner phone is to use it once and throw it away. Why the hell would you keep using it repeatedly as you leak information on my team? I mean, really, you’re on the intel committee, you can’t be that dumb.”

      “You can’t prove anything,” Swift said into the phone. He turned and looked back, his eyes burning through Tyler.

      “You tried to kill my team, along with your co-conspirator,” Tyler said.

      “Nobody cares about your team. They don’t even exist. Why do you think I came to you and not the SEALS? Nobody cares if some Ghosts vanish on a failed mission. Nobody has to explain anything to Congress, it doesn’t even make the news.”

      “Well, sorry to ruin your plan,” Tyler said.

      “What are you going to do, extradite me to Liberia?” Swift laughed, still staring hard at Tyler, “You going to have a suspected war criminal testify against me? You going to tell the fool in the White House that I interfered with your off-the-books mission to save a thief from a criminal regime?” Senator Swift laughed again, then added, “No hard feelings, kid, but you’re just as dirty as I am in all of this.”
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      Tyler waited in the Ground Division Team ready room at Andrews Air Force base as his men entered. They were bruised and beaten but all of them were still alive. Jack walked through the door and dumped his go bags then crossed the space to shake Tyler’s hand.

      “How’s your team?” Tyler asked.

      Jack walked to an empty chair and dropped into it. “Tired, bumps and bruises, but they’ll live.”

      Tyler raised his brow and said, “And Traveler?”

      “State Department guys picked him up. The guy started bleeding information as soon as they shook his hand. He came through; he’s talking about everything. He’ll be a good asset.” Jack stopped and asked, “What about the other thing?”

      Tyler shook his head. “Forget about it. That’s too far above our paygrade.”

      Jack bit at his lower lip then nodded his head. “Understood.”

      Putting a hand on Jack’s shoulder, Tyler squeezed it as he moved past. The rest of Team Blackbird had already moved through and dropped their gear. He watched Solomon Kidd, one of the members of Team Coyote, Ground Division’s team three of three. The Coyote men were officially on their block leave, having just returned from an extended deployment. Every leave, one of the men would always be left back to take care of the house, and this week that honor had fallen on Solomon Kidd.

      The big man was grabbing weapons on a cart and inventorying them before moving them to the arms locker. Tyler moved up beside him. “Hey, Saul, do me a favor?”

      The man looked up from a clipboard where he was checking serial numbers against the weapons on the cart. “What do you need?”

      “Reach out to Matt for me. Have him meet me in front of the old man at sunset tomorrow.”

      Solomon shrugged and nodded his head. “Consider it done.”
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        * * *

      

      Tyler sat on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial eating a pastrami sandwich. The monument was busy with tourists moving up and down the steps, with large groups massed at the bottom, waiting for busses. He took a bite of his sandwich and watched the crowds, when a tall man stepped into his view. The man took a seat next to Tyler without looking behind him. Matthew Hagan was well known in the teams for his loyalty. He was a family man without a family. He was a brother to all of them and was always there when any of the Ground Division found themselves in trouble.

      Tyler felt like crap, calling the man to him like this, testing his loyalty. But he was trapped. There was a dangerous cancer in the intel community, and it couldn’t be allowed to stay there. They’d taken out enemies for far less egregious activities. He shook his head and sighed. No, his oath was to all enemies foreign and domestic. This had to be dealt with.

      “All them carbs are going to make you fat,” the athletic man said, looking at the sub.

      “I’m already fat,” Tyler gruffed as he stuffed the last of the sandwich into a bag and shook his head. “How’s your leave going?”

      Hagan grunted. “Fantastic. Nothing but fishing and chasing tail.” Hagan paused for a beat then looked in Tyler’s direction without looking at the man. “Saul said you needed to talk to me.”

      “You hear about Blackbird’s last op?” Tyler asked.

      Hagan frowned. He knew it was against the rules to talk about operations outside of the ready room. What the Ground Division did wasn’t for conversation. Their war stories never got told. Nevertheless, he nodded his head. “I heard some things.”

      “Yeah, like what?”

      Hagan shook his head side to side. “I’m no rat, and even if I was, I wouldn’t rat on my brothers. Besides, I got nothing on those guys; you know that.”

      Tyler smiled. “This isn’t about that, Matt. I’m sure you heard they were compromised.”

      “I heard a certain someone with political pull set them up,” Hagan said, wishing he could take the words back.

      Shrugging and tipping his head to the side, Tyler said, “Right on. And unfortunately, the man is in a position to do it again.”

      “I don’t know how you do it, Ty, rubbing elbows with those assholes. I’d lose it, man.”

      Nodding, Tyler pointed to a tattoo on Hagan’s muscular arm. “What does it mean?” Tyler asked.

      “Deo, Patria, Familia—God, Country, Family,” Hagan answered. “It’s something my grandfather brought back with him from the war. Guess it kind of stuck with me. You know, like words to live by.”

      “Like a creed?” Tyler asked.

      Hagan smiled and nodded. “Yeah, something like that.”

      “Listen, something attacked the family, and nobody is going to help us if we don’t help ourselves. I need that something to go away. Can you help me out?”

      Hagan stood back to his six-foot-two frame and rolled his shoulders. “Anything you need, Boss.”
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      Alan Swift grabbed his bags and moved down the steps toward the waiting black Mercedes limousine. A week ago, he would have never splurged on such extravagance, but now it was something he was looking forward to getting used to. The driver took his luggage and placed them in the trunk then opened and held the rear door. The driver smiled and said, “Beer and wine are in the ice chest, Senator. Help yourself.”

      Grinning, Alan said, “Please, call me Alan. You probably saw the news—I resigned from the Senate effective this morning.”

      The muscular man with black hair and the makings of a new beard looked at him in shock. “No sir, I hadn’t heard that at all. Well, congratulations on your retirement.”

      Alan nodded and dropped into the back of the leather appointed limo. Two long bench seats faced each other with a small table and ice chest in the center. Along the wall ahead of the doors was a fully stocked bar. He grabbed for a bottle of Martell Cognac and poured himself three fingers neat into a lead tumbler. He was relieved at getting away. He’d spent the last week not sleeping, waiting for a knock at the door, panicked about an FBI raid that never came. He counted down every day to this one, and now it was here.

      He felt the limousine begin to move. “To the airport then, sir?” came a voice from a speaker over his head. Alan reached up and pressed a call button. “Yes, thank you!”

      Alan grinned and opened his jacket, looking down at the ticket and passport. He was traveling first class to Singapore, where he had booked a week stay at an all-inclusive resort. From there, his new life would only get better. His past was behind him and soon anyone with a problem with him would be gone as well. Getting away wasn’t enough now. The Agency had too much reach and that self-righteous prick Tyler Spence knew too much about him. And eventually the State Department would figure out his involvement.

      He wasn’t going to Singapore for pleasure; he was going to meet a Chinese Ministry of State security man. For a week he would be debriefed by the MSS man and then, in exchange for his secrets, he would receive a prominent posting in Hong Kong. Not a real job—Alan had no concerns about money. He still had the millions from Liberia, and he’d moved them in and out of enough offshore accounts to ensure it wouldn’t be taken from him. No, the deal was about security, and Hong Kong was about as safe from US influence as he could get. Not only was he promised his freedom in Hong Kong but was guaranteed that Tyler Spence would no longer be a thorn in his backside.

      The car turned abruptly and hit a bump, the tumbler bouncing in Alan’s hand, spilling the liquid on his white shirt.

      “The hell?!” he said, looking up.

      Peering through the glass divider, he could see they had exited the highway and were speeding down US Route 1, headed south. “What the hell is going on?” Alan shouted and pressed the call button, failing to see the intercom light come on. He reached up, frustrated, and hit the button again with his fist. The light stayed out. Growing angry, he leaned forward and pounded a fist on the dark tinted divider that separated the driver from the rear of the vehicle. The driver didn’t even flinch; instead, an even darker barrier partition rose up, completely blocking his view to the front.

      Alan pulled his phone and tried to dial a number. He had no signal. Trying for the door handles, he discovered they were all locked. Alan lay on his back and kicked his feet at the doors and windows, unable to even make them move. He began feverishly punching at the window screaming profanities until he ran out of breath.
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        * * *

      

      Matthew Hagan pulled the limousine into an empty boatyard in Northeast Alexandria. He moved through an open chain link gate and maneuvered around high stacks of rusted shipping containers. The road ended, and he turned onto a gravel drive that paralleled the water line, where a black-and-red-painted cargo ship was tied to the pier. Men in blue coveralls worked the dock untying lines while others stood near a pair of black cargo vans.

      Working his way through the pier lot, he stopped near a crane that was moving shrink-wrapped pallets up on to the top deck of the ship. He parked and looked at the box on the passenger seat. It was effectively jamming any cell phones, and plugged into the car’s dash, it had overridden the Mercedes’s electronics suite, ensuring the rear cabin stayed locked up tight. He nodded, satisfied that the system was running nominally and exited.

      A pair of bearded men in black coveralls exited one of the vans and moved toward the car.

      “Tommy, Papa—it’s good to see you,” Hagan said.

      Papa nodded. “Thanks for your help on this one. We couldn’t risk being identified.”

      “No worries,” Hagan said. “I’m always here for the family.”

      The men stepped away from the car and looked up at the gangplank of the cargo ship. Tyler Spence was walking down, followed by a short black man in a blue denim shirt and black slacks.  He looked over at Hagan and asked, “How is our guest doing?”

      “Seems okay… still moving, if that’s any consolation.”

      The black man pointed at the door. “Open it, please.”

      Papa stepped toward the limo and put his hand on the door. Hagan reached into the front seat and released the rear lock with the control box. Papa reached inside then pulled the man out. Alan Swift cowered back and, with his knees shaking, tried to stand tall. His head spun left and right, stopping on the black man, then shooting back to Tyler.

      “What are you doing?” Alan shouted.

      Tyler shrugged. “I’d like you to meet Abraham Yeaten.”

      “What is he doing here?”

      “Apparently, you owe his nation some money. I just helped arrange a meeting so that you two could discuss it over a nice long cruise,” Tyler said. “Wait, don’t tell me you don’t know Abe?”

      “I know who he is!” Alan spat back defiantly.

      Still smiling, Tyler said, “Yes–of course you do. You worked on the appropriations bill that funded his rebel army. How odd is it that you supported the rebels while also working with the regime? Guess whoever pays the bills, am I right?”

      “What are you doing?” Alan asked, not bothering to look at Yeaten.

      “I’m extraditing you,” Tyler said nonchalantly. “Come on, we talked about this already, it was your suggestion.”

      Alan’s face flushed as he tried to pull himself from Papa’s grip. “You can’t do this. I’m a United States senator.”

      Tyler shook his head no. “Haven’t you seen the papers? You resigned.”

      “You won’t get away with this, they’ll come after you!”

      Looking at the men to his left and right, Tyler pursed his lips. “Come after who? These guys? Nah, these guys are ghosts. They don’t exist, remember? Nobody gives a shit about numbers on a line in the basement at Langley.”

      “People will look for me,” Alan said.

      Papa yanked the man away from the car, then reached into his jacket pocket. He removed the passport and plane ticket to Singapore. He held the documents up over his head. A sliding door on one of the waiting cargo vans opened, and Winston stepped out. He was wearing a suit identical to Allen Swift’s. His hair was dyed grey and a silicon prosthetic on his face over pronounced his chin, making Winston and Swift look like brothers.

      The imposter moved close and stopped in front of Swift, he looked the man up and down. “I’m still better looking than he is, but it’ll have to do.” He took the papers from Papa, then moved around the group and stepped into the back of the limousine, closing the door. Hagan shot the team a mock salute and entered the driver’s seat.

      As the limo drove away, Tyler looked at Alan. “Nobody will be looking for you, because I’ll make sure everyone knows that you went to Singapore to sell out your nation to the Chinese.”

      “You can’t do this,” Alan said again.

      Papa forced the man’s hands behind his back and zip-tied his wrists together, then dropped a hood over his head. He shoved the bound man out toward Yeaten, who pushed him to the ground. Quickly, a pair of dockhands dropped what they were doing and snatched their shouting prisoner, dragging him up the gangplank.

      Tyler looked to Yeaten. “What are you going to do with him?”

      The rebel leader smiled. “It depends on his level of cooperation. If he tells us everything and assists with the transfer of the stolen money, we will probably let him go.”

      “Let him go?” Tommy asked.

      Yeaten grinned. “Yes, I will set him free in the middle of the Atlantic.”
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      “Mooney Three-five-three-Charlie-Victor, Boeing Tower.”

      Miranda was less than a hundred feet in the air after taking off from Boeing Field in South Seattle when the tower called her.

      That was unusual.

      The final time she typically talked to the tower was when they gave her clearance to proceed onto the active runway and take off. After that, they just wanted you out of their traffic pattern and gone. But that was definitely her airplane’s N-Number.

      “Three-Charlie-Victor. Go ahead, Tower.” Though it always bothered her that N-numbers was shortened after the first communication. She’d never met another Three-Charlie-Victor, but she could. And then what might happen? But air traffic control was always about efficiency.

      She was on a straight-out departure to the north because the wind had shifted in the six hours since her arrival from the north. The morning breeze had died, and the spring warmth of the early afternoon now beckoned.

      Straight out would lead her above Harbor Island and out over Elliott Bay with an amazing view of Seattle to her right. Seventy miles to home on Spieden Island in the San Juans. In her Mooney M201—the fastest production propeller-driven plane when her father had bought it twenty years before—she’d be home in twenty minutes.

      “Remain in pattern right. Depart south over the reservoir tower. You are redirected to JBLM.”

      “JBLM? Did I hear that correctly, Tower?” Even as she responded, she turned right and raised the landing gear once she came parallel to Boeing’s runway heading south.

      Change was unnerving. She supposed that’s why they called it change.

      One moment she was in the midst of her planned routine, her visual flight rules path from Boeing Field to Spieden made a clear, easy-to-visualize map for the next twenty minutes of her life. Then there would be putting the plane away; and it wasn’t too late for planting her cabbage and broccoli starts.

      But her planned routine was now changed without any warning.

      “Roger that. Joint Base Lewis-McChord,” the tower repeated clearly.

      “But I don’t have clearance to land there.” JBLM was a massive military base. Nor did she have the charts. She checked in her nav computer, but all it showed on her screen was “Restricted Airspace” and the most basic information about the field.

      Flaps from take-off to cruise.

      The Mooney was fast enough she’d be there in under fifteen minutes. Well under.

      “Contact their tower on 119.325.”

      She punched the frequency into her second radio as they read it out. “Roger that.”

      “And, Miranda?”

      “Yes, Tower?”

      “Thanks for all your help with the crash.”

      “You’re welcome,” she supposed was the right response.

      She never knew for certain.

      Mom had taught her that when in doubt, “Thank you” and “You’re welcome” were both reasonable responses. She’d been right. They generally worked well—as the second option had appeared to this time.

      She came abreast of the abandoned water tower that hundreds of pilots each day used as their turning point and headed forty-five degrees left out of Boeing’s flight pattern. She supposed it wasn’t abandoned in actuality, as so many pilots depended on it even if the water department didn’t.

      She’d been called to Boeing Field for her first-ever solo accident investigation as an IIC—Investigator-in-Charge—for the National Transportation Safety Board. Technically, she was a specialist in commercial aviation rather than the small planes of general aviation. But dispatch had said, “Well, you’re handy. You’re the only one in the Seattle area today.”

      With the Mooney, she’d arrived from her island in under half an hour. Boeing field had still been closed to all traffic, but when they’d found out who she was, they’d given her special clearance to land. The runway was so long—a major testing and final configuration center for the Boeing passenger jets—that she’d been given clearance for a midfield landing.

      She’d stayed high enough to not disturb the site of her pending investigation, which dangled near the start of the runway.

      It was a curiously intact site, though she’d had to wait almost three more hours to access it.

      A set of high-tension power lines hung well north of the runway. They were clearly marked with bright red balls clipped on at consistent intervals. Also, they were well below the proper flightpath.

      Furthermore, Boeing Field had glideslope indicator lights that would have shone red-over-red indicating the pilot was too low.

      Yet somehow, the little Cessna 152’s pilot had managed to snag a wheel in the thick power lines. Rather than tearing down the line and probably killing himself, he was left to dangle over fifty feet in the air, upside-down for four hours. The power company had finally shut down the feed to much of the area—including the Boeing factory hangars. Then they had to wait for a crane big enough to retrieve the pilot and then the half-ton plane from where it hung tangled in the power lines.

      Miranda supposed the plane remaining hooked to the wire was a testament to Cessna’s robust landing gear designs.

      By the time he was down, she had all of the interviews completed: tower, plane rental, and eyewitnesses (of which there had been seven). She’d secured a copy of the tower recordings as well as the air traffic control readouts.

      Once it was down, she’d inspected the plane for faults—at length—which had greatly upset the pilot who she’d made wait.

      People were the strangest element of all to her. Why didn’t they ever understand that she was ruling out all other factors, aside from pilot error, before their discussion?

      Apparently, this pilot didn’t either.

      He seemed very upset when she tried to question him.

      That part hadn’t gone well. But she’d been able to have the FAA reopen airfield operations quickly—after she’d taken a flight herself to prove that the glideslope indicators were working properly, and it was the pilot who had malfunctioned.

      It had been his fault and her report would say so.

      When she communicated that, he became even more upset and one of the airport security personnel had to restrain him.

      It made no sense.

      Her review had been impartial. But she now understood why investigators were told to never disclose a report’s conclusions until it had been fully reviewed by the NTSB. She wouldn’t forget again.

      In fact, she made a mental note to fully reread the entire legal background of the NTSB this week—starting with Section 5 of Public Law 89-670 which established the Safety Board in 1967.

      She’d always known that people would be the hardest part of the crash for her, but it was too small an incident to require assembling a team. So, she needed to see what aspects of the law could help her in the future.

      But that was for later. Instead she would focus on whatever reason she was being called to JBLM.

      “JBLM Tower, this is Mooney Three-five-three-Charlie-Victor.”

      “This is Gray Tower. Go ahead.”

      “Three-Charlie-Victor inbound from Boeing. I was told to contact JBLM Tower on this frequency.”

      “There is no JBLM Tower anymore. State purpose.”

      “What do you mean there isn’t…”

      That’s when she saw the column of smoke. It was right where the McChord Field should be—south-southwest at thirty miles.

      It wasn’t a small fire. Great billows of black smoke were blooming upward. Even as she watched, there was a fresh explosion and fireball on the ground. More black smoke gouted upward.

      “We’re busy here, Three-Charlie-Victor. Stay clear of this area. This is not a civilian channel.”

      But she’d been told to call them. Until she knew why, she couldn’t really think of what to do next.

      Maybe it was because her call hadn’t been properly addressed.

      “Gray Tower, this is Mooney Three-five-three-Charlie-Victor.”

      There was an audible snarl over the air. “What part of leave didn’t you understand, Three-C-V?” Which was a wholly improper shortening of her callsign.

      “This is NTSB I-I-C Miranda Chase, reporting as requested.”

      “NTSB? What the— Hang on.” It was a good thing he’d stopped himself. The Federal Communications Commission frowned on obscenity per Title 47, Part 73. Perhaps military rules were different. More to add to her reading list.

      Five seconds later he was back, and being very polite. “McChord Field is closed at this time… We’ll vector you to Gray Army Airfield… Be careful in the pattern as we’re handling a great deal of overload traffic… A helicopter will be waiting to take you to McChord.” She could just hear the voice in the background stating instructions for the radio operator to transmit. It seemed an inefficient methodology, but she supposed that it worked for them.

      “Roger. Three-Charlie-Victor awaiting direction.”

      And as he guided her into restricted airspace, Miranda couldn’t take her eyes off the conflagration at McChord.

      Her first-ever time as Investigator-in-Charge had been one of the very smallest production airplanes built, caught in a power line.

      She spotted the massive T of the empennage that had broken free from the McChord crash—as so often happened with the tail section in major accidents.

      Six stories high and nearly twice the width of her Mooney’s wingspan, it was the T-tail of a C-5 Galaxy jet transport—the largest plane in the entire US military.

      It appeared to be the only part that was intact.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      The heat was strong, even through the helicopter’s windshield.

      The fire still blazed hot despite the vast array of fire equipment gathered around it and spraying water and foam.

      Miranda wished that they only used the latter. Water damaged so much of the evidence she would need to make a determination.

      The helicopter pilot had wanted to fly her around the perimeter of the wreck, but that wasn’t how she worked.

      Terence, her mentor at the NTSB Training Center, had helped her formulate a methodology that allowed her to approach a crash in a layered fashion that didn’t overwhelm her. Most investigators could deal with the chaos of multiple factors, but she never understood how they did that.

      When it finally became clear that the pilot was going to fly around the whole wreck anyway, she’d shut her eyes and waited. She could feel the lateral forces acting on the helicopter and her body as he circled. Her eyes remained tightly closed until the forces neutralized and she could sense the slight weightlessness of a descent toward a final landing.

      “You’re a strange lady, Lady,” the pilot said as he set the small OH-58 Kiowa helicopter down on its skids well clear of the fire.

      “I know.” Every kid she’d ever met growing up and every adult now that she was grown had echoed that sentiment.

      Almost everyone.

      Her parents never had. Nor her governess, who’d become her guardian after her parents’ deaths in an air crash. Nor Terence her mentor. But the examination board members of the NTSB’s newly formed Training Center certainly had, even as they’d passed her with the highest marks of their first graduating class.

      Miranda climbed down and the helo departed.

      Should she be surprised that she was suddenly alone in the middle of one of the nation’s largest military bases without an escort? She wasn’t a soldier. She also wasn’t an airwoman. Were there any Navy here at JBLM? Because she also wasn’t a sailor or a Marine. But she didn’t think so. So it would be okay with them that she wasn’t a sailor or a Marine without an escort in a secure area. That was some comfort.

      She turned her back on the fire as she pulled on her custom-tailored NTSB vest—even the small-size standard-issue ones fell off her shoulders and hung halfway to her knees. No one designed for a woman only five-foot-four.

      The six-inch fluorescent-yellow letters across her back would announce her purpose here.

      Then she began checking each of her pockets carefully to make sure everything was in its place: notepads, recorders, measuring tapes, and all the other tools of her trade. It was. Then she hung her NTSB badge prominently around her neck.

      She was ready.

      With her back still to the fire, she pulled out a weather meter and checked the readings.

      The fire was playing havoc with the winds. She hated to do it, but could only record “light and variable” with any certainty. She assumed that the tower would have more accurate records…except hadn’t they said there wasn’t a tower anymore?

      She looked around but didn’t see one.

      There was something in the heart of the fire that might be the stump of one, but she couldn’t be sure.

      Nothing in the NTSB Training Center’s curriculum had mentioned what to do if there was no control tower. Actually, they did, for an uncontrolled airfield. But for major airports there were supposed to be control towers from which to gather essential information.

      The fire was hot enough that even at this distance the air thermometer recorded a seventeen-degree Fahrenheit difference in the open versus shielded by her body from direct exposure.

      How was she supposed to make sense of this? Even the simplest task was so difficult. It took her three tries to slip the sensor back in its pocket. And the notation in her notebook was barely legible—it was so bad that she blacked it out completely and rewrote it in careful block print.

      Once she had completed that, she knew what she had to do.

      It was time to implement Terrence’s made-for-Miranda layered strategy.

      Weather.

      Not quantifiable beyond “Clear sky. Winds light and variable.”

      Terrain.

      McChord Field was a big flat airfield designed for heavily laden warplanes to land. No mountain they might have run into or had to avoid at the last moment. “Terrain clear. Pavement dry.”

      Debris.

      The next layer was to circle the site of the wreck and locate the outermost extent of the debris field. She had the little green perimeter marker flags in her backpack. She had her camera and drawing materials in her vest so that she could create a map of the outline.

      But there was only one of her.

      And there was between four hundred and sixty thousand pounds (empty) and nine hundred and twenty thousand pounds (maximum takeoff weight) of airplane spread over more than a mile of runway. And a tower.

      Even as she watched, the firefighting Striker trucks were running over the debris and destroying even more evidence.

      “Who the hell are you and what are you doing here?” someone shouted at her.

      Miranda sighed.

      She had no idea.
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      “Major, show some respect,” a general stood close beside the man who had addressed her.

      “Yes, sir,” Major Charleston—by his oak leaf insignia and the name stitched over his right breast pocket—didn’t sound happy about it. He was tall, which made it easier not to meet at his eyes.

      Instead she focused on the stitching of his name—heavy black embroidery stitched directly onto the pocket of his camouflage uniform. The left pocket had “U.S. Air Force” stitched just below a patch depicting a pair of wings.

      He was a pilot.

      “Your insignia are brown rather than gold. Is that so that they don’t reflect light?”

      He tried to look down at his collar points, but his neck didn’t bend that way. “Yes. No. Hell if I know. Look, Lady—”

      “Major,” the general quelled him with that single word. “I called in the order for an NTSB investigator to be requested and if you look at her badge, that’s what she is.”

      “I’m the Air Force investigator. I don’t need anyone’s help.”

      “You certainly arrived fast enough, Major. I was told the closest USAF crash investigator was in Nellis. That’s why I called the NTSB.”

      “I was passing through, returning from Alaska. Besides, she’s twelve,” the major protested.

      Miranda knew she was young. And being five-four and having Mom’s slender build added to how inaccurately people perceived her age without ever thinking to ask. Besides, she was not twelve. That was inaccurate by sixty-seven percent.

      Terence had taught her what to say. She always thought it sounded like bragging, but he’d insisted that she learn it by rote.

      “I have dual masters from the University of Washington in Materials and Aerospace Engineering. Top of my class. I graduated from the NTSB Training Center at the top of their first-ever class. And I’ve been studying airplane incidents since I was thirteen—including reading every NTSB Aviation Accident Report ever published.”

      Terence had told her to say the last line sarcastically, but she’d never figured out how to do that.

      This time she didn’t even say it. She would leave the major to draw his own conclusions about his degree of qualification versus hers.

      General Elmont, he’d stepped from behind the major and she could see his name tag now, chuckled softly, “You tell him.”

      “My name is Miranda Chase. I’m the Investigator-in-Charge for the NTSB.” Another rote phrase that Terence had trained her to use at the start of an investigation.

      “Son,” the general clapped a hand onto the major’s shoulder. But they didn’t look anything alike, and they didn’t even share a last name. “Thought the Air Force would have trained you better. First, this was a Dignified Transfer flight and you’re not being very dignified.”

      Miranda wondered what disaster had needed a plane as huge as a C-5 Galaxy to transfer that many military coffins. She hadn’t heard of any disasters in those escalating wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

      “Second,” the general continued, “never, ever be rude to someone—especially not when she’s smarter than you.”

      Or perhaps they were bringing back a few coffins but were mostly empty; returning to gather more troops and equipment here at JBLM to take overseas. That seemed more likely.

      No!

      No hypotheses.

      She would make her observations, then gather other facts. Then, typically without the clutter of hypotheses, she’d arrive at her conclusion.

      The major snarled out, “This way!” as he stalked off toward the wreck where the fire was now mostly under control. Actually, the two wings that had broken free were still towers of flame and smoke, but the fuselage was coming under control.

      The general stopped her with a light hand on her arm.

      Miranda looked down at his hand.

      He was touching her.

      Right there.

      Touching her.

      No one touched her.

      Not lightly.

      If felt…like she needed a shower—a hard, driving one with the spray turned up as hard as it would go.

      The touch was there, but it wasn’t.

      Too light.

      But she could feel it.

      She knew that the problem was hers, not the touch’s. But she couldn’t block it. She didn’t know what to do.

      All she could think about was the touch.

      Even on a warm summer night, she’d layer on extra blankets for the weight because she needed contact to be firm.

      She’d—

      General Elmont’s hand slid away. “…so you might want to forgive his manners.”

      “Whose manners?”

      The general leaned closer to inspect her and she kept her eyes on his two stars—silver, shiny. “Major Charleston.”

      “What manners was Major Charleston exhibiting that I’m supposed to forgive him for?” She struggled to reconnect the pieces.

      The general blinked hard several times, as if he too had lost the thread of the conversation.

      “Why don’t you go follow the major? We’ll talk later. Take care of my men. That, Ms. Chase, is an order.” He turned and walked away. He was limping badly and there appeared to be blood caked on the back of his pantleg. Fresh blood now darkening even more of his pantleg.

      But he must know that.

      Miranda turned to follow the major.
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      Miranda moved to where Major Charleston stood close by the lead fire engines. The pair of massive Oshkosh 3000 Striker firefighting engines were easing toward the fuselage. A bumper-mounted nozzle was blasting a cloud of water and foam at the aircraft.

      “Look, Lady,” the major shouted over the roar of the vehicles’ six hundred and fifty horsepower engines but kept his attention on the fire. “I’m head of the site investigation team for the military. You do not have the clearance to be here. Because the general ordered it, I’ll put up with the risk of having you on site, but you stay right at my side or I’ll—”

      “I’m cleared to Top Secret.”

      The major spun to look at her. “Say that again.”

      She’d never understood the purpose of repeating herself.

      When she didn’t answer, he spoke again, proving that he had heard her the first time. “I have only Secret-level clearance. Since when do they give NTSB people Top Sec—”

      “I’ve had it since I was eleven. My father said it was more convenient and the government agreed. I’m not quite sure why. I never thought to ask and now he’s dead. I’m just entering my second five-year reassessment. Why is the general bleeding?”

      “He was a passenger. He’s the sole survivor of the C-5 Galaxy’s crash, alone at the very rear of— Wait! Why is he what?”

      Again the request to repeat herself. Instead she turned and the major turned with her.

      General Elmont hadn’t moved far from where they’d left him. The general was kneeling on the ground and fell over sideways even as they watched.

      “Shit! You! Stay here!” He aimed a finger at the ground and then rushed toward the general.

      Miranda shuffled over the one step to stand exactly where Major Charleston had pointed, then turned back to inspect the firefight.

      Because of the tunnel vision created by the two massive fire engines to either side, all she could see was the fuselage. Now the debris field was no longer her focus, but rather the remains of the C-5 Galaxy in front of her.

      The fuselage rested at an unusual angle. It wasn’t rolled side-to-side, but its rear section was pressed hard against the pavement and the nose rose over two stories higher than it should. The front had ridden up over a structure that must have once been the control tower.

      The massive wheel carriages dangled helplessly in midair.

      The nose gear appeared to be planted in the remains of the control tower.

      The heavy roar of the two Strikers actually created a comforting pressure. Though she did pull earplugs from their vest pocket and firing range earmuffs from her site pack.

      The massive hull rose in a three-story tube. Even with the tail and wings broken off, two hundred feet of the plane remained mostly intact.

      Miranda had never seen an aircraft incident while it was still in progress.

      The flames around the outside of the hull had been suppressed, but fire still shot out the open end of the fuselage where the tail had been ripped off.

      Easing forward, the two Strikers extended their long, folded, rooftop booms. At the end of either boom was a slender, carbide-tipped nozzle almost as long as she was tall. Even as she watched, they extended the nozzles and punched them through the hull, high on the curve and fifty feet apart.

      Inside, she knew more evidence was being destroyed as they pumped six hundred gallons per minute of water-foam mix. Or perhaps it was a water–Purple-K suppressant mix.

      The flames pouring out the few openings in the hull diminished rapidly. She’d moved forward with the Strikers to see as much as she could before they washed it away. The radiant heat still poured off the sides of the plane.

      On one of the exterior compartments of the Striker to her right, she spotted the label PPE. Inside were reflective-foil Personal Protection Equipment suits. She pulled one on, including the foil cowl that covered her head and draped over her shoulders. Miranda selected a breathing bottle.

      That was much more comfortable.

      The Strikers had stopped the flow from their front-bumper sprayers and were focused on fighting the interior fire with their injector nozzles.

      She crossed in front of one truck and began circling the wreck.

      Miranda had learned to be polite to drivers when they stopped for her when crossing the street. She never knew if them stopping because of a red light entailed her to acknowledge those drivers as well. As they hadn’t run her over by running said red light, she had determined that it was a low-effort trade-off to wave at them anyway.

      Having learned her lesson, she waved to the Striker’s driver and engineer as they stared down at her past the three high-speed windshield wipers to combat all of the back spray.

      They waved back.

      Perhaps a little more excitedly than she’d expected, but she was always a poor judge of such things.
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      Inside the C-5, the flames were retreating.

      The two piercing nozzles were still running, spreading great quantities of foam over everything until the few remaining flareups looked like bonfires in a snowy Purple-K suppressant-lined cavern rather than a raging conflagration.

      Mounds in the foam were curiously uniform. She stopped to inspect one.

      A foil-clothed fireman rushed up to her.

      “Are you okay?” Their shouts were muffled by their PPE gear.

      She shouted that she was. Why wouldn’t she be? But she couldn’t seem to hear her own voice inside the mask, so she nodded enough to move the foil cowl and the breather mask as well.

      “Jesus. Don’t scare us like that.” He shoved a helmet on top of the foil. It slid down over her ears.

      “This isn’t a safe zone.”

      She knew that. Why did he think she’d borrowed the protective gear?

      Two teams of firefighters had arrived on either side of them. They wielded hoses that suppressed the last of the flames around her and punched ungainly, lurid holes in the field of purple foam that had finally stopped raining down from above.

      Once they moved away from her, Miranda inspected the holes.

      Through one was a patch of red. Through another dark blue, with part of a star scorched dark brown.

      Flags.

      Flags on coffins. That’s what the rectangles were. The general had said it was a Dignified Transfer flight and she was pleased to confirm that piece of eyewitness account with verifiable hard evidence.

      More holes appeared through the melting foam.

      Scorched flags on many coffins.

      The coffin ends toward the rear of the plane were mostly unburnt. The fronts were scorched to a near uniform brown.

      A few were burnt through, exposing the steel, transfer coffins that were chained down to the decking. The chains crisscrossed in an X-pattern on either side had anchored each coffin exactly in place despite the hard crash. Three columns across the width of the deck. And the number of rows hidden by the ongoing firefight.

      Miranda proceeded forward, inspecting the variations on each coffin.

      Occasionally the fire firefighters would shout something incomprehensible through their masks. Then a group would cluster around her to continue chasing the fire forward.

      Sometimes they blocked her way forward, but they soon moved forward again. That freed her to continue her inspection of one coffin after another.

      The scorching of the more forward coffins’ flags was asymmetrical. She wanted to take pictures, but her camera was beneath her foil suit.

      As was her flashlight. C-5 Galaxy aircraft had very few windows. There was the light from the gaping hole where the tail had been torn off. And ahead the way was lit only by the rapidly disappearing firelight.

      Here, in the middle of the aircraft’s long cargo bay—longer than the Wright Brothers first powered flight—it was now quite dark.

      Inside the suit it was terribly hot and sweaty—mostly from her own trapped body heat, she knew—but the firefighters were all still wearing theirs. Perhaps it was better if she remained in hers.

      She also couldn’t get out her notebook to record the precise tie-down points for each set of chains. It took her a moment to work out an mnemonic so that she could recall the layout later.

      Miranda had proceeded halfway up the long cargo deck and the destruction grew worse with each step.

      Here, the coffins rarely had more than tatters left of their flags. Some of the cases were knocked askew by massive bending of the floor plates. The decking of a C-5 Galaxy was an integral structural element, not an additional surface as in several other military transports. Flexion of the plates meant flexion of the hull. Some of the stresses were near critical failure.

      The ceiling above had burned through.

      The rear half of a C-5’s ceiling contained a passenger seating area.

      Typical configuration: seventy-three rear-facing airline seats. The interior ladder was still folded up against the ceiling.

      Major Charleston had said that the general was the only survivor.

