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Distressed



Chapter 1 – Friday 6:00 p.m.
Salt water flung from the fishing line as it snapped taut. The clear nylon cord twisted left, the boat crew aboard the Wave Cutter scrambling to reel it in. “Fish on!” The soles of rubber boots squeaked against the wet deck, legs teetering back and forth as waves brought the bow of the ship up and down. The faces associated with the gloved hands reaching for the line were weathered, sundrenched, and cracked from the ocean air. Teeth chewed blistered lips as the crew clenched their jaws, pulling in the four-hundred-pound Bluefin tuna. 
First Mate Mark Hurley grabbed the long spear and rushed to the starboard side, where the rest of the crew struggled with the line. “Are you boys fishing or jerkin’ off? Don’t be gentle with it. Put your back into it!” The crew gave one final pull, and the Atlantic waters erupted on the port side of the Wave Cutter, the tuna thrashing and drenching the crew and the deck of the boat in its cold waters. Mark lined up the spear and thrust it into the shimmering blue-and-gray scales on the side of the fish. The crew high-fived each other as Mark reached for the hook to pull the fish aboard. 
Captain Dylan Turk watched the excitement from the wheelhouse then opened the salt-crusted sliding window. “The celebration happens after we get it in the boat, and after we’ve caught another twenty of those.” The two young men quickly helped Mark pull their catch aboard, and Dylan slammed the window shut.  
The hot sun beat down into the wheelhouse and had cooked Dylan a nice shade of brown this summer. It’d been hotter than last year, although he caught himself saying that almost every year. His tanned fingers hung off the wheel loosely, the diesel engine doing most of the work, propelling his ship along the eastern banks of Massachusetts. It was a route both he and the Wave Cutter were familiar with, like the worn path cut through a well-used trail. 
Dylan rubbed his jaw, the scruff on his chin and neck coarse against his callous hands. He reached for the coffee mug resting in the plastic cup holder and sipped, trying to give himself a mid-afternoon burst. Light vibrations from the fish still flopping on the deck rippled up to the cabin but ended the moment Mark bled it out and their two other crew members, Billy and Tank, hauled it down to the storage units to pack it with ice. 
Mark climbed the small ladder to the wheelhouse and joined Dylan inside. “Slow and steady today, Cap.” 
Dylan gave a nod. “Third day usually is.” Truth was, they seemed to have to go out farther and farther to find the fish. Regulations, poaching, and the fact that there was big money to be had in fishing had increased the competition in the area over the past decade. “How are the greenhorns?”
“Useless,” Mark said. 
Dylan grinned. Anyone that wasn’t Mark was useless in those old eyes of his. But while the first mate’s skin had wrinkled and cracked, his hands and neck freckled and rough, Mark was still as sharp as the first day Dylan had worked with him. “Well, that’s why I have you.” Dylan gripped Mark’s shoulder, gently swaying him back and forth. “Those boys will give Navy SEALs a run for their money by the time you’re done with them.”
Mark scoffed and shrugged Dylan’s hand off him. “I don’t know where you find these kids. It seems like each year they get younger and dumber.”
“Or you’re just getting older and more impatient.” Mark gave another scoff and grumbled to himself. One of the many endearing attributes of the man was the fact that he was fueled by competition. “You’ve seen what’s been happening, Mark.” Dylan’s tone darkened. “Everyone’s headed for the larger ships. They get more fish, and they get bigger paychecks.”
Mark spit out the window on the port side. “Bunch of lazy asses is what they are. I’ve seen those ships. Everything’s mechanical. It’s not fishing when all you have to do is press a button.”
The ocean had supported Dylan and his family for the past eighty years. His grandfather was a fisherman, his father, and him. Salt water flowed through his veins. There wasn’t a place in the world where he felt better than when he was on the water. His grandfather used to joke that Dylan didn’t start walking until his parents finally put him on a boat deck. He’d never seen a baby look so comfortable on two legs with the deck rocking back and forth. 
A weather alert beeped from the satellite uplink and spit out a warning. Dylan ripped it from the printer and scanned the lettering then glanced up into the sky. Some dark clouds had gathered in the northeast, but the wind was still tame. They had a little more time. “Better go tell those baby seals to stow the gear. Might be a rough one.”
Mark wiped his runny nose along his sleeve. “Mother of Mary, if they start puking, I’ll throw them overboard along with their slop.” He descended the ladder, and Dylan heard his angered orders through the fiberglass of the wheelhouse. 
Dylan took another swig of coffee as the bow of the ship crested a wave. He opened the windows, letting the salt air fill the cabin and whip his hair back. He closed his eyes, letting the breeze graze his cheeks and the sun soak his skin. When he opened his eyes, he glanced down at the picture taped between the speedometer and the wheel. Two faces stared back at him, one with a front-tooth-missing grin, and the other one with her tongue out. The picture was two years old but one of his favorites. Some of the color had faded and the edges furled from the wind and salt, but he refused to take it down. He barely got to see them as it was. 
Then on the horizon Dylan saw the flash of a red flare. He reached for the radio and rotated the dial for the frequency. “This is Captain Dylan Turk on the Wave Cutter at coordinates 42.431566, -65.593872. I’ve got a distress flare from another vessel. Could need assistance. Do we have anyone in the area?”
The radio spat out static. Dylan waited a moment before he repeated the message. Then the raspy voice of a coast guard operator finally answered. “Copy that, Wave Cutter. We have a vessel ten miles from your location. Do you have any other information to pass along?”
“Negative. I’m going to take a closer look, make sure everyone is okay.” Dylan hung up the radio and whistled down to Mark, who was busy yelling at the deckhands. He pointed toward the direction of the flare, and Mark gave a thumbs-up. Dylan nudged the throttle down, pushing the engines to their peak, and the hull cut through the open waters. 
The flare flickered out less than fifty yards from them approaching the vessel. It rocked back and forth on the waves, the anchor straining to hold the boat down in the growing seas. Dylan picked up the radio, scanning the frequencies to try and find any signal coming from the ship, but heard nothing. He scanned through one more time just to make sure, but again the radio spit nothing at him except silence. 
The closer Dylan moved, the more he was able to see the ship itself. None of the crew was visible on the deck, and there was no sign of whoever had set the flare. He pulled back the throttle and turned the wheel left, allowing him to circle to the other side of the boat to get a better look. The windows of the wheelhouse had been tinted dark, and the nets and gear were stowed away, without a drip of water on them. 
Mark ascended the ladder and stepped inside. “What’s wrong?” 
Dylan shook his head, the bow of the boat veering around the distressed vessel’s stern. “Those buoys haven’t touched water, and I can’t get them on the radio.”
“You sure you saw the flare?”
“I’m sure.” They kept their eyes on the deck as they came around to the port side, and then a man waving his arms came out from under the deck, and then another mimicking the same gesture. “Maybe their radio was out?” Mark suggested.
“Maybe.” Mark exited the wheelhouse, and Dylan kept his eye on the two men on the deck as he sidled the Wave Cutter beside the distressed boat. Mark tossed a line, and the two men tied off the cleats while Tank tossed bumpers over the side to provide some cushion between the vessels with the growing waves. Dylan shut off the engine and opened the glovebox. He shuffled through some of the papers and pulled out a small black box with a lock. He rolled the numbers until he heard a click. The joints of the rusty box squeaked as he opened it and grabbed the black .380 revolver nestled inside. He opened the chamber to check the ammo. It was fully loaded. He snapped the chamber shut and stuffed the gun into his pocket before he descended from the wheelhouse. 
Mark, Tank, and Billy were still on the deck of the Wave Cutter, pointing at the opened engine hatch, slowly enunciating their words and speaking loudly. “En-gine tr-ou-ble?”
The two men on the deck of the distressed vessel pointed at the open hatch and nodded. Dylan joined his men, and Mark was the first to speak. “I think they’re illegals.”
“Then how the hell did they get that gear?” While the boat itself wasn’t the most modern piece of equipment, the nets, lines, hooks, and other gear on deck were brand new and top of the line. Dylan walked to the edge of the port side, where the two boats floated together on the waves. “Do you speak English?” The two men looked at each other then shook their heads. They looked up to the wheelhouse and pointed, speaking in a gibberish that Dylan and his men couldn’t understand. 
“Billy, Mark, you two see what you can do about the engine. I’m gonna radio the coast guard again to let them know what we’ve got.” 
Billy and Mark nodded, and the moment they stepped over the side of the boat and set foot on the distressed vessel’s deck, one of the men grabbed Billy and pulled a pistol out of the back of his pants and jammed it in Billy’s temple. The man’s partner pulled out his own weapon and aimed it at Mark. “Anyone moves, and they die.” The man’s words were accented but still understandable.
Dylan felt the weight of the revolver in his pocket as he lifted his hands in the air. “Hey, nobody needs to get hurt.” Both men’s movements were jerky, and Dylan could see their fingers on the triggers. 
“Off the boat! Off the boat!” The man with his pistol aimed at Mark motioned for Dylan and Tank to come over to their side. When they did, two other men descended from their wheelhouse, both their faces covered with bandanas. Only one of them spoke, his voice muffled by the cloth covering his mouth, and it was in the same foreign tongue as their comrades. 
After an exchange, the two men in bandanas nodded then turned to head below deck, but Dylan stopped them when they had their backs turned. “What do you want?” The man that had aimed his pistol at Mark immediately turned on Dylan, screaming at him, and marched until the end of the barrel was against Dylan’s cheek. The piece of steel was hot against his skin from baking in the sun, and the man forced it into Dylan’s face with enough momentum to almost knock his teeth out. 