      She would have to inspect the upstairs, but she knew that if there had been any passengers, they would have been cooked by the fire directly beneath them.

      No survivors.

      They could wait. As dead as the men in the coffins.

      Miranda looked rearward to estimate how high she’d climbed so far. At least ten or fifteen feet above the rear loading—
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      “No!” Her shout echoed inside her foil hat and breathing mask.

      She scrabbled at the edges and tore them off.

      The air was hot and stank of burnt fuel, but it was breathable.

      Once she was clear of the PPE’s headgear, she did retain the helmet as the overhead structure no longer looked reliable.

      The helmet slid down so far without the foil padding that she had to wear it practically on the back of her head in order to see.

      She raced downslope toward the rear of the cargo deck.

      “No!”

      Miranda’s feet glissaded on the thick foam.

      “Stop!”

      The six men silhouetted at the rearmost row of coffins ignored her…until she slid helplessly into them. Her transfer of momentum was sufficient that while she came to a stop and remained standing, three of the men went down.

      As they fell, a brand-new American flag fluttered out of their hands and draped over the last puddles of Purple-K fire-suppressant foam remaining at the tail ramp.

      Several of the men cursed, but one of the ones remaining upright grabbed her arm.

      Solidly. As if to steady rather than restrain.

      “Thank you, I’m fine now.” He let go.

      The team had removed two scorched flags and had already replaced one of them. Though now the three men were soaked, wet with the water still flowing down the decking and patches of foam on their fatigues. They looked unhappy as they regained their feet.

      “What are you doing?”

      They all looked at each other. “We are reflagging these coffins and then transferring them properly,” the sergeant who’d steadied her assured her in what she supposed was meant to be a soothing voice. Peters by his pocket stitching. Master sergeant by his sleeve device.

      “No, you aren’t.”

      “Yes, ma’am. We are.” Less soothing. “Do you know what’s inside these? These are fallen men. Their families are waiting and we—”

      “The burn pattern on these flags is evidence in the crash and they are not to be removed.”

      “By whose orders?” Sergeant Peters was sounding stern.

      “By mine.”

      “And who are you?”

      She’d only ever practiced her rote phrase for the beginning of an investigation. Of course, this was only the second investigation she’d ever done, so perhaps it would be okay to repeat her introductory narrative.

      “My name is Miranda Chase. I’m the Investigator-in-Charge for the NTSB.”

      The sergeant looked at her wide-eyed for a moment, then shook his head before signaling for his men to continue.

      They were ignoring her.

      No!

      She couldn’t have that happen.

      Again.

      Like everything else in her life.

      But she was the Investigator-in-Charge.

      Even the general had agreed with her.

      The general had—

      “I’ve been ordered by General Elmont to take care of his men.”

      That stopped the flag detail as they were unchaining the first coffin from the deck. The flag was beautifully wrapped. It was big enough that it was far wider and longer than the coffin. The long sides had been folded underneath, then cleverly tucked into the overhang at the head and foot in such a way as to make a neat cap over the whole. She almost stepped forward to pluck one of the corners apart to see how it was done.

      But everyone was looking at her.

      Why?

      Oh. “Yes. And per General Elmont’s order, I was doing just that. Now stop what you’re doing. I need to have the foam cleared away from the more forward coffins so that I can photograph them properly. And you might want to send a man up the ladder to see how many more are dead in the passenger compartment.”

      In unison, all six men turned to look at the ladder folded up against the ceiling, which was thirteen feet and six inches above the deck. It would have been sufficient if one or two had looked. Miranda certainly didn’t waste any effort repeating her earlier action.

      The sergeant waved two men to go see. Then he had someone run for some brooms and a hose. In moments, she was once again moving upslope, forward through the aircraft.

      After she shed the rest of the PPE foil suit, she had a team of four men brushing clear each coffin and then getting out of the shot as she took photographs and made notes.

      By the time they reached the middle of the aircraft—where she’d turned around earlier—the fires were out and the foil-covered firefighters were leaving.

      One stopped close beside her and dragged off his breathing apparatus.

      “Are you the crazy bitch who just walked into an active fire?” His fury was evident, even to her.

      “My name is Miranda Chase. I’m the Investigator-in-Charge for the NTSB. I’ve been ordered by General Elmont to take care of his men.” She tried combining the two explanations into a proclamation.

      “Fucking lunatic, more like.”

      Unsure what else to do, she picked up the foil cowl and breathing apparatus that she’d dropped on the deck and handed them to him.

      He looked at them as if he didn’t know what they were.

      “I would like to keep the helmet for now. You are correct about the plane’s structural integrity being questionable.”

      “Jesus,” he shook his head. Whatever his perceived duty was, he had apparently discharged it by invoking a deity. Or perhaps the son of one. There was apparently some debate regarding the invoked’s true status though she’d never taken time to research it herself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      The coffins covered the entire length of the plane’s long cargo bay—twenty-five rows of three coffins each.

      “Going to need nine body bags, sergeant,” one of his men had returned from the upstairs passenger area.

      “Roger that.”

      “Make sure that they’re photographed in place,” Miranda told him.

      “Have a heart, ma’am.”

      “They’re already dead. I surmise that they won’t care.”

      The man turned away quickly—perhaps to more rapidly achieve his task. Yet he didn’t move to do so.

      “We also know that there are still at least seven crewpersons unaccounted for,” Miranda reminded him. “They will need body bags as well.”

      “Jesus,” the airman whispered just as the fireman had—in a way that didn’t seem appropriate for someone seeking spiritual guidance or supernatural assistance.

      Finally Sergeant Peters muttered out, “Just do what she says, Airman.”

      “If you say so, Sarge.”

      As they continued forward, the fire damage to the coffins increased. Flags were almost completely gone. Char and smoke damage darkened the burnished metal.

      Then dents. Front panels bowed inward, indicating an explosive overpressure. She took measurements for future calculations once she’d determined the bending force pressure necessary to displace a sealed metal coffin’s structure.

      Some coffins were knocked askew despite their heavy anchor chains.

      At the midpoint of the aircraft, the circular frames that made up the cavernous arch of the hull were bent where the massive wings had broken free from the structural wing box.

      But near the bow, other forces had been at work. The integral steel deck bent and warped. The hull’s frames were not only out of round, but flexed differently from the ones near the wing support box. Perhaps due to the upward bending force of the nose section.

      All of Miranda’s training hadn’t prepared her for this. In its fifty years of service, the C-5 Galaxy had only suffered seven Class-A hull-loss incidents and three of those had been due to ground fire.

      A Class-A loss was defined as over two million dollars in damage or the death of any personnel. This plane cost over two hundred million and even though the majority of its passengers had been dead to begin with, more had died.

      Definitely Class-A.

      There hadn’t been any major hull losses of any commercial or military planes during her training, so she’d never seen one in person before. She had studied every single one in the past though.

      And military.

      She’d known that her security clearance—one of only three IICs to have top-secret clearance—would probably involve her in future military investigations. But this was her first.

      The plane. She would focus on the aircraft.

      Through a gash in the plane’s skin, she could see tumbled and shattered concrete blocks. Presumably the remains of JBLM’s control tower.

      “The problem is…”

      “What, ma’am?” The sergeant was close by her side.

      The response surprised her. There hadn’t been time to assemble an NTSB team. She had no structural specialist, systems specialist, human factors, engine manufacturer rep, Lockheed manufacturer rep, or any of the others to confer with.

      They would all be here. Probably soon. And then she’d have a dozen conflicting opinions and people with too many theories and not enough facts. Such distractions were terribly hard to focus through.

      But Sergeant Peters had offered her thoughts from outside her own head, which might be helpful.

      She needed to sit. Miranda was halfway to sitting on a coffin—

      “Ma’am!” The sergeant snapped it out.

      “Oh, sorry.” She forgot that death upset some people. They were in a plane wreck. Didn’t they see that? At the moment the whole plane was shrouded in death, whether it was neatly packaged in a coffin or not.

      But she moved to the side.

      A row of fold-down web seats had been mounted along the hull. Because of the angle and twist of the fuselage, they were particularly uncomfortable, but she supposed that was the least of today’s problems.

      “You said there was a problem, ma’am. My problem is that I want to get these men off this flight and delivered to their families.”

      “Oh, go ahead and do that. At least the ten rows at the rear of the aircraft.”

      He huffed out a sound that was either relief or exasperation…or perhaps he’d been holding his breath for some unknown reason.

      “The problem, sergeant, isn’t the coffins. Correction, it’s not only the coffins. How many plane wrecks have you seen?”

      “This is my first, ma’am.”

      “Of the four previous hull losses of a C-5 while in some stage of flight, three of the planes were shattered by crash landing in fields or trees after significant mechanical problems. All three were during high-speed maneuvers of flight or take-off and the damage was significant. The fourth was an emergency landing at Dover Air Force Base. It was attributable to engine failure and pilot error, but it was performed at the significantly slower flight profile of landing speed. It broke into four relatively neat pieces that remained close together. It had been flying at landing speeds when it impacted a field two thousand feet short of the runway.”

      “O-kay.”

      “This aircraft veered over a quarter mile to the side of the runway and still had sufficient momentum to cause this much destruction That is very unusual for a plane that was moving at landing speeds. Actually, I’ll need to verify that it was.”

      “It looked normal to me.”

      Miranda actually looked up at Sergeant Peters eyes but, thankfully, he wasn’t watching her. He was looking at one of the few relatively undamaged sections of the hull.

      She wasn’t ready to interview eyewitnesses—that was the last step of her process.

      But he began speaking before she could stop him. Mom had taught her it was rude to interrupt. It was hard to listen to this information arriving out of order. No time to write it all down, she tried as hard as she could to absorb the information.

      “My team and I were waiting for the flight. It hit the runway clean—maybe kinda hard, but clean. Then there was sun glinting off the windshield for a moment and it veered aside. Instead of slowing, it seemed to accelerate. Or maybe everything was just happening in slow motion. It leaned so far into the curve that one wing was ripped off. It leaned the other way and lost the other wing. Then it crashed here.” He shrugged. “How could something so fast happen so slowly? I can’t stop thinking about it.”

      Miranda considered. When a C-5’s massive wings lost lift they drooped, sagging from thirty feet to thirteen feet above the ground. A seven-point-four-degree sideways roll would be sufficient to drag a hundred-and-eleven-foot wing that had already lost its lift. She would have to spend some time to determine how much force would be required to tip a C-5 Galaxy that far.

      She’d always liked the simple clarity of numbers and looked forward to that stage of writing an investigation report. But that layer of consideration would only become pertinent after completing the site investigation. Reluctantly she set it aside as a task for later.
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      She pushed to her feet and continued working forward. It was just her and the sergeant now. His men were occupied with removing the passengers from the upper area and removing the first rows of coffins.

      “Wait a second,” Sergeant Peters called to her.

      Miranda continued forward as the sergeant turned to look back.

      “Something’s not right here. There are more coffins than I have on my manifest.”

      Miranda liked being methodical, but she could see that the coffins ahead of her, the last row directly beneath the cockpit high above, were scorched on the ends facing the rear rather than the fronts as all of the others had been.

      She was so intrigued that she almost fell out of the plane—straight down.

      A massive hole had been punched through the decking and the hull in the center of the second-to-foremost row. There was no coffin in this one spot of the otherwise uniform rows that stretched from bow to stern.

      The coffins to either side had lost their chains and been flipped over and away to land against the sides of the hull.

      Straight down was a two-story drop. The gap was created by where the rounded nose of the plane had ridden up on the face of the control tower as it destroyed it. Below her she could see the wall that was probably all that remained of the structure.

      “Christ!” Again the supernatural invocation. This time from the sergeant.

      Oh! A curse.

      Commonly used to express anger, surprise, frustration, sadness, woe, as well as reverence. How was she supposed to differentiate which emotion was intended? A single emotion should be attached to a single word. It would make life so much easier.

      “Somebody shot the plane.”

      “Possibly, Sergeant Peters, but unlikely. Note the direction of the damage. The perimeter of the puncture is bent downward.”

      Miranda considered the sergeant’s unlikely scenario of someone outside shooting the plane. It was possible that a small inward hole had been made by an explosive shell penetrating the hold from below. Then, once inside, exploding dynamically enough to punch the outward hole thus masking all evidence of its initial inward passage.

      “An anti-tank guided missile, such as a Javelin, has a two-stage warhead; the first would blow a hole in the outer layers of armor—or in this case the airplane’s hull. Because of its lack of armor, the first stage would probably penetrate the cargo decking as well, prior to igniting the second stage. The second stage would be very destructive. I see no signs of the initial upward blast from the first stage, and the payload on a Javelin would have caused significantly more destruction.”

      “So, what exploded? A coffin?”

      “Quite likely.” Miranda looked again at the neat rows and the one un-coffined space. “Yes.”

      “I was joking.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You’re something else, ma’am.”

      “Something else? Compared to what?”

      The sergeant just shook his head.
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      “What are you doing?” Major Charleston was running up the steep slope of the cargo deck.

      Again, Miranda saw no point in repeating herself.

      “Well?” He planted himself directly in front of her.

      Apparently there was some point. “My name is Miranda Chase. I’m the Investigator-in-Charge for the NTSB. I’ve been ordered by General Elmont to take care of his men.”

      Sergeant Peters was smiling at something behind Major Charleston’s back.

      She tried to step around the major to see what it was, but he moved to block her way. The large hole punched through the bottom of the cargo deck made it impossible to try in the other direction.

      Miranda circled around one of the coffins, but the major just turned to face her, so she couldn’t see whatever was behind him that was amusing the sergeant.

      It did bring her closer to one of the coffins flipped onto its side away from the hole. Despite the heavy side latches, the top was loose and lying partly open against the curve of the hull.

      She couldn’t see any body through the gap.

      It was wide enough that she should have.

      Then a flicker with her flashlight and she saw a bright metallic flash. “Come look—”

      “Sergeant, arrest this woman and escort her off the plane.”

      Sergeant Peters’ look of amusement turned to one of surprise. Or at least his smile went away but his eyes widened. She was fairly sure those were indicators for surprise.

      “I’m just an unarmed honor guard, sir.”

      “General Elmont instructed me—” Miranda began.

      “General Elmont is in surgery at the hospital. I’m in charge now.”

      “General Elmont instructed me—” she didn’t like unfinished sentences, “—to take care of his men. I promised. I have not been discharged from that promise.”

      “You aren’t military.”

      “I promised. My father taught me that breaking promises is bad, and I’ve never found reason to doubt that instruction. I won’t do that to the general merely because he is absent.”

      Major Charleston gaped at her.

      “Now, I have an investigation to continue.” She turned back to the sergeant.

      “Just forget that shit. Don’t move an inch.” The major yanked out a radio. “I need an immediate SP detail inside the downed C-5 Galaxy.”

      His radio only crackled in response.

      “SP?” Miranda asked Sergeant Peters softly while the major tried again.

      “Security Police or Security Forces. Newer name for the MPs.” Then he turned to address the major. “No signal getting out through the skin, sir.”

      “Goddamn it and goddamn you, Lady.” He called on the radio again as he strode downslope toward the missing tail section.

      “That won’t keep him for long, ma’am. You’ll want to work quickly. I don’t recognize him, but I know the type.”

      “You said that there were more coffins than in your manifest.”

      “Yes, ma’am. More.”

      “Help me right this coffin, Sergeant.”

      “Why this one? Never mind, no time. Yes, ma’am.”

      They tried, but it didn’t budge. It was pinned under parts of the wreckage. Again she looked inside, but all she could see through the narrow gap was that bright metallic reflection. The latches had been released, not broken. She shined a light at the last three coffins at the very front—all of which were properly latched. As was the one on the opposite side of the explosion’s hole.

      Something was different about this one.

      The sergeant placed his fingers between his lips and unleashed a piercing whistle.

      His men, who at the far end of the cargo bay had just lifted a coffin with a fresh flag on it, turned to look.

      “This way. Double-time it.”

      They set the coffin down and trotted up the length of the cargo deck.

      In moments, they had the tipped coffin freed and turned upright.

      “Open it just a little,” Miranda knelt down to check through the crack.

      Sergeant Peters and one of his men raised the edge slowly.

      A weak voice sounded from inside.

      “I’m alive?”
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      In the coffin lay a woman partly cloaked in a foil blanket. Her pants were scorched, and she looked worse than Miranda had felt the day she’d found out that her parents had died in a crash.

      Sergeant Peters helped her out of the coffin.

      When she sat heavily on one of the closed coffins with her foil blanket still wrapped around her, Sergeant Peters made no complaint. One of the sergeant’s team handed her a water bottle, which she guzzled down.

      “There were two survivors,” Miranda couldn’t imagine how, but there definitely were.

      The woman nodded for a moment. Then croaked out, “Who else?”

      “General Elmont.”

      Again the weary nod.

      “Why were you in a coffin?”

      Her hair was crisped. Her eyebrows mostly lines of ash. Various parts of her fatigues were scorched. Inside the coffin was one of the emergency breather masks that were normally stored down the length of the C-5 in case of an emergency decompression.

      “What happened?” the woman’s voice was still rough.

      The sergeant spoke first. “You’re aboard a C-5 Galaxy that landed at JBLM. It was either fired upon or there was an internal explosion moments later—”

      “The second one,” the woman held up two fingers from the water bottle, then drank some more.

      “The plane veered badly, ripped off both wings, and crashed into the control tower before catching fire.”

      “How long was I in there?”

      Miranda entered the conversation, “I don’t know when you entered the coffin or the precise time of the incident.” Twenty minutes from the time she’d been rerouted from Boeing Field until she’d arrived at the site. Another twenty-nine minutes since then. Factoring in the minimum time for General Elmont to contact the NTSB and the NTSB to contact her—

      “Just over an hour since the crash,” Sergeant Peters reported.

      Oh, right. He’d been present and witnessed the crash. She made a note in her personal notebook to remember that eyewitnesses could provide a wide variety of information. Then a note in the crash notebook to remember to ask him if he knew the exact time of the initial crash.

      Or should she ask him now? It was really too early in her data gathering process. But perhaps she shou—

      “Felt like a year,” the woman groaned. She brushed at her hair, then stared at the ashen clump that had broken off in her hand. “Glad I was passed out for part of it.”

      “There she is. Arrest her!” Major Charleston came back up the ramp leading a pair of Air Force police. They both had sidearms, rifles, and a large black-on-white “SF” patch on their left arms. Curious that they were called SPs when they were clearly labeled with an SF for Security Forces.

      The woman looked at Miranda in some surprise.

      “Miranda Chase is the Investigator-in-Charge from the NTSB, ma’am.” Sergeant Peters indicated Miranda.

      Since he’d already done the first part of her new introduction, she completed it. “I’ve been ordered by General Elmont to take care of his men.”

      “And she found you,” Sergeant Peters finished.

      “Arrest her now!”

      At the major’s repeated order, the two SF took a step up the inclined deck toward her.

      “Belay that order,” the woman called out.

      The two police stopped and looked at her in some surprise.

      “And who the fuck are you, Lady?”

      The woman turned to Miranda with a look that she couldn’t interpret. She held out a hand toward Miranda.

      When she took it, the woman used their shared grip as a lever to pull herself to her feet, letting the foil blanket remain over the coffin.

      Once she was upright, Miranda could feel her waver for a moment, then get steady on her feet. The woman finally let go of Miranda’s hand to tap the eagle pins on her collar points—she didn’t let go of her water bottle.

      Miranda could see Withers stitched into the pocket of her blouse.

      “At attention when you’re addressing me, Major.”

      The major’s eyes bulged for a moment, then he snapped to attention and saluted. “Yes ma’am.”

      Colonel Withers ignored the major’s salute for a long moment, then finally returned it casually.

      The major returned to standing at attention.

      Miranda wondered about that pause and the lazy salute. Was the colonel still suffering from her ordeal or was there some hidden message? She thought Sergeant Peters might know, but she couldn’t read anything from his expression as he filled the colonel in on the events.

      The major didn’t relax, but he did start looking around. Not at the plane or the coffins. Instead, he was looking at Sergeant Peters and the SFs—that was how they were labeled after all.

      “Three coffins too many?” Colonel Withers cut off the sergeant when he reached that point in his narrative.

      “Three more than were on my manifest.”

      “Did you count this one?” She pointed down at the hole in the plane.

      “No ma’am.”

      “It’s four then. Or it was. Where’s the body? The one I had to dump so that I could hide in his coffin from the explosion?”

      Miranda recalled something she’d seen and stepped back to the lip of the razor-sharp-edged hole in the bottom of the plane. The last of the foam had subsided and it revealed a badly burned corpse lying on the rubble below. It was closer to being a skeleton than a person. At least it had already been dead when it began its final ordeal.

      She pointed down.

      The colonel looked where she was pointing and sighed.

      Miranda stepped partly aside as Colonel Withers shifted to full attention and sharply saluted the corpse lying two stories below. More respect than she gave Major Charleston?

      Maybe.

      Miranda turned to see if she could interpret the major’s reaction.

      His eyes were darting about frantically, then narrowed and focused on Colonel Withers’ back.

      “Whoops!” he practically shouted, then appeared to tumble forward toward the colonel.

      He landed squarely against her back.

      The colonel’s arms flailed outward as she tried not to tumble into the sharp-edged hole.

      Her dropping salute swung close enough that Miranda was able to hook their elbows.

      Estimating angle of momentum from Colonel Withers’ imminent fall, partially counteracted by the fifteen-degree slope of the deck and their probable weight differential, Miranda leaned back and to the left.

      It wouldn’t be enough, so she grabbed Sergeant Peters’ belt with her free hand. The three of them managed to spin Colonel Withers clear.

      Together she and the colonel tumbled into the still-open coffin.

      Probably not where Colonel Withers wanted to be again so soon.
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      “Did you take care of my men?” General Elmont asked from where he lay in the McChord Clinic’s bed. He’d refused to be moved to the off-base hospital. Miranda was half surprised that he hadn’t taken his rolling IV stand with him and walked the seven-tenths of a mile back to the crash site.

      “Yes, General. I did. With the help of Sergeant Peters and Colonel Withers.”

      “Where is the sergeant?”

      “He’s still working with the honor detail to escort the dead to their families.”

      “That’s a good man,” Colonel Withers said from where she sat on the next bed over while a corpsman fussed over her. Mostly what she needed was antibacterial salve and time to regrow her hair. “Stood up when and how it counted.”

      If not for the sergeant’s quick action, the major probably would have died from his wounds where the jagged hole had sliced him so badly. When Colonel Withers swung aside, the major had fallen through himself and landed beside the corpse on the rubble pile.

      He’d been medevaced to Madigan Army Medical Center. And the colonel had sent the two SFs—who she also called SPs—to place him under arrest for reasons Miranda didn’t understand.

      “How did it happen?” General Elmont’s voice was surprisingly soft.

      Colonel Withers shooed away the corpsman and started to rise shakily to her feet.

      “You can report sitting down, Colonel.”

      “Yes sir,” she eased back down. “You saw me do the double check before landing, just making sure everything would be ready for the unloading of the Dignified Transfer.”

      The general nodded.

      Miranda had been wondering what her own role here was, but now that they were delivering a report, she knew what to do and awaited her portion of the investigation.

      “I was in my seat, we were on short final, when I realized that there were too many coffins. I knew a lot of these men. They were my men.” Colonel Withers hung her head and Miranda respected the shared silence.

      When she didn’t continue, the general prodded her gently, “Go on.”

      “Sorry. I realized that I didn’t recognize any of the front row of names or the center coffin in the second row.”

      “So, you thought to open a coffin in flight?”

      “There was something wrong about it, sir. The flag wasn’t set properly. And so, I went to fix it. In doing that, I uncovered a keypad. Mounted in the coffin’s lid. I now know that it was a disarming pad for the explosives inside the booby-trapped coffin. Regrettably, I released the latches on the coffin to look inside.”

      “A bit rash, Colonel.” Though the general’s voice remained calm, he used the controls to raise his bed to a sitting position to face the colonel.

      “I know that now, sir.” She shrugged uncomfortably. “I raised the lid just enough to see that there were indeed wires leading from the lid down into the coffin. That’s the moment we landed. At the hard jostle, my weight was positioned such that I unintentionally flung the lid wide. I’ve seen IEDs before, General, and this was a nasty one—tank-sized rather than Humvee-sized. Had a ten-second delay timer. Took me down to seven to get moving. Grabbed a blanket and breather and dove into the next coffin over.”

      Now came Miranda’s part.

      “I’m reluctant to report items secondhand, sir.” She pulled out the pocket recorder that she had kept running so that she could take verbal as well as written notes. After a moment of searching, she found Sergeant Peters’ description of what happened.

      My team and I were waiting for the flight. It hit the runway clean—maybe kinda hard, but clean. Then there was sun glinting off the windshield for a moment and it veered aside. Instead of slowing, it seemed to accelerate. Or maybe everything was just happening in slow motion. It leaned so far into the curve that one wing was ripped off. It leaned the other way and lost the other wing. Then it crashed here.

      She stopped the recorder.

      “The sun was at the wrong angle to glint off the windshield, General. The C-5 Galaxy was landing on Runway 34, almost due north. It was 1:37 p.m. when the plane landed, and the sun would be just west of south. The light, we can reasonably assume, was the explosion inside the aircraft, shining outward.”

      “Then it veered off course and accelerated? That part I don’t understand,” Colonel Withers was squinting at Miranda, so she kept her eyes on the general’s IV drip to not lose focus.

      “The abrupt course correction…” Miranda pictured it in her head.

      Much of the C-5 Galaxy’s control systems ran beneath the cargo deck. They would have been severed by the explosion.

      But not all of the systems.

      She looked up, not seeing the walls of the infirmary, but instead seeing the interlaced systems of the C-5 laid out before her. And then she remembered something else she’d seen.
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      “Oh.” Miranda understood now.

      “What?”

      “The copilot’s corpse was found thrown forward and toward the center.”

      She backtracked and mentally followed the scorch marks along the side of the cargo bay, on either side of the ladder leading, and finally up to the cockpit. On the copilot’s flight console, the instruments were far more damaged by heat there than on the pilot’s side.

      The blast hadn’t swept into the cockpit—it had curled into.

      Like a spinning firestorm.

      “The fire’s maelstrom threw the copilot against the control quadrant. When the corpse is removed, you will find that the throttles for the Number Three and Four engines on the right side were advanced by the impact of the copilot’s body.” Because it was the only way that the corpse could have been as far forward as it had been—thrown against the levers. His lap seatbelt insufficient to keep his broken body completely in place.

      She continued the image in her head.

      Landing.

      A flash of light that had nearly killed Colonel Withers as she dove for safety in a coffin.

      The copilot thrown forward.

      Both engines on the right wing—one wouldn’t be sufficient for the destruction that had followed—climbing to full thrust.

      The massive plane veering so sharply that it rolled outward and ripped off the right-side thrusting wing.

      The sudden weight loss of twenty tons of wing, eight tons of engines, and whatever remaining fuel had been in the wing tanks, would cause the plane to roll the other way.

      Ripping off the left wing and the already weakened tail section.

      Then it ran into the control tower and finally stopped, already on fire.

      The fire hadn’t happened because of the crash. The fire was the root cause.

      No.

      Technically, the explosion was the root cause and that had caused the fire.

      Miranda laid it all out for the two officers sitting there in the McChord Clinic.

      There were nods as they thought through the sequence themselves.

      “I still don’t understand why you arrested the major,” Miranda concluded.

      Colonel Withers twisted to look at her. “Because he tried to kill me?”

      Miranda blinked. “Well, his saying ‘Whoops’ did happen prior to him falling into—”

      “Lunging into me.”

      For once Miranda didn’t know how to complete her sentence from there.

      “He hoped I’d die going through that hole.” Anger. That was definitely anger in Colonel Withers’ voice.

      “But why?”

      “Ms. Chase, he was attempting to cover up a major crime.”

      “He was?”

      “Four extra coffins. All rigged with IEDs if opened incorrectly. He was running a smuggling operation on Dignified Transfer flights.”

      “That doesn’t seem very…dignified.” She would never understand people.

      General Elmont barked out a laugh, though she wasn’t sure why.

      “What was in those coffins?”

      Colonel Withers held up her phone. “I’ve been getting reports from an EOD team—the bomb squad. Three coffins filled with smuggled Afghanistan heroin.”

      “What was in the fourth coffin, the one that blew up?”

      “Why do you think the major was so upset?” The colonel’s smile was not a pleasant one. “It was his payment.”
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      “I’ve got something for you.” General Elmont had called Miranda back down to JBLM a week later.

      Flying her father’s single-engine Mooney plane into an Air Force base more typically serving large jet transports was still unnerving. Though the flight controllers were very polite to her this time.

      Most of the C-5 Galaxy’s wreckage had been cleared. The new control tower was almost completed.

      “You work fast.”

      “When we have to,” the general acknowledged. He was leaning on a pair of crutches when he met her plane. “But that’s not why I called you here.”

      Miranda didn’t think that introducing herself was the right next step, so she wasn’t sure what else to say.

      A real Air Force Aircraft Investigation Board team had come to JBLM. Their study had fully confirmed her conclusions.

      “The AIB guys still want to know how you did it,” the general began walking (crutching?) his way toward one of the hangars.

      “How I did what?”

      “They said that without your detailed report, they’d have missed a lot of what had happened. Especially with the burn patterns and the copilot being thrown against the controls. So how did you do it?”

      “It…seemed obvious once I thought about it. Right down to how you were thrown clear.” Miranda could still see the events laid out in her head like a continuous timeline.

      The initial stress fractures in the tail section when the plane had veered abruptly but the broad rudder surfaces of the T-tail had resisted those shifts. Then the hard rotational stresses as the hull had twisted right, then left—again resisted by the towering empennage—finally snapping off the tail section and the general with it. If he hadn’t been seated at the very rear, he’d have remained in the hull and probably died as had the rest of the crew. Even that conclusion had been confirmed by the pattern of stress fractures around the tail section.

      “I’m glad it was obvious to someone. I’m proud of what you did to make sure my men were taken care of properly.”

      “It was also Master Sergeant Peters’ diligence.”

      “You mean Senior Master Sergeant Peters.”

      “I do?”

      “I recommended that he received a promotion and an Airman’s Medal for a distinguishing act of heroism. I suggested officer training, but he says that he likes working the front lines of Dignified Transfer too much. I’m afraid he’s going to have a lot of work in these coming years.”

      Miranda didn’t know much about the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars, but she’d read about how many aircraft had already been lost in the year and a half since their October, 2001 beginnings—twenty-one helicopters, seven jets, and three C-130 Hercules. She expected that meant the general was right.

      “There, what do you think?”

      Miranda wasn’t sure what she was supposed to be looking at.

      Inside the big hangar, a C-130 Hercules transport was up on jacks. It appeared to be receiving a new set of tires and brakes. A C-17 Globemaster had only three of its four jet engines mounted—she finally located the fourth one in a shop area at the rear of the hangar.

      And off to the side was an antique. A shiny aluminum F-86 Sabrejet. It looked immaculate despite being fifty years old. The first of the swept-wing fighters. It had an open nose intake for the single, center-mounted engine and a glass canopy for a sole pilot. The six machine-gun ports around the nose had been covered over. No bombs or missiles hung from the hardpoints under the wings, only an outboard auxiliary fuel tank to either side which would vastly extend its operational range.

      “I see by the wing shape that it’s the Canadair Mk 5 variant, but it has the wing slats of an Mk 6.”

      The general was smiling, “An upgrade. You do know your aircraft, Ms. Chase. Removing the wing slats from the Mk 5 was a mistake that was rectified in the Mk 6. She was built in 1958. My father flew this plane in the early days of the Vietnam War. He bought it when she was decommissioned for scrapping. Gave her to me as a graduation present from the Academy.”

      “It’s very pretty, sir.”

      The general seemed to want to admire the F-86 Sabrejet in silence.

      Silence was one of the few types of conversation that Miranda understood.

      It was a long while before he spoke again.

      “It’s yours.”

      She actually had to look at him, but he appeared to be serious.

      “Nerve damage, Chase,” he pointed at his leg. “Docs tell me that it will never recover enough to properly manage the rudder pedals.”

      “Oh.”

      “So, she’s yours.”

      “But I’m not certified in type.”

      “Have you ever trained in a jet?”

      Miranda nodded. She’d felt it was a key element to understanding crash characteristics. Jets handled and behaved in ways that were very distinct from propeller-driven planes.

      “Well, we’ll do some ground training and get you some check rides. She’s a sweet aircraft and very well behaved.”

      Miranda turned from the general back to the aircraft. Built in 1958. The same year that the Boeing 707 was first introduced. The F-86 Sabrejet had been the primary fighter of the Korean War as well as the very early days of Vietnam. One customized variant had been used by Jackie Cochran to be the first woman to break the sound barrier. It also boasted the highest number manufactured of any military plane in history—over ten thousand had come off the assembly lines.

      “Are you sure, General?”

      “You’d better call me Joe if you’re going to be flying my old plane.”

      “Okay, Joe.”

      “There is a price.” He turned to face her.

      She forced herself to look up at his face, but couldn’t quite meet his eyes. Eyes were even more unnerving than crowds.

      “Keep looking after my men.”

      She nodded. She understood that he wasn’t talking about just the dead.

      No, his vision was bigger than that.

      She could see his love for the aircraft under his command. That’s what he thought was important. If he looked after the aircraft—all the aircraft—then his men would be just that much safer.

      That’s why she’d become a crash investigator. Every day since she’d lost her parents as a thirteen-year-old, she’d tried to make planes safer.

      She stepped forward to rub her palm on the smooth curve of aluminum that made the nose’s jet intake. Miranda used a firm pressure, just in case the jet felt the same way about touch that she did.

      “It would be an honor, Joe. But my home runway is too short. I’ll need to lengthen it.”

      The general just laughed.
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      I took my aisle seat near the back of the big aluminum tube and settled in for what promised to be nine hours of unadulterated airline bliss, full of bad food, weird smells, mild claustrophobia, and shrill, hissy announcements.

      I sighed, wishing vaguely that I still drank.

      I was heading to Paris. Geographic therapy. It was a last-minute thing, maybe also a pattern in my life, probably also a metaphor. I’d recently sold my house in DC, told my employer to pound sand, and wound up momentarily in Charleston, South Carolina, where some jerk from my past roped me into a little road trip that ended in my kidnapping. Wasn’t the best road trip on record.

      It’s not really fair of me to call the guy a jerk. He’s actually a great guy, despite a very messy past and a very uncertain future.

      Still, redeeming qualities notwithstanding, I really wish I hadn’t fallen for him. More than that, I wish he hadn’t left.

      But I guess he had a few things to sort out, and I wasn’t exactly sparkling company at the time. Some people might say that I’m never sparkling company. Some people can go to hell.

      It was a rebound relationship anyway, so I didn’t have high expectations, but losing him stung more than I thought it would. Maybe that was due to everything we’d gone through together.

      Maybe it’s also due to the fact that I am still in love with another man who won’t return my phone calls.

      Or maybe it was because I’d inherited the world’s most dangerous password. It came with more power than any human should be allowed to have, least of all yours truly.

      The password didn’t come with an army or a navy or buildings full of people to do my bidding. It didn’t even come with an office—which was fine by me, because I’d seen plenty of offices in my life and there wasn’t a single one I’d ever care to set foot inside again.

      But the password uncorked one hell of a genie, which was why I’d made a solemn vow never to use it. I should say, never again to use it.

      I suppose introductions are in order. I’m Samantha Jameson, Sam to friends and foes alike, onetime counterespionage agent for the US Department of Homeland Security. Current occupation: none.

      I’m forty-something, no husband, no kids, no prospects, plenty of baggage, flying to Paris to escape myself for a while. Yawn.

      The rest of the passengers filed into the cabin. I had an aisle seat, so I spent a good bit of time dodging wide hips and wayward elbows as my fellow sheeple filed past.

      A large man stopped at my row. He grunted and jostled his way past me to the window seat, then wedged himself between the armrests and commenced a brutal assault on the seat belt. My money was on the guy having to ask for one of those extenders, but he huffed and squirmed and somehow made it work. I was grateful I didn’t have to sit next to him.

      That honor went to a tall, distinguished brunette who looked like a supermodel just a couple of years beyond her prime. I’m told that I’m not too bad to look at, but this lady was on another level entirely. She carried herself with supreme grace, and there was a curious mix of dignity and sadness in her face. She looked vaguely familiar but I couldn’t conjure a name. Her eyes were a little red and puffy, like she had been crying.

      The big guy—sweaty from the laborious campaign to seat himself—tried to make a little small talk. He cracked a few unfunny jokes which I had the misfortune of overhearing. Supermodel and I had definitely lost the airline seat lottery.

      Supermodel gave the right kind of vibe to our new friend, and he eventually got the message and shut the hell up. Not a moment too soon, either, because I was mere seconds away from revealing one of my more serious character flaws. I don’t know which flaw would have surfaced first, but I know it would have been epic.

      An announcement commenced. The loudspeaker was situated directly above my head, which helped the shrill announcements to drill directly into my brain. Damn, I thought, why didn’t I consider swimming across the ocean instead of flying? It would have been much less annoying. I closed my eyes and tried to find my happy place.

      A thousand years later, we were finally airborne and hauling ass across the Atlantic. I tried to get interested in a self-help book I knew I shouldn’t have bought.

      The hefty guy rested his giant head against the window and snored.

      The supermodel quietly cried.

      I wanted to ask her what was wrong, but I didn’t want to intrude and I couldn’t think of anything to say that didn’t sound completely asinine. So I settled instead for awkward silence.

      I stole glances at her phone as she scrolled through her emails. The font was too small to read, but I noticed that she occasionally flipped over to a picture of a girl: late teens or early twenties, thin, tall, gorgeous, with cheekbones and dark hair and regal bearing much like the woman next to me on the plane.

      “Your daughter?” I finally ventured, against my better judgment.

      The woman nodded and the mist gathered again in her eyes. A tear spilled over and she brought a graceful hand to her cheek to wipe it away.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m just worried about her.”

      I nodded.

      “It’s been a month since I’ve heard from her,” she said. She had a cosmopolitan, international accent, with vague British overtones and one of the Romance languages mixed in for good measure.

      “I’m sure she’s fine,” I said. “Kids aren’t always the most considerate creatures.” As if I knew the first thing about them.

      Her eyes found mine. They were deep and dark and intense, and I’m not gay but I thought maybe a woman that pretty might be able to persuade me if she put her mind to it. She was otherworldly beautiful.

      “She called me every day. Then a month ago it just stopped altogether.”

      That didn’t sound good. I hoped my face didn’t betray my grim assessment, but I could see in her expression that I’d added to her worry.

      “That’s not good, is it?” she said.

      I shrugged. “Was the relationship tense?”

      She shook her head. “Not at all. I’m one of the lucky mothers who gets to be friends with her daughter.”

      I nodded. It sounded pretty nice. “She lives in Paris?”

      “For the past six months. Against my advice, she wants to be a model.”

      “Is she following in your footsteps?”

      Her eyes found mine again, and once again they held me captive a bit, like she was looking inside of me and seeing deep, hidden things that no mortal could possibly hide from her.

      “Yes,” she finally said. “I guess that’s right.”

      “Why Paris? I thought New York was the place to get discovered.”

      “They’re about equal, but Daphne thought she’d stand out more against a backdrop of Europeans.”

      “Daphne. That’s a beautiful name.”

      “Thank you.” Her eyes welled up again.

      “I’m sure she’s fine,” I said quickly, aiming at comfort but pretty sure I’d missed the mark. “Probably just stretching her wings a little bit.” I gave her a little smile and touched her arm and instantly regretted the presumption.

      Daphne’s mother nodded her head and dabbed at her eyes and returned to her email.
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      The rest of the flight to Paris took a century and a half, but I finally made my way up the jetway to the terminal, walking just in front of the missing girl’s mother. The woman’s name was Sophie Moreau, and she had filled me in on a few more details during the flight, including a police report that hadn’t generated any appreciable activity and an inquiry with the FBI that hadn’t yet produced a response.

      She’d hired a private investigator in Paris to help her locate Daphne, and she was looking forward to hitting the ground running. I said something lame and hopeful as we parted and she nodded her gratitude for my awkward concern.

      I wanted a drink. My last one was in 2008, but the urge still struck occasionally. Missing out on all the amazing French wines was going to be a bummer, I thought, but then I’d also miss out on waking up naked in a gutter with a stray dog sniffing my crotch. I don’t really do moderation—on or off, yes or no, all or nothing is my MO—so a little self-management goes a long way for me.

      I settled for a coffee. Between the exchange rate and the French pretension, it set me back the better part of twenty dollars. But it was a damn fine cup of coffee, and the caffeine did wonders for me. There was a little bounce in my step as I made my way to the cab line and waited my turn.

      An hour later, I dropped off my bags in my hotel room, took a quick shower, and set out on foot to catch the world’s most famous landmark at sunset.

      On the way, I passed a shiny new cathedral, which struck me as an odd sight in post-religious Europe. The only people on the continent doing much chanting and praying these days were the Islamic diaspora, and nobody was building cathedrals for them—especially mere yards away from the world’s most famous landmark.

      Holy Trinity Cathedral, a sign in front of the shiny new church informed me. Russian Orthodox. I filed away that little bit of trivia and pressed on toward my goal.

      If you’ve only ever seen the Eiffel tower in pictures, you’re missing out. Photos don’t do it justice, and the monument deserves all of the attention it gets. The sight of it evokes something visceral, and I felt a mixture of awe at its beauty and pride at my connection, distant as it may have been, to the humans who had put it together over a century ago, one rivet at a time.

      The feeling lasted for a few minutes, then Sophie Moreau and her missing daughter Daphne intruded on my thoughts. What hope did the woman have of finding her? Daphne shared an apartment with a number of girls, and her name wasn’t on the lease or utilities. She contributed her share in cash every month. There wouldn’t be an official paper trail of any kind to aid the search.

      Worse, the girl’s cell phone was missing, too. Her mother had tried the “find my phone” function two dozen times, to no avail. She’d even called the cell phone company for help. Since Sophie’s name was also on Daphne’s account, they were happy to run a search, but it turned up nothing.

      My mind chewed on the facts. Young girl, lightyears beyond pretty, on her own for the first time in a big city, hoping to get noticed and maybe sign a modeling contract with someone. I cringed. I’d heard a lot of heartbreaking stories that began the way Daphne’s story did.

      A pang of guilt stabbed at me. I no longer had the resources of the US government behind me, but I still knew a thing or two about finding people who didn’t want to be found, or who maybe had stumbled into some trouble and needed a bit of help. Why hadn’t I offered to help look for Daphne? Did I know, deep down, that it was futile? Did I just want to enjoy my vacation and not worry about a stranger’s problems? Was my head still more than a little jacked up from my recent ordeal?

      Probably all of the above.

      My thoughts turned to that damned password in my head. No, I chided myself. Don’t even think about it.

      I sat down at a sidewalk cafe and ate the living hell out of a bunch of snails drowned in butter and garlic. Escargot, it’s called. Nothing sounds less appetizing than snails, but my gawd, was it delicious. I used a baguette to sop up the extra butter, of which there was no shortage, and leaned back in my chair, wishing that I could enjoy just one glass of Beaujolais to wash it all down. But the better angels of my nature prevailed, and I left the cafe sated and sober.

      I walked back to my hotel, which was suddenly much farther away than I remembered. Maybe it was the jet lag catching up with me.

      Fatigue set in and by the time I reached the hotel lobby I was doing a pretty good Walking Dead impersonation. I hit the elevator button and while I waited, I thought about how amazing it was going to feel to crawl in bed.

      But that wasn’t in the cards.

      The elevator dinged and the doors parted and I found myself staring once again into Sophie Moreau’s captivating eyes.
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      But for those eyes, which were red and watery and bloodshot from fatigue and worry, Sophie Moreau looked white as a ghost. I could still see the vestiges of her supermodel poise and bearing, but the weight of it all was catching up with her and she looked frail and fragile.

      “Sophie,” I said. “I didn’t realize we were at the same hotel.”

      Her face was slow to warm and I thought for a moment that perhaps she didn’t remember me. Then a small sparkle returned to her eyes, and she smiled a little, but then turned away, as if embarrassed to be seen in such a state. Some habits die hard, I imagined.

      She stepped out of the elevator and a slightly awkward silence ensued. “I’m Sam,” I said. “We met on the plane.”

      “Yes, of course,” Sophie said. “I’m sorry. I’m afraid I’m not myself at the moment.”

      “I don’t know who would be,” I said. “Hell, I’m a zombie myself, and I’m just on vacation.”

      This brought more tears to Sophie’s eyes and she dabbed at them with a monogrammed handkerchief. DJD were the initials, written in stylish embroidered script. I wondered who DJD might be.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “That was a clumsy thing to say. I just meant that…” Once again I didn’t know what the hell I meant, so I just let it hang there.

      Sophie let me off the hook with a small wave of her hand. I appreciated her graciousness. She was the one with the missing daughter, yet she had the wherewithal to rescue me from my awkwardness.

      “Care for a coffee?” I asked, eager for a bit of social redemption, but instantly at odds with myself over the offer. I needed sleep, not more caffeine and an earful of someone else’s troubles.

      “I’d like that,” Sophie said.

      We found a spot at the coffee bar adjacent to the check-in desk. Sophie spoke to the barista in French. She must have ordered for both of us, because the barista didn’t bother to ask me what I wanted. He just got to work, displaying the exceedingly French combination of coolness and fussiness that evidently produces gastronomic and artistic masterpieces, but drives boorish Yankee tourists a little bit crazy.

      “My private investigator told me that something has come up and he can’t help me look for Daphne,” Sophie said.

      The statement landed in my gut like obligation and my internal conflict ratcheted up several notches.

      “Why?” I asked. “What came up?”

      Sophie shook her head. “He’d already used a third of the retainer. He told me he hadn’t found anything significant, and that he was very sorry but he couldn’t continue on the case.”

      I frowned. Most private investigators I knew would trade a limb for the chance to work a missing child case. Distraught parents—especially someone with significant means, like supermodel Sophie Moreau—spared no expense to find their children. Most parents only quit the search when they teetered on the edge of bankruptcy. A case like Sophie’s could keep a PI going for months or years, and a successful outcome could catapult a run-of-the-mill gumshoe into superstardom.

      So what the hell could have been important enough to cause Sophie’s PI to quit the case after spending just a third of the retainer?

      “What did he give you for the money?”

      “Just an activity summary,” Sophie said. “Dates, addresses, and a few names.”

      “Do you have it with you?” I asked, realizing as the words tumbled from my mouth that I was stepping ever closer to a yawning chasm. I was in Paris to recover from the last time I’d decided to hunt someone down. I’d suffered outrageous violation for my efforts, and I wasn’t in any condition to dive back into the fray.

      And I knew I’d be tempted to use that goddamned password.

      Sophie produced a single piece of paper and handed it to me. Etienne Lombard, the letterhead declared in very serious font, beneath a Sherlock Holmes hat and a magnifying glass. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. The rest of the page was handwritten in French.

      My eyes passed over the page quickly, looking for words I recognized. There weren’t many. I shrugged and handed it back to her. “I don’t know what he charged you, but it was three times too much,” I said.

      I glanced again at the piece of paper as she folded it up and tucked it back into her purse. I caught a few words at the bottom of the page that I’d missed during my first scan. An address. Quai Branly was the name of the street. It struck me because just a few minutes earlier, I’d walked along Quai Branly. It was part of my route to and from the Eiffel Tower.

      “Wait. Where was that?” I said.

      Sophie looked at me quizzically.

      “I mean, that last address on the page. Quai Branly.”

      She pulled the paper out again and looked at it. I pointed. She nodded, hesitated, then spoke. “I thought it was a little bit strange, too,” she said. “I looked it up. It’s the new Russian Orthodox cathedral.”

      “Is Daphne religious?”

      Sophie shook her head. “Not at all.”

      “Does she have religious friends?”

      “Not that we’ve ever talked about. But I suppose it’s possible.”

      Those weren’t good answers. I tried to hide my concern.

      “What’s your next step?” I asked.

      Sophie sighed and her eyes aged a hundred years in front of me as she considered her options. Despite her supermodel poise, she seemed to wilt a bit. She shook her head and shrugged.

      “Well, whatever you do,” I said, “I don’t think you should try to make any decisions tonight. I think you should have a glass of wine and try to get some sleep.”

      Sophie shook her head. “I can’t sleep while she’s… unaccounted for.”

      I nodded my understanding and started to make comforting noises when Sophie’s phone jangled. She answered and right away her face changed. The frailty was replaced by something closer to… steel.

      She began a long conversation in a language I didn’t recognize. It wasn’t Russian, but it had a Slavic feel to it. Latvian? Ukrainian? Slovene? Serbo-Croatian? I had no idea, but I was impressed. Sophie Moreau had far more on the ball than just her good looks. She had a head on her shoulders as well, and there was something strong and hard at the center of her.

      Her conversation dragged on a bit and I took the opportunity to excuse myself with a polite pat on her shoulder. I returned to my room, washed my face, and left my clothes in a heap on the floor. My bed felt divine, and I barely had the covers pulled over me before I fell asleep.
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      An ungodly racket awakened me. It sounded like a cross between an ambulance and an air raid siren. The volume was ear-splitting. I leapt out of bed and assumed a martial arts crouch, arms ready to block a blow, feet ready to deliver a devastating kick to someone’s balls, yelling something unintelligible in the process.

      Wait. A light by the bed flashed in time with the blaring noise.

      Goddamned phone.

      I took a moment to compose myself. I even managed a chuckle at my ridiculousness—I was naked as a jaybird in a kung-fu stance, like a bad actress in a cheesy blue flick, scared to death by a ringing telephone.

      “Hello.”

      “Ms. Jameson?”

      “Who is this?”

      “I’m very sorry to disturb you. This is Sophie Moreau. May we speak for a moment.”

      It took me a few seconds, but recognition finally beamed through the mid-sleep fog.

      “Uh, sure. I’m listening.”

      “May we meet in private?”

      I paused long enough to stifle another doozy of a character flaw that was busy clawing its way to the surface. “Has something happened?” I managed.

      “I’d rather not say over the phone,” she said.

      “Can it wait until morning?”

      Sophie’s turn to pause. “It’s quarter past eight.”

      I looked at the clock. “Right,” I said, rubbing my face. “Give me ten minutes?”

      My hair was still wet from the shower when we met at the little café in the lobby. A steaming cup of coffee and a chocolate croissant awaited me. As I thanked Sophie for her thoughtfulness, I noticed that she looked like hell. I mean, she was still gorgeous and I hated her a little bit for it, but her eyes were red and bloodshot and I wondered if she’d slept at all.

      She noticed my lingering look and turned her head away. “Not the most restful night,” she said.

      “What happened?”

      It had started with the phone call, Sophie told me. She had feelers out with a Macedonian friend of hers who split time between Paris and Skopje.

      That little revelation made my Spidey sense tingle. I’m no geography buff, but I know that Macedonia is a land-locked Balkan state and Skopje is a stone’s throw from Kosovo. It’s one of Europe’s toughest neighborhoods, and there aren’t many legitimate professions lucrative enough to support a jet-setting lifestyle. I wondered what kind of friends Sophie kept in her circle.

      I hoped I’d managed to keep my face neutral, because I didn’t want to spook Sophie as she told me her tale.

      Goran Stojanov was the man’s name. I didn’t ask Sophie how she came to know Goran, or how she came to speak fluent Macedonian. I figured those mysteries would reveal themselves in due course.

      Sophie had asked Goran to quietly check on her private investigator, Etienne Lombard. It was Lombard’s letterhead that contained the meager investigative notes Sophie had shown me the night before.

      According to Goran, Etienne Lombard had hanged himself in his office in the sixth arrondissement.

      “Jesus,” I said. “How do you know that?”

      Sophie took a breath before replying. “Goran found him.”

      I chewed my lip. “I see. You called the police?”

      Sophie shook her head.

      “Goran called them?”

      The look in her eye told me Goran hadn’t called the police, either.

      “Why are you talking to me, and not the police?”

      Sophie scanned the room for watchers then leaned in. “I cannot go to the police,” she said.

      “Why not?”

      Sophie didn’t answer.

      “Is it your problem or Goran’s?”

      I had offered her an out, and she took it. “Goran’s,” she said.

      I had no doubt that Skopje-to-Paris jet-setter Goran might be the kind of guy who cut a few corners where the law was concerned, so Sophie’s claim was believable. But I’ve spent a couple of decades chasing spies, which is another word for liars, and that little hobby has left me with a very well-honed bullshit detector. Alarm bells were clanging in my head. Sophie had something to hide, too. Again, I hoped my face didn’t give anything away.

      “Why did you call me?” I asked.

      Sophie cast those magnificent eyes downward. “I didn’t know who else to call.”

      “Goran is out of ideas?”

      “He’s leaving today.”

      “Going where?”

      “Back to Skopje. He has urgent business.”

      “What is Goran’s urgent business?”

      Sophie looked at me meaningfully. “Imports and exports,” she said.

      I nodded. “Of course,” I said, suddenly livid. “How silly of me. I should have seen this coming from a mile away. Do you even have a goddamned daughter?”

      Sophie’s eyes welled up. She showed me Daphne’s picture again. I saw the family resemblance, but you could do almost anything with Photoshop these days.

      “Where was she born?”

      “Excuse me?”

      I didn’t repeat the question because I knew Sophie had heard it.

      “New York. 1998. She was a month early and breech.” She separated her shirttail and the top of her pants to show me the scar on her abdomen.

      I was a little embarrassed but not yet convinced. “Social security card?”

      “What is this, some kind of inquisition?”

      “You called me.”

      “Maybe I misjudged you.”

      “Maybe you did. Thanks for the coffee and good luck with your scam.” I left in a huff, shaking my head at my stupidity for nearly falling for some fucking sob story. I hit the elevator button, already planning to find another hotel, already deciding which tourist attractions I’d spend the day enjoying.

      I felt a hand grasp my elbow. I turned, ready to unleash bedlam on the sonuvabitch who dared to touch me, only to find Sophie Moreau’s supermodel face just inches from mine.

      “Daphne’s social security card,” she said, placing it into my hand. I looked down at it. Daphne Aline Moreau, it read. The nine-digit number started with 125. The remaining six digits were easy to remember, because they happened to coincide with my deceased brother’s birthday. I couldn’t decide whether it was truly a coincidence, or whether it was a good bit of social engineering.

      The elevator doors opened. I handed the card back to Sophie, stepped inside, and said goodbye.
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      I looked at the elevator controls and pushed the number for my floor. I also noticed the placard advertising the hotel’s business center, located on the third floor. On a whim, I punched the 3 button.

      The elevator stopped a few seconds later, and I found the little computer room. My keycard turned the light on the door from red to green, and I opened up a browser window on the sleek new Mac.

      I typed in Daphne Aline Moreau’s social security number. Half a dozen sites showed up on the search page, each promising a comprehensive dossier on the social security number in question for a nominal up-front fee.

      I didn’t need any of those services. I had the password.

      And for the briefest of moments, I was tempted to use it.

      But that’s how it always goes, isn’t it? You take just the tiniest of steps in the wrong direction, and pretty soon you’ve made a mess of your entire life. I thought about how just one drink leads to gutters and crotch-sniffing dogs. I thought about how there wasn’t a good thing under the sun that I couldn’t turn into a curse through neurotic overuse. A famous actor once said that there was no pleasure he couldn’t make himself sick on, and then he promptly died of an overdose.

      You think about things like that and you realize that what seems like a small decision is really a momentous one. I’d used the password once—to save the men I love—but I had vowed never to use it again.

      I held strong.

      I didn’t pay any money to the spammy websites, either. Instead, I dashed off an email to FBI Special Agent Alfonse Archer. Big A is a good friend and we’ve been through some crazy situations together over the years. I asked him to tell me whether there was any such person as Daphne Aline Moreau, with social security number 125-etcetera and mother Sophie, same last name, and whether the Bureau had received anything from Sophie about her daughter being missing.

      I considered that to be the absolute extent of my human duty to help this lady out, on the off-chance that she wasn’t running some scam to reduce my net worth or otherwise complicate my life.

      I hovered over the “send” icon, chewing my lip. Something had aroused my curiosity.

      I picked up the phone, dialed zero, and asked for Sophie Moreau’s room.

      “Hello.”

      “Spell Goran’s full name for me.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Sophie, do it now.”

      A long pause, then she spelled Goran Stojanov, no middle name. I thanked her, put the phone back on the cradle, and added a query about Stojanov to my note. I sent it off to Big A, then booked a couple of nights at a nearby hotel and returned to my room to pack.

      On the way, I thought again about how slim the odds were that Sophie Moreau randomly sat next to me on the flight to Paris, and then wound up staying at my hotel. The odds weren’t zero, of course, but they weren’t very large, either. I had booked my stay using one of those online travel aggregators, and maybe she had found the same discount I’d stumbled upon.

      Or maybe she and Goran Stojanov made their money by hacking into banking records, finding people with large balances, and running some sort of Newman-and-Redford-style sting.

      Or maybe I was giving the whole thing too much thought. Strange coincidences happen all the time, and if Sophie Moreau was putting on some sort of act for my benefit, she was doing a damn fine job of it.

      I shook my head, packed my stuff, checked out of the hotel, and caught a cab to my new accommodations. The room wasn’t ready yet, so I asked the front desk to lock up my luggage in the meantime.

      I walked to the Notre Dame Des-Champs Métro station, hopped on the green line, and jumped off at the Assemblée Nationale. The Musée d’Orsay was walking distance, and I picked up a mocha on the way.

      I spent the better part of the day admiring the masterpieces. Some of them were moving beyond words. Others were shit. Most were in between.

      I paid too much for lunch, then ambled back toward the Métro station. Jet lag was kicking my ass, and I hoped my hotel room was ready. I needed a nap.

      Maybe two blocks from the museum, I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. It wasn’t my normal telephone—that one was still gathering dust on the table in my pathetic studio apartment in South Carolina. The phone in my pocket was a prepaid burner left over from my adventure with Kittredge, one of the two men who now haunted my thoughts, and I was surprised that it even worked in Europe.

      I didn’t recognize the number, so I let it go to voicemail, which I listened to right away. “Sam, Archer here,” the message said. “Slow day at the office today, so I was able to look into your Daphne Moreau.”

      My Daphne Moreau? I felt a little resentment at the implication that the Moreau situation was even remotely mine.

      “She’s a real person, there’s a real missing person report on file, and her mother is a retired lingerie model named Sophie Moreau. Moreau is her maiden name. Daphne’s father is a politician or someone with some juice, because his name’s been expunged from all records regarding Daphne and Sophie. There are family court records, but they’re sealed. Someone has taken great pains to erase all wedding information.”

      I pursed my lips. Sounded like a messy personal situation.

      Like I was one to talk.

      “And about your guy Stojanov,” Big A went on, and again my jaw clenched at the notion that Stojanov was in any way my guy. “He’s not a solid citizen. He has an outstanding warrant in the US for narcotics trafficking, but he’s not a big enough fish to warrant a serious extradition effort.”

      Archer closed with some smart remark about what kind of vacation in Paris I must have been having if I’d somehow managed to tangle myself up with a missing persons case and a Macedonian smuggler.

      I was certainly wondering the same thing myself.
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      It was wildly inconvenient to learn that Sophie Moreau was indeed a real person who did, in fact, have a missing daughter. Sophie’s situation was now lodged in my brain.

      I considered the possibility that Daphne had suffered an accident of some sort. Happened all the time, with all sorts of disastrous consequences. But accident victims are usually found right away. In the unluckiest of circumstances, a few days may pass before someone discovers an injured person or a corpse. But Daphne had been missing for a month.

      And Sophie knew a dead private investigator and a Macedonian thug. In fact, Sophie’s Macedonian thug had “discovered” the dead flatfoot. A little voice in my head was chanting bullshit…bullshit.

      Something wasn’t right, and I thought maybe Daphne’s first real foray into the big, bad world might have taken a disastrous turn.

      I then tried to delude myself by reasoning that since my Paris vacation was open-ended and my itinerary was extremely flexible, maybe I’d spend just a couple of minutes looking into a few things. Honestly, I wasn’t really fooling myself. On some level, I knew what was happening. I was allowing myself to be sucked into the vortex.

      But there was a young girl at the center of this thing, and she might have been in serious trouble.

      I recalled the address I’d seen on Sophie’s meager report from her now-dead PI. It was the address of the shiny new Russian Orthodox Church next to the Eiffel Tower. I started there.

      But for weddings and funerals, I’d taken pains to steer clear of churches of any kind, for fear of lightning bolts striking me down. But I knew a thing or two about how churches operated in the real world, particularly churches that served a diaspora of some sort. They often became insular ideological enclaves, and more often than not, religion and politics got together to produce some pretty interesting results. Like, for example, angry young zealots flying passenger jets into office buildings.

      Ideological behavior always has a logistical footprint, and religious communities often assemble fantastic smuggling and money laundering schemes. It’s okay, because the Almighty is on their side, of course, even though all the iron-age musings reverently attributed to a higher power are open to a shitload of sketchy interpretation by mere mortals. Hence the airplanes and buildings and my former job at Homeland, which was to stop those kinds of assholes before they got a running start.

      I took the yellow line and disembarked at the Point de l’Alma station. It was an easy walk from there.

      I got a weird feeling once and turned to look behind me. Over the years I’d learned that weird feelings sometimes meant that someone was watching me. But they sometimes meant I was hormonal. I wasn’t sure which phenomenon deserved the credit at that particular moment, but I didn’t see anyone who looked like they had an eye on me. Which, of course, meant nothing at all. If the surveillance team is any good, you’ll probably never see them until it’s way too late.

      You could probably see the church’s gleaming golden cupolas from the moon. They were gargantuan and gorgeous, every bit as beautiful as they’d need to be in order to fit in with the rest of the over-the-top architectural awesomeness in Paris.

      The rest of the church’s lines featured an unmistakable Soviet brutalism, but softened by unusual horizontal striations in the building material. The overall effect was amazing, and the Eiffel Tower rising in the distance was a nice touch. I’m sure the combination had already been featured in four zillion tourist photos.

      A docent greeted me at the church entrance. He said a few words in Russian which I didn’t understand beyond hello, then tried his luck in French. I was a bit flattered that I didn’t strike him as American right off the bat. Usually we stand out like sore thumbs, especially in more sophisticated societies than our own, which is just about every other society with an electric grid.

      I confessed to English as my native tongue, and I was happy to take the nickel tour. The docent made a little bit of small talk, during which we established that I was “unchurched,” which is usually said in a tone that makes you think they really mean something like, “not housebroken.” That revelation changed the tenor of the conversation, and the docent worked to establish a bit of social proof regarding the Moscow Patriarchate’s doctrinal validity. He told me that approximately seven trillion people belonged to the church. Or maybe he said one hundred and sixty-million. Whatever the number, I was eager to move the conversation along, so I asked whether anyone had stopped by recently asking about Daphne Moreau.

      The docent’s demeanor changed instantly, as if I had somehow duped him by failing to disclose the real reason for my visit at the outset. Or maybe he was disappointed because he was on commission and earned points for each convert, and it was suddenly clear that I wasn’t a good prospect.

      Or maybe he wasn’t happy at all that someone else was asking about Daphne Moreau.

      “I’m afraid I can’t help you,” is what he said, and his eyes had a little bit of fuck you in them. It didn’t escape my notice that his answer didn’t match my question. That’s usually a good indicator that you need to dig a little deeper.

      I put on what I thought was a sweet smile. I don’t know if I pulled it off—the jet lag was starting to become a problem, plus I’m not much of an actress to begin with. If you’re pissing me off, chances are good that you already know it. “Is there someone else I might speak with who can help?”

      He eyed me a long time. It seemed like he was weighing his options. I put on a face that I hoped communicated my resoluteness but hid some of my innate bitchiness, and I wondered where it landed on the resolute-to-bitchy spectrum.

      My performance must have been decent, because he invited me to make myself comfortable in a pew while he fetched someone to help me with my request.

      Someone turned out to be a man in elaborate robes with close-cropped white hair and a neatly trimmed white beard. His eyes were an intense shade of blue and it was clear he’d been handsome in his younger day. The whole celibacy thing must have been a tough pill to swallow. He looked like a guy who would have had plenty of female interest.

      “You’re inquiring about Ms. Moreau,” the old priest said in perfect Oxford English.

      “That’s right,” I said, taking his extended hand. His grip was strong and purposeful, and I got the feeling he was using it to put me in my place a little bit. “And you are?”

      “Father Boris Markov. It is a pleasure, Ms. Jameson.” I saw a twinkle in his eye. I knew immediately why it was there: I hadn’t yet introduced myself.
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      “The world is a complicated place, and we view one of our roles as providing a bastion of divine truth and steadfastness,” Father Markov said with an expansive sweep of his hand, drawing my attention to the over-the-top architecture as we made our way to his office.

      I wasn’t sure why divine truth might be in need of a bastion—if it were really true, wouldn’t it stand up all on its own? —but I kept my mouth shut.

      We entered a dark corridor alongside the church’s altar and came upon a door. Father Markov swiped a badge across a keypad and punched in a code, and the lock opened. I was surprised at the level of security, but made no comment.

      The long corridor was dim. The carpeting was somewhere between the palace at Versailles and a Vegas casino. The thought reminded me of the good times Kittredge and I had recently enjoyed in Vegas, before we ended up kidnapping a mobster from his casino.

      I wasn’t sure that interviewing a Russian priest in Paris about a missing American girl qualified as “time away,” but I had no plans to take things any further than a bit of basic information to maybe help Sophie find her daughter.

      Then, I vowed, I would get extremely serious about relaxing.

      “Daphne, it seems,” Father Markov said with perfect diction as he led me to a locked office at the end of the corridor, “was recently graced with a new birth.”

      “You know her?”

      “I am acquainted with her story.”

      “She was pregnant?”

      Markov smiled. “A new spiritual birth.”

      “I see.”

      Markov swiped his badge at another keypad. The code he typed at this door consisted of twice as many digits as the last door. He did a good job of hiding the combination from me. I only saw a couple of digits and wasn’t expert enough to arrive at a reasonable guess for the remainder of the combination based purely on his finger movements. Kittredge was great at that, and I wished he were there with me, for more reasons than just that one.

      “I’d be grateful if you wouldn’t mind offering a little help,” I said. “Daphne’s mother hasn’t heard from her in a month, and she’s extremely worried.”

      Markov’s hand was on the doorknob and he started to open the door, but seemed to hesitate. He looked at me for a long moment, sizing me up, then swung the door aside.

      “It would be my pleasure to assist in any way possible,” he said, and made a priestly motion with his arm to usher me into his office.

      The space was giant, appointed in unapologetic Czar, with all the pomp and circumstance you’d expect from a man aspiring to transcendent greatness. It didn’t seem as though Father Markov had been compelled to take a vow of poverty.

      I wondered what kind of empire he was presiding over, and how many times the collection plate had to be passed around in order to fund this kind of opulence. Divine truth was evidently a good business to be in.

      He motioned toward an overstuffed chair upholstered in red velour.  It was the kind of chair that retained an image of the shape of your ass when you stood up. I tried to recall when I’d last exercised, hoping it was recently enough to leave a favorable, um, impression.

      Markov sat in my chair’s twin, which was arranged at an angle to mine. The arrangement was designed to put Markov and his guest on the same side and looking in roughly the same direction together, a psychological subtlety aimed at quicker compliance and the illusion of being on the same team. I made a mental note to resist the manipulation.

      “May I offer you a refreshment?” Markov asked. He jingled a little bell, and a steward appeared from a side door that I hadn’t noticed earlier. The steward carried a tray with steaming coffee, iced water, and two snifters of what I assumed was brandy.

      I thought back to a recent situation where leaving my fingerprints on a beverage bottle had gotten me in serious hot water, so I politely declined the offer. Markov took both snifters of brandy, swirled one of them beneath his nose, and rolled his eyes rapturously.

      I didn’t want to break the spell, but I also didn’t want to be there all night, so I asked, “How do you know my name?”

      He smiled. “In these situations, our experience has been that a little bit of research into our new sisters’ family situation pays long-term dividends.”

      “Sisters?”

      Markov nodded. “Our neophytes often leave behind troubled family situations. They often require a rather delicate approach.”

      “Neophytes?”

      “Yes, Ms. Jameson. Daphne Moreau has entered our convent. She has dedicated her life to God’s work, and in a matter of months, will accept a calling into the field to sow God’s seed.”

      I blinked a couple of times. Should I have seen this coming? How did that match Sophie’s assertion that Daphne wasn’t even remotely religious? Had Daphne suddenly found religion and disappeared from Sophie’s life, lock, stock and barrel? Or had she hidden a more gradual religious transformation from her mom in an effort to prevent Sophie from talking her out of it?

      “So you’re in contact with Daphne?”

      “Of course not,” Markov said. “The training is intensive and deeply sacred. There is no contact with the outside world.”

      “You’re a priest,” I said. “You’re not exactly part of the ‘outside world.’”

      “Just the same, our protocol is very strict. Until our neophytes complete their training and attain consecration, they are not permitted contact outside of the convent.”

      “Not even to ease a family member’s mind about her safety?”

      Markov shook his head. “I’m afraid not, Ms. Jameson.”

      “You’ve taken the trouble to have me identified without my knowledge,” I said, “but why the hell haven’t you contacted Sophie to let her know that Daphne is okay?”

      The priest was visibly annoyed by my mild profanity, but he recovered quickly. “Ms. Jameson,” he said, “contacting Ms. Moreau was the very first thing we did.”
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      I left the cathedral slightly more quickly than good manners allowed, thanking Markov for his hospitality on the way out, and walked back to the Métro station. I was angry at Sophie Moreau for omitting from her fucking sob story one tiny little detail—that the Russian Orthodox Church had called to let her know that Daphne had become a nun.

      I was also angry at myself. You’d think that after nearly two decades chasing spies, I would be a little less gullible than to get sucked into someone’s paranoid melodrama. What had I preached to my subordinates during all that time? What was my mantra? What had kept me alive? Trust no one.

      I shook my head and cursed to myself. Was Sophie manipulating me? If so, why? What was there to gain? Would this somehow wrap around into some kind of financial scheme, where my bleeding heart would compel me to contribute to some kind of Find Daphne fund?

      Or was Sophie just in denial? Maybe she couldn’t bring herself to believe that Daphne had thrown away a promising future to spend her life in cloister.

      Maybe I’d already given the situation way too much of my time and attention.

      “Done and done,” I muttered to myself as I boarded the subway car and took a forward-facing seat.

      I automatically looked around at the other faces on the subway, watching for signs that I was under surveillance. It was a habit that hadn’t died when I tendered my angry resignation from Homeland, but my powers of observation were obviously not up to snuff—after all, Markov’s people had done a fine job of surveilling me without my ever having been the wiser. I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary on the subway, but that didn’t mean much.

      I hopped off the Métro near my hotel and stopped at a sidewalk cafe for dinner. I’d learned during a previous visit to Paris that there was no profit in thinking too hard about where to eat. You could roam far and wide and never suffer through a bad French meal.

      I breathed deeply, savored the smells and flavors, soaked in the atmosphere, enjoyed the growing chill in the air, watched beautiful Parisians and bewildered tourists meander by, and decided that I had given Sophie and Daphne Moreau the last thought I would ever give them.