The man moved close enough for Dylan to smell the stink of his hot breath. It smelled sour, rotten. “You do not speak to him unless spoken to.” The man with the mask barked a harsh order at Dylan’s captor in their native tongue, and the pistol was slowly removed from Dylan’s cheek, leaving a circular mark from where the tip of the barrel had rested. 
Dylan squinted from the sunlight. The only sounds were the waves lapping against the two boats’ hulls and the thump of shoes from the man in the bandana making his way toward him. Sweat rolled down Dylan’s temples and broke out on his neck and chest. When the man was right in front of him, he lowered the bandana, revealing a thin beard of dark-black hair outlining his upper lip, chin, and jawline, all connecting in one fluid line. His eyes were a dark green, his face tanned. The dark circles under his eyes were the only sign of weakness that Dylan could see. While Dylan could tell that the man wasn’t hardened by the sea, there was no denying the look of someone who had bathed themselves in pain. 
“I want you to hurt.” The words rolled off of his tongue with a light slur, his accent thicker than the other man. He looked around to the rest of Dylan’s crew, individually sizing each of them up, turning his back to Dylan. “I want all of you to hurt.” 
It could be his only chance. Dylan wrapped his arm around the man’s neck, putting him in a choke hold, and reached for the revolver in his pocket. He thumbed the hammer back and jammed the pistol into the man’s temple. The man’s henchmen immediately scrambled for his own crew, aiming their pistols closer to Mark, Tank, and Billy. 
Dylan felt the pulse pumping through the vein in the man’s neck against his arm. “You want your boss to live?” He started breathing heavily, his sweating increasing twofold. He kept readjusting his grip on the revolver’s handle, which slid against the perspiration oozing from his palm. “Drop the guns now!”
“They will not answer to you.” The man’s thick accent muddled Dylan’s ears. He took a step backward, dragging the hostage with him. “Both myself and my men are willing to die. Are yours?” The man spat a round of his foreign tongue to his men, and one of them grabbed Tank by his shirt collar and dropped him to his knees. He placed the barrel on the back of his head, and Tank began to sob. 
Adrenaline and fear ripped through Dylan’s body. His stomach twisted into a knot, and his heart dropped to his feet. His throat went dry, and he readjusted his grip on the revolver’s handle. “I’ll do it! Do you want him to die?”
“My life is of no significance to them, or me. It will only take one of us to complete our task. Do you want your man to die?”
Tank’s face flushed red as snot and tears dribbled down his face. “Captain, please. Please, I don’t want to die.” He pressed his forehead against the boat deck, collapsing within himself. 
Tank couldn’t have been older than nineteen. All Dylan could think about when he looked at him was his own son. Tank had a father somewhere, a mother, friends, people who loved and cared about him.
Dylan slowly disengaged the revolver’s hammer and released the man. He placed the gun on the ground, keeping his hands in the air. “No one needs to die. Take the boat, take whatever you need, and just go.” He kicked the revolver away, and it skidded across the slick boat deck until it landed by the man still holding a gun to the back of Tank’s skull. 
The man Dylan held rubbed his neck gently, which was flushed red. He walked to his comrade and picked up the revolver. He tossed it over in his hands, opened the chamber, closed it, and gripped the handle. “Three-eighty special. A detective gun. Growing up, did you play cowboys and Indians, Captain?”
Dylan looked down to Tank, still reeling on deck. “Tank, you’re going to be fine, okay? It’s going to be all right.” 
“I am sure you did,” the man said. “I bet you ran around your yard, green with grass, wearing your cowboy hat and your sheriff’s badge, hunting down the bad guys and throwing them in jail. I bet you liked that, being the hero. The good guy.” He cocked the hammer back on the revolver and twisted his face, the thin line of his beard forming a grimace. “There are no good men or bad men. There are only those that are willing to do what it takes to get what they want.” He pushed his comrade aside and placed the revolver’s barrel on the back of Tank’s skull, and Tank broke out in another fit of cries.
“Please.” Dylan took a step forward then stopped when the rest of the pistols were aimed at him. “I was wrong. Okay?” It took everything in him to keep his voice steady. “If you’re going to hurt someone, hurt me.”
“I am.” The man pulled the trigger, and the piece of lead entered the back of Tank’s skull and exited his left cheek. Both Mark and Dylan lunged at the pirates the moment the shot was fired but were pistol-whipped to the deck, joining Tank on the ground, where a stream of blood poured out of Tank’s face and mixed with the salt water puddled on the floor. 
Dylan collapsed to the deck, looking to Tank, whose eyes were still open and his body motionless. He reached out and lowered the boy’s eyelids. Then, two of the pirates picked Tank’s body up and tossed it overboard. 
“Even if you would have killed me, the boy would have died,” the man said, tossing the revolver over the side of the ship along with the body. “At least you’re alive. For now.”



Chapter 2 - Saturday 1:00 a.m.
The tires of a 1985 Oldsmobile with its headlights off pulled onto the graveled pavement that was the makeshift parking lot for the small harbor and docks that sat alongside the Atlantic. The only light that the harbor provided was a few lampposts along the docks and one flickering bulb encased in broken plastic against the harbormaster’s building. 
Adila Cooper checked the clock on the Oldsmobile’s dash as it flashed 1:00 a.m. She cut the engine and leaned back in her seat, which creaked. She drummed her fingers on the wheel. “C’mon, you bastards. Don’t get cold feet on me now.” A pair of headlights flashed in her rearview mirror, and a surge of relief and adrenaline kicked in. “Here we go.” Cooper pushed herself out of the car and leaned against the back of the trunk, her arms crossed in an annoyed stance. “You’re late, Demetri.”
The doors of the black Mercedes seemed to shut in unison as the four figures exited the car. All of them dressed in long black overcoats with the same short black haircut and broad faces that accompanied their Russian heritage. 
“Relax,” Demetri replied. “Good business takes time.” He was a second-generation son of a Russian mob boss that worked the Northeast. He spoke both English and Russian but never had the accent that his father and uncles had yet to shed.
“Good business happens when people agree to the terms,” Cooper retorted. “You talk with your father?”
“I did. Both he and I are in agreement. Three shipments a week. Twenty kilos per shipment, at six hundred thousand upon delivery.”
Cooper frowned and cocked her head to the side. “The agreement was for six fifty a shipment. Don’t try and lowball me on this, Demetri.”
“Eta zhenshchina. Vsegda so spetsifikoy,” Demetri said, turning to the crew behind him. “You and I both know you’ll make up the difference in the volume. There isn’t anyone on the east coast that can handle the kilos you’re bringing in. It’s a mutually beneficial arrangement.” He reached out and gently rubbed one of the dark-black locks of her hair that rested on her shoulder. 
Cooper reached up and gently rubbed the top of his hand with her thumb then squeezed her fingers and twisted Demetri’s wrist, causing him to howl in pain. “It’s not that beneficial, sweetheart.” She shoved his hand away, and he took a few steps back, rubbing his wrist and chuckling. 
“I always thought you’d like it rough.” 
“It’s best not to mix business and pleasure.” Cooper led them down the docks, past rows of boats floating silently in the night air. They boarded the second-to-last boat on the dock, and Cooper ripped off a tarp that covered a massive cooler with a lock. She reached into her pocket and tossed Demetri the key. “Take a look. Make sure everything’s in order. And then I’ll be taking my six fifty, and be on my way.” 
Demetri laughed, shaking his head. He handed the key to one of his men, who opened the cooler, stacked the wrapped bricks of cocaine into his arms, and passed it to the others. Another one of Demetri’s henchmen gave him a small bag, then he extended it to Cooper. “Just have enough respect to wait and count it until after I’m gone.”
“Just make sure I don’t have to come looking for you after I do.” Cooper opened the bag and thumbed the thick stacks of hundreds inside. Money always had a distinct smell, like a crisp piece of paper that had been baked in the sun for too long and left out to dry. She zipped the bag back up and headed over to her car, with Demetri and his crew in tow. 
“I look forward to working with you in the future,” Demetri said, his crew piling the cocaine into his trunk. “We’re going to make a lot of money together.”
The graveled parking lot came alive with sirens, lights, and police vehicles as they were surrounded with at least thirty officers. Cooper, Demetri, and his men removed their pistols, firing into the police, retreating to the docks. 
Cooper’s feet smacked against the wooden planks of the boat dock. The water echoed the gunshots across the bay. She aimed her pistol into the clustered group of officers bottlenecking themselves at the front of the dock. Gunshots fired back and forth, and one of Demetri’s men caught a bullet in the back and collapsed to the dock before they made it to the boat that had stored the cocaine. The vessel rocked as the four of them climbed on board. 
“What the hell did you do?” Demetri roared, gripping Cooper’s neck and squeezing. 
Cooper ripped Demtri’s hands off her and shoved him back. “You told me the feds weren’t watching you anymore!” She fired down the long dock, her bullets splintering the wooden pillars the officers tried hiding behind. The pistol’s slide rocked back, signaling the magazine was empty. She ducked back into the cover of the boat and reloaded. 
Demetri’s henchmen fired while their boss hung back, close to the boat’s console. He searched frantically, trying to figure out how to start the engine. “Where are the keys?”
Cooper padded her pockets. “Shit! I left them at the car.”
Demetri turned on her as gunfire blasted their eardrums. “How the hell are we supposed to get out of here, then?”