      I walked back to my hotel, took the stairs, opened the door to my room, and let out a howl.

      Someone was lying in my bed.

      “Who the fuck are you?” I shouted. “Get the fuck out of here!”

      The covers moved. I braced myself for a fight. Then I saw long, raven hair and elegant lines and porcelain-white skin.

      Sophie Moreau’s face turned toward mine, and once again her appearance struck me dumb.

      But this time, it was for a different reason.

      Both of her eyes were black, she was missing her front teeth, and her nose had been smashed.
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      “From the beginning,” I told Sophie. “If I get the feeling you’re lying to me or leaving anything out that I should know, I won’t hesitate to call the police.”

      Sophie had a hard time forming words around her swollen lips, and certain consonants whistled through the holes where her front teeth used to be. Her nose was full of clotted blood, putting blunt edges on her words.

      “I had nowhere else to go,” she said. “I called all the hotels in the area asking for you. Then I bribed a cleaning person to let me in.”

      I shook my head. “I want you to start at the very beginning.”

      She looked at me for a long moment but didn’t say anything. I reached for the phone.

      “Wait,” she said. Her thin hand closed around my arm. “Please.”

      “Talk,” I said.

      Sophie talked for over an hour.

      Bojan Mikhaelov was the man’s name. Sophie referred to him by last name only. He came into Sophie’s life when she was rail-thin and strung out on cocaine and heroin and whatever else an international-caliber twenty-something fashion model felt compelled to ingest in an effort to stay thin and mysterious and tragic.

      Mikhaelov presented himself as a successful businessman. He rode around in town cars chauffeured by large men with earpieces and concealed weapons. He shuttled between Paris, New York, Berlin, Rome, London, Los Angeles, and… wait for it… Skopje, Macedonia.

      He burned cash like it was his job. He kept a thin, mysterious, tragic beauty on his arm at all times, maintained a copious supply of drugs and alcohol, and for all his self-proclaimed business acumen, was almost never seen to conduct any business.

      Acquaintances appeared from nowhere to party with Mikhaelov and his girls. A few became fixtures in Mikhaelov’s entourage, which grew steadily along with Mikhaelov’s ego. Most were spoiled offspring from wealthy families, eager to be free of the strictures of their prominent names but none too eager to make their own living. Several were sexual deviants, and a few of the girls ended up scarred and mutilated. This wasn’t Mikhaelov’s thing, according to Sophie, but he did nothing to curtail the behavior.

      Things escalated until one of the girls wound up dead. Sophie sobered up and wised up enough to extract herself from the situation.

      Six weeks later, she learned that her interrupted menstrual cycle wasn’t a skinny thing. Instead, it was a procreation thing. Daphne arrived shortly thereafter, marking the official end of Sophie’s flagging modeling career.

      “Your friend Goran Stojanov was a member of Mikhaelov’s entourage, wasn’t he?” I guessed.

      Sophie shook her head. “No. But his brother was.”

      “So what’s the connection?”

      Sophie fell silent. I let the moment stretch out. I could see the wheels turning in her head. She’d arrived at the cliff, I gathered, and was considering whether to jump.

      “Goran’s brother was strong and ambitious,” she finally said. “He took on greater responsibility in Mikhaelov’s organization.”

      “Which did what, exactly?”

      She looked at me. “I think you know already.”

      “Pretend I don’t.”

      She looked at me a bit longer, then said, “Drugs and girls. Sometimes guns, too.”

      I nodded. No surprise.

      “Argan—that’s Goran’s brother—wanted a bigger share of the profits, bit Mikhaelov refused.”

      I knew where this was going. “Which one survived the showdown?”

      “Mikhaelov,” Sophie said miserably. “Pieces of Argan’s body were mailed to Goran and his family, as a warning.”

      I pursed my lips. “When?”

      Sophie shrugged. “Five years ago, maybe.”

      “You already knew Goran?”

      She nodded her head. “In the early days, he sometimes… partied with Mikhaelov.”

      “And with you,” I said.

      Her eyes fell a little bit. “That’s right,” she said quietly. “With me.”

      “You’ve kept in touch over the years since Daphne’s birth?”

      She nodded, eyes still downcast.

      “How about with Mikhaelov?” I asked.

      “No,” she said. “There was never any reason.”

      It might have seemed like a strange response, except that I’d already put the pieces together. There was probably a very good reason for Sophie to keep in touch with Goran Stojanov. “Did you ever have a paternity test done?”

      Sophie’s eyes welled, and several tears escaped down her battered cheeks. She nodded her head slowly.

      “And that’s why Goran is in Paris,” I ventured. “He’s helping you search for Daphne. She’s his daughter, too.”

      She cried then. Her shoulders bucked a little with the strain, and she winced with the pain in her ribs from the beating she had taken.

      “Tell me again who did this to you,” I said. This was obviously the first question I’d asked her after I discovered her in my bed, but I wanted to hear her tell the story again. Sometimes a rehearsed story doesn’t stand up to repetition. Sometimes it stands up too well, and sounds memorized. You usually find the truth somewhere in the middle.

      “I told you, I don’t know him,” she said. “He was waiting for me in my hotel room.”

      “Where did the first blow come from?”

      “He was hiding behind the door. He punched me in the ribs as soon as I stepped into the room. Then he was on top of me, punching my face.”

      “Did he rape you?”

      She shook her head.

      “Did he take anything from the room?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Did he say anything to you?”

      “After he beat me, he said, ‘Bojan is displeased.’”

      “Bojan Mikhaelov?”

      “Mikhaelov is the only Bojan I know.”

      “What language did the man speak?”

      “He spoke English.”

      “Accent?”

      “Very thick,” Sophie said. “French.”

      I mulled all of this over. A picture was beginning to form in my head, a theory, but there was a glaring inconsistency.

      “Tell me about the Russian Orthodox Church,” I said.

      Sophie’s eyes fell.

      “You lied to me, didn’t you?”

      She didn’t answer, but she didn’t have to.

      “Did you arrange for the church to hide Daphne?”

      She shook her head. “It was Daphne’s idea.”

      “I thought she wasn’t religious.”

      “She isn’t. But she and I were scared to death for her safety, and we were desperate.”

      I frowned. “Daphne was living in an apartment full of aspiring models in a safe part of the city. What were you afraid of?”

      “I got a phone call,” Sophie said. “From Goran. I hadn’t heard from him in months. I never asked him for anything, and we agreed that his world wasn’t good for Daphne, so he never saw her. But I sent him photos of her from time to time, and he always thanked me and gushed about how beautiful she was, how quickly she was growing up.” Her battered eyes took on a wistful look.

      “What did Goran tell you?”

      Sophie took a deep breath. “Goran told me he was in trouble with Mikhaelov.”

      “In trouble how?”

      “I don’t know. Just that he had crossed Mikhaelov somehow, and there would be consequences.”

      “Mikhaelov knew about Daphne, and Daphne is leverage against Goran,” I guessed.

      The tears returned to Sophie’s eyes and her face fell. “Yes,” she whispered.

      “But Daphne’s in cloister,” I said. “She’s supposedly off the grid.”

      Sophie shook her head. She reached to the nightstand and retrieved her smartphone. She pecked at the buttons for a moment, then handed it to me.

      I looked at the picture. “Who sent this to you?” I asked.

      “Goran.”

      “When?”

      “This afternoon,” Sophie said.

      On the screen was a picture of Daphne. She wasn’t wearing a nun’s habit, and she wasn’t in a church. She was seated on a small, dirty bed, her torso covered by a tee shirt, hair matted and disheveled, bare legs folded against her chest, skinny arms wrapped around her shins. She had sallow cheeks, dark circles under her eyes, and a look of resigned desperation on her face.

      “Mikhaelov found her,” Sophie said.

      I looked again at the photograph. I stared at the girl’s eyes. They were dead and broken.

      My heart raced and my breath accelerated. I was suddenly back in that mountain cabin, imprisoned and drugged and defiled. I had eventually burned the place to the ground and driven myself back to civilization, but I was far from free. My eyes misted in shame and anger. The lingering violation gripped me, and I wondered whether it would ever weaken, whether it had taken something from me I would never regain, whether I would ever again be free to live and to love.

      I shook the feeling off, straightened up, and looked straight at Sophie. “I’m going to ask you a very important question,” I said. “My advice is to answer honestly.”

      She nodded.

      “Why were you beaten up?”

      She averted her eyes and shook her head.

      “Tell me why, Sophie.”

      She took a breath, steeling herself. “I was scared for Daphne’s life,” she said, “and I made a mistake.”

      I didn’t say anything.

      “I called the police,” Sophie said.

      I shrugged. “It’s what you should have done a long time ago.”

      She shook her head again, tears brimming over her eyelids and flowing freely down her cheeks. “Goran warned me not to. He said Mikhaelov would find out, and it would be worse for everyone.”

      I sat on the edge of the bed—my bed, in my hotel room—and ran things through in my mind.

      This wasn’t any of my business. I’d met a stranger on a plane who turned out to have a problem. Yes, a big, knotty, gnarly problem, no question. But it was definitely her problem. Daphne wasn’t my daughter. Sophie’s entanglements weren’t mine. I hadn’t taken up with Macedonian gangsters. It wasn’t my foolish youth catching up to me today—although my youth was embarrassingly foolish and lasted way too long into my adult years.

      But Daphne was a real person, a young girl with gifts and a bright future, and it sure as hell looked like she was in serious trouble. It looked to be the kind of trouble that could change the course of her life forever. I couldn’t hide from the fact that I had something at my disposal that could help.

      The problem was, I had vowed never to use it, for any reason. Because it was a genie that, once loosed, would require superhuman strength to control, the kind of strength I certainly didn’t possess.

      “Go take a shower,” I told Sophie. “Clean yourself up. Then we have a decision to make.”
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      Turns out, I lied to Sophie. We didn’t have a decision to make. I had already made it.

      When I heard the water in the shower, I picked up the phone and dialed information. I asked the operator in pidgin French for the number to the US consulate. Moments later, I broadly described Sophie’s predicament to a decidedly uninterested embassy watch officer.

      He invited us to come down to the embassy in the morning to fill out some paperwork and speak to an investigator in more detail. He didn’t inspire much confidence, but I prevailed upon him to let us do all of that right away. It was just a little before nine p.m., and I knew there would be a skeleton crew on duty at the embassy who would have nothing better to do.

      I dialed the concierge and requested a cab for a trip to the consulate, wondering whether I should accompany Sophie on what I felt in my bones was destined to be a fool’s errand. A junior embassy staffer would fill out forms in triplicate and forward them to the first adult in the reporting chain, who might get around to skimming the report sometime before the next ice age, or maybe not. And when he did skim the report, he was extremely likely to decide that the problem was simply too messy and big for a guy like him to tackle, and that maybe he should just forward the whole thing to a different office, where the process would start all over again.

      But at the very least, I wanted to get Sophie under embassy protection.

      I thought of Daphne Moreau’s dead eyes. I knew serious damage had already been done. I didn’t know how long it would be before the damage became permanent, but I knew there was no American bureaucracy on Earth capable of moving fast enough to save her from lifelong consequences.

      The shower stopped. I heard movement in the bathroom. Then I heard the hotel room door open.

      I was on my feet in a flash. “Sophie?”

      What the hell? Was she running away? Why?

      I rounded the corner toward the hotel room door at a run, aiming to stop her before she made it too far, to stop her from doing something stupid.

      I ran into a fist. It was covered by a black glove, and it slammed into my side with freight-train force. The pain was instant and devastating and I collapsed in a heap on the floor.

      My eyes caught a black blur streaking toward me and I dodged the kick to my face with a nanosecond to spare. It would have broken my jaw, maybe even killed me.

      I rolled away, writhing and gasping for breath after the crushing blow to my ribs, expecting another blow to come my way, but when my vision settled, I saw only the back of the man—large, dressed in black jeans and a black leather jacket, with long blonde hair. He bounded into the bathroom where Sophie stood, hair wet and tangled, wearing nothing but a bathrobe.

      “If you struggle,” the man growled at me in a low-class English accent, “you both die.”

      I struggled to my knees, still trying to get on top of the pain in my side, looking for something I could use as a weapon. There was nothing.

      I looked at Sophie. Her face had frozen in a mask of fear and dread. Her hands were raised in surrender.

      “Come with me, right bloody now,” the man said. His body turned, revealing a large-caliber handgun in his other hand.

      Sophie emerged from the bathroom, hands still raised. “Out the door,” the man growled.

      “Sophie, don’t!” I yelled.

      I gained my feet, but not nearly fast enough. The man was on me in a flash. I tried the time-tested knee to the nuts technique but I telegraphed the blow. He twisted, I missed, and the man’s arm swung in a tight arc. The butt of his gun connected with my skull just above my left ear, and my world exploded in a bright flash. I don’t remember hitting the floor.

      

      It was the headache that woke me up, a thousand construction workers jackhammering the inside of my skull. Ground zero was that spot above my left ear where the pistol butt cracked home, and my hand found what I imagined to be a basketball-sized lump. There was a bit of a sting every time my finger touched the spot, which told me he’d broken the skin.

      I moved my jaw around, then moved my head tentatively. People survive pistol-whips to the skull all the time in the movies, but in the real world, it’s a much bigger deal. You can punch a hole in someone’s skull with the butt of a pistol, and I went to high school with a guy who met his end that way in a drunken brawl. I was damned lucky that all I suffered was a bruise and maybe a concussion.

      Sophie and the intruder were long gone. I took my time getting to my feet and searching the room. Sophie’s clothes were left behind, as was her smartphone, which led me to surmise that the man probably stashed her in the back of a van as soon as he got her outside the hotel. He would have to keep her out of sight in order to avoid raising suspicion.

      I felt nauseous from the blow to my head. I sat down on the bed. There was blood on the pillow where Sophie had helped herself to a nap earlier.

      I struggled to wrap my mind around the day’s events. A thug with a thick French accent had beaten Sophie and informed her that Mikhaelov was displeased. That was impetus for her to find my new hotel room and take a nap in my bed while she waited for me to return from my visit to the Russian Orthodox Church.

      What had changed in the hours between the time when the French thug beat her up in her hotel room and when the British-sounding thug kidnapped her from mine? Did the goons suddenly feel as though a thorough beating simply wasn’t enough to get their point across? Had Sophie done something to piss them off further?

      For one thing, her cell phone had changed locations. I wasn’t sure how tech-savvy the Macedonian goon squad was, but tracking a cell phone is a trivial exercise, particularly if you have enough cash to throw at the problem. She’d merely gone from one hotel room to another, which didn’t seem to me like sufficient provocation to warrant the risk of kidnapping her.

      Oh, shit. Her cell phone location wasn’t the only thing that had changed, I realized.

      I had made a phone call on her behalf.

      Sophie told me that they beat her up because she had called the police. Had they kidnapped her because I had called the embassy? Was I responsible for her disappearance?

      I tasted bile. “Dammit,” I said. Maybe the whole thing had started off as Sophie Moreau’s problem, but in that moment, it sure as hell felt like I had made it worse. Had I unwittingly moved beyond idle concern for Sophie’s predicament and somehow become responsible for the horrid turn of events?

      “Dammit,” I said again.

      My thoughts turned again to Daphne, young and innocent and beautiful and miles beyond vulnerable. I didn’t have to imagine what she might be going through, because I had just lived through it myself a few weeks earlier. I was still fucked up six ways to Sunday over it, and I’m a middle-aged woman with a lot of hard miles already behind me and a healthy palette of coping strategies at my disposal. Daphne was barely out of high school.

      I looked at Sophie’s blood on my pillow and her smartphone on my nightstand and her clothes on my hotel room floor. With Sophie and Daphne’s fate in the hands of the bureaucrats—whose investigation into Daphne’s disappearance would hit a huge roadblock as soon as they had a chat with the Russian Orthodox priest—what hope did the Moreaus have?

      None, I realized. At least, not unless they had help. Professional help.

      The kind of help that I could offer.

      And I also realized that my conscience wasn’t going to permit me to walk away. It was time to find the girl, I decided, and maybe put a few bastards in their place along the way.

      I sighed.

      So much for the fucking vacation.
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      The Iraqi had SPC Frank Cartwright dead to rights: the man’s Kalashnikov pointed at him, only a few feet away. Frank’s squad would probably get this guy, but Frank would die first.

      “Whoa-whoa-whoa, Haji,” hollered one of his squad members, behind him.

      The Iraqi then belted out something rapid-fire in muffled Arabic. His finger seemingly wrapped tighter around the AK’s trigger—the muzzle pointed dead-center of Frank’s gut—just to provide an unneeded exclamation point to his threat.

      Frank’s translation wasn’t necessary for the squad to understand what was just said. Still, Frank repeated the man’s words verbatim, in an unnaturally high-pitched voice, with his palms up in a quasi-surrender. “He’s telling us to surrender now or, he’ll kill us all.”

      The Iraqi’s rifle barrel danced around the air, swinging from side to side, seemingly without purpose.

      When Frank didn’t hear a response, he glanced back at his sergeant, then the five other men and one woman in the squad—each with their own rifles casually leveled at the single target.

      Maybe fear of death twisted emotions, because it occurred to Frank that the Iraqi’s threat was funny: the man’s hubris was without any merit, as his squad had this man completely outgunned. But laughing was the last thing Frank was about to do. He wasn’t about to provoke the obviously nervous man, being so close to his rifle. Besides, the next comment wasn’t his to make. He was just the translator.

      “Stand down,” Sgt. Rick Weaver finally commanded, pointing his own rifle to the ground, arms rising away from his weapon, which remained slung to his body but still within quick reach.

      The squad did the same.

      Weaver glanced at the Iraqi for confirmation and then to Frank. “Go ahead and tell him why we’re here.”

      Frank turned back to the animated Iraqi and cleared his throat, which felt caked shut from new layers of the desert dirt. He knew exactly what to say, having committed his sergeant’s words to memory. But his brain was a brushfire of stimulus, and he had to rethink through his words to make sure they would come out correctly in Arabic. Their mission was too damned important to get the translation wrong.

      Finally he spoke, making sure his dialect was pitch-perfect. “We are here to meet with your great (Frank added this) leader, Mustafa Barzani. He is expecting us now”—then Frank added, for self preservation—“so you wouldn’t want to accidentally shoot any of us before we meet with your Imam, would you?”

      It was hard to get a sense of what the Iraqi was thinking because his loosely fitted keffiyeh obscured most of his facial features. Yet his eyes spoke loudly enough, flitting to and from each member of their squad and then to the ground and then back up to Frank. If anything, the man seemed more anxious now.

      Abruptly, the Iraqi nodded and then shuffle-stepped backwards, stumbling and almost tripping over one the many rocks that carpeted the entry yard of this small compound. He disappeared into the dark recesses of the large mud dwelling that he had been protecting when the squad surprised him.

      “I think Haji pissed himself,” quipped Spears, the self-proclaimed badass of the unit and the first one in every circumstance to say something sarcastic.

      Everyone chortled at that, even Frank.

      Frank also let out a huge sigh.

      “You’re doing great, SPC Cartwright,” Weaver comforted. “I, for one, am glad you were available to replace our last translator.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Frank replied, barely above a whisper.

      Although Frank appreciated the support, he felt wholly uncomfortable, not only at receiving praise in front of his new squad—each of whom thankfully seemed to ignore the comment—but at the recollection that their last translator died of “unknown causes” during a similar mission.

      Were there other translators before that one?

      Then all heads snapped in Frank’s direction, hands automatically going to their rifles.

      Frank turned to face the mud dwelling as two dozen or so Iraqis, all similarly dressed as the previous one, flooded outside and around their squad.

      Weaver whistled his command to stand down, as they were being surrounded by an enemy that had the jump on them anyway. But they weren’t here to fight; they were here to make a deal.

      The squad’s hands all shot back up, including Frank’s, even though it didn’t feel right.

      Frank’s head was on a swivel, catching every team member as he or she took in each Iraqi’s position around them. Even though they’d been given orders not to fight these men, they were all warriors, not negotiators. They were prepared to flip a switch and use force, if this whole thing “went to hell,” as his sergeant was fond of saying.

      But something else struck Frank as odd.

      He knew at this moment he should have been shitting-his-pants-frightened. After all, if this group decided to fire upon them, they were toast.

      Instead, Frank felt... invigorated.

      Of course, the bullets were not flying yet.

      When he joined the squad yesterday, because it was his first deployment and therefore he’d never been under fire before, his new CO, Sergeant Elgin P. Weaver III, had sat him down to tell him what to expect. Weaver explained that no soldier really knows what they’re going to be like in battle until “the bullets were flying” and you were “facing your own imminent death.” Weaver said, “You either have that fight or flight gene pre-programmed into you, or you don’t.” Further, he explained that Frank shouldn’t feel bad about it if his brain screamed, “Run!” There were few true warriors, because most soldiers would want to run. And if that was Frank, he should just accept it and hunker down. The squad was better off when he figured this out. They would all be safer. In other words, let the warriors do the warring. It was their honor, not Frank’s.

      Even Spears needled Frank about this later, both confirming that Weaver had laid down the law and adding his own take on it, “In this squad, fear is for pussies.”

      The whole thing struck Frank as a little over the top. But what the hell did he know? He’d never been in battle; perhaps they were right. And now he considered Weaver’s words once again, doubting if he even had that fight gene Weaver was speaking about.

      Before Basic, he’d heard that fear mixed with adrenaline was a lethal combo in battle: it caused many men to do stupid things which put not only themselves but their entire units in jeopardy.

      Frank could certainly feel the rifle-shots of adrenaline to his senses at that moment, as heavy doses coursed through his body. But at least he wasn’t freaking out...yet.

      Instead, he was hypersensitive to everything around him.

      I can do this, he told himself.

      His gaze fell upon Weaver, whose own attention was oddly drilled into Frank at that moment. Weaver mouthed, “Well?”

      Frank knew what he was asking. Which gene did he have?

      Frank belted out a reply, even if he wasn’t sure he believed it. “Fight, sir!”

      Weaver whispered, “Hooah.”

      Frank turned back to the doorway and took a breath.

      The same skittish Iraqi appeared, although he seemed less so with all of his fellow gunmen’s support. Once again, the Iraqi waved his gun at Frank and this time he demanded in Arabic that they give up their weapons.

      Frank’s face erupted into a grin, partly a nervous response to being under this man’s gun sights again, but also to appear non-confrontational.

      He was about to translate this to Weaver when he overheard speaking from the depths of the mud dwelling. A young man asked something in a dialect of Farsi that was barely understandable.

      Another unseen voice inside—older and huskier than the first—answered with precision, the younger voice answering back immediately.

      Frank’s smile immediately slid off his face.

      “Abdul, if we don’t make a deal, shoot them all.”

      “Yes, my Imam.”
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      They were ushered through a hallway that reeked of death: putrid smells assaulted each of them, making their eyes water, their noses wrinkle, their throats reflexively gag. All their senses told them that others had died violently here, and some very recently.

      Frank’s heart was already racing at a gallop, even though they walked at a measured pace. All feelings of invigoration were long gone. His hand reached down to his pocket and found his rabbit’s foot. A silly talisman given to him for good luck.

      He felt pretty sure now he was going to need it.

      The young Iraqi who led the way had pulled down his keffiyeh from his head so that it was around his neck, revealing his face—he looked more Syrian than Iraqi or Kurd. He had told them in Arabic to follow. It was then that Frank was certain it was this Iraqi whom the huskier voice had commanded in Farsi to shoot his squad if they didn’t make a deal.

      Each step led them closer to a large room at the end of the dusty, mud-adobe hall. The stomach-wrenching odors only seemed to grow as they approached the room.

      From a tactical standpoint, this whole thing had FUBAR written all over it: no way to escape, all advantage gone, and no good way to defend. But still they marched on because Sergeant Weaver was told to make a deal with this group at all costs, even though Weaver didn’t strike Frank as the deal-making sort.

      And yet, if they didn’t make a deal, Frank knew their enemy’s orders.

      Unfortunately, no one else did.

      The moment Frank had heard this, they were all pushed forward before he could get the new intel to any of them. When he tried, one of the Iraqis behind him cranked a rifle butt into his shoulder blade, a painful warning not to speak.

      Still, Frank made another attempt.

      Halfway through the long hallway, Frank had slowed, attempting to whisper the message to Weaver, but a couple of the Iraqis from behind immediately interrupted. One said in Arabic that this was a sacred place, where infidels weren’t allowed to talk. This of course made no sense: how were the Americans supposed to negotiate with their Imam—the leader of their people—without talking?

      Frank assumed none of the Iraqis knew that he knew their intentions. And he didn’t really want to let on that he did. One of the Iraqis might understand English, and so trying to speak out loud any of what he heard might tip their hand.

      And that wasn’t all.

      It was odd to hear any Farsi being spoken, as it wasn’t near as common in this region as Arabic. They certainly didn’t expect someone like Frank to understand the peculiar dialect they spoke, much less stand close enough to their doorway to overhear them. Regardless, it was obvious they didn’t want any of the squad communicating with each other. At least not yet.

      The best Frank could do as they entered the great room was send a non-verbal signal to his sergeant: he tapped two fingers to his eyes, which told him keep your eyes open.

      Weaver gave Frank a flash of recognition and then a slight nod, before turning his attention to the room as the rest of them processed in.

      They were motioned by the young Iraqi to go and sit at the back corner of the huge room. Two loosely boarded windows offered weak light, which had little chance of holding back the dark shadows. They were told when all of them were seated, the Imam would enter and speak with them. They were to remain quiet until then.

      The squad hesitantly filed into the twenty by thirty-foot room, each of them eyeing the ominous and surreal sight in the middle of it.

      There were two chairs facing each other: one was a formerly white, disfigured, resin chair, with two large-bore bullet-holes in its back, and red stains which appeared to drain to the seat and over its legs. Opposite it and elevated a couple of feet off the earthen floor, on an almost dais-like platform, was a worn leather wingback chair. An overt throne for their king.

      The objective of this set-up was obvious: intimidate whoever attempted to sit in the presence of their leader, and negotiate a deal.

      As far as Frank was concerned, it was working.

      The squad took a position in the back corner of the room, though each remained standing, their eyes scouring every person and surface. All their weapons were slung forward, ready to engage in the blink of an eye, if necessary. Frank could see their collective level of apprehension was thicker than the reek of the place.

      Weaver took a position behind the resin chair, facing the wing-back throne. Frank stood on Weaver’s right. Weaver quipped under his breath, “All right, let’s get this party started.”

      He looked like he was done with the negotiations before they had even started.

      On cue, a dozen other Iraqis flooded in, joining the three who escorted them, taking up the other three corners of the room, which seemed to get smaller with each heartbeat. All their AKs were pointed in the squad’s general direction. The shaky Iraqi they’d first encountered was on a diagonal corner from the squad, almost hiding. Even with the other Iraqis around him, he still looked nervous.

      The young Iraqi with the exposed face—Frank remembered the Imam referred to him as Abdul—barked off a demand in Arabic at Frank: Tell your leader to command all your warriors to give up their weapons.

      Frank turned to Weaver and translated.

      His sergeant reacted immediately. “SPC Cartwright, tell that Haji I will stick my 1911 up his ass and blow him a new asshole, and then have my dog piss on his stinking corpse, before I tell my men to give up their weapons.”

      “Sir,” Frank whispered in his CO’s ear, rapid-fire. “You didn’t hear this earlier, but the Imam said to this one to kill us all if we don’t make a—”

      “Just do as I say, Cartwright,” Weaver commanded under his exposed teeth. His mouth locked into a smirk, as his eyes drilled into Abdul, unwavering.

      Frank was flabbergasted. Weaver had first acted like he wanted to make a deal, even putting them in this indefensible position. But now it was like he wanted to goad them into a fight. A fight they couldn’t possibly win without substantial losses.

      Frank had never disobeyed an order in his short military career. But this one could get all the squad killed.

      He hesitated, his gaze still fixed on Weaver’s determined mug.

      “Cartwright!” Weaver snapped, his eyes never leaving his target.

      Frank slowly turned back to Abdul, collecting his thoughts in the process, before emphatically stating in Arabic, “Not until your men give up their weapons first...”—he needed what he said to sound as long as Weaver’s command—“only then will we even consider giving up our weapons. You got it?”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Frank saw Weaver covertly wrapping his right hand around the grip of his .45, already unsnapped from his cross-holster. The tendons in Weaver’s neck tightened like strings on a guitar. He was waiting for the inevitable reaction to Frank repeating this provocation.

      Frank understood.

      Weaver wants to engage these people in a firefight, and what... get us all killed in the process?

      Frank had heard a slew of stories and rumors from others at the FOB about Weaver before Frank was assigned to this squad. They were the kind of things which were spoken only in close quarters, and only after significant amounts of alcohol were consumed. All the stories spoke of similar themes: Although Weaver was a phenomenal leader, to whom his men and women were tremendously loyal, he was reckless, often goading others into a fight, and it was why he wasn’t ranked a Master Sergeant or higher by now.

      Abdul guffawed almost immediately. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down above his keffiyeh. He pivoted on a foot, acting like they were just two friends trading barbs and nothing more.

      Then Abdul did something surprising. He commanded the Iraqis to shoulder their rifles—a gesture to lower the tension level.

      Abdul turned his back to them, facing a different doorway than the one they’d come in, at the long end of the room.

      “Did you tell him what I told you?” Weaver asked, his face contorted like he’d been given a puzzle he couldn’t solve.

      “Of course, sir,” Frank lied.

      At this, Abdul glanced back at Frank. He smirked and softly nodded acknowledgment.

      Right then, Frank knew that this man understood English.
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      Frank’s heartbeat ratcheted up to an unheard staccato thunder under his Kevlar vest. Not only was he going to have to be careful about what he translated to his sergeant, he’d have to take care in what he translated and said to Abdul.

      Weaver sighed loud enough to be heard outside the mud dwelling’s thick walls and then barked a command for his squad to sling their rifles to their backs.

      When the rustle of guns and slings had quieted, a disruption at the room’s second entrance drew everyone’s attention.

      Abdul was bowing to a dark figure sashaying through the doorway.

      It was an old man, who almost appeared to float into the room, like some sort of specter.

      The man’s features were at first hidden by the room’s shadows. He glided past one of the shafts of light that scratched its way through the two boarded windows, and then was hidden by shadow again. It was just a hint at something that seemed both familiar and unexpectedly odd.

      Then at once, another splash of dirty light, and a flash of this man’s face. It was enough, and it was familiar: one sewn together with scares both ancient and new; a cross-stitch of pain and suffering over countless years; white beard and mustache, clipped short; and eyes deep-set and wise.

      Based on a picture shown at this morning’s briefing, this was in fact Mustafa Barzani, their Imam.

      Barzani slid into the canopy of a broad beam of light, and Frank understood now why the man seemed so odd.

      At best, Imams were the leaders of a Muslim community or mosque and typically spoke out against Western society, which they found to be an anathema to Islam. At worst, Imams like Barzani led one of the largest groups in Iraq and Syria, which was as equally conservative as it was bloodthirsty. Yet, this Imam was dressed like a cowboy: a button-down shirt, Wrangler jeans, and weathered boots, with an open robe around his shoulders like an Arabian version of a Duster. Around his hip hung an old Western gun belt, with what looked like a gaudy Single Action Colt revolver holstered in it.

      Barzani walked around the leather chair, elevated on the dais, only a few feet in front of them.

      He hovered for a moment, his eyes locking into Weaver’s, as if he were sizing up his opponent.

      Then he stepped up and sat heavy in the large wingback armchair. At the same time, the other Iraqis in the room lowered themselves to the earthen floor and sat Indian style, allowing their rifles to settle on the dirt beside them.

      Weaver reciprocated, stepping around to the formerly white resin chair with the two bullet holes—Frank realized just then that the caliber of those bullet holes matched those which came out of Barzani’s Colt revolver—and sat down, his glare remaining on the Imam.

      The squad followed Weaver’s lead, mostly taking knees behind their sergeant. All eyes were still on alert.

      Abdul remained standing beside his Imam which, with the elevation of the platform and chair, kept his head at the same level as Barzani’s.

      Frank wanted to remain standing as well, to match Abdul’s non-move as one of the pawns in this unfolding chess match. But Frank wouldn’t be able to hear anything Weaver said. So he took a knee beside Weaver, just like the rest of the squad.

      Abdul leaned toward Barzani, who whispered something to him. Abdul nodded and said something back, not loud enough to be heard. They continued this way for close to a minute.

      Weaver at least was holding to protocol and waited for Barzani to open the negotiation: they were, after all, here as his guests.

      Frank continued to take in Barzani. This man had quite the reputation in these parts. He had come out of nowhere and brought together several warring tribes from Syria, Iraq, and Iran which had been at opposite sides for centuries. And oddly, Barzani didn’t do it through force or application of strict religious doctrine, like all the other unsuccessful leaders who preceded him. For this reason, some were referring to him as their long-awaited new Mahdi—a second coming of the Muslim religion.

      It was puzzling how this man brought together disparate tribes, especially with a reputation for being a hot-headed egomaniac who didn’t like to be challenged. But far more baffling was his Western clothing. In the only public picture they had of Barzani, he was wearing what traditional Muslims, both Sunni and Shia, wore. So it was almost hysterical to see this spiritual leader wearing anything Western, much less being dressed like a cowboy, cast out of a dime-store novel.

      Barzani’s stern mug exploded into a chasm-like smile from something Abdul said or something he saw. He exposed a mouth of bright-white teeth. Also unexpected.

      “Sergeant Weaver, I am Imam Mustafi Barzani,” Barzani boomed in rehearsed but heavily accented English. Then in Arabic, he told Abdul loudly enough that all could hear that he wanted to see Weaver’s holstered .45.

      Abdul flashed his own smile and said to Weaver in Arabic, “My Imam is very impressed with your American Colt .45 and asked to see it.”

      Frank translated this verbatim.

      While Barzani said something else to Abdul, Frank remained focused on Weaver and his reaction. Frank thought this would be a huge problem, as he’d heard from others that no one was to ever touch Weaver’s beloved .45, because it was a family heirloom.

      Abdul repeated what he heard and without looking back Frank translated, “Evidently, he loves American Colts and wanted to know your weapon’s history.”

      Weaver returned the Imam’s smile and without hesitation, he unholstered his Colt, discharged the magazine into his lap, and while yanking back the slide, with practiced precision, he snatched the airborne round with his free hand. Then, with the pistol still in his right, he returned the slide back with a loud clank, slapped in the magazine with his left, leaned forward and handed the weapon to Abdul, who handed it Barzani.

      Frank wasn’t sure how much of Weaver’s actions were just for show—another chess move?—or for their own safety—there was now no round in the pipe.

      Barzani open-palmed the weapon, feeling its weight in his right hand. He drew a forefinger over the customized neoprene grips Weaver had installed on an otherwise standard 1911 frame. He pushed the magazine release button and slid out the magazine.

      He brushed his thumb over the top of the .45 ACP round and slid the magazine back, clicking it home. He spun the weapon in his open palm and handed it back to Abdul, handle first.

      Barzani’s own chess move.

      He then he spit-fired something in Dari to Abdul.

      Abdul said in Arabic and Frank immediately translated, “My Imam thinks that for a basic Colt, it’s a beautiful pistol. Your famous gunfighter Al Capone used one.”

      Weaver accepted his well-worn weapon back, holstered it, and said, “It was actually my grandfather’s from World War II. I was told it may have been General George Patton’s, but I think that’s bullshit.”

      Frank repeated this and Barzani nodded. His face grew long at Frank’s restatement of the last part. He must have known know who General Patton was.

      A sneaking fear crept under Frank’s skin: would Barzani ask Weaver for the Colt as a gift? Something to show Weaver’s interest in making a deal? It was customary to give a gift, but from what Frank heard from the other squad members, Weaver would sooner die than give this up.

      And Barzani’s own words about what would happen if they “don’t make a deal” now felt more inevitable.

      Weaver mumbled something to Frank, who nodded and spoke directly to Barzani in Arabic.

      “My Sergeant is impressed with your Single Action Colt”—Frank added to what Weaver had told him because he wanted Barzani to be impressed—“The pearl inlay is rare on an original Colt. Was it original too or added later?”

      Barzani bellowed a big booming laugh, as if Frank had told him the funniest joke he’d ever heard. He yanked out the gun and flipped it around with the grace of an old West gunslinger.

      He handed it to Abdul, who carefully gave it to Frank, and said in Arabic, “You know your weapons. This SAA Colt was original from your Sears and Roebuck, manufactured in 1873. It was bought at auction by Mel Tormé, the American singer, for seven hundred thousand American dollars.”

      As Frank took the weapon in his left hand from Abdul, he admired it for a moment before passing it on to Weaver. Frank couldn’t help but grin. This Imam was uniquely in love with Western culture, and its firearms.

      He quickly repeated everything back to Weaver, who accepted the Peacemaker. He eyeballed Frank when he heard the first line, then glanced over the weapon long enough to feign interest—it was obvious he really wasn’t—before passing it back to Frank, who handed it to Abdul.

      “What makes him think I know my weapons?” Weaver asked much too loudly. “I didn’t know anything about his six-shooter... well, except that it was a six-shooter, and the fact that he’s dressed like some stupid cowboy from the movies...” He shot a glance at the no longer-smiling Barzani and then back to Frank. “He can’t understand me, can he?”

      Frank came clean. “Ahhh, the Imam, I don’t think so. But his translator, yes.”

      Weaver glared at Abdul, who grinned back like a Cheshire cat.

      “God dammit, Cartwright. You could have told me this.”

      “Just realized it myself, sir.”

      “Well then. Enough of this bullshit. Let’s get this show on the road,” Weaver said before straightening himself in his chair and then leaning in toward Barzani. “We need your help, Imam Barzani.”

      Abdul repeated this in Arabic to Barzani, no longer holding onto the formal pretense of Frank having to translate.

      “We’re here to make sure Saddam and his Republican Guard don’t take over the oilfields in the North.” Weaver looked to Abdul for him to translate and continued when he was done. “So we want to pay you ten million dollars, US... And we’ll give your community ten million as well... This can be used for schools or roads or whatever you want... All we are asking for is your cooperation.”

      Weaver sat back and folded his arms.

      Barzani listened to the offer from Abdul, nodding to each line. Then he attempted to speak to Abdul, but Abdul stopped him and told him—it wasn’t a request—that he needed to speak in Farsi this time.

      This was one more in the long list of oddities: an underling telling his Imam what to do. Never.

      Barzani’s face tightened; a vein popped out on his forehead. Then he nodded his acceptance, his shoulders sagging. Like receiving an electric jolt, he sat up straight and said in his native tongue, “Tell the American I want his... What did he call it? Nineteen-eleven. I want this as a gift to me...”

      He leaned closer and Frank was pretty sure the man said, “I’m the Imam now.”

      He leaned back and continued, “Then we also want ten million American-dollar-value of weapons too...” He eyes shot skyward, like he was looking for some additional piece of information he didn’t quite grasp, “...and a tank. A big one.” Barzani smiled his wide-gaping contentment at this.

      Abdul’s head whipped slightly back, as if he had been punched. He took a step away and glowered at Barzani. Every feature on his face tightened. His mouth snapped open and then closed again.

      Frank couldn’t figure out what was going on here, other than he knew their chess game had taken on another level. There was another game being played.

      Finally, Abdul lowered his jaw and shoulders at the same time. He asked, “Of course there’s flexibility on the Nineteen-eleven, my Imam? After all, it was his grandfather’s. He obviously doesn’t know our customs, or he would have brought you a gift. Would it not be better to make the deal? We need the American cash, as well as the guns.”

      Barzani’s face twisted and he glared at Weaver’s holstered pistol and then at Abdul. “Tell the men to shoot them if they don’t accept our terms. I don’t care about the cash; I want the Nineteen-eleven.”

      Rather than saying the numbers in Farsi, Barzani or Abdul said Nineteen-eleven in English, and each time Weaver jerked. And it was obvious he was losing his patience with the two men haggling and discussing his gun.

      Barzani bellowed, this time in Arabic, “One way or another, I’m getting his Colt.”

      Frank’s heart had been pounding the entire time like the techno-beat of a loud nightclub. But he tried to pretend he didn’t understand anything said except the last part, screwing his face at Abdul.

      Abdul nodded and then said to Weaver in English, “My Imam says that you should give him your Colt .45, as it is customary to give gifts before negotiations. And if you were to include weapons in the equivalent value—I can give you a list of what we need—then he will agree to that deal. But my Imam is being stubborn and said he would not accept anything less.”

      Like Frank had been doing, Abdul had attempted to tone down the crazy rhetoric from his leader. Of course, he left off the part about the shooting.

      Frank turned to Weaver and intended to say, “Let’s make a deal and go, because they’re going to shoot us otherwise.” But Weaver leapt up before Frank could say anything.

      “My pistol?” Weaver drew it out of its holster. “My grandfather gave me this before I went to Basic. You’ll have to pull this”—he waved it toward Barzani in a provocative way—“from my cold, dead hands before I give this to any—”

      Bang.
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      Time stood still as everyone watched Weaver flop backwards over his chair, and the Iraqi troops sprang to a stand, raising their weapons.

      Barzani twirled his Colt on his forefinger, dropped it back into his holster and grinned.

      Frank thrust his hands out and rushed forward toward Barzani, while yelling in Farsi, “Wait! Don’t shoot. We can still make a deal.”

      Abdul snapped his head first to Barzani and then back to Frank. By the look on his face, he obviously had no idea until now that Frank understood their private conversations in Farsi.

      “Stop,” Abdul hollered in Arabic to his men.

      The Iraqis held firm, fingers still on their triggers, but no one fired.

      Frank continued bellowing out his plea to Barzani. “I challenge you to a duel, just like Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday. If you win, you’ll get the sergeant’s Colt .45 and my Beretta. If I win, we’ll have a deal. Either way, my squad goes free.”

      Weaver coughed once, while clutching his chest. “Fu... Haj... ot me.”

      He huffed out one long breath and then was silent.

      Frank turned to face the squad. “Don’t move. We will all die if you do.”

      “The hell with that,” said Spears. “They drew first blood. At least we’d go down like men.”

      “Hey!” quipped Rodriquez, the only woman in their squad.

      “I offered him a duel if he’d let you go,” Frank insisted.

      “A duel—you mean like a gunfight at OK Corral?” asked Spears. He lacked his usual sarcastic tone.

      Frank just nodded and stared at his dead sergeant. He thought about what Weaver had told him. About not knowing who you were until you were under fire. That you were either someone who ran or someone who accepted a fight. And although his heart still pounded like a racehorse after eight furlongs, he felt calm right now. Sure about this decision.

      There was something about Abdul that gave him confidence: Abdul wanted a deal and this much younger man had some control over Barzani, for whatever reason. He had no idea if he could win a duel with some guy who acted like an Arab version of a cowboy. But he knew it was the right thing to do.

      Barzani didn’t look once at Abdul, who was still busy calming down the Iraqi troops. Barzani’s eyes darted from Frank to the Americans behind him, and then to the sky—as if he expected Allah to answer his quandary.

      Then he spoke to Frank in Farsi, still never once looking at Abdul. “Why don’t I kill you and your people and take the gun myself? You already know I don’t care about the deal.”

      “Because,” Frank replied, “my commander’s gun did not have a round in the chamber, and you knew that. So it wasn’t a fair duel. Plus, you like the thrill of a gunfight. And winning it will bring you more honor than just killing us and taking it.”

      For the second time in a few minutes, Barzani burst out in a bellowing laugh.

      Again, Barzani’s eyes darted from Frank to around the room. This time, they settled on Abdul, and he motioned for Abdul to come to him.

      “Okay American. You draw the sergeant’s Colt against my Colt—Colt vs. Colt.” He whispered something to Abdul, who shook his head and then tossed a look at Frank. He then nodded, turned and scurried away into the darkening hallway.

      “And to keep it fair,” Barzani continued, as he waved at one of his men and pointed to Weaver. “We’ll each have just one bullet.”

      The Iraqi approached their dead sergeant and both Spears and Rodriquez stepped forward to intervene.

      “Let him through,” Frank commanded. “We’re setting the rules of the duel: his pistol against Weaver’s.”

      Spears and Rodriquez stepped back as the Iraqi pulled the 1911 out of the clutches of his dead sergeant.

      “Spears, take mine,” Frank instructed. The private complied, yanking Frank’s Beretta from his cross-draw holster.

      The 1911 made its way to Barzani, who made a ceremony of pulling back the slide to chamber a round, to show there was a round in there. He detached the magazine and handed both back to the Iraqi.

      Then Barzani drew his SAA Colt, kicked open the release, and with thumb on the hammer and finger on the trigger, worked the cylinder around so that all but one of the Long Colt rounds came out. He had to work the spent shell out with the ejector. Interestingly, Barzani must have been carrying a full six rounds in his revolver, rather than the customary five to avoid shooting oneself by accidentally bumping the hammer, which rested very close to the round’s primer.

      Barzani flipped his pistol around twice, as a show of his pistol-handling skills, and holstered it.

      It’s all a game to him, Frank thought.

      Abdul rushed back into the room, with two men in tow, carrying a hammer.

      The two men grabbed Frank’s arms and forced him to the ground on all fours. One man splayed out Frank’s right hand.

      “Because we want to make this a fair fight,” Abdul said in English as he brought the hammer down onto the beefy part of Frank’s hand, crunching bone.

      Frank bellowed from the pain.

      The two Iraqis holding him down now hoisted him up by his shoulders, to his feet, and the Iraqi holding his dead sergeant’s 19ll shoved it into Frank’s holster, which was pointed toward his now-busted hand.

      “How is that fair?” Frank asked in ratcheted breaths, as his eyes welled up.

      “My Imam does not like to lose. That’s why he always prefers his targets seated in a chair, where they are not moving. He doesn’t shoot moving targets very well. Not well at all.”

      For a moment Frank almost forgot his throbbing hand and just glared at Abdul. The man flashed a strange smirk, which evaporated in a watery blink.

      The two Iraqis who had Frank’s shoulders now pulled him back several paces from Barzani, who calmly remained on his throne. The squad moved away to one side to give him room.

      Ten feet later, nearly to the wall, the two Iraqis left Frank, who clutched his broken right hand to his vest. It wasn’t the only thing that hurt now. His head banged a painful drumbeat.

      “I will count to three and you can draw whenever you want after that. If you draw before three, my men will shoot you,” Abdul announced. In Farsi, to Barzani, no longer worrying about his language, he asked, “Are you ready?”

      Barzani nodded and stood back up, pulling back his robe to better expose his holster. His right hand hovered over the pistol’s handle.

      In Farsi, Barzani said, “Sometimes I think I was born on the wrong continent, and in the wrong century.”

      Abdul looked at Frank. “One.”

      Frank flashed a glance at the squad, who eyed him with concern.

      “Two.”

      He looked back at Barzani, who gave him a steely-eyed glare. This man actually thought of himself as a gunfighter from the Old West.

      Frank focused on one thing, and one thing only: Barzani’s hand.

      “Three.”

      Frank held firm, his gaze fixated on Barzani’s hand.

      It moved closer to the pistol, then hovered.

      Then all the tendons in Barzani’s hand went rigid.

      Frank dropped to his right, his left hand letting go of his right hand and finding his sergeant’s pistol.

      Barzani yanked out his Colt in a blur, thumbing the hammer back and simultaneously pulling the trigger.
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      Frank’s right knee hit hard when Barzani’s single shot boomed.

      Frank didn’t even notice the 230-grain bullet slice through the top of his left ear. At the same time, he had raised the 1911, trained it on Barzani’s head and pulled the trigger.

      To all observers, American and Iraqi, it happened so fast the bang-bang percussions sounded almost simultaneously.

      In the seconds after, most assumed it was Frank who had received the mortal wound, as he appeared to collapse first to his knee, and then face-first on the ground with a grunt, finally rolling to his side.

      Barzani sat down hard in his chair.

      Again to most observers, especially the Iraqis, it was assumed that this was Barzani’s victorious way of showing he was finished with this exercise. He’d done this before, in front of many of the same witnesses.

      Confident of Barzani’s victory, one of the Iraqis ran over to grab the trophy from Frank for his Imam.

      But then Barzani’s head flopped forward, his body slumped to one side and he no longer moved.

      For a long moment, everyone in the room held their collective breaths. No one dared to move or say a word... Except Spears, who yelped, “Well, fuck me.”

      This could have meant anything: “Oh man, we’re screwed now.” Or, “Did you see that?” With Spears, what he meant could often be a mystery.

      But when Frank groaned and pushed up from the earthen floor with his pistol in his hand, the result of the contest became clear.

      All eyes went to Barzani to confirm this. He remained still, and from his forehead, a red river flowed down his face.

      “The translator killed Imam Barzani,” someone whispered.

      The squad was quickest in their reaction, all but one of them flicking their rifles around and putting the Iraqis in their sights before they could react.

      When the Iraqis shook their shock from their consciousness and went for their own weapons, Spears fired two quick rounds, knocking down the first Iraqi to his rifle.

      Abdul hollered “Stop!” in Arabic, and the Iraqis halted.

      Some dropped their rifles. A few just froze, their rifles not quite leveled at the Americans.

      “Cease fire!” Frank yelled at his squad.

      “I command you to stop,” Abdul hollered again, thrusting his hands in the air. “Lower your weapons, my brothers.”

      This time, all the Iraqis heeded Abdul’s words and those who hadn’t already now lowered their weapons.

      Frank raised himself to a standing position, grunting at his knee and his wrecked hand, all the while staring at the dead Imam.

      Abdul stepped up to Barzani and put a finger to his neck and scrutinized him.

      There was no reverence to Abdul’s movements and touching his Imam. It was only a functional assessment as to the state of their former leader. After a few seconds, Abdul pulled one hand away from Barzani’s neck and with his other, he grabbed the clutched revolver, giving it a yank from Barzani’s grip.

      He turned and walked over to Frank and halted a foot or so away from him. “You are the victor. And I will honor the agreement.”

      He glanced at Frank’s broken hand, which Frank once again loosely clutched with the other, and asked, “You are left-handed, no?”

      “I’m actually ambidextrous.” Frank smiled. “But I had to choose a shooting hand for the Army, and I chose left.”

      Abdul nodded acknowledgement.

      “But why the help? Breaking my non-shooting hand, and telling me Barzani’s own weakness at shooting at a moving target?” Frank asked.

      “This deal is important to our people. Barzani’s money is gone because of his frivolity and we need more. Besides, it was no longer his time.”

      Abdul then presented Frank with Barzani’s revolver. “You deserve this as well. In truth, this whole contest was over the gift of your sergeant’s gun.  But it is a stupid custom, and one that will not be repeated in the future.”

      Frank accepted the revolver but couldn’t help staring at this young man, who obviously possessed more power than he’d given him credit for.

      “As far as the deal...” Frank hesitated. “I don’t think my superiors will sign off on weapons, much less a tank.”

      Abdul snickered. “That wasn’t the deal. That was Barzani’s. We accept your sergeant’s offer.”

      Abdul seemed to scrutinize Frank further and then said, “I’m sure our paths will cross once more. Until then.” He gave a quick bow.

      Frank glanced at the revolver and then watched Abdul turn around and address his Iraqi troops in Arabic. “This man has won honorably, and our leader has made a deal with him. So we will honor this deal. We will let him and his men go now, and we will honor the deal made with the Americans. Let all the villages know they are not to fire upon the Americans. Go now and spread the word.”

      At first the Iraqis seemed unsure and then the words must have sunk in, because after a long moment, they started to file out of the room.

      Frank turned to face his squad.

      He must have been in shock, at least a little, because he just stared at each of them. Each of their faces met his in a way he hadn’t seen before in his short time of being a member of this squad. Before this gun-battle, it was as if he were just an observer, someone more in the way than anything else. They were kind and mostly jovial, except Spears, who had made some snide comment about hoping Frank lasted longer than their last translator.

      It was different now.

      Spears and the rest of them looked at Frank expectantly, and with concern. But none said a word.

      Finally it was Spears who spoke up first—no surprise there. “So, SPC Cartwright, what are our orders?”

      That flipped the switch. Frank hadn’t realized that he was the superior in a squad with no officers. Spears’ question was good. What next?

      He looked down at Weaver’s body and was about to say something, but cut himself short when some movement came from the alternate entrance. Several Iraqis, including women, entered the room and quickly carried off the bodies of Barzani and the Iraqi that Spears had shot.

      Frank returned his gaze back to his squad—it was his squad now.

      “The Iraqis will honor the treaty that Weaver offered. Let’s get his body back to base and we’ll get our orders there.”

      “All right, sir,” snapped Rodriguez. “On the double, I need others to help me with Weaver.”

      Two others jumped to it, one taking an arm and one taking Weaver’s legs, and Rodriguez took the other arm. They hoisted their dead comrade up and walked him out of the mud hut.

      “Admit it, our translator is a badass like me,” Spears said, attempting to whisper this to Bennett, the only other member of their squad left.

      Frank was pretty sure Spears said it that loud on purpose.
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      Abdul Radem Farook waited impatiently in a room that was larger than any he had been in before.

      He glanced at his watch and then around the palace, apparently one of Saddam’s smaller ones out of the eighty or so he had built, spread out all over Iraq. He scoffed at the excesses of this prideful man, who was one of their many puppets. Soon enough, he would no longer be an embarrassment to Islam when they were done with him.

      Once more he looked at his watch. His plane for Germany and then America left in three hours. With Allah’s help, this would not take long.

      There was a buzz of activity in the room, with leaders from many factions present. One of them shuffled over to Abdul, with another man by his side.

      Abdul recognized him immediately, as he had built some acclaim with his formation of Al-Qaeda.

      The bearded man, dressed in a traditionally austere robe, bowed to Abdul. “Asalama aliqum,” he said.

      “Aliquam assalam,” replied Abdul. “So good to finally meet you, Usama bin Ladin.”

      “Abdul Radem Farook,” Bin Laden said, “I wanted you to meet an associate and your new leader of the Northern Region, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.”

      “So good to meet you. Do you understand your orders?”

      “Yes, sir. I will be leading our troops in the North and waiting for your sign to expand our operations,” Baghdadi said, concluding with a bow.

      Abdul bowed back. “You will have to make peace with the Americans for a while. But even Mohammad, peace be upon him, made deals with his enemies until he gained enough strength to defeat them.”

      “But for how long?” the young man pleaded.

      Abdul appreciated this. They were both anxious to start the global war against the infidels. He understood this.

      “But not for too long, my Imam,” Bin Laden said. “My own plans for striking at the heart of America are already in place.”

      “Yes, I know you are both anxious, my brothers.” Abdul put a hand on a shoulder of each man. “I ask you both to wait for my orders.”

      Abdul waited for each to nod acceptance before he removed his hands and continued, “It may be years or it may even be more than a decade. But soon, my brothers, we will establish a Caliphate throughout all the land.”

      “And where will you be?” Bin Laden asked Abdul.

      “I’m going back to America to lay out my plans. And when it’s time, we will take control of America, and the Great Satan will bow before us.”

      “Praise Allah!” they repeated together.
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        FOB Cobra, Diyala Provence, Iraq

      

      

      Corporal Cartwright hurried along, fearful he’d miss his plane. He was anxious to start the next chapter in his military career, and to see his wife.

      Forward Operating Base Cobra was a huge span of wide spaces thrown together for the Gulf War in just a few days. Now there were dozens of buildings, and the air was thick with aircraft coming and going.

      Frank eyeballed his C130 and sighed at its sight, not looking forward to it. Still, he didn’t want to miss it, so he hoofed it in that direction.

      The C130 was his least favorite mode of transport: its engines were so loud it was hard to think, much less carry on a conversation; inside temperatures ranged from oven-hot-hell because of the outside desert air to ice-cold when it had gained some elevation; and the seats were most uncomfortable. But at least the in-country takeoffs were much better than the landings, where the pilots corkscrewed down to avoid being hit by RPGs.

      All of this was more than bearable, because in one day, he’d be back in the US, grabbing his wife and belongings, and then they’d move to Fort Benning, Georgia, where he’d begin Officers Candidate School.

      A band of privates, fresh off his plane, walked in his direction. Most were wide-eyed, heads turning, animated conversations about what was likely to take place in this completely foreign and often very hostile territory. He couldn’t really hear them, but he was in their places not long ago. Though it now seemed like a lifetime, it had been only a few days.

      One of the newbies adjusted his rucksack, and before Frank could get out of his way, it banged him in the shoulder, spinning him slightly, forcing him to stop and rebalance his own rucksack. This was all the more difficult because of his cast.

      The recruit halted beside him, immediately saluting and coming to attention.

      “At ease, Private,” Frank said as he took in the private.

      “I am so sorry, sir. One of my friends messed with my straps when I wasn’t looking.”

      Frank couldn’t help but gaze at the man. This young private was the spitting image—minus the beard—of Abdul, the young leader he’d just made a deal with: dark complexion, eyes which seemed to possess more wisdom than his age, and similar build.

      “What’s your name, Private?”

      He snapped another salute and stood at attention. “PFC Broadmour, sir.”

      Frank returned the salute. “At ease, PFC Broadmour.” Even the voice is similar, Frank thought.

      “Just arriving?” Frank asked, even though he already knew the answer.

      “Yes, sir. But I guess I missed the action. It all happened so quickly,” he replied.

      “Oh, I’m sure you’ll see your share of it.”

      “Did you, sir... see action?”

      Images of Sergeant Weaver’s lifeless body and his subsequent duel with Imam Barzani flooded his mind. “Yeah, I saw some.”

      “Sir, do you mind if I ask you a question?”

      Frank couldn’t hold back a smile. He liked Private Broadmour. “Go ahead, Private.”

      “How did you know you had what it takes? That you wouldn’t buckle under fire?”

      Frank almost repeated what Weaver had told him, that you wouldn’t know until the moment you were under fire. But he didn’t buy into that thinking anymore. He knew he wouldn’t run. Just like he knew that almost every single man and woman wearing the uniform wouldn’t run when under fire. They were all made of sterner stuff and earned the right to be regarded with honor because they chose a path in their life which, like PFC Broadmour, might put them in the line of fire.

      “You already know. You’re going to do just fine, son.” Frank smiled at the younger man.

      “Thank you, sir,” Broadmour said. And then he looked down and picked up something from the hard-baked ground. “I think you dropped this, sir.” He held it out to Frank.

      It was his rabbit’s foot charm, which his wife had given to him and he kept in his pocket at all times. He didn’t believe in such things, but it reminded him of home when he was away. Perhaps it was lucky, considering all that happened.

      “You keep it. It brought me luck. Maybe it will do the same for you.”

      “Thank you, sir. I have a feeling I’m going to need some good luck.”
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      True Enemy was an introduction to the primary antagonist, Abdul Farook, and protagonist, Frank Cartwright, from the HIGHWAY Series. Many readers of the Series have asked for more about Abdul and Frank. Additionally, there are lots of clues and connections between each of the characters and future events, which if you’ve read even the first book, you will understand. Admittedly, I wrote this as an homage to our military, to my characters and to my readers who have enjoyed the series. But I also wrote this as a standalone story that doesn’t require any pre-knowledge for anyone to enjoy. Hopefully you did.

      If you liked this story, I’m sure you’d enjoy the HIGHWAY Series, beginning with the first book. It’s about two young kids who were stranded on a highway after a car crash that kills their father. They only later realize, as they try to make their way home, that the America they knew has been radically changed from a major terrorist attack. There are lots of unexpected twists and turns, some of which are hinted here.
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        "...by the end, I was totally in shock with the twists and turns..." FIVE STARS - Brian's Book Blog
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      Welcome to Bunker: Origins of Honor.

      This book explores how Jack Bunker decided on his alias and subsequently found his way into the epicenter of a massive war about to take place. This prequel is part of a much larger story that will debut in an upcoming new Bunker spinoff series that will begin its release in 2020.

      You can also read this as a standalone prequel for the saga portrayed in the 5-book Amazon #1 bestselling Bunker series, which has already been published and is ready for you to read right now.

      If you’d like more information about the Bunker adventure, please visit my website at www.JayFalconer.com. Thank you for reading.

      

      Jay J. Falconer
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      “What the hell?” Ben Wainwright said from behind the wheel of his Jeep when he saw the flames shooting into the sky ahead.

      He clamped his eyes shut for a moment, then opened them again, taking another look to confirm what his eyes were reporting.

      The fire was indeed coming from somewhere on the private Nevada airbase—not far beyond the wooden shack guarding the front gate.

      He checked the GPS unit again, confirming the coordinates matched what his father had sent him.

      “This has to be it, girl. Nothing else out here for miles,” he told his loyal dog Wilma. The knot in his stomach doubled as he drove closer, adding to the anxiety already coursing through his veins from the anarchy on the Las Vegas Strip earlier that day.

      Wilma must have sensed something was wrong, too, picking her head off the seat and then sitting up with her ears pointing straight up.

      “Tess will be okay,” Ben told the dog, giving her a quick rub with an outstretched hand. He added pressure to the gas pedal, closing the distance to the guard shack at twice the previous speed.

      There weren’t any signs indicating the name of the base, but there was plenty of activity in sight. Transport trucks, fuel trucks, and cargo planes sat on a flight line he could see off in the distance, plus there were huge storage tanks sitting above ground to his right.

      He wasn’t surprised when he saw Humvees scurrying about inside the fenced-off area that was topped by razor wire. But he didn’t expect to see men in street clothes, wearing combat vests just like those in military uniforms and boots.

      Ben slammed on the brakes a minute later, just short of the gate, sending his Jeep into a slight skid.

      The guard standing in front of the shack looked to be young. Almost too young for duty such as this—barely eighteen or nineteen, if Ben had to guess.

      The young man was outfitted in a full camo uniform, with a sidearm strapped to his thigh. The gun inside the holster would be easily accessible in a quick draw if something went sideways.

      The helmet across his head looked to be a size too big and the name stenciled on his shirt was Ruger.

      Other than the name badge, there were no American flags or other designations on the sleeve. Just a chest rig with extra mags and what he assumed was body armor underneath.

      Ben recognized the military spec rifle in the guard’s hands. It was an M4 carbine, hanging on a sling from high to low across his chest. He’d shot one of those in his days of service and remembered the weapon well. It was an air-cooled, direct impingement, gas-operated, magazine-fed hunter/killer. He preferred to keep his in its three-round burst firing mode, while others on his fire team always chose semi-auto, each man using their own preferred setting.

      The guard drew his head away, flashing his eyes in the same direction as the smoke filling the air, then brought them back to Ben, with his hands clutching his rifle.

      “I’m sorry, the base is closed,” Ruger said, his voice clipped, almost as if he were disinterested in Ben’s arrival.

      “I’m Benjamin Wainwright, Senator Wainwright’s son. I’m supposed to have clearance,” he replied, sticking his hand into his pocket. He dug around for his wallet, pulling it free a second later.

      When he went to yank out his driver’s license, he fumbled the wallet, sending money and credit cards sprawling to the floor.

      He bent down to scoop up the pile just as Ruger said, “We’re on lockdown until the base commander gives us the all clear.”

      Ben pointed ahead. “Please call Ambassador Hudson. He’s supposed to be inside. He’s expecting me.”

      Ruger held firm, his jaw stiff and lips silent.

      Ben wasn’t willing to accept no as an answer. Not unless he planned to face the wrath of his father, who was explicit with the words in his text: Don’t stop for anything. No matter what. Hurry.

      He swallowed a sticky lump of saliva, forcing the bulge down his throat. It felt as though someone had dumped a truckload of cotton into his mouth, then tossed in a vat of glue for good measure. “I’m here to escort one of your VIPs. Her name is Tess. As in Tess Wainwright.”

      “Sister?” the guard asked.

      “No, cousin. That’s why my dad, Senator Wainwright, sent me. To pick her up.”

      “Senator Wainwright? Never heard of him.”

      “Well, he’s real and he gave me explicit orders to pick her up and not to stop for anything. It’s urgent.”

      The man shook his head, looking more defiant than before. “My orders are clear.”

      “So are mine,” Ben said, gripping the steering wheel even harder with his fingers. “Look, despite what you don’t know, my father is a very powerful Senator in Washington and will have my ass. Yours, too, if you don’t let me in. So please, do both of us a huge favor and let me in. Or call the Ambassador. Either way works.”

      The guard only blinked, keeping his mouth clamped shut.

      Ben continued, feeling the need to drive home his point. “Trust me. My old man is not the kind of man you want to disappoint. He’s the Chairman of the Senate Armed Forces Committee. I’m sure you’ve heard of them, right? They’re on the news like every other day, talking about the vote coming up on the new military budget.”

      The tips of Ruger’s fingers released from the rifle, then clamped down again, his boots shifting in place as he stood. That’s when the man’s eyes pinched, then swung to the left, scanning the inside of the base.

      Ben could feel the thickness in the air triple, making his lungs pump air even faster. He let his eyes drift from the man, landing in a long stare aimed across the hood of his Jeep.

      He needed a moment to calculate the consequences for his failure. The kind of failure that might get him disowned, after stopping to help strangers on the Las Vegas Strip after the explosions rocked the area, instead of getting his ass here to pick up Tess as ordered. He’d never forgive himself if something happened to her. Neither would his dad.

      Ben brought his attention back to the guard. “Hey, I get it. You have a job to do. So do I. But this is urgent. As in urgent Washington business. Just call your boss and ask for Ambassador Hudson. He’ll explain it all. He’s supposed to be waiting inside for me.”

      “Turn around now. This is your last warning,” Ruger said in a sharper tone than before. A second later, he brought the barrel of his weapon around and aimed it at Ben.

      Every cell in Ben’s body screamed at him to slam the gear shift into reverse and get the hell out of there. Yet for some reason he couldn’t convince his hands to move.

      Something else was in control of his body. He wasn’t sure what it was, but it wasn’t his logic, that’s for sure. “Yeah, right. Nice try, dude. Like you’re really going to shoot the son of a sitting Senator. A world famous one at that.”

      Ben thought about telling the guard about the incident at his father’s house with a couple of no-neck guys that may have had something to do with everything going on, but decided against it when a call came over the base’s communication system, taking the guard’s attention away.

      “Hold here,” Ruger said, flashing a level hand before spinning and walking inside the shack.

      Ben let the Jeep crawl forward until he was even with the door of the shack, giving him a better view inside. He wondered if the ambassador had just called and scolded the young man for not allowing entry.

      A split second after Ruger spun his shoulders and bent down to write something on the desk in front of him, an explosion rocked the base.

      The compression wave slammed into the Jeep, making Ben duck out of instinct. When he brought his head back up, he could see another towering set of flames, twisting a billow of smoke into the air.

      Ben decided he couldn’t wait any longer, snapping his fingers to tell Wilma to get down. The German Shepherd did as he commanded, sliding off the seat and lying on the floor in a curl of legs and fur.

      After a deep gulp of air, Ben slid his foot off the brake and slammed it against the accelerator.

      The vehicle shot forward, smashing its chromed-out grille into the swing arm protecting the gate. The barrier blew apart, sending wood and metal into the air, as the Jeep made its way inside.

      Ben turned his head to glance back, wondering if Ruger was now outside and drawing down on his position. He could see the shack and the broken pieces of the gate arm, but there was no sign of the kid with the rifle.

      The road split off in two directions about three hundred yards ahead. One of the branches headed left, toward both sets of flames raging in the sky.

      The other would take him to the right, between two buildings that looked like warehouses. Or hangars. He couldn’t be sure with all the smoke, but they were huge, stretching on for what seemed like forever.

      Ben turned the wheel, choosing the second option, leaning forward and never letting his foot off the accelerator. He’d hoped the smoke would lessen as he went, but it didn’t, making him wonder if he’d ever find Tess.

      That’s when he saw them—two military-style Jeeps with their emergency lights flashing—heading his way as they tore around the far end of the hangars.

      Right behind them was what appeared to be a Humvee loaded with men standing on the running boards, like some kind of SWAT team rolling out.

      Shit. They were going to arrest him for breaching security. He was screwed, soon to be incarcerated and a branded a complete failure in the eyes of his father.

      Ben slowed, trying to come up with an escape plan. Yet his mind only fluttered, consumed with random thoughts of metal bars and handcuffs, then hours of scolding and finger pointing from his old man.

      The area on either side of him was blocked by the buildings. His only choices were to reverse course or play a game of chicken with armed men on a mission to detain him.

      He stomped on the brakes and turned the wheel, bringing the Jeep to a quick halt along the side of the road. Before he could decide what to do, he noticed the convoy wasn’t slowing. In fact, it appeared that they had picked up speed. Maybe they weren’t coming for him after all?

      Ben decided to slump down in his seat as they cruised past him, keeping his eyes just above the bottom of the window.

      That’s when he spotted the BSF insignia on their left armbands, just below a yellow and black flag he didn’t recognize.

      It had a strange circular design in the center, like a logo. Red in color. He figured the BSF initials on their sleeves meant Base Security Force.

      “Must be their version of MPs,” he mumbled, wondering if this installation was some kind of secret CIA rendition site, far away from anything remotely civilian. Or military, for that matter.

      Next up, a fire truck raced into view, following the same path as the security patrol, its siren blaring as it rolled past him in a rumble of mass and intensity.

      Ben waited until the convoy and fire truck were well behind him, then brought the Jeep back onto the pavement to resume his hunt for Tess.

      When he cleared the rear of the buildings, he slowed to dodge a wave of troops scrambling on foot. They seemed to be everywhere—both male and female—heading in multiple directions at once, all of them wearing stunned looks.

      At least nobody seemed to be paying much attention to him, allowing him to travel unaccosted, albeit at a pace far slower than he needed.

      Ben decided to angle left, toward a squadron of cars and trucks sitting unattended, each one positioned within the white lines of a parking lot.

      Dozens of vehicles meant dozens of people. Hopefully, administrative types. As in maybe Tess was inside, waiting for him, with the ambassador at her side.

      He chose a parking space between two black cars. Both SUVs. Good to blend in.

      “All right, girl. Let’s go find her,” he said to his loyal passenger. “I wish I had something with her scent on it. You’d find her in a heartbeat, and we’d be outta here.”
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      Ben clipped a leash to Wilma’s walking harness and they headed toward the dome-shaped building ahead. As soon as they reached the front of the building, three women exited, one right after another, all of them in a fast walk, looking intense.

      A tall brunette zipped by him first, speaking in a harsh tone on a cell phone. “Yes, significant damage. Might be more, we just don’t know.”

      The other two women, both with blonde hair, bent together and conversed in a whisper as they closed in on his position.

      Ben leaned down, pretending to fix Wilma’s collar to keep his face hidden, just in case they’d been alerted about his breach.

      The moment after they walked past, he rushed forward and grabbed the handle of the door and opened it, letting Wilma slip in first.

      They cruised through a central foyer with potted plants and a few motivational posters along the walls.

      Up next was a spacious area filled with desks and people. Some were in the same all-camo uniforms, matching what Ruger wore at the front gate. Others had street clothes on, some in three-piece suits, each with a charged look on their face.

      The sheer volume of voices stabbed at his ears. So did the incessant ringing of phones, making it hard for him to think.

      Whatever had just rocked the base had sent everyone into action, with their arms waving and papers moving from desk to desk.