“I don’t suppose you can swim, can you?” Cooper peeked above the edge of the hull’s wall and saw that the officers had marched more than halfway down the dock. They were overrun, outgunned, and running out of time. “I’m not going to jail.” She jumped from the boat and onto the dock, firing wildly into the authorities. 
A bullet connected to her stomach, and a gush of blood erupted from her shirt. She stumbled to her knee and continued to fire, clutching her abdomen. The pistol’s magazine emptied, and another bullet impacted her chest, triggering another spat of blood, and she collapsed to her back. She lay there, her arms and legs twisted as she watched the faces of the officers circle above her then march their way down the rest of the dock. 
Cooper lay there, motionless on the splintered docks, her eyes closed, listening to the battle between the police and Demetri’s men. She lost track of time as she lay there, and wasn’t exactly sure when the gunfire stopped, but she was suddenly aware of being lifted up and onto a stretcher and carried down the dock. 
The paramedics slid her inside the ambulance, where she was greeted by two officers in DEA jackets. The medics closed the doors, and she felt the ambulance lurch forward. 
“You got a lot of balls,” the DEA agent said.
Blood still covered her chest and stomach. Agent Cooper propped herself up on her elbows and eyeballed the two of them. “Had to make it convincing.” She slid her hand down her shirt and yanked out two small pouches of torn blood packs and slung them on the floor. She gently pressed down where the rubber bullets had bruised her flesh. “Damn, those things hurt.”
Agent Diaz tossed her a jacket, and she took off her bloody shirt and exchanged it for the jumpsuit. “Worth it, though. There’s enough cocaine to put Demetri away for a long time.”
Cooper zipped up her jacket and pinned her badge on the belt of her pants. “Good to finally have that back. Hey!” She shouted up toward the driver. “Take us back around to the surveillance vans. I want to see the bastards in cuffs.”
“Coop, that’s probably not a good idea,” Diaz said as the ambulance made a wide-sweeping turn. “You want to keep your distance for a while, and the boss wants a debrief ASAP.”
“I’m not going to get out and talk to them,” Cooper answered. “I just want to see the reward of four months’ worth of work.” She positioned herself just next to the window as the ambulance pulled back onto the harbor. Only Demetri and one of his henchmen walked out alive. She couldn’t help but grin as the officer pushed Demetri’s head down and locked him up in the vehicle. Cooper leaned back against the ambulance’s wall. “He was never anything more than a wannabe.”
“His father will do whatever he can to break him out,” Diaz said. “Despite their prickly relationship.” 
“Well, tell him good luck. The Shoscovs don’t have the power they used to. We’re slowly cutting off their money, and without that, they won’t be able to hide behind their expensive lawyers or their concrete walls and security systems.” 
“They won’t be able to weasel their way out of this one. It’s cut-and-dry. The coke was real, you’re dead, and they exchanged hands. This was foolproof.”
“A lot of things are supposed to be foolproof.” Cooper rubbed the tender flesh on her chest where the blood packs had detonated, and once the officers carrying Demetri and his henchmen disappeared, she climbed out of the van and joined the remaining DEA agents tagging evidence. 
Glances and hushed whispers followed Cooper as she made her way through the crime scene. She felt each eye drill into the back of her head like a laser. She rolled her shoulders, uncomfortable from the attention. She made her way down the dock, passing the bloodstains on the wood where she’d been hit. Two coroners were wrapping up one of the dead henchmen by the boat, but Cooper kept walking until she ran out of dock. 
The horizon was nothing but black and water. Waves lapped against the dock pillars, and Cooper closed her eyes to smell the salt air, but the only scent that grazed her nostrils was bird shit. When Diaz walked up behind her, he offered a light smile, which Cooper didn’t return. “Somebody know something I don’t?” 
Diaz let out a sigh. “You’ve been undercover for a long time, Coop. When you go under that long, rumors start. It’ll blow over in a couple of weeks, once you get back into the routine.”
Cooper scoffed. “Seven years with the department, and they think I’m dirty? Why? Because some prick dropped a tip that I was dealing on the side. It’s bullshit.”
“And the bullshit will clear,” Diaz replied. “I know you’re not dirty.”
“Yeah, well, you might be the only one.” It wasn’t a secret that Cooper had been in more undercover operations than any other DEA agent in history, and along with those long stints came a reputation. A reputation that maybe she’d sunk herself too deep, let herself go in too much. Even she had to admit, it was a rush, living in the underworld that most people never see. Never knowing what would hit you. Maybe she had been under too long. 



 
***
The office was small but adequate space for Homeland Deputy Director Richard Perry’s needs. The stapler, pens, and computer monitor on his desk were lined up in an organized grid, everything in its proper place. The walls and shelves were bare of any personal effects. No pictures of family or friends. Nothing. 
Despite the small collar and tie, Perry’s thin neck wiggled loosely against the stiff collar. His jacket hung on the back of his chair, the American flag pinned to the lapel. His bony fingers typed along the keyboard, crawling like an insect over a larger foe. The cuffs of his long-sleeved shirt had crept up his forearms, exposing flesh that looked cracked and flaky. He quickly pulled them back down to his wrists.
The only light in the hallway was emitted from his office. The rest of the staff had gone home long ago, leaving Perry alone to burn the midnight oil. He finished up a few details on his report, spell-checked it, then sent it to his superior. He checked his watch and waited, looking at the phone on his desk. A few seconds later, and it rang. “Director, what can I help you with?”
“Perry, is this some sort of joke?”
Perry rose from his chair. Even when he stood, his body seemed twisted, and his legs and arms seemed too long for the rest of his body. He stepped around the desk, walking to the window to shut the blinds, a habit he went through even when no one was around. “No, sir, I’m afraid it’s not.”
“If this gets out, and we’re wrong... Christ, if we’re right, this could cause a national emergency.”
Perry nodded his head, making his way back to his desk. “Yes, sir. That’s why I wanted to bring it to you directly. Keeping this out of the public eye will be important.”
“We’ll need to bring in the Secretary of the Navy on this, make sure the West Coast is prepared.”
“I already have a proposal in your inbox, sir.”
The director gave a light laugh on the other end of the line. “I’ve never met anyone that made my job so easy and hard at the same time. I’ve set up a meeting for first thing this morning at 8:00 a.m. It’ll be on the second-floor conference room.”
“I’ll be there, sir.” The call clicked dead, and Perry set the phone down. He checked the time on the wall and pulled out a cell phone. He dialed a contact labeled “unknown” and waited as it rang. A few seconds later, an older voice picked up, and Perry spoke in a calm whisper. “Is it done?”
“Landing will happen before sunrise.”
Perry snapped the cell shut then stuffed it into his pocket. He grabbed his forearm. Even under the cloth of his shirt, he felt the bumps and grooves that tattooed his skin. Soon.



Chapter 3 – Saturday 2:00 a.m.
With the bandana tied around his eyes, blocking his vision, all Dylan had to rely on was what he heard and felt. The pirate’s gibberish and the heavy clunk of crates and boots across the ship’s deck. The side of his face still felt tender from the hit, and the temperature of the air had dropped dramatically, letting him know the sun had long since sunk beneath the horizon. His shoulders felt tight, and his back was rigid. The restraints around his ankles and wrists were bound together, and his knees had gone numb from sitting on them for the past few hours. 
The adrenaline had long run out of him, along with the mixture of grief, fear, and anger that went with it. All he could do was sit there while the image of Tank’s face plagued his thoughts until his mind was soaked with the blood that had poured out of his crewman. He’d only known the boy for a few weeks, but despite Mark’s flogging that he was worthless, Tank caught on quick. 
When Dylan watched Tank from the wheelhouse, he would catch a smile creep up the side of his face when he was chumming bait or stowing a line. The boy loved the water. But when the images replayed in his mind, a hole would appear in Tank’s left cheek, and blood would spout from it and onto the deck, and his body was tossed overboard. His family and friends couldn’t even bury him. 
Mark, Billy, and Dylan had remained silent during their imprisonment. None of them were willing to risk the beating or bullet they knew would come if they spoke. Even Mark’s mouth yielded after a round of thrashing from the pirates. 
The dialogue between their captors suddenly turned heated. While they still spoke in their foreign tongue, Dylan knew something was wrong. The words reached a crescendo when a hand yanked off the blindfold. Dylan blinked repeatedly, his eyes adjusting to the moonlight. He looked to his left and saw that Mark and Billy were both still tied up and blindfolded. The pirate who had taken the blindfold off him dropped a map in front of him with scribbling all over it. 
Dylan unfurled the map in his hands, and under moonlight he saw a circle around a small stretch of land just south of Boston on the coast. Dylan tossed the map back at the feet of the pirate. “I’m not taking you anywhere.” A right cross connected to Dylan’s face, and he stumbled from his knees to his side, bumping into Mark, who fell with him. The pirate fisted a clump of Dylan’s hair and yanked his head back, exposing his neck to the blade in his hand. Dylan felt the cold steel just below his Adam’s apple. “Go ahead. Do it.”
The head pirate looked at him and smiled. “Captain Dylan, it seems like you’re finally understanding what we’re trying to do.” He crouched down and met him at eye level. “It’s a place here.” The pirate pressed his forefinger into Dylan’s chest, hard, until it pulsed in and out with the beat of Dylan’s heart. “The mind makes us believe that it’s the one in control, but it’s the heart that fuels our desires, our fantasies, and our revenge.” 
“Whatever you’re doing. Whatever you’re planning. I won’t have any part of it.”