      Ben angled to the right, figuring it was smart to walk the perimeter. Less conspicuous, especially with a group of uniformed men standing in a knot near the center of the room.

      A few civilians hovered with them, everyone with their eyes glued on a gray-haired gentleman in the middle. His pressed suit and red tie screamed man in charge.

      The buzz of adrenaline in the room was the perfect cover, he decided, giving him time to move unnoticed as his mind ran through different scenarios about what he would offer for answers if he were stopped and questioned.

      Sure, he was the son of a distinguished Senator, but that status wouldn’t help much if he ran into a trigger-happy guard who preferred to shoot first and ask questions later.

      If this was a secret CIA base, then there was no telling what their rules of engagement would be, especially out here in the middle of the Nevada desert, far away from anything official.

      Ben shortened the leash on Wilma and lowered his head, keeping their pace smooth and consistent, not wanting to draw attention.

      No sooner did they make it to the end of the adjacent wall than a man’s voice rang out in their direction. “Hey, you—the guy with the dog—”

      Ben did a double-take when a round-shaped man in a wrinkled business suit huffed and puffed his way toward him.

      The guy’s stride was a mix of locked knees, heavy shoulder sways, and arm pumps, his four hundred pounds of carb-eating indulgence affecting his speed.

      By the time the red-faced guy made it to Ben, there were streams of sweat pouring from his temples, almost as if he’d spent all day in the sun and then took a shower. “Where’s your ID badge?”

      Before Ben could respond, the man’s face puckered, almost swallowing itself. His skin turned a strange purple color for a few beats, then it went all-white a moment later.

      “You all right?” Ben asked.

      The guy opened his mouth to answer but the only thing that escaped his lips was a grimace-filled gasp. Then he grabbed his chest and doubled over, crashing into the floor in an awkward twist, landing on his side.

      “Medic! Help! I need a medic over here!” Ben yelled over the chaos without thinking.

      He dropped Wilma’s leash and held out a firm hand. “Stay, girl.”

      Wilma complied as Ben kneeled next to the man and used both hands to roll the behemoth over and onto his back.

      He then brought his fingers together and began chest compressions, fighting through his own jitters to remember his CPR training. He was supposed to give the man mouth-to-mouth, too, but couldn’t convince himself to do it, not with the oozing drool leaking from the guy’s mouth.

      In truth, he never should have stopped to help a stranger. Not just because of the mouth-to-mouth issues, either. More so because, after his incident at the front gate, a smarter man would have ignored the apparent heart attack victim and kept on walking.

      The last thing an insurgent does is stop to help anyone when armed guards are on the hunt for him.

      Ben didn’t how long he’d been working the man’s sternum before two medics arrived, but he was glad they did. He’d done all he could—well, mostly. Plus, his arms were tired and the man was still unresponsive.

      He shifted his weight back and rolled to his feet, watching the medics take over the resuscitation protocol. He picked up Wilma’s leash and scanned the layout, needing to get moving.

      Luck and distractions had gotten him this far, but he figured neither would continue. This might be his last opportunity to work his way deeper into the building.

      He skirted around the medics and three onlookers who’d just arrived, using quick steps to finish his trek through what he assumed was the remainder of the administrative department.

      “Got any ideas?” he asked Wilma after they sailed through a rear door and into a hallway that branched off in three directions.

      Wilma bounced from side to side, looking up at Ben.

      “Come on, girl. Give me something. Otherwise, I’m just guessing here.”

      Wilma pranced for a few seconds, then shot to the left, pulling at Ben’s arm in a lurch. He stumbled to regain his balance as the dog led him forward in a trot.

      When the canine looked back at him, he said, “Yeah, I feel it too. Keep going, girl. We’ll find her.”

      They made it around a corner and to the right without running into anyone.

      Above him was a sign that said INFIRMARY. Next to it was another one that had been stenciled with the word CHAPEL. A third said MESS HALL.

      Each placard pointed in the same direction—straight ahead, down a sparse hallway that had been painted a dull shade of gray.

      Ben let Wilma continue her hunt, her nose sniffing at the floor in a sweeping pattern.

      She stopped to check a few objects along the way, the first being a wooden hallway bench. Then it was a stainless-steel water fountain, before a vending machine filled with nothing but bottled water grabbed her attention.

      Ben caught up to her and yanked her forward. “Come on. That’s not Tess,” he told the dog, unable to stop thinking about the connection of the infirmary to the explosions outside. “Let’s just hope she’s not hurt.”

      His gut was telling him to turn around and avoid the infirmary. There would be far too many people inside, especially right now.

      Yet his heart screamed at him to continue, so that’s what he did.

      Tess was here somewhere and she needed him. He could feel it in his bones.

      Wilma ran ahead, resuming the search with her snout close to the floor.

      There were four doors ahead, two on either side. None of them looked to be labeled. Not with words, anyway. Only numbers with hyphens between the numerals.

      He figured they were storage rooms or possibly empty offices. No way to know for sure. Hopefully they were not sleeping quarters or something else filled with trained personnel. The kind who would know he didn’t belong.

      Ben stopped to yank the first door open, figuring he’d never get that lucky and find Tess right away, but he had to try nonetheless.

      The room, like the one next to it, was used for storage, just as he assumed. Linens and medical supplies were in stacks that filled the entire space, almost as if someone had done so to stop anyone from entering.

      What caught his eye next were the four boxes, each about the size of a microwave oven. They had the same red insignia he saw in the middle of the yellow flag earlier. Plus, their shipping labels had a return address somewhere in Seattle, with a company name listed: International Science and Technology Laboratories Inc.

      “What are they preparing for? The apocalypse?” he said to himself. Then again, this was the CIA presumably, stocking more stuff than they could ever use.

      He continued, checking the third door. The room was the same size as the others, only this one was filled with electronic equipment. Old parts and broken gear were the dominant items, all of them covered in dust.

      The last room was mostly empty. Only a mop, a rolling yellow bucket, and an empty jug of bleach with its cap missing. There was an Arizona Highways calendar hanging from a nail on the wall. Its month and year said April 1995.

      “Damn, that’s been there a while,” he quipped to himself.

      Ben closed the door with a soft click just as the sound of boots came stomping across the floor, growing louder. It was coming from behind him.

      He whirled around and met the eyes of an armed man who had turned the corner at the far end only moments before.

      The man’s eyes were sharp and his hands were latched onto a rifle hanging at an angle across his chest. Ben assumed it was another M4, like the guard at the front gate carried.

      “Hold it right there,” the man called out, sounding like one of the unflappable MPs from his days in the service.

      Wilma barked at the guy, then Ben turned and ran with her in the opposite direction, taking a connecting hallway to the right.

      It was another all-gray corridor that opened up about twenty strides later into what he assumed was the triage zone for the infirmary.

      His feet drove him straight into the herd of doctors and nurses tending to the wounded. Everywhere he looked, he saw bodies with burns and plenty of blood.

      He worked his way through the wave of casualties, trying to avoid bumping into anyone or making eye contact.

      Wilma seemed to know what to do, leading the way like a hound dog navigating the hunt.

      A handful of steps later, a masked female doctor with long blonde hair and narrow shoulders stood up and turned, bringing her face around to Ben. “Are you all right, sir? Do you need medical assistance?”

      She was one of the prettiest women he’d ever seen, with blue eyes and smooth skin. It took Ben a moment to gather himself before answering. “No, no. I’m good. Thanks.”

      The physician glanced down at Wilma, narrowing her eyes in the process.

      Ben wasn’t sure what she was thinking, but it probably wasn’t good.

      For a moment, he thought about covering his ass and telling her Wilma was a search dog brought in to help with the incidents. But he couldn’t fib to that beautiful face. Besides, he sucked at lying and the explosions had just occurred. There wouldn’t have been time to call for any help yet.

      Wilma leaned up against his leg, which snapped him back to reality.

      The doctor relaxed her expression and gave him a quick nod, ridding Ben of the tightness in his chest. Since she didn’t seem to be eyeing him like a criminal, he decided a quick question might help his search.

      “Actually, maybe you can help me. I’m looking for Tess Wainwright. About your height, dark hair. Do you know if she’s here? I can’t seem to find her anywhere.”

      The woman shook her head and shrugged. “Sorry. Try the nurse’s station. They’re logging in all the wounded.”

      Ben couldn’t help but smile at her, but that ended when he heard the distinctive sound of boots hitting the floor. He didn’t have to turn around to verify who’d just arrived. He knew from the deep voice he heard next. “Coming through. Make a hole.”

      Ben’s face dropped as the doc’s grin faded. She peered around Ben and held for a beat, then flicked her eyes to his.

      “Nurse’s station?” Ben asked, pointing to the chest-high counter along the wall to his right.

      She turned to peer at the location he’d indicated, then gave him a firm nod.

      A quick survey of the area told Ben that the MP would be there in only a few strides. However, if the roles were reversed and he was the cop, the nurse’s station would be the first place he would check.

      Ben decided he’d have to blend in and wait it out until the time was right to slip past the man and resume his search for Tess. He leaned forward to lessen his profile, then ducked to the left, weaving deeper into a thicket of wounded.

      There were limbs missing on several victims who weren’t burned, not something he’d expect from the ignition of jet fuel.

      That told him the explosions must have been something more powerful. Something intentional, perhaps, planned with malice. It would better explain the scramble to lock down the base and the scurry of activity.

      He paused for a moment and scanned the area once again. If Tess was here, he couldn’t see her, but there were sections ahead with curtains hanging on tracks in a horseshoe pattern. He assumed beds were inside. Probably filled with the most severely injured.

      Ben moved ahead, glancing inside each medical bay to see who it contained.

      The first was empty, but there was blood on the floor and a container filled with red gauze and other medical waste. Whoever was in there wasn’t any more.

      The second, third, and fourth bays were busy with nurses attending to victims. Most of them were men and all of them were burned.

      There was one with a female; however, her hair was stark gray, and her weight must have clocked in at double that of Tess.

      Ben continued his trek, selecting a path to the last sectioned-off area, stopping at the edge of the hanging fabric. He knelt down and pretended to tie his shoe as he peered inside.

      A female nurse was attending to a bandaged man whose head was on a pillow, with his eyes closed. His burns appeared to cover his entire body, plus his left arm was missing.

      “Damn,” he whispered to the dog as she nestled in next to him.

      Drool dripped from the victim’s mouth, leaking from the corners in what Ben could only describe as a bubbling gurgle.

      Ben assumed it was from the painkillers the nurse was probably giving him with the IV bag dangling on a pole next to the bed.

      Right then, the woman inside spun on her heels and walked to a countertop on the right, bringing her face around in Ben’s direction.

      Ben leaned back, using the edge of the curtain to conceal his face. If she decided to leave her patient and walk outside, he was screwed.

      He took a moment to look back at the nurse’s station, checking for the cop. Sure enough, the guy with the BSF armband was standing there, just as Ben predicted, with his back to Ben’s position.

      Before he could decide where to go next, the hot doctor—the woman of his dreams—pointed at the first bed with a curtain surrounding it. The cop swung his head around and stared in the direction she pointed.

      Ben ducked lower, angling his body behind a couple of people standing about ten feet from his position, attending to a skinny girl lying on her side. He needed a way out. Someplace other than the door he came in, but he couldn’t just stand up and look. The cop would see him. Or the pretty physician would and rat him out—again.

      He’d have to stay low and guess, hoping the triage area had a back door somewhere. He looked at Wilma. “Got any ideas? Now would be the time.”

      Wilma brought her eyes around and looked up, just as someone cleared their throat behind Ben.

      Ben whirled around and craned his neck up to see who it was.

      “Hey, you can’t be in here with that damn dog,” a young male nurse said. He stared at Ben with his nose scrunched, then tipped his head to the side as if to say, Why are you still here?

      “Sorry, right. I was just leaving anyway,” Ben replied, shortening Wilma’s leash before he stood up, keeping the man between him and the cop.

      The guy pointed to his right. “Front door’s over there.”

      “Is there a shorter way? My dog really needs to drop a deuce. Would hate for her to do that here. You know, germs and all.”

      The man paused for a beat, then pointed to the left this time. “Fire exit. Just past Recovery. Go.”

      Ben turned and made a beeline in the direction the man had pointed. He thought about looking back to see if anyone was following him, but decided against it. Either the cop was onto him or he wasn’t. Looking back wouldn’t help, only slowing him down and drawing extra attention.
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      When Ben passed the overhead sign that said Recovery, a new idea slammed into his mind.

      “Let’s go in here,” he said to Wilma, yanking on her leash to turn.

      They went through the doorway, entering yet another hall. This one was lined with at least a dozen doors, all closed.

      Each entrance had a clear acrylic holder attached to the wall next to it. The opening for each holder was at the top and angled away from the wall. Most of them appeared to contain clipboards, but a couple looked to be empty.

      “Charts,” he said to Wilma, before stopping next to the first door. He didn’t see anybody, so he reached up and grabbed the clipboard from the holder in front of him.

      The name on the paperwork attached to it said Jerry C. There was also a bunch of mumbo-jumbo written on it in physician speak. Something about pistons or pistols. He couldn’t be sure. The handwriting was a mess.

      Ben slid it back into its spot and continued down the corridor, checking each medical chart he came across. There were names like Dennis R, Rocket H, Dave L, Don N and one John Doe, but not a single female listed.

      “Shit. Where is she?” Ben said, stopping in front of the second-to-last door. This one didn’t have a chart in its holder.

      That’s when he heard it: a conversation beyond the door. He leaned in with his ear. The discussion inside was a bit muffled, but he could hear three different voices: two men and a woman.

      Wilma brought her nose to the bottom of the door and began sniffing the air leaking out from the circulation inside.

      “Is she in there, girl?”

      Wilma sat down and brought her head up.

      “You’ve got something, don’t you?”

      Ben put his hand out to grab the doorknob, but the door swung open on its own and he found himself standing eye-to-eye with a burly, gray-haired man dressed in a blue pinstriped suit and matching tie. The guy even had a white handkerchief that had been folded and tucked into the front pocket of the suit coat.

      “Whoa. Sorry. Didn’t expect anyone to be standing there,” Ben said.

      The man looked down at Wilma, then back at Ben. “I take it you’re Mr. Wainwright. I’m Ambassador Hudson. Been waiting for you.”

      Ben couldn’t believe it. Somehow luck had brought him here. And in one piece. “Ah, yeah. Got held up at gate. Literally.”

      “They were supposed to escort you in. I left specific instructions.”

      “Sorry, Ambassador. I tried to tell the guard, but the dude didn’t seem to care.”

      “I’m sure the lockdown had something to do with it. Even I can’t overrule a base commander in a time of emergency,” Hudson said, turning sideways and inviting Ben in with an outstretched hand.

      “Really, even on a CIA base?” Ben asked, hoping to answer a few questions burning a hole in his mind.

      “Not CIA,” Hudson replied.

      Ben stepped forward with Wilma, seeing a woman lying on her side in a bed with a blanket pulled up to her nose.

      There was also a tall guy with shaggy black hair standing next to her, wearing a white lab coat and holding a clipboard with paperwork on it. The top page was curled up in his hand, giving him access to whatever was written on page two.

      The patient’s hair hung down across her eyes, so Ben couldn’t see her face. He increased his speed to a fast walk. “Tess?”

      The man in the lab coat stopped Ben with an arm bar. His ID badge said Dr. Rogers. “I’m sorry, but that’s not your friend.”

      Ben looked back at Hudson, then at Rogers, trying to reconcile the situation in his head. None of it made sense. “Then who the hell is it?”

      Just then, the door to the room’s private bathroom swung open and out walked Tess with a grin on her face. “Ben, you made it!”

      “Barely,” he said as Wilma shot forward and jumped, landing her front paws on Tess. “Are you okay?”

      Tess nodded, then hugged and rubbed the animal. “Hi, girl. I’ve missed you.”

      Tess let go of Wilma and sat in a chair next to the hospital bed. She bent down and tied the laces of her sneakers, as if nothing odd was happening.

      Ben pointed to the bed. “Who’s that?”

      “A girl we found outside the Mess Hall.”

      “Tess and I were headed here for her quick checkup when we ran across her,” Hudson said.

      Ben threw up his hands. “Where is here, exactly?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, who’s footing the bill? Because this place is frickin’ huge—I know it’s not the Air Force.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m not at liberty to say.”

      Ben figured the Washington suit would say those exact words. Maybe if he guessed correctly, it would free the man up to reveal the truth. A portion of it anyway. “Some kind of secret black site? For renditions, maybe?”

      “I already told you, this is not CIA.”

      “Then who is it? I saw that yellow flag.”

      “Some friends of ours. Patriots, to be sure. All you need to know is that we’re all on the same team.”

      Ben shrugged, realizing Hudson was just like his dad—always talking in cryptic riddles, answering questions in a nondescript way. He figured they must teach all members of Washington this specific skill when they first arrived. Some kind of mandatory spin class, he decided. Something called Obfuscating 101. It was all about uttering plenty of words but never really saying anything.

      Ben looked at the girl on the bed. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “Still trying to assess,” the doctor answered, his hand busy scribbling something on her chart.

      Ben turned to Hudson. “So it’s got nothing to do with what’s going on outside?”

      “Not a thing, as far as we know.”

      Ben pointed at the door. “Then what is all that out there? Something’s going on, because shit doesn’t just blow up like that. Not twice.”

      “Just a little trouble with a disgruntled employee, I’m afraid. But they’re getting it under control.”

      “Employee? As in corporate?”

      “Yes, someone decided that sabotaging two fuel depots would make a statement.”

      “Ya think? It’s chaos out there.”

      “Apparently, that same someone wanted to get themselves fired. With prejudice.”

      “I’d say he accomplished his goal,” Ben said, wondering if Hudson would at least admit the perpetrator was a man.

      Hudson didn’t bite, his lips remaining pressed together.

      “At least we had some advance warning,” Dr. Rogers said, still fumbling with the paperwork.

      “Not that the injured would agree,” Hudson replied.

      Tess walked to Ben, wrapping him a strong, two-armed hug.

      Ben reciprocated, realizing that Tess and her hug were the only two things that made any sense. Oh, and Wilma, too.

      “I’ve missed you,” she said into his shirt.

      “Same here.”

      After Ben let go of Tess, the door to the room swung open with a swoosh and in walked the policeman who was in hot pursuit from before. The guy pointed at Ben. “Hold it right there.”

      Hudson stepped in front of the guard, whose nametag on his shirt pocket said Keel. “Son, you need to stand down.”

      “That man is under arrest.”

      “No, he’s not,” Hudson said, pulling out something from inside the lapel of his suit coat. It was a black bifold. He turned it sideways before opening it and aiming it at Keel. “I’m Ambassador Hudson.” He shot an emphatic nod at Ben. “That man is Ben Wainwright and has full clearance.”

      “No sir, he breached the front gate. We have it on video.”

      “That’s all well and good, but I left specific instructions for your team to allow him entry. He was supposed to be escorted here as soon as he arrived.”

      “We were on lockdown, sir.”

      “And that matters to me how? My orders are clear and so were yours. Senator Wainwright—this man’s father—was the one who arranged the pass. The Senator is the Chairman of the Senate Armed Forces Committee in Washington.”

      “That’s what I tried to tell that Ruger guy at the front gate,” Ben said, throwing up his arms in disgust. “But the asshole just pointed his M4 at me. I thought for sure he was going to shoot, so I took off when he turned his back for a second to take a call. That’s when the second explosion went off.”

      Keel didn’t respond, the tension in his face lessening a bit.

      Hudson continued, “For your sake, Keel, and the sake of your career, I’d suggest that you check in with your C.O. I’m sure he’ll explain it to you.”

      The cop stood his ground, bringing his eyes to the doctor, apparently looking for guidance.

      “It’s okay, Brian. I’ll take it from here,” Rogers said.

      “Are you sure, Doc?”

      “Yes. Absolutely.”

      “As you wish, but I’m going to take a position outside,” Keel said. “In case you need me.”

      “That’s fine,” Rogers answered.

      The group waited in silence as the cop left the room. Once the door closed, Hudson stepped closer to Ben and Tess, then put a hand on each of their shoulders.

      Ben leaned toward him.

      So did Tess.

      Hudson looked over his shoulder, glancing at the door for a moment, before bringing his eyes back to Ben. “The Senator was explicit. Once you were reunited with Tess, we are to get you out of here and on your way home. ASAP.”

      “Which home? We have several.”

      “Seattle.”

      “Okay, the cabin,” Ben said, thinking about the retreat he’d spent his summers at during his youth.

      “The one in the woods?” Tess asked.

      Ben nodded. “Yep. The place we used to ride my dirt bike all around.”

      Ben’s mind switched channels again, showing him a visual of the boxes he ran across in one of the storage rooms. Specifically, the four containers with the shipping labels from an address somewhere in Seattle.

      His gut was telling him that it was all connected somehow, but he wasn’t going to raise the question with Hudson. The man wouldn’t answer him anyway. Plus, he didn’t want to tip his hand that he knew anything about the name of the company printed on them, either.

      It was better to keep quiet and wait until they made it to the cabin, then he could figure out some of this craziness on his own. That was the only way to get some real answers, he figured. Answers he could trust. “Are we flying? Because I’ve got my Jeep outside. Don’t really want to leave it here. Not with all the bullshit going on.”

      “No, he wants you to drive. Take the back roads. Keep your heads down.”

      “Back roads? That’s insane. It’ll take forever. The freeways are faster,” Ben said.

      “I’m just the messenger, son.”

      “Are we in danger?” Tess asked with a pinched face.

      “Everyone is, young lady. Don’t trust anyone. Can’t stress that enough.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Ben asked, thinking about the altercation with the men at his father’s house earlier and the subsequent pandemonium on the Las Vegas Strip. “Because everywhere I go, it seems like society is coming apart at the seams. Never seen anything like it.”

      “You know I can’t tell you anything more. My job is to get you on your way. So please, just do as your father asks. I’m sure he’ll explain it once you get her to the cabin.”

      “Is he meeting us there?”

      Hudson paused for a moment, as if he was contemplating relaying the truth for once. “I’ll walk you out. Did you park out front or somewhere else?”

      Ben sighed, scolding himself in silence for even asking. “Front, I think. But I’ve never been here before, so who knows?”

      “Were there a lot of cars?”

      “Yep, most of the spaces were filled.”

      “Follow me,” Hudson said, leading Ben, Tess, and Wilma through a maze of hallways. He opened a door at the end of the fifth corridor, allowing a beam of brilliant sunlight to shoot inside.

      Hudson squinted and pointed to the left. “The parking lot is that way.”

      “What about security?” Ben asked. “I’m sure my face is on their top ten most wanted list right about now.”

      “I’ll cover it with the Base Commander. You need to get moving.”

      “Thanks Ambassador,” Tess said, leaning in and giving him a peck on the cheek. “For everything.”

      Hudson gave her a weak smile. “I’ll get a message to the Senator. Now hurry.”

      Ben wrapped Wilma’s leash tighter in his palm, then used his other hand to grab Tess. Despite what Hudson had said, he still felt compelled to look left then right to make sure the area was clear of cops.

      “Let’s go,” he said before the three of them took off, jogging around the side of the building, not stopping until they reached the Jeep. He yanked both passenger doors open and pointed inside the rear door. “Wilma, down.”

      The dog hopped in and lay on the back seat in a curl.

      Ben shut the door with a gentle hand, then sprinted around to the driver’s side, noticing that the smell of smoke was much more prevalent than before. And the sky was blacker than he remembered on his way in.

      Tess got in and planted her butt in the passenger seat, then closed the door with a soft touch, just as he had done for Wilma.

      Ben climbed in and scooted himself behind the wheel, running through a list of questions in his mind. There were so many, he wasn’t sure where to start. He fired the engine and stomped on the gas, deciding to wait with the Q and A. He needed to keep sharp until they were clear, and that meant no conversation.

      When they drove over the splintered pieces of the front gate and zipped past the guard booth, Ben swung his head and looked inside. The shack was empty. So was the surrounding area. No sign of Ruger or his pals.

      It didn’t make sense, but neither did anything else today.
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      “Hey, aren’t we supposed to take back roads?” Tess asked, seeing the Interstate sign zip past her window.

      “The freeway is faster. If we see anything weird, we’ll hop off.”

      “Well, now you jinxed it,”  Tess said, flipping the visor down in front of her and opening the cover on the mirror. She sucked in a breath when she saw her face.

      She should have known better. No one on their best day should ever check themselves in a car mirror, and especially not after running for their life in Russia, having no clean clothes, and being dehydrated. And needing a shower. She snapped it closed. “I look like crap.”

      “Yeah, I was going to say something about that,” Ben said after a chuckle.

      “Shut. Up.”

      “No really, do you want to stop at a store to get some clothes or something? Wouldn’t take long. It’s not like anybody would know.”

      “Nah, not after what Ambassador Hudson said. We should just head to the cabin.”

      Ben leaned toward her and sniffed the air. “Are you sure? Getting kind of ripe in here.”

      She punched his shoulder. “Knock it off.”

      Tess wanted to joke around with Ben like they used to do, when they’d laugh until their stomach muscles cramped, but that was long before everything that happened the day before in Moscow and Turkey.

      “Can you believe all of Hudson’s bullshit back there?” Ben asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “A disgruntled employee. Seriously?”

      “I guess it’s possible. But I think it was someone else.”

      “Who?”

      Tess could’ve smacked herself. She knew she’d have to talk about what happened in Russia at some point. She just wasn’t up for the recount or a debate. Not with Ben. Not with anyone. Her eyelids felt like someone had parked a cement truck on them. All she wanted was sleep. And a bath.

      Plus, she didn’t want Ben to worry. Not after her heart rate had just returned to normal. The last thing she needed was any more excitement. Or stress.

      She turned her eyes to the window, letting her gaze run into a long stare, not focusing on anything in particular passing by.

      “Hey, you all right over there?” Ben asked after thirty seconds of silence.

      “Sorry,” Tess said, seeing what looked like an old camper shell sitting on top of a cactus. “So what do you think really happened?”

      “I don’t know, but I’d put my money on someone who doesn’t like International Science and Technology Laboratories Inc.”

      Tess whipped her head around to Ben. “Why would you say that name?”

      “Because it was all over these boxes I found in a supply room when I was looking for you.”

      Tess couldn’t believe she’d heard that company name again. And so soon. “Seems obvious to me.  They probably own the airbase.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      She thought about holding the answer back but was too tired to argue with herself. “Because that was the name on the helicopter that got us out of Moscow.”

      “Yeah, right,” he said with a smirk on his face. “Now you’re just yanking my chain.”

      “No, I’m serious. It’s all got to be related.”

      Ben didn’t reply right away, his eyes peering at her for a beat. “Yeah, maybe. But Moscow? What the hell happened over there?”

      She sucked in another quick breath and held it for a few seconds, then let it escape in a slow puff of air. It was clear he wanted information and she couldn’t blame him, but she wasn’t ready. “I’ll tell you everything, I promise—just not right now.”

      He laughed. “Did I tell you that after I snuck into the building to rescue you, this huge guy had a heart attack? Right there in front of me, while I was talking to him. I shit you not.”

      “Rescue me? Yeah, right. That cop was ready to haul you away. If it weren’t for the Ambassador, then—”

      “I’m not kidding. Collapsed right at my feet. I had to do CPR on him.”

      “Well, at least you saved somebody today.”

      “Thanks. I love you, too, cuz.”

      She shook her head as Wilma came forward in the back seat, pressing her nose into Tess’ cheek. Tess rubbed her friend’s neck. “I’m just glad we’re out of there in one piece. This has been one messed-up couple of days.”

      Tess let go of Wilma and returned her attention to the landscape cruising past the window outside. There were large round shrubs that grew in random patches along the side of the freeway. She pointed, then looked at Ben. “Hey, don’t those turn into tumbleweeds when they die?”

      “Okay, I get it. Changing the subject,” Ben said. He shifted his butt in the seat before moving his line of sight from the rearview mirror to the side mirror and back again several times.

      “Is something wrong?” Tess asked.

      “That car behind us—”

      Tess whirled around to see a car a few hundred yards behind them. It was in the same lane and looked to be matching their speed. “You mean that white sedan with all the chrome?”

      “Been there a while now,” Ben said. “Time to get off the freeway.” He jammed on the accelerator, swerving to the right as they hit the exit ramp, heading down the pavement at a sharp angle.

      Tess grabbed the dash in front of her and pressed her feet into the floorboard, locking her knees in the process. “Hey, easy does it.”

      “I think that’s the same car from before.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Right before I headed to Vegas, I stopped to see my dad and saw a car just like that one. It was parked out front when I got there. Then these two mafia-type guys came running out the front door after they literally gave my dad a beatdown.”

      “A beatdown? Is he okay?”

      “He said it was nothing—which was a load of crap, just like everything else that’s happened recently.”

      “And you just left him there? You should have called an ambulance.”

      “Come on, you know him as well as I do. Once the great Senator makes up his mind and tells you something, you accept it. End of story. He said it was nothing and told me to leave. Wasn’t much else I could do.”

      “You still could have called 9-1-1 after you left.”

      “Yeah, that would have gone over well—not,” he replied, working the steering wheel. “When my dad tells you to do something, you do it. Otherwise, you never hear the end of it. Ever.”

      “I suppose.”

      Ben veered onto a one-lane road, bouncing over several potholes. The marker read Badwater Basin.

      “Geez,” Tess said, feeling every dip and bump in her back.

      “Yeah, no lie. Reminds me of D.C.”

      “They should’ve named this road Pothole Alley. They could swallow us whole,” Tess said as they followed a sharp curve in the road.

      That’s when she spotted it—a shiny object looming ahead of them.

      She squinted to better assess the item.

      It appeared to be a twisted piece of metal and it wasn’t moving. She pointed at it. “Ben, watch out.”

      “I see it.” He swerved to the right, clipping the edge of the object.

      That’s when she realized it was a royal blue bumper but it didn’t clink like metal. Must have been plastic or fiberglass, she decided.

      “Where did that come from?” Ben asked.

      The answer came a hundred feet later, when they saw an overturned car just off the dirt on the shoulder opposite from them, its trunk facing the roadway.

      The vehicle was royal blue, just like the bumper, and it was small. Shoebox small, like something you’d see driving around Europe—barely a two-seater. Its hood sat on top of a green bush with yellow flowers poking out from the sides.

      Ben slowed the Jeep and veered to the side of the road before slamming on the brakes, sending the tires into a full skid. Dust plumed upward, covering the area in a blanket of orange muck.

      Once the air cleared, Tess saw the top half of a woman’s body sticking out from under the upside-down car. She could see the model name on the back of the car. It said BOLT with the letters EV after it.

      There was an older man with her in the dirt. He was on his knees, with his gray beard reaching down to his legs, ZZ Top style. Plus he had on blue coveralls and suspenders.

      A tall, muscular man with slicked-back hair and a bright white bandage on the side of his neck stood next to the old man, his face chiseled and his jaw stiff.
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      Tess hopped out of the Jeep and ran to the edge where the dirt met the pavement. She looked both ways, then ran across the road. Ben and Wilma followed a few steps behind her.

      Tess made it to the towering guy with the bandage, puffing hard after the sprint.

      When he spun to make eye contact with her, she realized he had another bandage on the other side of his neck. Both of them were the size of a deck of playing cards, as if he’d just had the worst shaving accident ever.

      “What can I do to help?” Tess asked the hulk, noticing his arms were covered in a blanket of tattoos.

      “Her husband’s already called 9-1-1,” he said, nodding at the gray-haired man.

      Ben arrived a moment later with Wilma on a leash. “What are you waiting for? We need to get her out of there.”

      “Working on it,” the bandaged man said.

      Tess looked at Ben, then down at the woman, whose eyes were open. “They’ve already called for help.”

      Ben shook his head. “But how long is that going to take way out here?”

      Tess shrugged, looking up at the man with tattoos.

      “He’s right,” the bandaged man said. “It might be a while.”

      “Maybe if we worked together,” Tess said. “We could—"

      “No, please. Leave her be,” the old man said. “Like I already told Jack, help will be here soon.”

      Ben touched the old man on the shoulder. “But what if it’s not? Do you really want to take that chance? She might bleed to death.”

      The old man didn’t answer.

      Tess bent down and looked through the car window. She could see what looked like a raised indent about three feet long and heading away from her, pressing up and into the top of the vehicle’s cab.

      It looked to be about where she thought the old woman’s legs should be, matching the same angle, length, and location of what she envisioned.

      Ben looked at the guy with the neck wounds. “Like Tess said, maybe if we work together?”

      Tess nodded, aiming her gaze at the brute the old man had just called Jack. “If Ben and I helped you, we might be able to rock it up far enough to pull her free.”

      “Or maybe just use a jack,” Ben said, looking at the old man. “You have one, right?”

      “No, it’s a rental,” the guy said. “Just our luggage in the trunk.”

      “Are you sure? Because I think they still have them. I should check,” Ben said, taking a step.

      Jack grabbed his arm. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Why?”

      “Don’t want to take the chance it might shift the weight.”

      The old man nodded. “All our luggage would fall out. No telling how the balance would change.”

      “What about your Jeep?” Jack asked.

      Ben shrugged. “Took the jack out to make room for my new speakers.”

      “Really?” Tess asked, not believing what she just heard.

      “Yeah, I have Triple-A, so I figured what the hell.”

      “Damn it,” Tess snapped. She was about to say more, but Jack held up his hand, stopping her lips from delivering the next thing on her mind.

      Jack sounded certain when he said, “Don’t think it would’ve helped anyway. Not in this dirt. Too unstable.”

      The old man nodded. “Plus we’d have to lift the car first to get the jack under there.”

      “What about the hood?” Tess said, pointing at the bush being squashed. “Maybe the jack could reach it.”

      “Nah, it’s too far up,” Jack said.

      “Then there’s no choice. We got to lift it, somehow,” Tess said.

      Jack didn’t answer right away, his eyes indicating he was thinking about the idea. A few seconds later, he said, “Worth a try. Probably only need a few inches.”

      Tess put her hands on the vehicle. “Like I said, if we can rock it a bit, maybe...”

      “No. No. No. Please,” the old man said, holding his wife’s hand, rubbing the skin with his thumb.

      “It’ll be okay, Harold,” the old woman said, her voice calmer than Tess expected. She must have been in pain with the car on her legs, but her face didn’t indicate she was feeling anything. It was possible the dirt was helping to soften the pressure underneath. Or she was in shock.

      “I’m worried about you, that’s all,” Harold said. “I can’t lose you.”

      “Let them try, honey. Please. I’m starting to lose the feeling in my legs. I don’t think that’s good.”

      Harold’s face turned white before he spoke. “No, Delores. It’s too dangerous.”

      “Please, Harold. I don’t want to be here anymore. I just want to go home.”

      “I know, honey. Me, too.”

      “Then please, let them try. I’m begging you.”

      Ben looked at Jack. “She said to try?”

      Jack looked at Tess and raised an eyebrow. Then he gave her a shoulder lean and a face pinch.

      Tess understood the gesture. She bent down and nudged Harold, causing him to let go of his wife’s hand and stand up. “We’re going to get her out. But you’ll need to be strong and help.”

      “How?”

      “Pull her free when I tell you,” Jack said to Harold.

      The old man nodded, though it wasn’t a convincing nod.

      Wilma eased forward and sniffed Delores’ hair, then circled around in a tight spin before folding her paws under her body and lying next to the victim.

      “Dog can’t stay there,” Jack said.

      Ben snapped his fingers. “Come here, girl.”

      Wilma shot to her feet and trotted to Ben. He pointed to a spot behind him. “Go there, sit.” The Shepherd followed his commands.

      Tess stepped forward. “Okay, where do we grab on?”