“That’s because you lack the proper incentive.” The pirate smiled and pulled out a small square of faded paper, and when he flipped it around and placed it in front of Dylan for him to see the faces of his children, Dylan lunged for him but was too slow, and the side of a pistol smacked into the back of his head. “Our GPS is no longer functional. You will take us to the coordinates on the map, and if you don’t, then I will kill your children myself.”
The pirate dropped the picture, and it twirled in a spiral to the deck. Dylan retrieved it from a small puddle and wiped the photograph on his shirt, drying its worn and faded edges. He gently rubbed his thumb over their faces then tucked the picture safely into his pocket as the pirate who’d held the knife to his neck shoved him violently.
Dylan jumped to his feet and gave a forceful shove back. The pirate raised his pistol, but before it escalated any further, the head pirate spoke in their foreign tongue and then untied Mark and Billy’s restraints, taking their blindfolds off.
“You two all right?” Dylan asked.
“Yeah,” Mark answered. Billy simply nodded, eyeing the bloodstain on the deck where Tank had been shot. Dylan handed Mark the map as the three reboarded their ship, now heavy with four pirates and whatever else the pirates had stored below deck while they were tied up. 
While Mark and Billy untied the ropes from the cleat connecting the two vessels, the pirates exchanged their pistols for AK-47s, and each of those barrels was aimed at one of them at all times. The lead pirate joined Dylan in the wheelhouse, and once the distressed vessel was behind them, both Billy and Mark were sent below deck with their guards. 
“How long?” the pirate asked.
“We should get there before morning,” Dylan answered, although he was in no hurry.
“It needs to be before sunrise.”
“I can’t make any promises.”
“Then neither can I.” The tone was threatening, as it was meant to be. “Turn the lights off,” the pirate demanded.
“There’s a lot of traffic out here. If I can’t see anyone, and they can’t see me, that’ll do more harm than good.”
“No. Lights.”
Dylan flicked off the bow and stern lighting, sending the ship into darkness, with the exception of the moon and stars above. Even the cabin lights were off. “I can’t get us to the destination if I can’t see the map.” 
The pirate turned on a flashlight and shone it over the nautical gear then flashed it off. “Just keep us on course.”
The hours that passed felt more like days. Above, clouds flashed lightning, and it danced across the sky. Dylan remembered the weather forecast from earlier. The projections had them missing the storm, but if an alert had come through while he was blindfolded, he would have missed it. A light rumble accompanied the flashes of hot light in the clouds, and Dylan heard the pirate shift uneasily behind him. For the first time in his nautical career, Dylan found himself wishing for rain. 
Thunder boomed and lightning clashed the closer they moved toward the shoreline. The first few drops of rain splattered against the windshield, and the bow rose up the side of swells and then sped down the opposite slope. Waves crashed over the front of the boat as the wind picked up and howled. “You need to let my crew tie down the gear.” Dylan gripped the wheel hard as the rain thickened.
“No, they stay where they are,” the pirate answered, the resolution in his voice refusing to break.
Another bolt of lightning and crash of thunder sounded simultaneously as Dylan steered the boat into the wall of water careening toward them. The force of the wave sent fishing lines and weights crashing into the windows of the cabin, and with it the water from outside. 
The rain whooshed through the broken panes of the cabin’s window and pelted Dylan’s face and the pirate, who finally turned to his men and yelled at them in his native tongue, then looked to Dylan. “If your crew tries anything, I will kill them.”
Dylan examined the dripping pistol in the pirate’s hand. He shouted through the window to Mark and Billy below. “Stow the lines and put out the anchors!” But before he could even finish his words, Mark was already barking at Billy to do just that. The two men hurried around the ship, doing their best to stay upright in the howling wind and rocking waves of the storm. 
The engine of the boat whined and strained to follow Dylan’s commands, but the captain willed the boat forward, pushing it beyond its limits. Mark finally lowered the anchors on either side of the ship, giving the vessel some stability. The Wave Cutter charged through the storm, and Dylan fought to keep them on course. 
The storm clouds had blocked out the moon and stars, and all Dylan could see in front of him was blackness with the lightning from above flashing, occasionally illuminating their path. “I need to turn the spotlight on.”
“No! No lights!”
“If I can’t see a swell coming, then we run the risk of capsizing! If you’re worried about getting caught, no one is going to stop us in this storm.” Dylan’s wet shirt clung to his chest with an icy grip, the rain soaking him through to the bone. The wind sent rain droplets speeding through the broken windows, which stung his exposed face and arms. The pirate finally nodded, and Dylan flicked the light switches and grabbed the spotlight attached to the roof of the wheelhouse, which he could operate with the handle that jutted down just above his head. 
Dylan rotated the beam of light, bringing it onto the waves and rolling seas. He turned the wheel hard right, avoiding a swell that threatened to knock them sideways. “Hold on!” Gravity pulled them backward as the vessel pushed its way up the side of the wave. The boat creaked and strained and crawled to a stop as they reached the crest. 
Dylan jammed the throttle down harder, giving the ship the needed boost to peak over the wave and slam onto the choppy waters below. He wiped the rain from his eyes, looking for any more rogues that threatened to take him out. A hand gripped his shoulder, and he ripped it off, only to find that it was Mark. “Captain! The gear’s tied down, but we lost a lot of line.”
“You and Billy get below and grab the life vests. I don’t know how much worse this storm is going to get or when it plans on stopping.”
Mark nodded and then carefully descended the ladder of the wheelhouse, almost falling into the ocean a few times before he made it to the deck. Dylan looked back at the pirate, drenched from head to toe but still gripping his pistol. Lightning flashed in the reflection of his eyes. He kept that scowl, watching Dylan’s every movement, the same granite expression that he’d had since they boarded his ship. In that moment, the finalization washed over Dylan: the pirate truly did not care whether he lived or died, so long as his mission was complete.
Dylan continued the push forward through the storm, the rain and waves peaking after an hour of battling. He felt his body sag from fatigue as the raging downpour turned into a light rain that pattered the windows and deck of his ship. The waves calmed, and the lightning and thunder that had done their best to crush them turned into nothing more than echoes in the distance. Water sloshed back and forth in the wheelhouse, and Mark and Billy used the bilge pump to help clear it out. 
With the storm safely behind them, the pirate forced Dylan to turn the ship’s lights back off. “You’re good at what you do. My thanks.”
“Keep it.” The thought of it disgusted Dylan, but he didn’t do it for them. Billy and Mark were still alive, and he’d be damned if he let any more of his crew members die because of his decision making. 
Dylan checked his watch, and the clock face read 5:00 a.m. They had less than ninety minutes before the sunrise. “When we make it to the shoreline, I won’t be able to take you all the way to land.”
“What?”
“The location you showed me.” Dylan jammed his finger into the soaking-wet map. “The waters are too shallow for my boat to make it all the way to shore.”
The pirate yelled through the open window, and after a few short commands, one of the men descended into the fish cellar and emerged with a radio. He extended the antenna and tuned the dial to whatever frequency his comrades on the other end were listening to. A few minutes later, he was in communication and then yelled something back up to their leader. “Keep course. We’ll have a boat come and meet you in the deeper waters.”
The rest of the trip was uneventful. Fatigue and the fact that everyone was soaked to the bone seemed to have leeched everyone’s remaining energy. But once the shoreline was in view, the pirates’ energies resurged, and Dylan became painfully aware of what would happen to them once the pirates had completed their mission.
“Slow,” the pirate said, holding the gun to the back of Dylan’s neck. 
Dylan brought the ship to an idle and kept the lights off as instructed. Two of the pirates down on the deck kept a lookout for whatever dinghy was meeting them. If Dylan was going to get himself and his crew out of this alive, then he’d need to do it quickly. The nearest port was thirty minutes north. If he timed it right, he might be able to get both him and his crew there safely. 
The pirates on the bow started shouting as they heard the light rumble of the outboard engine from the smaller vessel heading to meet them. They gave a quick flash of their lights, and Dylan was ordered to do the same. He cut the engines, and the ship coasted until the small sixteen-foot boat, captained by similar-looking men with rifles and pistols, pulled up on their port side. 
They cast lines and tied them off on the cleats. Dylan was escorted down the steps and placed with Billy and Mark in the cabin. Both of them were still soggy from the storm. Billy looked like he was about to fall asleep, while Mark still had a fire stoked in him and looked as though he could set fire to any man he stared at for too long. “You two all right?”
Billy gave a sleepy nod, but Mark didn’t break his stare on the pirates. One man was left to guard them while the rest of the pirates moved whatever gear they stored below. Dylan heard the splash of the anchor and the thump of boots along the deck. The sounds continued for a while and then finally stopped as their leader shouted something down into the cabin for their captor to hear. He answered, and then the rumble of the smaller boat’s engine sounded. A few seconds later, a second guard came down to join his comrade, and both men took turns aiming their pistols over Dylan, Mark, and Billy’s heads. 
With the rest of the pirates gone and two left to guard Dylan, Mark, and Billy, he realized that the small boat must not have had enough room to carry all of their gear. The pirates would need to make another trip. 
Right now they were two hundred yards from the shore. It’d take the pirates at least five minutes for the trip, and just as long to unload whatever they had, then five minutes for the journey back, perhaps shorter since they weren’t so heavy. 
Dylan’s eyes roamed the cabin, trying to catch anything in his peripherals that he could use, while keeping a watchful eye on the fingers curled over gun triggers. The two pirates watched them like hawks, and each moment that passed was one less second they could be using to get away. “You speak English?”