      Jack lowered his eyes and held them on the coupe. A few moments later, he grabbed the bottom of his t-shirt and pulled it off. He held it out. “Cover her face with this.”

      Tess took the man’s top, but couldn’t help staring at all his tattoos. They were everywhere across his chest and back. Some depicted animals. Others had heavy numbers above them. There were even a few disturbing symbols. Symbols she recognized. Symbols that made her stomach clench and her heart beat even faster.

      “Hey,” Jack said to her, shaking the garment in front of her eyes. “Take this.”

      “What? Oh, I’m sorry,” Tess said, snapping out of her trance. “Why?”

      “Gonna break the window.”

      Tess nodded. “So we can grab on.”

      “Good idea,” Ben said, taking Jack’s shirt from Tess and putting it over the victim’s face. He leaned in close to Delores. “Go ahead and close your eyes. We’re going break the glass. This will keep it off you.”

      “How are you going to break it?” Tess asked Jack.

      He held a foot out. “Steel-toed boot.”

      “Okay, cool.”

      Jack brought his leg back and kicked at the window. The glass shattered on the first try, sending shards sprawling across the pavement.

      “Now what?” Tess said, seeing a ring of jagged glass still clinging to the window frame.

      “Shit,” Jack said.

      Ben peeled his shirt off, just like Jack had done. “Here, use mine.”

      Jack didn’t hesitate, taking the shirt and rolling it up into a wad before using it to knock the rest of the shards free from the frame. He gave the garment back to Ben.

      Ben unrolled it and shook it out like a dirty rug, freeing a few pieces of glass. He tucked it over his head and put it back on.

      Jack grabbed the edge of the window frame, then peered at Tess. “On three—ready?”

      Tess stepped forward and so did Ben, cramming in next to each other. Ben wrapped his hands under the edge first, then Tess did the same.

      “Okay, 1-2-3, lift,” Jack said.

      All three grunted and yanked up.

      Tess could feel the burn in her legs, but a second later, the coupe began to rock a bit.

      “You okay, Delores?” Harold asked.

      “Yes, yes, yes. Keep going.”

      “Almost there,” Jack said through his clenched teeth. “Get ready, Harold.”

      Harold bent down and latched onto his wife’s elbows, tears streaming down his face.

      “Now,” Jack told him.

      Harold leaned back and pulled.

      Delores slid out a foot.

      Wilma barked, now prancing in the dirt to their left.

      “Again,” Jack said.

      Harold tugged once more, his face covered in a full-on grimace.

      Delores slid out another foot, maybe more, dragging a mound of dirt with her.

      “Can you move your legs?” Jack asked her.

      “I’ll try,” Delores said. She let out a moan, then swung her legs out, freeing them from under the vehicle.

      Tess kept her knees locked and hands in place as she looked down, wondering if the woman’s legs were mangled. There was no sign of blood. She couldn’t believe it.

      “Okay, let’s put it down,” Jack said. “Ready?”

      “Go for it,” Ben said, his teeth pressed together.

      “Now.”

      The three of them let the vehicle drop, backing away in a collective step.

      Jack stood with his hands on his hips sucking in quick, deep breaths. “She all right?”

      Tess wondered the same thing, kneeling down next to Delores. “How are your legs, dear? Can you move your toes?”

      “Yeah, but they’re a little numb.”

      Ben huffed an exaggerated breath. “Looks like you got really lucky, ma’am. The dirt must have cradled your legs.”

      “Thank God,” Harold said, hugging his wife, who was now sitting up.

      Delores reached beyond Harold’s back and grabbed Tess’ hand. She squeezed. “Thank you.”

      Tess couldn’t help but smile, feeling damn proud. “Just doing what anyone else would do.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Jack said.

      “Well, you did.”

      Ben cleared his throat. “With a little help from us.”

      Delores turned her eyes to Jack and then to Ben. “Bless you. I can’t thank you enough. All of you.”

      Before Tess could respond, sirens came blaring into her ears. She looked down the road to see two State Trooper squad cars and an ambulance, all with their lights flashing. A tow truck was right behind them, tearing across the pavement.

      “Looks like the cavalry is here,” Ben said, looking at Harold.

      Harold didn’t answer, his arms still wrapped around Delores.

      “You kids don’t need to stick around, if you have somewhere to be,” Jack said. “I’ll take it from here.”

      “Actually, we do have somewhere to be,” Ben said, tugging on Tess’ arm.

      “Are you sure?” Tess asked Jack.

      The man nodded. “I’ve got this.”

      Tess and Ben said their goodbyes to Harold and Delores as the first responders parked and ran onto the scene.

      Ben wrapped Wilma’s leash in the palm of his hand and the three of them ran across the street to the Jeep.

      “I can’t believe anyone survived that,” Tess said, after climbing into the passenger seat. She closed the door.

      “Especially in that tin can. God, those things are small.”

      “Still, I can’t believe Jack lifted it.”

      “Well, like I said before, he did have some help,” Ben said, starting the engine.

      “Barely. I’m pretty sure he was doing all of the work.”

      “I don’t know about that, but I’m glad she’s okay. I thought Harold was going to totally lose it there for a minute.” Ben looked over his shoulder, then put the Jeep into gear and pulled out, pressing on the accelerator. He peered over at Tess. “Did you see those bandages?”

      “How could I miss them? And those tattoos.”

      “Yeah, they were insane. I’m guessing he did some prison time or something.”

      “That’s not all, I’m sure.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m thinking there’s a big, long story behind all of it. Especially whatever happened to his neck.”

      “No doubt. He was one big dude.”

      “He looked like he could move a mountain all by himself.”

      “Or at least scare the hell out of one,” Ben added, laughing.
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      A few miles down the road, Tess saw a green roadway sign fly by her window. “Looks like some place called Gabby’s Grill is at the next exit.” She leaned over and examined the gauges on the dashboard.

      Ben looked at her, then at the instruments in front of him. “Yeah, I know. Getting low.”

      “Maybe there’s a gas station, too?”

      “If nothing else, I need some food. I could eat the ass out of a rhinoceros right now.”

      “You know that’s totally disgusting, right?”

      “Yeah, but I’m fungry.”

      She laughed, unable to keep a smile from erupting. “Yeah, me too.”

      “Food first, then we’ll figure out the fuel situation.”

      They made it to the exit and took it, driving a few hundred more feet before a grinding bang interrupted Tess’ thoughts.

      The sound reverberated across the frame of the four-by-four. It was followed by a strange, erratic flapping sound.

      Tess looked over and watched Ben strain to keep control of the steering wheel.

      Ben hit the brakes and turned the wheel to the right. “Seriously?”

      “What?”

      “Blowout,” he said, bringing the Jeep to a stop. He slammed the gearshift into park and turned off the engine.

      “Maybe it’s not that bad?”

      Ben looked at her with a crooked grin on his mug. “It’s a flat. It’s already bad. No jack, remember?”

      “In more ways than one.”

      “Funny.”

      She shrugged, seeing a vision of the tattooed man in her thoughts. “At least it didn’t involve a rhino.”

      Ben rolled his eyes and waved at her. “Come on. Let’s take a look.”

      She climbed out and met up with Ben. The front tire on the driver’s side had been shredded to pieces.

      Ben shook his head. “Looks like we’re walking from here.”

      Tess turned and peered down the road. There was nothing but trees and endless pavement as far as she could see. “Might be a long walk.”

      “Figures. This day just keeps getting better and better.”

      “Hey, at least we’re still alive.”

      “Well, there’s that.”

      “And we helped save someone today.”

      “Like the universe cares. All we got for our troubles was a frickin’ blown tire. Can you grab Wilma?”

      “Sure,” Tess said, opening the back door.

      Wilma hopped out and began sniffing at the ground.

      Tess grabbed her leash and took a step down the road, but stopped when a new idea popped into her brain. She whirled to Ben. “Hey, wait a minute, don’t you have Triple-A?”

      “Ah. Well. Sort of.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Was low on funds and decided to wait a couple of months to renew.”

      “So it expired?”

      “Yep.”

      “Well, that was a wise move.”

      “What’s a guy to do? Needed cash to entertain the ladies.”

      “Yeah, right,” Tess said. “I take it your dad hasn’t been kicking anything in.”

      “Nope, I just have the money I make from dog training. And that never lasts long. He thinks he’s teaching me to live within my means or whatever.”

      “Maybe you need to do less entertaining?”

      “I was just kidding about that. But then again, when you’re in demand, you’re in demand.”

      Tess held her tongue. Joking or not, once Ben started down that path, it was best to change the channel. Or shut up all together.

      They walked a few miles, passing a pair of culverts with water running through them and a slew of open fields filled with weeds.

      A short distance beyond them was the first sign of civilization—a town. It looked to be about a mile ahead, at the top of a gentle rise in the road.

      “Finally,” Ben said. “They better have a tow truck or I’m going to go Bundy on somebody.”

      Before Tess could answer, an ambulance flew past in silence, without its lights flashing.

      Ben looked at Tess. “You think that’s her?”

      “Probably.”

      “Why no lights? You’d think they’d be in a hurry.”

      “Or maybe they’re not,” she said in a hesitant tone.

      “Good point.”

      “I hope something didn’t happen after we left.”

      Ben shrugged. “She seemed okay.”

      Not far behind the ambulance was a flatbed truck carrying a mangled blue Chevy Bolt that had been strapped onto its back.

      Tess tried to catch the driver’s attention with a wave, but his eyes appeared to be burning a hole into the ambulance in front of him.

      When Tess moved her eyes from the driver to the passenger, she saw the bandaged man, Jack, riding shotgun. His head was leaning against the glass and his eyes were closed.

      “Damn it, we should’ve been on the lookout,” Ben said.

      “No big deal. It’s not that far.”

      They continued on foot until the edge of town met their feet. There were a few buildings, but little else.

      Ben snickered. “Talk about your average shithole in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Well, at lease there is a shithole. You know, for those of us who don’t carry spare tires or a jack.”

      “A to Z Body Shop,” Ben said, pointing at a sign on the right, a short walk past the café. “That’ll work.”

      “See, things are looking up.”

      On the other side of the road was the Badwater Motel. Its sign was reminiscent of something you’d see on old Route 66. The bright red logo had a yellow swoosh across the front—to Tess, it looked like a huge check mark.

      The next thing Tess knew, a sudden cracking sound ripped through the air. “Get down,” she screamed as she threw herself to the ground, bringing Wilma down with her.

      “Whoa, easy,” Ben said before squatting down next to her. “It was just backfire.”

      “I thought someone was shooting at us. Again.”

      “You mean shooting at you. Again.”

      “Yeah, me,” Tess said, crawling to her knees.

      “I get it. But you really don’t need to be so jumpy. Nobody knows we’re here. You’re safe. Trust me.” Ben pointed to a vintage forest-green Mustang sitting in front of the café, its tailpipe billowing out smoke in random bursts of black. “Just some P.O.S.”

      “Sorry, been a long day.”

      He stood, holding his hand out. “Why don’t you go chill in the restaurant? I’ll head over to the body shop and see what I can do about my Jeep.”

      She grabbed his hand and let him leverage her up, still holding Wilma’s leash in her other hand. She held out the restraint to him. “Your turn.”

      He took it, pulling Wilma close to his legs. “Go ahead and take a load off. Have a beer or something. You’re way too intense.”

      “Yeah, okay. Thanks,” she said, running her hands over her clothes. There was dust everywhere, making her look even more of a mess than she felt at the moment.

      She wished she had taken Ben up on his offer to take her shopping earlier, then maybe, just maybe, the rest of the day would have gone a lot smoother.

      Tess walked to Gabby’s Grill and went inside the swinging glass door, where a bell rang above her. The smell of fried eggs and burnt coffee assaulted her nose, bringing with it a familiar visual from her memories.

      What she wouldn’t give for a Starbucks latte and a fluffy croissant. Something sweet and delicious. Not some slop served by a greasy spoon trying to unload its previous week’s menu. She could almost hear the arteries of the patrons around her clogging.

      There were three booths with red high-backed seats lining the front wall, only a foot from the front window that spanned at least twenty feet. She looked, but there wasn’t a single mark on the glass. Or a smudge. Even way out here in podunk-ville.

      Unfortunately, the floor wasn’t as spotless as the glass, meaning the window had someone tasked to it with a squeegee and some Windex. Probably twice a day, with all the dust flying around outside.

      A horseshoe-shaped counter filled the other side of the restaurant. There was a boy, maybe six years old, wearing a Spiderman t-shirt on one of the seats.

      Just then, the kid pushed off the counter with his hands, twirling himself around on the gold-flecked swivel stool. He continued to spin at least ten more times before he lost his balance and fell off. He hit the tile floor in a sideways flop, cracking his elbow by the sound of it.

      That’s when the boy crying started, sending a high-pitched scream of bloody murder into the air.

      A woman in her thirties turned around next to him, dropping to the floor. It didn’t take long for the red-haired lady to wrap her arms around the kid in a swarm of hugs and kisses. She helped him back into his seat once he stopped wailing like he’d just been shot.

      Tess walked past the mother and child, choosing a stool at the far end of the counter. She plunked her butt down, then looked down at her hands. Her fingers and her palms wouldn’t stop shaking, no matter what she tried.

      “Damn backfire,” she said in a mumble just about the time a round, two-hundred pound waitress arrived with her beehive hairdo, a menu, and a pot of coffee.

      Her nametag said Sally. “What did you say, honey?”

      Tess wrapped her hands together. “Nothing. Just talking to myself. Sorry.”

      “No worries. We get that a lot around here.” The woman held the pot out. “Coffee?”

      “Please,” Tess answered, grabbing an empty cup that had been sitting in front of her. She held it up.

      The woman filled it in a flash, then turned and walked away.

      There was a widescreen television anchored to the wall above her on a tilted mount. One of the news channels was playing with the sound off.

      Tess thought about asking Sally to turn up the volume, but in truth, she couldn’t care less about the news. Or what they had to say.

      It was always the same drivel day after day, most of it fake news anyway. Plus, it seemed unlikely that there’d be anything in the broadcast about the massacre in Moscow, or about what had happened earlier at the private airbase.

      When a rush of wind blew past her, it took her attention from the TV. Someone had just walked behind her, from left to right.

      She turned to see it was a man. A towering, muscular man, with bandages on his neck and tattoos covering his arms.

      Jack was back.

      Her heartbeat shot up a level.

      He claimed the stool two spots down from her, plopping his camo-green military-style duffle bag next to it.

      The waitress was on him in a flash, handing him a menu. “Can I help you, handsome?”

      “Just water. Bottled,” he replied, his husky voice resonating off the wall and across the room.

      “It that all?” the waitress asked in a sly manner, offering him a wink.

      He seemed to ignore her gesture, dropping his eyes to scan the menu, then brought his gaze back up. “Can I get a turkey sandwich to go? Hold the mayo.”

      “Sure, I think we can handle that. Anything else?”

      The brute shook his head and gave the menu back to her.

      Once the waitress finished scribbling on her notepad and walked away, Tess cleared her throat and waited for the man with slicked-back hair to look her way.

      When he did, she winked like Sally had just done, but for different reasons. “Well, hi there, stranger. Long time, no see.”

      “Hey there, Tess.”

      “Delores okay?”

      “Roger that,” Jack said. “EMTs thought she was going to be fine. Just a concussion and some bruises.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing.”

      Jack nodded. “Can’t argue with you there.”

      “She seemed like a nice lady.”

      “What’s the food like here?”

      “Don’t know. Just sat down,” Tess said, sliding over a seat. “So how did their car flip over, anyway?”

      “Not sure, but Harold said he hit a pothole and lost control.”

      “Must have been some pothole.”

      “Copy that.”

      “So you weren’t in the car with them?”

      He shook his head, twisting a lip along with it. “Just happened upon the crash as I was making my way down the road.”

      Sally buzzed in out of nowhere, holding a bottle of water. She put it down in front of Jack and winked again, then did a heel spin before heading toward a blonde, teenage girl, who had both of her arms up and was waving at Sally from the other end of the counter.

      “Well, lucky for them,” Tess said, taking a sip of her coffee. The instant the swill hit her lips, she spat it out. “Oh, nasty.”

      Jack held the bottle up and laughed. “Hence the H2O.”

      Tess smirked. “Yeah, I’m thinking that’s going to be my go-to move from now on. At least when I’m out here in Mayberry-land. All we need is Barney and his friend Goober and the scene is complete.”

      Jack chuckled again. “Now there’s a visual. Aren’t you a little too young to know about that show?”

      “It’s called cable, Jack. You should try it.”

      “Who has time? I gotta keep moving.”

      Tess looked down at his duffle bag. “Traveling light, I see.”

      There was a flash on the television and both of them peered up. A news announcement streamed across the bottom of the screen in bold letters:

      39 CONFIRMED DEAD AFTER CATEGORY EF-5 TORNADO LEVELS SMALL TOWN IN CENTRAL KANSAS.

      “It’s that time of year,” Tess said in a downtrodden tone as the feed changed to show the devastation. The city was gone, leaving only a smattering of debris scattered about.

      When the camera swung around, Tess saw horses and dogs running loose. So, too, were the emergency crews. “All those poor people.”

      “Finger of God,” Jack said.

      “I wonder if they had any warning?”

      “Probably not. Looks like someone leveled the place with mortars.”

      Tess nodded, wondering if all of his obvious military lingo meant he wanted her to ask if he ever served. After a moment of reflection, she decided not to, since his eyes weren’t trained on her.

      She pointed at the screen instead, acting as if she hadn’t noticed his obvious sayings. “If I lived there, the first thing I’d do is build the biggest damn bunker I could, and never leave.”

      “Bunker, huh?” he said in a curious tone. “Yeah, I like that. That’s good. Bunker.”

      She was about to ask him what he meant, but the front door of the restaurant opened, sending the bell above it into a jingling tirade. The sound of a sputtering diesel engine wafted into the café.

      Tess and Jack turned toward the door, just as Ben stuck his head inside and said across the room, “Tess, got a spare. Let’s rock.”

      “Okay, give me a sec,” she replied, fishing into her pocket for some money.

      “Let me get it,” Jack said, pulling out his wallet.

      “No, you don’t have to do that.”

      “Yes, I do. If you hadn’t stopped—”

      “Seriously, I can pay.”

      Jack slapped a twenty dollar bill on the counter, keeping his hand over it for a few seconds. “My treat.”

      “No, no, no. I can pay my own way.”

      “I said, my treat.”

      She could tell by the look on his face that he was annoyed by her push back. “Okay, thanks. But next time, it’s on me.”

      “Deal.”

      She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek, then shot to her feet and headed for the door. After three steps, a new idea stormed her brain. She turned back to him. “Um, do you need a ride or anything? We’re headed north. To Washington. The state.”

      “Nope,” he said, pulling what looked like a paper ticket from his pocket. “Already got it covered, but thanks.”

      “Okay. Bye, Jack. Take care of yourself. It’s crazy out there.”

      Once outside, she noticed two men arguing next to a gray GMC truck near the open bay of the repair shop. The entire side of the dually truck was covered in politically-charged stickers: Epstein didn’t hang himself. NASA is a hoax. FlatEarth101.com.

      “That didn’t take long. For the tire, I mean,” Tess said when she met up with Ben and Wilma.

      “Helps when you slip the owner a little extra cashola.”

      Tess rolled her eyes, then nodded toward the two men by the dually truck. “So what’s all that?”

      He snorted and shook his head. “Weird, right? Apparently, the guy with the truck is not happy about the bill. He’s been yelling at the mechanic the whole time.”

      A moment later, the quarrel elevated to a who-could-swear-the-loudest contest, until the disgruntled GMC owner pulled a gun.

      “Ben, he has a Glock,” Tess said, grabbing his arm.

      “Let’s go,” Ben replied, pulling her in the opposite direction. All three of them ran to the Jeep, jumped in and closed the doors.

      Tess kept her eyes locked on the altercation as Ben backed out of the parking space.

      Then a gunshot rang out.

      She ducked.

      Ben pushed the accelerator to the floor, sending the tires into a screech. “Our lady of blessed acceleration, don’t fail me now.”

      As soon as the Gabby’s Grill sign was a speck in the mirror by Tess’ window, Ben let his foot off the gas and asked, “Hey, wait a minute. How did you know that was a Glock? You don’t even like guns.”

      Tess knew she’d screwed up. But she was going to have to answer Ben’s questions at some point. Now was as good a time as any. “Ah, well. You see. I had to use one in Moscow, right after the Russians stormed my work and started killing everyone.”
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      “What? The Russians killed everyone?” Ben asked as his stomach churned. “You’re joking, right?”

      “No. I’m not joking. I’m serious. As in deadly serious.”

      “That’s not even a little funny, Tess.”

      “I know. Trust me. There’s nothing funny about what happened. A lot of good people died. Innocent people,” Tess said, looking down at her hands as she twisted and squeezed her fingers, turning them white. “They just burst through the door of the American Center and started shooting. I was so scared, I could hardly think. It was horrible, Ben. Just horrible.”

      Ben paused, letting the words soak in as he struggled to keep the vehicle centered in the lane as he drove. “When Dad said you’d been through a lot, I had no idea. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “To be honest, I didn’t know how. I don’t think I’ve even begun to wrap my head around it—never mind trying to explain it to someone else. Those were my friends, Ben. People I cared about. Gunned down like it was nothing.”

      “No wonder you freaked out when that Mustang backfired.”

      She bit her lip and nodded.

      After another pause, Ben snuck a peek at his cousin to see if he should continue asking questions. Tears had begun to drip down her cheeks, but that was understandable. So he decided to fire again. He had to know more. “Why would they do that? The Russians, I mean. Just walk in and start shooting?”

      “Who the hell knows? But it happened. Just like I said. One minute we were trying to figure out why the computers weren’t working and the next, a truckload of soldiers had rifles pointed at our faces. Everybody ran, but they just picked off people in the back. Oh my God, all that screaming and there was blood everywhere—”

      Tess ran her hands through her hair, her eyes streaming even more tears than before. Her breathing had turned choppy, too, sucking air in rapid bursts.

      Ben knew the signs. She would shut down any minute. Still, he needed to push her, otherwise he’d never get her talk again. Ever. The problem was, he had too many questions. They were all important, but he didn’t know which one to go with next.

      “Something must have sparked it. Did they say anything? When you say they killed everyone, do you mean everyone? And how the hell did you get out?”

      “Ben,” Tess said with power in her voice, pounding on the dashboard with her fist. “I just can’t deal with all this. Not now. Just get me home.”

      “Sorry, sorry. Just trying to process all this. It’s crazy shit.”

      She let out an exaggerated, air-filled sigh through her lips. “Tell me about it.”

      “When I’m stressed out, I find it best to confide in someone else. Talking always seems to help. So I’m here, Tess, anytime you want to talk. I’ll listen. I promise.”

      When he looked over at her, Tess brought her arm up in a flash and pointed ahead. “Ben, look.”

      He spun his neck forward. There was a red pickup truck sitting at a thirty-degree angle on the side of the road, with its hood open. Wisps of smoke drifted upward, curling out of the engine compartment and into the air.

      A wiry man, wearing a bright orange baseball hat, shot them a piercing look as they drove past. His cap had been twisted to the side in such a way that the bill stuck out over his left ear, making it look like he had a duck sitting on top of his head.

      “Ben, maybe we should stop and—”

      “No way. We keep going,” Ben said, pressing on the accelerator. “Like you said. My number one focus right now is to get us to the cabin. Somewhere safe. I’ve had enough of this bullshit.”

      “You and me both, cousin,” Tess said, sitting silent for a good minute after that. Then her tone lightened, as if she had become a different person. “I wonder what’s the deal with everyone having car problems? Seems like it’s happening everywhere.”

      Ben snorted a fake laugh, not wanting to follow her down that path. If he did, guilt might crawl into his chest and make him turn around and go back to help some random guy in an orange hat he didn’t know. “At least he isn’t pinned under the truck.”

      “Yeah, that was intense. Plus that guy, Jack. He was really something.”

      “Yeah, he was. Maybe your new boyfriend will come along and help that guy back there. Seems to be how he rolls. You know, Good Samaritan and all.”

      “I’m pretty sure Jack’s on a train by now. Or headed to one. That’s the gist of what I think he meant when he showed me his ticket.”

      Since she wasn’t getting his hints, he decided to change the subject. “Hey, I just remembered. We never got any food.”

      “That’s because you were in a super big hurry. Remember? And that place was super sloooooow.”

      “Uh yeah, but that still doesn’t change the fact that I’m starving.”

      “Probably a good thing we didn’t eat there. From what I could tell, the food was nasty,” she said, changing her tone to one of amusement. “Rhino ass nasty.”

      “Seriously? Now you’re using one of my lines?”

      She shrugged. “Just tired, I guess.”

      “Still doesn’t change the fact that I need food. I’m gonna hop back onto the freeway and see if we can find some place with a drive-thru.”

      What he really wanted to say was, Now come on, Tess, tell me what happened. Stop. Stalling. And. Tell. Me. About. Russia. But he held his tongue, knowing it wouldn’t get him anywhere. He knew from experience, she was even more stubborn than him. Especially when she was tired.

      Ben took a left onto the next side road and headed for the freeway.

      He floored the gas pedal as soon as he reached the on-ramp, merging into a trickle of traffic.

      Ben smiled as more words arrived on his tongue. “Here we come, you fat-filled, gut-busting, food of deliciousness. Some form of dead animal on a plate, with a heaping pile of fries. And pickles.”

      When Tess didn’t respond, he looked over to find her holding a blank stare. She sat that way for a good two minutes, looking ahead at what appeared to be nothing.

      He kept silent, figuring she’d had enough. Of him. Of the Russians. Of everything.

      When a sign came into view with stenciling that indicated a multitude of food choices were available at the next exit, he pointed at it. “Hey, Tess. Bingo.”

      She still didn’t respond, so he jerked the wheel to the right, changing lanes, then zoomed down the off-ramp.

      The sudden movement must’ve shaken Tess from her thoughts, because she blinked a few times and sucked in a deep breath.

      Then, out of the blue, she said, “Finally, food. I think maybe I could eat the ass end out of a—”

      “Elephant?” Ben quipped, hoping to lighten the tension and make up for his earlier pushiness.

      She laughed. “Sure, that too.”

      Ben turned at the stop sign and headed into an area that would have made the rest of the planet think they had died and gone to fast food heaven.

      All along the street were signs touting every kind of burger, taco and chicken stand imaginable.

      Ben couldn’t hold back a smile. “Now this is what I’m talking about. What do you want?”

      “I don’t care. You choose.”
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        * * *

      

      Once they’d eaten and gotten back in the Jeep, Ben drove them out of the parking lot and turned, heading toward the highway.

      Before they made it to the first intersection, Tess said, “So you asked me earlier if there were any survivors at the Center…”

      Actually, he didn’t ask her that specific question, but he wasn’t about to correct her. “Yeah, but it sounded like you didn’t want to talk about it.”

      “Well, I do now.”

      “Okay, I’m listening.”

      “I guess there could be. People alive, I mean. But not a single person I know made it to the embassy, which is where anyone who made it out would have gone. At least I thought they would have. Then again, the Russians attacked the embassy, too.”

      “What? How? Embassies are off limits,” Ben said. “I thought that was the law.”

      She shook her head, then shrugged. “Not that the rules would ever stop the Russians, right?”

      “Something major must have gone down. That kind of stuff doesn’t just happen.”

      “I really don’t know, but from what I could see, only four embassy employees survived the attack. The same four who helped me escape.”

      “At least someone did. I can’t even imagine.”

      “We barely got out of Moscow on this helicopter. This one guy, Stan—funny as hell, had a huge mustache and chewed gum like he owned stock in Wrigley—he was pretty much in charge.”

      “Huge mustache, huh? Like some porn star from the 70s.”

      Tess continued, apparently ignoring his joke. “If it weren’t for him, I would’ve died. Right then and there. Well, Stan and—”

      “—and what?”

      “More like who. Dom—one of my older students at the Center—he’s the reason I got away from the Russians and made it to the embassy. Totally saved me.”

      “Sounds like you have a lot of friends over there.”

      “Well, I did,” Tess said in a downtrodden tone. “Dom and I kept out of sight in one of the upper rooms while the soldiers started searching the Center. That’s when Dom diverted them, giving me a chance to escape.”

      “Just you?”

      “Well, yeah, he’s Russian so they escorted him out of the building as a citizen. That’s when I made a run for it. But if he hadn’t given himself up like that, they would’ve shot us both for sure. Actually—” she said before pausing. “I was shot. In the leg.”

      “What?”

      “The bullet just grazed me, though. Then I hit my head on this big, ugly dumpster after I jumped out of a window on the top floor. I guess I passed out when I hit my head. Don’t really remember for sure. Dom found me and took me to some crazy biochemist guy, who fixed me up.”

      It took Ben a few seconds to process all the information. “What the fuck, Tess?”

      “Huh?”

      “Don’t give me ‘huh.’ It’s not okay that you haven’t told me any of this.”

      “Then you’re really going to be upset about everything that went down in Turkey.”

      “Turkey? What the hell happened there?”

      “A whole bunch of stuff. It’s almost too much to believe.”

      “More Russians?”

      “And then some. I don’t even know where to begin.”

      “Well, we’ve got plenty of time, so start at the beginning. And don’t leave out a single detail.”
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      Ben sat there, listening to Tess spill her guts for what seemed like thirty minutes, but he couldn’t be sure since his mind was focused on every word coming out of her mouth.

      So much detail. So much blood.

      It was almost like he was listening to a science fiction novel on tape. Hell, he wasn’t sure how far they’d traveled since she started her narrative, but the terrain had changed from desert to high plains. Technically, he was lost but he wasn’t about to mention that fact to her.

      He let Tess continue until she shared one detail that was almost impossible to believe. He looked over at her. “Wait a minute. Are you telling me some Russian guy got into one of the buildings at the Air Force base in Turkey? Past all that security? How?”

      “Beats me. But it doesn’t change the fact that it happened.”

      “You could have been killed.”

      “Oh believe me, he tried. A lot of airmen died.”

      “This is fuckin’ nuts.”

      “I know. It still feels like some kind of horrible dream that I can’t wake up from,” she said, leaning back against the headrest. She shook her head, then closed her eyes. “But I’m glad to be home. Well, almost.”

      “I’ll get you there. I swear. Then we’ll talk to my dad about it. I’m sure he knows something, or can find out. This shit just doesn’t happen for no reason.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jack checked the bandages on his neck to make sure they were secure before he got out of the extended cab F150 truck and swung the passenger side door closed.

      He wondered what the State of Utah had in store for him. Granted, he was only an hour inside the sprawling border, but he couldn’t help but feel something was new. Or different. Maybe both.

      Either way, his gut was telling him that he may have just found the glimmer of hope he needed to become the man he wanted to be.

      Perhaps a new state line represented the idea of starting over, as if each new locale offered him a welcome reprieve.

      From himself.

      From his life.

      From his past.

      Or it was due to the woman who had given him a ride? A woman who stopped on her own and asked if he needed a lift and did so without any provocation from his end. She just pulled over on the highway and asked a total stranger if he needed help.

      Amazing stuff, given the state of the world and its propensity to unleash evil on even the nicest of people. Sometimes with him at the helm.

      Jack leaned on the edge of the open truck window, giving the attractive redhead behind the wheel a wide smile. “Thanks for the lift, Elsa. Saved me a pile of walking, that’s for sure.”

      “Not a problem, Jack.”

      “If you hadn’t stopped—”

      “Don’t mention it. Happy to help,” she replied.

      “Nobody ever stops. Not for a guy like me. I don’t know how I will ever be able to repay you.”

      “You can start by telling me your name.”

      Jack wasn’t sure why she was asking unless she thought he was lying earlier when he told her. “It’s Jack, like I said before.”

      “Your last name, silly. In case we ever meet again type thing.”

      He couldn’t give her his real surname, not after abandoning his old life not that long ago. He was still being hunted by those he used to run with. Nobody ever left that group, and certainly not like he did.

      Jack ran a quick search of his memories, deciding on a new name to use. One that a cheerful young girl named Tess helped him find while sitting in a roadside diner.

      “It’s Bunker. Jack Bunker.”

      “From California, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am. LA. Everything I told you is true.”

      “I know it is. I have a real sense about people.”

      “Which is why you stopped,” he said in a matter-of-fact-tone, wondering if she would have stopped if she had known who he really was.

      She smiled and held her gaze on him.

      He did the same, not wanting this chance meeting to end. He, too, had a sense about people. However, that sense usually involved knowing whether or not the guy standing across from him was going to make the first move and pull a weapon.

      Elsa was armed, too, just not with the type of armaments he was used to defending himself from. Her curves were amazing; so was her smile.

      If keeping a low profile hadn’t been his priority, he would’ve liked to have gotten to know this svelte, green-eyed beauty a whole lot better. She had a quiet way about her, choosing her words carefully, as if they were more valuable than a bar of gold.

      If someone had asked him to describe her in the fewest words possible, it would have been always in control.

      Elsa was not like most of the women he’d met in his lifetime—the kind who had an agenda—always pestering and then judging, looking for an angle to work him.

      He knew from experience that everyone wants something. More so when you joined forces with the last group of men Bunker ran with.

      “So this place is yours?” he asked, making a sweeping motion with his hand at the immense spread of fields and horse corrals. He wasn’t sure how big her farm was, but it seemed to go on forever.

      “Yup. All mine. It’s been in my family for almost—”

      Elsa cut her words off when a black Cadillac roared over the incline ahead, tearing across the dirt road at a high rate of speed.

      It angled to the right a few degrees, aiming its chrome grille at the front of her truck. A few seconds later, the Caddy slid to a stop, about twenty feet away.

      Two men got out of the vehicle, one of them wearing a form-fitting tank top and jeans, while the other sported a three-piece suit, both men waving their hands as a cloud of dust settled to the ground around them.

      “Who the hell are these guys?” Bunker asked before taking in a slow breath to calm the reaction building inside his chest.

      Elsa shook her head. “Shit. Like clockwork.”

      Tank top guy, who Bunker thought was the spitting image of a young Lou Ferrigno, planted his feet shoulder-width apart and folded his hands together in front of his belt buckle. His biceps twisted like bulging cords of rope, pushing the limits of his skin to the point of eruption.

      “Let me guess. Your farm?” Bunker asked, knowing it was none of his business, but the hairs on the back of his neck had other ideas.

      “Developers,” Elsa said in an even tone. “They’re relentless.”

      Bunker studied their body stance and posture, then took in the size of their chests. “Since when do developers pound iron like that?”

      “Well, they’re not just developers.”

      “I think I’ll hang around for a bit.”

      “Nah, I got this. It’s the same thing every month. First they tack on another zero, then I say thank you but no. They’ll huff and puff like they’re going to do something, but eventually they’ll leave. They always do.”

      Bunker held his tongue as a flash of images roared through his mind, each one awash in a sea of rage.

      If this encounter had taken place before he went on this walkabout to find the new version of himself, he would have already been in go-mode, tearing into these men without a second thought.

      Action over reaction was what his former self was all about, but the new Jack Bunker had to reboot, taking a less obvious route when it came to situations like this. That was the promise he’d made to himself before he set out on this voyage to nowhere in particular.

      Regardless of his new approach, he could always tell what was on an adversary’s mind by peering into the man’s eyes. It was a skill he’d learned after hundreds of street fights and several tours in active red zones.

      The eyes are the key to everything—they tell you the immediate future, more so when dealing with mouth breathers who prioritize gym time over everything else.

      His old drill instructor in the Corps liked to call it ‘myopic intention’—a state of mind where a brute’s next move is in direct opposition to common sense.

      It usually showed itself right at the moment when his patrol faced down yet another suicide bomber. It never seemed to end. One after another, the radicals would appear with one thing on their minds—take out as many as they could before releasing the dead man’s switch.