Neither man responded. Mark finally broke his gaze on the pirates and turned to Dylan. Billy awoke from his fatigued stupor. “Hey!” Dylan shouted, triggering the pirate’s foreign dialect and the barrel of his rifle to be shoved in his cheek. Dylan shoved the rifle’s barrel away from his face, but the pirate still kept a bead on him. Dylan forced the adrenaline coursing through his body to stop his muscles from trembling, and he gritted his teeth. “I know you can understand me, you piece of shit.” 
The pirate grabbed Dylan by the collar and flung him across the inside of the cabin. He smacked into one of the cabinets, and plates and utensils spilled out. Mark and Billy jerked from their seats, but the pirate’s comrade kept them at bay. 
Dylan fumbled his hands to try and grab a fork that had fallen to the floor. When the pirate lunged for Dylan again, he jammed the fork’s prongs into the side of the pirate’s neck. Blood spurted over Dylan’s fingers as the pirate squirmed and flailed. The pirate’s comrade aimed the rifle at Dylan’s head, and just before he squeezed the trigger, Mark barreled into him, sending the bullet off kilter and into the cabin’s wall. Dylan repeatedly jammed the fork into the pirate’s flesh, each new set of holes provoking fresh blood. More gunshots fired down the cabin hallway, where Mark had tackled the pirate and Billy had gone to help him. 
The pirate Dylan had stabbed twitched, and the struggle slowly faded from his face as Dylan dropped the bloodied fork and pushed the dead body off him. He picked up the pirate’s rifle and stumbled into the hallway, where Mark rested on top of the pirate’s comrade, and Billy was slowly picking him up off the dead body.
“Mark!” Dylan rushed to help the first mate off the floor. Mark clutched his stomach, his hand covering a bloodied wound.
“Son of a bitch shot me.” Mark groaned as Billy and Dylan helped him to the seats by the kitchen table. 
Dylan ripped the hole wider in Mark’s shirt to examine the wound underneath then checked his back. “No exit wound. Just hang on, Mark.” He grabbed some cloths and pressed them firmly over the wound. “Keep pressure on it. Billy, with me.” 
The two rushed up the cabin steps and onto the dock. In the distance, he could hear the boat turning around. “They heard the gunshots! Pull up the anchor, now!” Dylan climbed the rungs of the ladder two at a time. He skidded to a stop, his feet almost sliding out from under him. He gripped the wheel for support, and the blood from his hands smeared against the old polished wood. 
“Anchor’s up!” Billy shouted.
Bullets peppered what was left of the shattered wheelhouse. Dylan ducked, cranking the engine to life as he did. He pushed the throttle down, and the boat jerked forward, gunshots continuing to thunder behind them. Dylan straightened the wheel, and when he looked up, the pirate’s boat was right alongside them, firing into his ship’s hull. 
Dylan turned the wheel hard left, knocking the small vessel back, and the driver veered out of their path, but one of the pirates leapt over the edge of the boat, onto the side of a cargo hold. “Billy! Cut the cargo rope off!” Dylan accelerated the boat and maxed out the engines at thirty knots then slid back down the wheelhouse ladder to help Billy. 
The pirate swung the barrel of his rifle over the side of the boat and fired blindly, blanketing the boat deck with lead and tearing holes into crates, the hull, and equipment. Billy ducked behind a cluster of buoys while Dylan stayed behind the cover of the wheelhouse on the opposite side. The firing stopped, and when Dylan poked his head around, he saw the pirate swing his leg over the edge of the hull. Dylan sprinted toward him, and just before the pirate could fire the rifle, Dylan shoved him back over the side. The pirate grabbed the sleeve of Dylan’s shirt on the way down, bringing Dylan off the side of the boat with him. 
The two men clung to the cargo net as waves of salt water washed over them, the boat still plowing forward. The pirate aimed the rifle, and Dylan kicked it away, losing his grip with his left hand and almost falling from the net. The rifle splashed into the water, and Dylan saw the smaller sixteen footer struggle to keep up with them. The pirate pulled a knife and sliced open a cut on Dylan’s arm before he could move out of the way. 
Gunfire broke though the sprays of water puffed from the ocean as the small vessel tried to chase them. The pirate swung his knife violently at Dylan, who kept trying to pull himself up the net, struggling against the chop of the waves. Dylan finally caught the pirate’s arm, locking it under his own, and slammed his forehead into the pirate’s nose. The blade splashed into the ocean, and Dylan flung the man from the net in his disoriented state and watched his body skip across the water. 
“Captain!” Billy peered over the side of the boat and extended his hand. Dylan reached for it but slipped, due to the beads of water slick on his arm. “C’mon, Captain!” Dylan lunged again, and this time the hold stuck, but a loud whistling came through the air, and then the water erupted into an explosion five feet from where Dylan struggled to reenter the boat, sending up a geyser twelve feet high.
The explosion left a ringing in Dylan’s ears, and he almost pulled Billy over the side with him but managed to keep his footing and flopped onto the deck. 
Dylan caught his breath and checked his arm as another explosion rocked the stern on the starboard side of the ship. Dylan rolled to his stomach and pushed himself up, blood streaming down the side of his arm. He looked behind to see the pirate’s craft struggling to keep up, launching mortars from the ship’s bow. “Billy, get below into the cabin with Mark, now!” 
Another long whistling sounded as Dylan rushed back up to the wheelhouse, and the mortar explosion rocked the port side of the boat, this one close enough to shift the vessel right, turning them back around to their captors. 
Dylan reached for the wheel, straightening them out, and then swerved left, trying to give the pirates a harder target to hit. He spun the wheel back and forth in sharp turns, the movements causing the cut on his arm to gush more blood. The throttle was maxed out. Dylan checked behind him, and a mortar exploded directly behind the boat, sending a shockwave through the vessel. 
A few more sporadic gunshots, and Dylan watched the pirates swerve off, giving up their pursuit, the small vessel no longer able to keep pace. Dylan collapsed on the wheel, his own weight crushing him. With the adrenaline subsiding, he suddenly became painfully aware of the burning sensation in his left arm. He ripped off a piece of his shirt and wrapped it tightly around the wound, trying to stanch the bleeding. “Billy! How’s Mark?”
“He’s okay! A little lightheaded, but he’s still breathing!”
Dylan let out a sigh and checked the water-and-blood-soaked map on the console’s dash. He adjusted their heading to the northwest and set them on course for the nearest marina. He made Billy give him constant updates on Mark’s condition, but when Billy started screaming that Mark wasn’t breathing anymore, he rushed down to the cabin, leaving the ship on its speedy course to the harbor. 
“He just passed out!” Billy screamed, holding Mark’s head with his own two hands. 
“Help me get him on his back,” Dylan said, grabbing hold of Mark’s legs. The two men laid him flat on the floor, and Dylan checked Mark’s airway passage. Once it was clear, Dylan opened Mark’s mouth and applied two breaths then placed his hands on the man’s sternum and pumped fifteen compressions. The boat rocked and bumped along the waves, making it difficult for him to keep a steady hand. “C’mon, Mark.” He checked for his breathing again; still nothing. Two more puffs of air followed by fifteen compressions, then two more and another fifteen, then again, and again, and again. 
“Dylan,” Billy said, placing his hand on Dylan’s shoulder.
“No.” Dylan shrugged Billy’s hand off. “He’s not dead. Not yet.” With each compression thrust into Mark’s chest, Dylan felt the crunch of his friend’s ribs. Eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen, fifteen. He leaned down to Mark’s mouth and felt the light puff of air hit his cheek. “He’s breathing!”
Billy quickly jumped around to the opposite side and held Mark’s hand. Dylan grabbed Billy by the collar. “You check his breathing every twenty seconds, understand? If he stops again, do exactly what I did. Tilt his head back, open the airway, and breathe two long breaths. Got it?” Billy nodded. 
The harbor lights were in view when Dylan made it back up to the wheelhouse and picked up the radio. “Harbormaster, this is Captain Dylan Turk. I need medical assistance at the docks immediately. I repeat, this is Captain Dylan Turk, and I have an injured man on board with a gunshot wound to the abdomen. He has severe blood loss and is in need of an ambulance.” 
The radio crackled, and a few seconds later the harbormaster came on line. “Copy that, Captain, we have notified the authorities, and we have an ambulance inbound.” 
Dylan blew past the No Wake signs, keeping the ship at full throttle. The sun was still an hour from coming up, but the docks were already busy with fishermen stocking their boats with supplies, getting ready for their day at sea. Horns blared, and the dockworkers shouted at him to slow down as his wake rocked the boats still docked. Dylan eyed an open slip, and just before he crashed, he reversed the engines, coasting him into the slip and giving the dock only the slightest nudge. He tied a line off and rushed down to help Billy bring Mark up. He threw Mark’s left arm over his shoulder, and Billy grabbed the other side.  
The cursing sailors stopped their shouting about Dylan’s speed at the sight of their bloodied arms and legs as they pulled Mark out of the cabin. “Give us a hand, will you?” The sailors immediately came to their aid, and Dylan heard the sirens from the ambulance up ahead. The paramedics met them on the dock with a stretcher, which they loaded Mark onto. Dylan turned back to Billy, who stood there slack-jawed, looking at the blood on his shirt and arms. “Billy, stay with the boat, okay? Call the police, and tell them what happened. I’m going with Mark to the hospital. I’ll call you when I can.”
Before Billy could say anything, Dylan was already down the dock, fighting with the paramedics to let him inside. “I’m his brother.” The small lie seemed to work, and the paramedic finally let him in. The ambulance sped off as Dylan watched the paramedics work on Mark, shoving tubes in his arms, placing an oxygen mask over his face. He’s going to make it. Dylan repeated that to himself like a mantra. 
“Hey, how did this happen?” the paramedic asked. 
It took a second for Dylan to retrace the events in his mind. Sitting there in the back of the ambulance, it seemed foreign. His mind blurred and flashed with everything that happened. “We were attacked. They… they tried to kill us.”
“Who?”
Dylan squinted his eyes shut, trying to remember the outline of their faces, the sounds of their voices, what they wore, what they said. He knew he’d have to tell the authorities. “They had guns... and... and something else.” He suddenly remembered them moving gear on his boat, gear which was still there. “Something bad.”



Chapter 4 – Saturday 6:00 a.m. 
Kasaika’s men lifted the rest of the cargo into the back of the van then pushed the boats out to sea and watched them sink. Kasaika removed the soggy boots from his feet and dumped out the water inside. The thrusts were forceful, angry, as the sea water splashed onto the sand. He put his boots back on and climbed inside the passenger side. 
The caravan of three vehicles traveled down the back roads, keeping off the highways and interstates, going out of their way to make sure they avoided any detection. Even sitting there in the van, Kasaika still couldn’t stop feeling the rock of the ocean waves. The week at sea refused to relinquish its hold on his mind, which only added to his distaste of the water. 
Kasaika always believed the ocean was unstable, too fluid, easily bent to the will of whatever the user of the water wanted. The entire trip across the Atlantic, his legs and body yearned for the solid foundation of land. Men weren’t designed to live at sea. 
The caravan’s headlights offered the only illumination on the back roads, and when the van slowed, Kasaika looked in the distance to see a deteriorating structure surrounded by an equally decaying woods. “Is there no place that death hasn’t touched this land?”
“It’s an abandoned coal mine,” the driver said. “It hasn’t been active for decades.” 
Once parked, Kasaika walked with three other men while the others unloaded the vans. The two men that flanked him were Kasaika’s contacts in America. The two men had migrated eight years ago in an effort to establish themselves as natural citizens. Sefkh was Kasaika’s brother-in-law, a man whom he trusted above all others, and not just because of the marriage to his sister. The two had shared a bond ever since they were boys, during the rule of Anwar Al-Sadat in Egypt where they grew up. It was there the boys received their first taste of Americans. Both Kasaika’s and Sefkh’s fathers were opposed to any US interference and attempted to undermine the growing relationship. Neither of their families wanted any part of any country or people that sided with Israel. The only way to God, to eternity, was through Islam. 
“It is good to see you, brother,” Sefkh said. “You will be glad to know that you’re an uncle now.”
Kasaika stopped dead in his tracks. “Tatara had her child?” He clutched Sefkh’s shoulders. “When?”
Sefkh smiled. “Two days ago. Both she and the baby are healthy, fine.”
“Subhaan Allah.” Kasaika embraced his brother in a hug. For the first time since he’d started this mission, he felt himself feel like it was before. Before all of this death, before all of the pain and anguish. “This is a great blessing of fortune, Sefkh.” It took all of Kasaika’s strength not to run to his sister, find her, hold both her and her newborn. But there was still work to do. “We give honor to your new family by our will. Maashallah.” Kasaika bowed.
“Thank you, brother,” Sefkh replied. 
“Jazakallaho ahsanal jaza,” Zet said, embracing both Kasaika and Sefkh. 
Zet had been like a brother to Sefkh, and while Kasaika never truly warmed to the man, there was no denying his commitment. Out of all of them, he’d lost the most. Kasaika returned a smile with the hug. “Your family will soon be honored as well, Zet. We will make sure of that.”
The news of his sister’s blessing could not cloud the mission, which had already been set back. “We encountered an issue during transport. The captain that was sent, along with two members of his crew, escaped.” 
“That is of no concern, brother,” Sefkh replied. “We have everything in place. By the time the US government finds out about what we’re doing, it will have already been done.”
“That’s not all.” Kasaika gave a heavy sigh, turning away from the group and watching the men unload the vans. “Half of our bombs are still on board the ship.”
“What?” Zet asked, marching toward Sefkh, switching his jaw-slacked gaze between Sefkh and Kasaika. “We can’t hit our targets with only half!” Zet’s face flushed red, a dribble of spit rolling down his lips into the coarse black beard extending from his chin. 
“Kasaika, he is right,” Sefkh said. “We cannot pull this off without all of the devices. Our men are already in place.”
“We will improvise,” Kasaika answered, the authority of his voice returning under the duress of the moment. “Our primary target will remain Boston. The others will have to resort to household devices until we can regroup our resources.”
Zet jumped between them, his words quick with anger. “When the Americans find out what we’ve done, we will not have the luxury and advantage of surprise. The entire country will be on lockdown, and if this captain is able to identify you, then it will lead to the rest of us.”
Sefkh smiled. “Calm yourself, Zet. The Americans aren’t the only ones capable of intelligence gathering.”



 
***
Agent Cooper wiped her forehead with the back of her glove after she sealed up the last shell casing that she was able to find on the dock, and the first rays of the morning sun greeted her eyes. They cast the water in an orange filter, and she squinted away, her eyes unfamiliar with the sun’s gaze. “Four months undercover, and I think this is one of the only times I remember being awake when the sun came up.”
“Must have been hard sleeping in and living the life of a drug dealer,” Diaz said.
Cooper slapped a tag on the bag and handed it over to the rest of evidence. “Harder than you think.” The radio at Cooper’s side crackled. “Agent Cooper, I have the Bristol Sheriff’s Department trying to get ahold of you?” 
“Copy that. I’ll take it inside.” The harbormaster had graciously (using the term loosely) allowed Cooper and the team the use of his facilities during the raid. While he wasn’t pleased with the amount of people sniffing around his harbor, the check he received for services rendered at least made him somewhat pleasant to speak with. She reached for the phone. “This is Agent Cooper.”
“This is Sheriff’s Deputy Waylon Falls. I have a situation down here, Agent Cooper, that I’m not sure how to deal with. I called Homeland, and they told me that they didn’t have anyone in the area but gave me your number instead.”
Cooper frowned. It wasn’t unusual for Homeland to pass the buck when it came to drug situations, and under any other circumstance she would have welcomed the case, but the only thing on her mind right then was a hot shower and the cool set of sheets that were fresh on her bed. “What do you have, Sheriff?”
“A young man with a boatload of explosives.”
The frown vanished, and Cooper quickly snatched a pen and paper from the harbormaster’s desk. “And what’s your location?” She nodded as the officer gave her the address. “I’ll be there soon, Deputy. Just hold tight for me.” She hung up the phone and rushed out of the building, clutching the crumpled piece of paper in her hand. “Diaz, we gotta go!”
Agent Diaz tiredly jogged over, tossing the last of his evidence into the van, where it’d be taken back to their headquarters. “What’s got you in a rush?”
“Homeland just dropped the ball. Some sheriff called in to report some contraband, so they tossed it our way.” She shut the door and started the cruiser’s engine, turning on the red-and-blue lights. “They’re explosives.”
“Holy shit.” Diaz quickly buckled his seatbelt, and Cooper floored it. This was the type of case that cemented your career and shot you up the ladder, skipping rungs others would have killed to be even considered for. 
They were only thirty minutes from the port, and when they arrived, police and the sheriff’s department were already on scene, along with an ambulance and at least two dozen confused fishermen. Cooper and Diaz ducked under the police tape and flashed their badges when an officer approached them. “My name is Agent Cooper. This is my partner, Agent Diaz. I received a call from Deputy Sheriff Falls?”
“Agent Cooper!” A very large, very green, mustached behemoth waved his arm. She walked over to him, and after their introductions, he gestured over to the boat and crates being lugged off. “At first we thought it was cocaine. You know how bad the drug problem is, but before I could explain it to the Homeland agent that I got on the phone, he transferred me over to the DEA, saying you guys handled any smuggling.”
Cooper peeked inside one of the crates being lugged off and slipped on her gloves. “Well, this is a little out of our norm, but we’re always willing to expand our services when needed.” She’d spent the last six years of her life doing undercover work, learning every drug-traffic trick in the business. Along the way, she’d dealt with her share of guns and explosives. “How many crates?”
“Two dozen.”
Cooper turned around, raising her eyebrows. Each device was about the size of a large purse, easily concealed, and could be placed anywhere. 
“What’s that attached to it?” Diaz asked.
“Bomb squad said it’s radioactive material.”
Both Cooper and Diaz turned to each other, and Cooper immediately backed away from the crate. Deputy Falls gave a light chuckle. “Oh, don’t worry, they said you can’t catch anything unless it goes off.”
“Christ.” Cooper glanced around the rest of the dock and made her way over to the boat. “I need to speak to the crew.”
“Well, there’s only one here right now. The other two were sent to the hospital,” Falls said.
“Where’s the one that’s here?” Falls led Cooper over to the squad cars, where a young man who couldn’t have been older than twenty kept his face buried in his hands. She leaned into Falls and asked his name. “Billy?” The boy looked up at her. “I’m Agent Cooper, and this is my partner, Agent Diaz. I know you’ve been through quite a bit already, but we need to ask you a few questions.”
“Do you know how Mark’s doing?”
Diaz started jotting down everything that was said. Cooper squatted down to her knees. “Is that one of the guys you worked with on the boat?”