      Yet myopic intention wasn’t all Bunker detected with these two guys.

      Their look of overconfidence was on full display, giving him the advantage, albeit a small one. It made up for the sun being at their backs instead of his, their shadows casting a line straight and true at Bunker’s feet.

      He knew exactly who they were, but they had no idea who he was. All it would take was one quick jab of his hand to their throats and they’d be breathing through a tube for the rest of their days.

      When the second man locked eyes with him, Bunker moved his hand to the sheath that held his Ka-Bar knife. His other hand went into his pocket, checking for the position of the Benchmade folding knife his father had given him a long time ago.

      In reality, knives gave Bunker more comfort than actual protection, but they did offer a couple of important advantages over a firearm.

      First, they never stove-piped a round in the chamber. And second, they never ran out of ammo. Two important aspects that some of his former brethren seemed to forget.

      Suit Guy removed his jacket and folded it over his left arm using a creasing technique, confirming what Bunker already suspected about the guy’s physique.

      The man’s commitment to pushing weights was equal to that of Tank Top guy standing next to him, just with a better fashion sense mixed in.

      That’s when Bunker spotted it—a Colt 1911 hugging Suit Guy’s right hip, sitting in a quick-release holster. The same .45 sidearm many of his fellow Marines carried as their preferred service weapon.

      “Well, that’s new,” Elsa said, sounding less confident than before.

      “Figured as much,” Bunker said in a matter-of-fact tone.

      “It’ll be okay, Jack. Let me handle it,” Elsa replied, opening the driver’s door of the vehicle. She stepped onto the gravel road, looking calm and determined, before closing the door behind her.

      The two strangers approached with methodical steps as she advanced.

      Elsa stopped her feet when they did, all of them now standing just beyond the front bumper of the truck. “I haven’t changed my mind since your last visit, gentlemen.”

      “Who’s this clown?” Tank Top asked, pointing a sausage finger at Bunker.

      Else shook a finger at him. “None of your damn business, Tony.”

      Bunker moved in next to Elsa, deciding to keep his hands ready and mouth closed, needing to gather more intel and assess.

      Tony pointed at Bunker’s playing-card sized bandages on his neck. “Looks like dumbass here needs a refresher course in shaving.”

      “Yeah, with a chainsaw,” Suit Guy added.

      “What’s with the gun, Sam?” Elsa asked Suit Guy.

      Sam brought his eyes to her. “Clock’s ticking, Elsa. Uncle told me to tell you this is your last chance. After this, things escalate.”

      Else leaned the top half of her body forward with her hands on her hips. “I already told you, there’s nothing to talk about. I. Am. Not. Selling. My. Farm. Not to you. Not to your Uncle Elmer. Not to anyone.”

      “We’re not playing, Elsa,” Tony said.

      Elsa moved a step toward them, but Bunker stopped her with an arm grab.

      She shook her head. “Please, Jack. I’ve got this.”

      He ignored her plea and took a few steps forward to position himself in front of her, corralling her with his forearms, then walking her back in a reverse shuffle of his feet.

      “You heard the lady,” Bunker said to Sam, before turning his attention to Tony. “The answer is no.”

      “This ain’t your business, Jack,” Tony said as if Bunker’s first name brought him amusement.

      Bunker ignored the man’s dig. “You boys run along home now and go play with your peckers, before you both get hurt.”

      “Fuck off, asshole,” Sam said, his hand moving to his waistline and resting near the top of the holster. “This is between her and us.”

      “Not today,” Bunker said with his jawline pressing out more than normal. “I’d suggest you both vacate the premises.”

      “I suggest you shut the hell up,” Tony replied, repositioning his feet in an even wider stance.

      Sam touched his free hand to Tony’s shoulder, then brought his gaze to Bunker. “We’re here to work out a deal and that’s what we’re going to do.”

      Before Bunker could respond, Elsa pushed forward against his back and nestled in next to him, bringing her lips to his ear. “Jack, please. Don’t.”

      Bunker brought his eyes to hers, wanting to take a read on her tone. It wasn’t calm like before. This time her words carried a hint of unsteadiness. Not at all surprising given the circumstances.

      “You heard her, Jack,” Tony said. “Time to make like a tree and get the fuck outta here.”

      “We’re just about done with this little game,” Sam added.

      “Trust me, boys. This is no game,” Bunker said, nudging Elsa behind him once again. He unclipped the leather snap keeping his knife in its sheath, not bothering to conceal his actions. In fact, just the opposite; he was hoping to send a message.

      “Didn’t your old man teach you nothing? You never bring a knife to a gunfight,” Sam said in a snide voice, before turning his attention to Tony. “Gotta love them pig stickers.”

      “And the morons who carry them,” Tony quipped before leaning his head back and letting out a bellowing laugh. After his neck righted itself, one of his hands released from his belt buckle and moved behind his back and stayed there. “Kind of useless, if you ask me.”

      “Then you’re really going to love this,” Bunker said, taking the Benchmade folding knife from his pocket. He used his thumb to engage the auto-assist release mechanism, setting the 3.5-inch blade free in a 180-degree snap.

      “Really? You think two blades are going to make a difference?” Sam asked, flaring his eyes.

      “Two blades for two assholes,” Bunker said.

      Tony shook his head at Bunker then turned his focus to Sam. “He’s even dumber than I thought, cousin.”

      At that moment Sam’s face ran white with numbness as he took in what looked like a purposeful breath and held it.

      When Sam tightened his eyes, Bunker knew it was time.

      All in one motion, Bunker pulled his Ka-Bar from the sheath and whirled around to Elsa, pushing her down with the heel of his hand.

      She flew in the air, landing on her butt in a flop next to the rear passenger door as Bunker completed his spin. He brought the Ka-Bar knife up and into a throwing position, using his momentum to set it free at Sam.

      It zipped at the man’s neck like a speeding dart, just as Sam brought his sidearm into firing position.

      Tony was now standing a bit sideways, with his free hand up in front of his face and his other hand pulling something out from his beltline along the back, as Bunker dropped into a backwards roll.

      A gunshot rang out, probably from Sam, ripping through the air with the sound of thunder.

      Bunker completed his reverse summersault with adrenaline fueling his body, then swung the driver’s door open in a flash, positioning himself between Elsa and the armrest.

      He didn’t have time to check to see if he’d taken a bullet as two more shots rang out, pelting the steel frame of the truck’s door.

      “Motherfucker!” Tony yelled before three additional rounds impacted the vehicle.

      When Bunker saw a man’s shadow creep forward under the door, he was thankful it was only one pair of legs, not two, coming in from the left where Tony had been standing. It was time to act before Tony worked his way to the side for an open shot, assuming what the man pulled out from his beltline was a handgun.

      Bunker flipped the Benchmade knife around in his hand, wrapping his fingers around the blade, then sucked in a quick breath to steel himself. He brought his head and shoulders up and fired the knife at Tony, hoping he’d catch Tony off guard.

      It was at that moment Bunker caught a glimpse of the results from his first knife throw. Sam was down and bleeding from the Ka-Bar sticking into his neck, lying on his back in a pool of blood.

      Bunker dropped behind the door once again as three more rounds went off, two of which hit the door in front of him.

      He looked down and watched for changes below the door. A moment later, the shadow caved in on itself, vanishing from view as a thud was heard.

      Bunker didn’t hesitate, shooting to his feet and taking off for Tony. He’d expected to see that the Benchmade had impaled Tony somewhere near the middle of his face, but that’s not what his eyes reported.

      The knife was lying a few feet away without any blood on it, yet Tony was down on his back and not moving. The only thing Jack could figure was that it must have dented the thick skull of Tank Top boy, stunning the man.

      Bunker finished his approach and hopped onto Tony’s chest and pulled his fist back as rage filled his body with strength.

      He unleashed a strike, smacking the man’s nose in a resounding crack.

      Blood shot out in spurts and, a moment later, soaked the man’s lips and mouth in red.

      Bunker let out a roar as he pulled his arm back for another punch, planning to beat Tony until the very last breath left the man’s body.

      Before he could unleash hell, a pressure landed on his arm from behind.

      “That’s enough, Jack,” Elsa said, her hands wrapped around his wrist. She pulled at him, cradling his hand in the softness of her chest.

      He let the strength in his arm wither, then rolled back to his feet and got off Tony, with Elsa still holding onto him.

      Bunker looked down at her with a steady gaze. “You know they’re never gonna stop. Not until you’re dead or they are.”

      She released him, letting her fingers dangle across his skin as if maintaining contact was all-important. “Honestly, I never thought that until now.”

      “Well, obviously something has changed. They just tried to kill us both,” Bunker said, walking over and picking up his folding knife. He pressed the release mechanism, then folded it up and stowed it in his pocket.

      He stood over Tony, debating which version of himself should finish the conversation with this innocent woman. He turned to her. “I should really deal with this guy while I have the chance. It’s never wise to leave loose ends. Not loose ends like these two. Trust me when I say that. I’ve seen it a million times.”

      “This isn’t like them at all,” Tess said, obviously not hearing what Bunker had just said.

      “Like I said, something has changed. We need to act now, not react later. Once they start shooting, there’s no going back. It’s kill or be killed. Simple as that.”

      She didn’t respond, only standing like a statue.

      Bunker went to her and grabbed her arm, making sure she was paying attention to what he had to say. “Where is this uncle of theirs?”

      Elsa shook her head, looking at the two bodies on the ground for a moment, then back at Bunker. “No, I’ll deal with Elmer myself. You should leave, Jack. I need to report this to the Sheriff. I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

      “I need to finish Tony and then go take care of their uncle. Pronto. Otherwise, they’ll send more.”

      “There are no more, Jack. Just these two and Elmer. It’s a family deal, ever since their feed store went belly-up.”

      “Feed store?”

      “Yes. A small town thing. Something you wouldn’t understand, not when you grew up in a big city like LA. Let me handle this. Otherwise, it’s only going to get worse.”

      “It’s already worse, or can’t you see that?”

      “It’ll be fine. This is my town and I know how to handle it. Please, Jack. For your own sake, go. Now. Before you get caught up in all this.”

      “I’m already caught up in it.”

      “Not as far as anybody knows.”

      Bunker pointed at the man who was still breathing, albeit with his eyes closed. “Except Tony.”

      “It’ll be my word against his.”

      Bunker shook his head. “That’s all well and good, but how are you going to explain what happened here?”

      “Won’t have to. The Sheriff is my brother Lyle. He’ll cover for me. I swear. Please, just go. Everything will be okay. I promise.”

      “Are you sure? Because if I were in your shoes, I would finish this once and for all. Leave no doubt. Otherwise, you’re always going to be looking over your shoulder, and that’s no way to live. Trust me when I say that. That’s a stress nobody should ever have to live with.”

      “You’ve done enough, Jack,” Elsa said, putting two hands on his chest and giving him a shove. “You need to leave right now and never come back. Please. You need to trust me. I’ve got this.”
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      Elsa watched Deputy Dwayne’s patrol car pull away in a spin of its tires, hauling Tony to jail in a flash of red and blue lights.

      The man’s head was tilted to the right, resting on the side window in the back seat. She couldn’t believe he was still woozy. Then again, Jack did hit him hard. Not once, but twice, if the blunt impact from the knife throw counted as the first round.

      She turned and stared at the path Jack had taken when he left, wondering how far away the handsome stranger was at this point.

      Somewhere out there was a selfless human being. A man who reacted faster than she ever thought possible. A man who helped a near-total stranger, which is what she would consider herself, without any regard for himself.

      And to think, all she did was stop and give a random tattooed guy a ride. And now this.

      Was it luck that she did?

      What would have happened if she hadn’t?

      Would she be the one lying dead on the road?

      In truth, her mind was having a hard time processing the entire situation. Nothing felt real. Not the air around her. Not what her eyes were reporting. And certainly not what she felt in her heart at the moment. Everything seemed like a dream.

      Yet the body lying on the road in a pool of its own blood might say differently, wanting to rise up and beat her over the head with the notion of reality.

      She waited until her brother finished scribbling something on his incident report before she said, “That’s how it happened, Lyle. I swear.”

      Lyle shook his head, tucking his upper lip under as he closed the clipboard cover and turned to his squad car.

      He tossed the paperwork onto the front seat, then closed the door, with the blinking emergency lights highlighting the disappointment on his face. “The coroner might think differently when I call him in.”

      “How, exactly?”

      “Look at you, sis. Who in their right mind is going to believe that a 100-pound woman who grows feed corn for a living got the drop on these guys? With a knife, no less?”

      “Like I said, I just got lucky.”

      “I’d say it was more than luck. Plus, where is the weapon? Normally, we find it at the scene somewhere,” he said, raising an eyebrow at her before pointing at the dirt a few yards away. “And then there are those boot prints. Worn soles. Deep impressions. Size 14. Big guy, I take it. Care to explain?”

      She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around her brother, betting he would stop his interrogation if she just ignored it. “Thanks for handling this for me.”

      He hugged her back, letting an exhale linger before he spoke in an even tone. “It’s what Dad would have done, when he was Sheriff.”

      “Still, I owe you.”

      “The list is getting pretty long, sis.”

      “I know. Trouble seems to be following me lately.”

      “That’s an understatement. First the incident at the Hobby Barn in town, then at the feed store, and now this?”

      She kissed him on the cheek and stepped back, giving him a lost puppy look. “Sometimes things happen. It’s not like I had a choice in any of it.”

      “Can you at least tell me the size of the knife?”

      She held her hands out, spacing them apart to match the length of Jack’s Ka-Bar knife. “About so, and it had a serrated edge near the handle.”

      “Like a hunting knife?”

      “More like an Army knife. You know, the really scary kind.”

      “And it just disappeared all on its own?”

      “Like I said, it all happened so fast. No telling what happened to it.”

      “You know that’s weak, right? I mean really weak. The kind of weak that gets people tossed into jail. And other people fired.”

      “Nice try, brother. But you and I both know that you won’t let any of that happen.”

      “Of course not, but I still need an explanation for everything.”

      Elsa shrugged, unsure of what to say.

      “Army, huh?” Lyle asked before he walked to the trunk of his sedan and popped it open. His arm went inside and when it came back out, he held up a knife that was about the same size as Jack’s. It even had a serrated edge. “Something like this?”

      “Yeah, that’s almost it exactly.”

      “Almost?”

      “No, that’s it. I’m sure. Except the handle. It was a different color,” she answered, thinking about the initials J.T. on the side of Jack’s knife.

      “When you said Army, it made me think of Burt. He left this in the back of my truck after we gutted that elk last month. Just haven’t had a chance to get it back to him.”

      “Yeah, that was some good meat. Especially the way you marinated it first.”

      Lyle held for a moment, his eyes looking as though he was in the middle of some decision. A moment later, he turned his neck and peered off into the distance, looking in the same direction as Jack had walked, almost as if he had a sixth sense about what had happened.

      She kept calm and silent, not wanting to give him any indication that he might be onto something.

      When he brought his eyes back to her, he said, “Hold out your hands for me.”

      She did as he asked, extending them toward him with her palms up.

      He motioned at her. “Now turn them over.”

      She did. “What?”

      “Just checking for blood.”

      “Ah, well, I wiped it off before you got here.”

      “Yeah, sure. If you say so, sis. On what?”

      “I don’t remember exactly. It all—”

      “—happened so fast. Yeah, I heard you the first three times you said that. And I suppose you were able to calm your adrenaline instantly as well.”

      “You know I don’t get nervous easily.”

      “This isn’t about nervousness. This is about my sister killing some guy with her bare hands.”

      “You mean with a knife.”

      “Yeah, same thing. Plus, you apparently then decided to beat the other guy and break his nose. A guy that’s twice your size, like some kind of ninja chick who’s been secretly training all these years.”

      “If only,” she said, unable to think of anything else to say.

      “Usually the perpetrator can’t keep his hands still for hours—sometimes the rest of the day. It’s just human nature. Especially the guilt part. Unless, of course, it was premeditated and the suspect is a serial killer.”

      “Yeah, right. Now who’s going off the deep end?” she said, rolling her eyes at him. “I told you it was self-defense. What’s there to feel guilty about?”

      He stood there blinking for what seemed like a minute, maybe two, in complete silence.

      Elsa had to say something; the silence was eating at her gut. “Sorry about all this. I know it’s a big ask, but—”

      Lyle threw up his hands. “Why didn’t you tell me about these guys hassling you?”

      “Honestly, I never thought they’d go this far. Plus, you were busy with all your sheriff stuff.”

      “Exactly. Sheriff stuff. Like helping my little sister deal with the town assholes. I could have stopped all of this before it ever started.”

      “How? You know what Elmer is like. He’s old school. Guys like that don’t listen to anyone,” she replied, realizing she was mostly talking about herself.

      “Except the law. That’s what I’m here for. What kind of Sheriff would I be if I can’t step in and help my sister?”

      “That’s exactly what you’re doing right now. And I love you all the more for it.”

      He shook his head. “Why should I be surprised? You always know what buttons to push, sis.”

      “It’s called family. It’s only a matter of time before we know each other’s buttons. And secrets. All of them.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.”

      “So we’re good?”

      “I’m not even sure what that means anymore.”

      She didn’t respond.

      Lyle continued, “The hard part is going to be explaining this to the Mayor. He’s gonna want answers. So is Elmer.”

      “You’ll think of something. You always do.”

      “It’s probably best if we just say you came home and found these guys in your road. That’s all you know.”

      “If you think so. Sure. I can play dumb. I’m just a poor, helpless farm girl out here in the country.”

      “It’s better than saying that you just got lucky. Seriously, sis. That’ll never fly.”

      “What about Dwayne?”

      Lyle scoffed. “Don’t worry about him. He’ll say whatever I tell him to say.”

      “More secrets, I take it?”

      “His worse than yours. Seems like all I do anymore is damage control for my friends.”

      “And family,” she replied.

      “But all those IOUs do come in handy now and then.”

      She agreed. “What about Tony? Eventually they’re going to unscramble his brains. His version will be different than mine.”

      “That habitual liar? I doubt anyone will believe him. That’s assuming he says jack.”

      “Jack? What do you mean?”

      “I mean he’s old school, like you said. They’ll never involve the law. It’s a pride thing.”

      “So they’re going to handle it themselves.”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “Shit, he was right,” Elsa mumbled, unable to stop the words from leaving her lips.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Nothing. Just talking to myself.”

      “Who’s he? Who are you talking about?”

      “Never you mind, now,” she said, thinking of Tony in the back seat of the deputy’s car. “Maybe we should have called an ambulance?”

      “For Tony?”

      “He needed to see a doctor.”

      “Dwayne will handle it. Trust me.”

      She shrugged. “You’re the Sheriff.”

      “Besides, the last thing we needed were more witnesses.”

      “I get that. But still, it might have gone over better with Elmer if we—”

      “Look, sis. Nothing is gonna polish this pig. It is what it is. Now we deal with the aftermath,” Lyle said. “Which is why I’m gonna station a couple of deputies here.”

      “For how long?”

      “Till this blows over.”

      “And when will that be?”

      “Who knows? But I doubt it will take long.”

      “Great, just what I need.”

      “You should have thought about all of that before you decided to take matters into your own hands.”

      “I told you before, it was self-defense. I didn’t plan any of this.”

      “Just so you know, everyone says that.”

      “But I’m your sister. You know me.”

      Lyle nodded once, took off his hat, then climbed into the driver’s seat. “If anything else happens, like the IRS shows up, or your truck starts making a weird noise, or a spaceship lands in your back yard with three-headed aliens, call me. Please. Let me take care of it before I have to take care of it.”

      “I will. Promise. Just a run of bad luck, that’s all.”

      He eased back into the seat and picked up the microphone hanging on a hook along the dash, then brought it to his lips.

      She watched him press transmit and open his mouth to speak, but then he released the button and sat frozen in the seat.

      “What’s wrong, Lyle?”

      “I hope you know there’s no going back once I make this call.”
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      Elsa turned the John Deere backhoe tractor and headed for the barn, thinking of Jack and all that had happened the day before.

      Her mind couldn’t seem to decide what to focus on, alternating between visions of Jack and his killer smile and the knife sticking out of Sam’s neck. Talk about life running hot and cold—both types of flashes intense and neither of them going away anytime soon.

      Lyle hadn’t gotten back to her since he made the call. Not that silence from him was all that unusual. Sometimes they’d go weeks without a text or phone call, but she thought with all that had transpired in front of her property, he’d at least reach out. If nothing else, check in with his deputy out front.

      Last time she checked, Dwayne was still parked beyond the main gate, sitting in his patrol car with his head against the headrest and his cap low over his eyes, enjoying the shade provided by the oldest tree on her property.

      She’d gotten to know the guy a little bit the week before when she called in a nuisance report about the crop circle in the middle of her eastern-most corn field.

      The mashed down area scared her at first, not realizing what it was when she happened upon it. Then it dawned on her what she was looking at.

      Stupid kids, though it was impressive how perfectly they’d made the circle and bent over the stalks. Not a single one of them broken.

      She figured Lyle was probably busy putting out another fire somewhere. Another needy soul. Another friend’s mess to fix. Or maybe he was sitting with the Mayor and explaining her predicament. She didn’t know and it really didn’t matter. Lyle would do what Lyle needed to do. As would she.

      Elsa parked the tractor to the left of the barn, not far from the base of water tower, then lowered the front bucket to release the hydraulic pressure on the lines, killed the engine with the toggle switch next to her knee, and took off her padded earmuffs.

      She hung the headset over the bottom of the steering wheel then rubbed her earlobes, hoping the blood would return to them soon.

      Elsa might have chosen to work the fields each day, but unlike some of her elderly neighbors, she wasn’t going to damage her hearing in the process. Especially with diesel engines that were beyond loud. More so when you’re sitting only a few feet behind a puttering ninety-horsepower, turbo-charged beast.

      A girl had to make choices, and saving her hearing was one of them.

      So was stopping and giving Jack a ride yesterday. A man with as many tattoos as secrets, she figured.

      She may not have known him well or long, but one thing was certain—he was a man of action. And had a serious thing for bandages. Whatever had happened to his neck must have hurt, but she never asked him about it. It really wasn’t her place.

      Elsa hopped off the open-cab backhoe and stretched her back, feeling the aftereffects of the nonstop rocking motion from the oversized rear tires.

      Every roll. Every rut. Every bump. All of it injected into her spine thanks to the thirty-two pounds of pressure she kept in them at all times.

      There may have been other farmers in the county who could sit and ride all day without pain, but she wasn’t one of them. But it was her decision to take on this farm, so she needed to suck it up.

      “Time to feed the hogs,” she mumbled, appreciating that statement more than ever before.

      Who knew a skinny girl could handle the rigors of taking care of animals and riding a tractor for hours?

      She didn’t, but then again, challenges were something she liked to think she could take head on. So was learning new things, like the fact that some light-colored pigs actually got sunburned. Talk about a surprise.

      The pigpen holding her hogs was a hundred yards away and nestled up against the back side of her equipment barn. In retrospect, it probably wasn’t the best location to build the enclosure, not with the biblical smell wafting its way onto every piece of machinery she owned.

      It was her hope that she’d eventually get used to the stench. At least that’s what she kept telling herself. So far, it hadn’t happened.

      She changed her thoughts to Jack and his amazing shoulders as she made the first corner of her barn, heading north toward the rear to make sure her pigs had food and water for the day.

      When she was about halfway there, a figure stepped out from beyond the far end of the wall.

      It was a man with a white bandage across his nose and one hand behind his back.

      She recognized the muscular man and his crooked smile. It was Tony, his eyes swollen and black and blue.

      “Shit,” she muttered, stopping her feet.

      “Miss me, bitch?”

      Elsa held up her hands. “Look, I don’t want any trouble.”

      Tony brought his hand out from behind his back, revealing a machete. “You mean like this?”

      “Wait. Wait. Wait. Let’s talk about this,” she said, backing up and wishing her mind would focus on something other than that blade gleaming in the sunlight.

      So far, Tony didn’t look to be in a hurry to hack her to pieces. It was more like he was content to creep forward, looking the part of slayer, not actually being one.

      Then again, maybe she was just trying to convince herself that was true.

      One look at the man and certain facts became clear—she was younger and lighter, which gave her an idea.

      Maybe she could outrun him?

      At least long enough to make it to Dwayne out front?

      It wouldn’t be the first time she’d made a run for it. But it might be her last if she couldn’t muster enough speed or courage to make it happen.

      Right then was when she heard it.

      A crunch of dirt behind her.

      Then someone clearing their throat.

      She stopped her feet and turned to see another man, this one freakishly tall, with an all-white beard that hung down to his chest. Plus, he had more wrinkles on his face than a seven-foot-tall unmade bed.

      Elsa recognized him.

      It was Tony’s Uncle Elmer, standing there with bowed legs, a curved back, and three teeth missing along the front. “It be time for a little payback.”

      “You stay away from me,” Elsa snapped, her eyes now locked with his.

      Elmer brought his hand up, with his fingers wrapped in a wad of hair that was attached to a severed head. It was still dripping blood. “Thought you be safe, did you?”

      “Oh my God, is that Dwayne?”

      “He should’ve looked behind him once in a while,” Elmer said, his hillbilly voice as old and gravelly as the skin across his cheeks. He snorted a quick laugh. “Just be sitting there like he was all dat.”

      She held up her hands and let the tears fly. “Please. Don’t do this. Please. I’ll do whatever you want.”

      “It be too late for dat, missy. You had ya chance. More dan once, I might add. Then you go about killing my kin. Folks in these parts don’t take too kindly to dat.”

      Elsa turned to the right and screamed at her legs to get moving. They listened and began a full-on sprint toward the closest cornfield.

      She knew the full-sized stalks would help conceal her, but they’d also break upon impact, giving these men a trail to follow.

      It wasn’t a great plan, but it was her only plan.
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      Run. Run. Run, Elsa told herself, pumping her arms and legs faster than she ever thought possible. She brought her hands up, trying to block an assembly line of cornstalks smashing into her face.

      She could feel the slits and tears on her skin around her wrists and forearms, but she didn’t dare stop. Not to check. Not to breathe. Not to look back, either.

      When the cornfield gave way to a clearing that used to be smothered with bent stalks, she knew where she was—in the middle of the crop circle that the local kids had made the week before.

      The pile of stalks she’d gathered that morning was still there, waiting to be fed to the hogs after pitchforking them into the dumpster she’d brought in with the backhoe only an hour before. For some reason, her mind decided to wonder about the odds of her jaunt bringing her here, to this exact location.

      The sound of footsteps crunching cornstalks took her from her thoughts, but the noise was not just coming at her from the rear. It was also ahead of her and to the right, sounding as though there was a herd of men approaching.

      “Shit.” They seemed to be closing in from every direction.

      Elsa ran to the pile of stalks and grabbed the handle of the pitchfork that was sticking straight up. She pulled it free in a yank, then turned it around in her hands, holding it out in front of her like a spear. Her hands shook as she listened to the sounds trampling the field ahead of her, behind her, and to the right.

      There was no way she could fight them all but maybe, just maybe, if she impaled one of these guys in the face, the others might think twice.

      A heartbeat later, one of the men appeared from the front. It was Elmer, the freak who stood as tall as a windmill.

      He must have been able to see the stalks swaying as she ran, allowing him swing around and come at her from the north. It also meant the old guy was fast. Faster than her.

      She doubled her grip on the implement, making sure the spikes were aimed at Elmer. “Don’t come any closer or I’ll kill you.”

      “You think that gonna stop me? Think again,” Elmer said, lifting his shirt and showing her a litany of scars across his belly and chest. He looked like a pincushion for the damned.

      Elmer dropped his shirt, then charged at her, letting out some kind of hillbilly grunt she hadn’t heard before.

      Just then a flash of movement broke through from the cornstalks on the right and flew at Elmer, raising a fist in the process. It was a man. A big man. Tattooed. Bandages on his neck.

      “Jack?” she mumbled as Bunker landed an overhead punch on the side of Elmer’s head, sending the guy flying in a rolling tumble of arms and legs.

      Elmer came to rest face down, with one of his arms trapped under his body. He lifted his head and shook it, then pried his arm free as Jack ran at him.

      When Elmer began to press to his feet, Jack landed a kick to his stomach, making Elmer gasp and flip over onto his back.

      Jack drew his knife from his hip and held it high as he pounced on Elmer like what Elsa could only describe as a centerfielder diving for a ball in the gap.

      Just as Jack rammed the tip of his knife into Elmer’s throat, Elsa heard another noise. This time from the rear.

      She spun to see Tony break free from the stalks in a stumbling, broken trot, still holding the machete.

      The muscle-bound guy then bent over at the waist, his chest pumping for air like there wasn’t any left. A few gulps later, he straightened up and raised the weapon, then said in a breathy voice, “You bastards. I gonna kill you.”

      “Jack, a little help here,” Elsa called out as Tony came at her.

      She raised the pitchfork, planning to stick one of the three tines into Tony’s neck, just like Jack had done to Elmer.

      When Tony arrived, Elsa shoved the pitchfork at him, but he brought his free arm up only a split second before she made contact.

      The leftmost spike stuck into his forearm as he swung it to the side, sending Elsa along with it.

      She couldn’t stop her momentum, letting go of the farm implement and hitting the ground in an awkward flop.

      Elsa turned onto her back and looked up to see Tony yank the fork out of his arm and toss it away as if it had never happened. Then he moved above her with the machete raised in a striking position.

      His lips pinched and his face turned red as he brought the blade down in a blur.

      She spun her shoulders and rolled to the left, hearing the steel whiz past her ear and hit the dirt.

      A moment later, she felt pressure on her shoulder from above. When her eyes came around, she watched Tony’s hand spin her onto her back.

      She tried to punch his arm away, but her blows only bounced off the goliath’s skin.

      Tony dropped down, pressing his kneecap into the middle of her chest. “Not this time, bitch.”

      When he raised the machete for another strike, she held her hands up and closed her eyes, knowing he wouldn’t miss this time—not from close range and not while pinning her to the ground.

      Time seemed to slow down a hundred-fold as she waited for the pain to come.

      Eventually, she did feel something but it wasn’t pain. It was a rocking motion, from left to right, as a sudden lurching oomph rang in her ears.

      She opened her eyes to see Jack wrestling with Tony in a battle for the machete.

      Elsa got to her feet and backed up, watching the two men spin like logs on a river, their biceps bulging as if they were balloons ready to burst.

      “You killed my cousin, asshole,” Tony said in a grunting voice after they stopped rolling with Tony on top.

      “Watch out,” Elsa said, seeing Tony tilt the tip of the blade toward Jack, even though all four of their hands were wrapped around each other in what she could only describe as a death grip.

      Jack didn’t respond to her warning, instead bringing a leg up and around the front of Tony, latching onto his torso. A second later, Tony toppled backwards under the pressure of Jack’s thigh.

      They kept their hands on the machete as Tony’s spine hit the ground. Their collective momentum must have been strong since it seemed to rock Jack up on top of Tony, with the machete out to the side.

      “Now who’s the asshole, asshole?” Jack asked.

      Tony’s face turned an even darker shade of red before he said, “I’m gonna bleed you, boy.”

      That’s when the machete began to move again, this time from the side to the middle as Tony appeared to be getting the upper hand.

      When Tony turned the blade toward Jack again and inched it closer, Elsa ran to the pitchfork that had been tossed away. She snatched it up and ran back to the men, turning the tines down and raising the handle.

      When she saw the machete start to penetrate Jack’s shirt, she yelled, “Lean back, Jack.”

      She felt a sudden wave of energy fill her body as she brought the pitchfork down in one massive thrust, aiming it for Tony’s face.

      When the middle spike made contact, it didn’t land where she planned. Instead, it impaled Tony’s throat, dead center into the man’s Adam’s apple.

      Tony’s hands let go of the machete and went to his neck, as he gagged in obvious pain for what she assumed was air.

      Jack jumped off the man, spun the machete around, then brought it down in a chop, landing it just below the point where the pitchfork had met skin.

      Tony’s throat split open, sending blood out in spurts.

      Jack brought the machete up for a second strike and held it, looking at Elsa.

      “Do it,” she said. “Do it, now.”

      Jack gave her an affirmative look with his eyes, then brought the blade down with even more speed than before.

      This time the strike liberated Tony’s head from his body, leaving only a corpse shooting blood.

      Elsa backed away.

      So did Jack, the two of them standing shoulder to shoulder and watching the spectacle run red with blood. It took about twenty seconds for the spurting to stop, leaving a good-sized pool of red in the dirt.

      “Geez, what a mess,” Elsa said, looking down at the results.

      “That’s all you have to say?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Most people react a little differently.”

      “You mean, like freak out.”

      “For one.”

      “I’m a farmer, remember. Seen my share of animals decapitated. And trust me, this guy was an animal. At least he isn’t running around without his head attached.”

      “Still, that’s a pretty gruesome thing to witness.”

      “I’ll be all right. Besides, we really didn’t have a choice, now did we?”

      “About taking them out? No. How we did it? Some might argue yes.”

      “I guess I better call my brother. He’s manning the phones today at the Sheriff’s office.”

      “No brother. No Sheriff. Not this time.”

      “We have to, Jack. It’s the right thing.”

      “This time, we do it my way. No evidence. No witnesses. No cover-ups.”

      She shook her head, but remained silent.

      “I’m deadly serious here. We have to deal with this once and for all. Are you with me?”

      Again, she held her tongue, unsure what to say.

      “Elsa, I need you to trust me right now. Do you?”

      “Yes, of course. Completely.”

      “Then we deal with the bodies, now.”

      “Okay, how do we do that exactly?”

      “You have a chainsaw, right?”

      “Yeah, but the chain is broken.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Well, there’s an old portable sawmill out back that used to be used for cutting up oak trees by the previous owner. If we can get it working—”

      “The bandsaw will work.”

      Elsa nodded. “What do we do with all the parts?”

      “Good question.”

      She put her hands on her hips and changed to a matter-of-fact tone of voice. “Well, I’ve got two hundred acres and a backhoe we could use. All we have to do is pick a spot.”

      Bunker paused for a good ten seconds. “No, that’ll still leave evidence for someone to find.”

      She nodded, running the rest of that discovery through her mind. “Not to mention a fresh hole.”

      “What about your pigs? They eat anything, right?”

      “Just about.”

      “Bone, too?”

      “As far as I know,” Elsa said, understanding where he was going with his thinking. “Plus their slop will cover up any smell or blood.”

      “That’s what I was thinking. We’ll have to go find their vehicle and dispose of it somewhere.”

      “Could drive it into Salt Lake and leave it at the airport.”

      “That might work. But we’ll need to go to their house and pack up some of their stuff. Do you know where they live?”

      She pointed. “On the other side of county.”

      “All right, we go there tonight. Get in. Get out. Get it done.”

      “Then you’ll be on your way, right? For sure this time?”

      Bunker pulled out a slip of paper from his pocket and held it up. “I have a train to catch, remember?”

      “Then I have your word? You’ll actually leave this time and never come back?”

      “You have my word. My work here is almost done.”

      

      ** THE END **
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      Thank you for reading Bunker: Origins of Honor.

      

      I hope you enjoyed this sneak peek into the Jack Bunker world of mayhem. For more of the Jack Bunker saga, please visit my website at www.JayFalconer.com.

      There are five more Bunker books to read and all of them take place after Jack gets on the train.

      

      Bunker: Born to Fight

      Bunker: Dogs of War

      Bunker: Code of Honor

      Bunker: Lock and Load

      Bunker: Zero Hour

      

      Also keep an eye out for an all-new Bunker spinoff series that will begin its release in 2020. You’ll find out in detail what happened in Russia and in Turkey when Tess Wainwright had to make a run for the embassy. It’s a wild ride, to be sure.

      

      Jay J. Falconer
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