Billy nodded. “He was first mate. Kind of a hard-ass, but a smart old guy. They shot him.” Billy kept staring into his hands, which were still covered in dried blood. “Those guys, they… they were evil. You could tell just looking at them. I knew something was off. I knew it the moment we sidled up to them when they popped that flare. I didn’t say anything, though. Mark had been hounding us all day to keep our mouths shut. He just got tired of me and Tank—” The boy cut himself off with a lump in his throat.
“It’s okay, Billy.” Cooper placed her hand on the back of his head. “Can we get a towel and some water over here?” Falls nodded his head then rushed off, his uniform jiggling with each bounce. “Billy, what did these men look like? Did they say anything to you about what they wanted?”
“They wore masks.” Billy wiped his nose, the snot turning some of the dried blood liquid again, which smeared on his nose. “Only one of them took the mask off, but I didn’t get a good look at him.”
“What kind of masks? Halloween masks? Hockey masks? Ski masks?”
“No, it was like a, um, the things that you wrap around your head in the desert, to protect yourself from the sun.”
“That’s good. That’s helpful, Billy. What else? What else can you remember?”
Falls returned with a bucket of water and set it between Cooper and Billy. He handed the boy a towel, and Billy took it absentmindedly. “Hurt.” The words came out as soft as a whisper. “They said they wanted to hurt us. Make us hurt,” he corrected himself. “They wanted to make us hurt.” Billy looked up at Cooper with tears in his eyes. “They killed Tank and tossed him overboard like he was a carcass. Like some rotten piece of fish!”
“We’ll find them, Billy,” Cooper said, rubbing the boy’s shoulder. “I promise.” She left the boy to wash up and pulled Diaz away from Falls’s earshot. “This has terrorist plot written all over it. As much as I would like to steal the glory, we’re in over our heads here. We’ll have to get back in contact with Homeland, let them know there’s a threat.”
“On it,” Diaz said then turned to make the call.
Cooper grabbed the attention of Falls, who had let his eyes wander back over to the squad cars where Billy was being held. “I need the name of the hospital where the captain and first mate are.”



 
***
The waiting room was filled with hospital announcements over the intercom and a whole lot of whispers and silence. Dylan bounced his knee up and down nervously, trying to figure out what happened. He checked his phone. Still no returned calls. He had to fight calling Evelyn again, but he knew she’d see the message when she woke up. Whether she actually listened to it was another story.
“Mr. Turk?” A doctor with a clipboard in his hand and his glasses sliding down the bridge of his nose stepped into the waiting room. 
“Yes?” Dylan asked, jumping from his seat and rushing over. “How’s Mark? Is he gonna make it?”
“He lost a lot of blood and has some broken ribs, but we think he’s going to be all right.” 
Dylan let a long, slow breath escape him, and he bent over to rest his hands on his knees, letting the feeling return to his stomach. “Thank God.”
“We’re going to keep him for a few days, make sure there aren’t any complications, but he should be able to go home by the end of the week.”
Dylan shook the doctor’s hand. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” The doctor nodded then disappeared. Dylan slumped back into his seat, and the exhaustion from the past twelve hours permeated through his body. He rubbed his eyes then made his way over to the coffee pot tabled on the opposite end of the room. The black liquid was still hot, and it piped steam from the Styrofoam cup as he poured. 
“Dylan Turk?”
Dylan rested the coffee pot back on the burner, and when he turned, individuals dressed in DEA uniforms had their badges out. “Can I help you?”
“We need to speak with you about your boat, Captain. We have a place set aside where we can chat in private.” The female officer grabbed Dylan by the arm, but he jerked it back. 
“I’m not going anywhere until I have some answers.” Dylan’s voice rose, and he watched the woman’s partner circle him. “Those men killed one of my crew then tried to kill me.” 
The woman glanced around the room, and Dylan became aware that the other people in the waiting room were becoming wary. 
“Mr. Turk, we need to speak with you about this in private.” The agent pulled him in close, lowering her voice, and Dylan started to get the impression that whatever they found on his boat wasn’t drugs. He let them lead him into a small conference room and shut the door. “My name is Agent Cooper. This is my partner, Agent Diaz. We just spoke to one of your crew members. A Billy Costagan.”
“How is he?” Dylan hadn’t given much thought to how the young man was feeling. The events of what happened were a lot for anyone to take in, let alone some kid on his first trip out at sea. 
“He’s fine,” Cooper answered. “What can you tell us about the men that attacked you?”
“Foreigners. Arab, from what I could tell. Not sure what language they were speaking though.” He looked over to Diaz, who copied everything down. “What’d they smuggle on my ship?”
Cooper ignored the question and took a seat at the small square table opposite Dylan and crossed her arms. “You lost a member of your crew out there. Tank?”
Dylan nodded. “He, uh—” The image of Tank’s death flashed in his mind. The bullet through Tank’s skull, the bargaining with the pirates, the mixture of the scent of blood, water, and lead. The bullets, mortars, and knives that played a hand in trying to kill him.
“Mr. Turk?” 
Dylan shook his head, trying to remember the question that was asked. “I’m sorry. I just… it’s been a long day.”
“Just tell us what you can. What you remember.”
Dylan nodded and reached for the coffee. It had cooled enough to where he could sip on it. He let the caffeine help re-control his nerves, and he cleared his throat. “We were about one hundred twenty miles from shore when I saw a flare off the starboard side of a vessel two hundred yards northeast from our position. We approached, and neither of the two men on board spoke any English. We tied off to the vessel once I determined there wasn’t any structural damage, and when we boarded, they took two of my men hostage.” Dylan took another sip of coffee and shut his eyes. “Their leader showed himself. He spoke English, and he wanted my ship. I never learned what was wrong with theirs, but I managed to get the leader in a choke hold. I tried to get him to let us go, but he was going to kill Tank, so I let go.” Dylan’s grip around the Styrofoam loosened, and he watched the light ripple of coffee inside the cup. “Once he was free, he shot Tank in the back of the head and tossed him overboard.”
“And what happened after that?” Cooper asked.
“Christ, you people don’t waste any time do you?” Dylan looked up, his eyes red with frustration. “What’d you find on my boat?” 
“Enough bombs to blow up all of downtown Boston,” Cooper answered. 
“Boston?” The words left his lips in a whisper. He immediately reached for his phone, apparently a little too quickly for the two agents’ tastes, as they reached for their weapons but immediately holstered them when they saw he was dialing. He got up from his seat and paced around the room. “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon.”
“Mr. Turk, you need to sit down. There are a lot of details we still need to go over.”
The phone reached its eighth ring and went to voicemail again. Dylan slammed the old flip phone shut and clenched it in his shaking fist. He walked to the door, where Agent Diaz was blocking him. “I need to get my family.”
“Sir, you need to calm down.” Agent Diaz placed his right palm on the pistol and his left on Dylan’s chest, pushing him backward. 
“My family, they’re in Boston.” Dylan turned to Cooper. “Please, if there are bombs, then they’re not safe.” Sweat poured from Dylan’s face and neck. He could feel the clingy fabric of his shirt. His now dried clothes were once again becoming wet. “I have to get them.”
“Hey,” Cooper said, trying to calm him. “We will.” But before either of them got another word in, a man, escorted by at least a dozen men behind him, pounded on the door and slapped his badge onto the small window into the room. The man pulled it down faster than Dylan could read, but once Diaz opened the door and he marched in, the announcement made it clear. 
“Deputy Director Perry, Homeland Security.” Unlike the DEA agents, Perry was dressed in a suit, with a folder tucked under his arm. The men flanking him, however, looked like members of a SWAT team. “Mr. Turk, you’re free to go.”
Before Dylan could move, Cooper stepped between him and the exit. “Agent Perry, I don’t think that it’s a good idea to let this man go. You don’t have all the fact—”
“I have all the facts, Agent Cooper, more than your clearance will grant you. Mr. Turk, leave. Go be with your family.” 
Despite Agent Perry’s words, Cooper didn’t move, so Dylan sidestepped her and disappeared out the door. He didn’t know what was happening. All he could focus on was getting to his kids. That’s all that mattered.



Chapter 5 – 7:00 a.m.
The sun had finally made its way all the way up past the horizon. The light warmed Kasaika’s face. He closed his eyes and drew in a breath. “Bismillah.” After the words left his mouth, he walked back over to the dilapidated structure, past the rusting gas pumps, over the cracked concrete with grass and weeds poking through, and into the garage, where Sefkh, Zet, and the others waited. “He’s late.” Kasaika took a seat next to the piles of explosives. 
“Patience, brother,” Sefkh replied. “Your changes in delivery have affected some of our times. Our men will show up.”
“Every second we waste is another for the Americans to catch up,” Zet said, spitting at the ground. “Now was not the time for changes.”
The room grew tenser with each moment that came and went. And then, carried by the wind, a light rumble came from down the road. Kasaika quickly grabbed his rifle along with the other fighters, and the men stood guard behind the crumbling structures as the sound grew louder. A lack of punctuality for a mission like this was cause for concern, and while the location was remote, there was always the chance that an unwanted guest could stumble across their path randomly.
The front of a garbage truck revealed itself as it bended the corner, and Kasaika felt himself let out a sigh of relief, and his body went slack. He lowered his weapon, but the rest of the men did not. They kept their guard up until the garbage truck parked itself and the driver got out. Once they determined the cause of his absence and checked the truck for any wires or traps, they lowered their guard. 
Sefkh must have noticed the look on Kasaika’s face, because a few moments later he felt his hand on his shoulder. “We cannot be too careful, brother. Every single one of us understands what will happen to us if we fail or if we are caught. We have all accepted this fate, just as you have. But that doesn’t mean we are willing to fall into traps so easily.”
“Of course,” Kasaika said. “It’s smart, Sefkh. Well done.” The bombs were loaded from the back of the vans into the garbage truck, with the small unit of men that would be placing the bombs around the city. With the time of day and the current disguise, even if the United States intelligence had found something by the time they were in the city, it would be too late. 
“They know the routes like the backs of their hands,” Sefkh said. “And we confirmed earlier this morning that all of the markers are still in place for the explosives’ deliveries.”
Zet checked his watch and rounded everyone up. “We need to move. We have less than two hours before the next phase.” The other modes of transportation that they arrived in were doused with gasoline and set ablaze. The fires burned hot behind them as they made their way through the backwoods, wading through thick swamps on their march. 
Kasaika turned to look back one last time, watching the smoke from the fires go up. By the time the authorities showed up and tried finding anything, the city would be locked down. No one would be allowed in or out, keeping the populace vulnerable for the bombs already in place. 



 
***
Dylan gripped the back of the headrest of the passenger seat until his knuckles turned white. The taxi driver turned onto East Boulevard and pulled up to the gated community where his children and ex-wife lived. The security officer stepped out of his booth, and Dylan rolled down his window. “Dylan Turk to see Evelyn Harth.”
“I know who you are, Mr. Turk,” the security officer drawled. “You and I both know you’re not supposed to be here. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”
“Listen, I know when my visitation times are, but you have to listen to me—”
“Mr. Turk, if you don’t leave right now, I’m going to call the police. Now, please leave.”
The driver shifted the car into reverse. “Hey!” Dylan smacked the back of his seat. “Do not move this car.” The driver stopped and threw his hands up into the air. “Hey, buddy, I don’t want any trouble. I’m just trying to make sure neither of us go to jail.”
Dylan opened the door and stepped out. The security officer backed up and headed for his post. “That’s it. I’m calling the cops.” Before he could even pick up the phone, Dylan was on him, shoving the overweight, minimum-wage, glorified mall cop up against the wall. The taxi driver immediately peeled off, his tires squealing, not even bothering to collect his fare.
“Listen to me!” Dylan scrunched his face in a combination of pain and anger while the security guard looked at him in horror. “I need to get my family out of this place. Now! So open the gate.” The guard absentmindedly reached over to the gate’s control panel. A buzz sounded, and the clank of the gate’s chain pulled the piece of iron open. “Thank you.” Dylan shoved the guard off of him then sprinted into the community. 
Dylan’s forearm pulsed where the pirate had cut him open earlier. He glanced down to make sure the stitches weren’t tearing and was greeted by the uncomforting sign of blood soaking through his shirt sleeve. Dylan shook it off and kept up the run, his body and mind still screaming for a rest after the long night, but Dylan unwilling to comply. 
A few of the neighbors were just getting up, walking out to grab their morning papers. Dylan ignored the hasty stares and turned onto Cover Street, his eyes on the seventh house on the left. He cut through the yard and didn’t bother slowing down when he made it to the front door, slamming his body and fists into the thick oak door. “Evelyn!” He beat his fists on the wood paneling with a violent fervor, his heart pounding like a jackhammer. 
Another round of pounding, and Dylan watched the foyer light turn on, and Peter, Evelyn’s new husband, opened the door, still tying up his robe. “Dylan, what the hell are you doing?” 
Dylan pushed Peter aside, still sweating and panting, his sweltering body feeling the cold rush of the A/C inside the house. He spun around, looking up to the second floor, where he knew his children were. “Sean! Mary! Come down here now!” 
Peter grabbed Dylan’s shoulder and violently shoved him around, his glasses almost flying off his face from the force. “Dylan, get out of my house before I call the police.” Dylan tried wrenching himself free, but Peter refused to let go. Dylan grabbed Peter’s wrist and twisted it hard, forcing the man to release his hold. 
“Dylan!” Evelyn rushed down the stairs, her black hair bouncing at her shoulders. “You need to leave. Now.” She blocked the staircase so he couldn’t ascend, but then Dylan saw Mary peek her head out behind the corner of the wall at the top of the second floor. 
“Mary! Go get dressed, honey, and come downstairs.” Evelyn looked back and refuted Dylan’s orders, and the little girl just sat there, frozen. Dylan gripped Evelyn’s shoulders, his eyes wild, and not realizing the amount of pressure his fingers were digging into her robe. “Evelyn, we have to go, now. You, the kids, Peter. We need to get out of the city.”
Evelyn looked taken aback. “Have you been drinking again?”
“What?” Dylan shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts, get a grip on what was happening. “No, I—” 
Evelyn shoved Dylan hard in the chest, a flash of pain covering her face. “You have to stop, Dylan. You can’t keep doing this. You need help.”
“I haven’t been drinking!” Spit flew from Dylan’s mouth, and his words rang throughout the house like the thunder from a storm at sea. His face and body grew hot until his face was a beet red. He clenched his fists at his side, searching for a way to make them see, make them understand. “I haven’t had a drink in over a year. You understand me? A year! You’re in danger, everyone is in danger.”
A police siren blared out front, and Dylan watched a cruiser pull into the driveway, blue-and-red lights flashing in the morning air. He shook his head and turned back to Evelyn. “No, this is a mistake.” The police officer walked through the front door, and Peter pointed at him, screaming that he was drunk, that he was mad, and that he was violent. 
“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to calm down and come with me.” The officer moved his right hand to the sidearm at his belt. “Now.” 
“Officer, listen to me, call DEA Agent Cooper. She’ll tell you why I’m here.” Dylan made a move for Evelyn, and before he realized it, he was on the floor, convulsing as three hundred watts of electricity coursed through his veins. The sting of the metal prongs in his back digging into his flesh. Even after the electricity had run its course, his muscles continued to spasm. The officer cuffed Dylan’s arms behind his back, and when Dylan looked up the staircase, he saw Mary and Sean at the top of the stairs, both of them looking down at him with the same pale-ghost tint on their faces. 
This was how they were going to remember their father. It didn’t matter what happened after that. This moment and all of the times that he came home stinking drunk from the bar, falling and vomiting over himself, those memories would be the ones that stuck. 
The officer picked him up and half carried, half walked him back to the cruiser, where he was placed in the backseat, head leaning against the window, and he tried to regain control of his faculties. A dull ache blanketed his body. He watched Peter and Evelyn speak with the officer and the hordes of others that had walked outside to witness Dylan’s episode. Each stare from the neighbors around seemed to be accompanied by a whisper. Whispers he could hear even through the police car. The drunk father. The worthless oaf. Couldn’t keep it together. Couldn’t keep his family above water. Useless. Craven.

Dylan pushed himself away from the view of the window to the middle of the backseat, hiding himself from judgement. The officer opened the driver-side door and backed out of the driveway. Dylan maneuvered his way up to the chain mail that separated him from the officer driving. “Did you call Agent Cooper?”
“The Harths have chosen not to press charges, but I’m taking you to the station to cool down. Twenty-four-hour watch period.”
“I’m not drunk!” Dylan shouted louder than he anticipated. He shook his head as the tires bumped in the dip between the driveway and the road. “Listen, I’m sorry for what happened.” The houses and trees of the community flew by the window as he turned back to look at the house. “You have to call Agent Cooper. You nee—”
“Oh, I called her. She told me to take you down to the station.”
“What?”
“Apparently she has some more questions for you.”
“No, this... no, you have to call her again. We’ll talk to her together. Please, you don’t understand. They’re going to blow up Boston!”
The police officer turned up the radio in the car, drowning Dylan out, and no matter what he said, no matter how hard he pleaded, the officer wouldn’t listen. No one would listen. A group of madmen were loose in the city, armed with bombs that Dylan helped smuggle. One member of his crew was dead, one was in the hospital, he was in handcuffs, and only God knew what happened to Billy. It was all too surreal, too foreign. He needed to get his kids out of Boston.



 
***
Deputy Director Perry glanced over Agent Cooper and Agent Diaz’s work. He knew that the two were drilling a hole into his skull with their stare, but he took his time. While most agents were about speed, he was only concerned with accuracy. He’d been around long enough to know that when it came down to national security, having a spotless, consistent record with no fuck-ups would beat out the rest. After all, it was how he made it to where he was.
“Care to share your intelligence?” Cooper asked.
“In a moment, Agent Cooper. I’d like to make sure I understand what you understand first.” He looked up from the file, smiling. “We wouldn’t want to rush to any false conclusions. Not with a matter like this at hand.”
“Rushing to conclusions?” Cooper asked, squinting her face in a questionable glance. “You mean like the release of the captain of the boat that escorted the terrorists and their bombs into the country?”
Perry returned his concentration to the file. “If you really think that man, with his history of alcoholism and TV dinners, is a member of a terrorist group, I would say that there would be no problem with your application to Homeland being overlooked during the admission process. Or did you think I didn’t already know everything about you, and everything about anyone worth a damn or who threatens our way of life?” 
Despite the snide comment, which normally would have had anyone else back down, Cooper snatched the file from his hands and slapped it back down on the table. “Who the fuck do you think you are?” 
Perry offered a polite smile, while her partner pulled her back. She eventually stormed off on her own steam, leaving Diaz and Perry alone. “Is she always like that?”
“She just got off a job,” Diaz said. “We weren’t even supposed to be here.”
“And yet, here you are.” Perry picked the file back up and finished thumbing through it. “She’s been undercover quite a bit. You think she’s burnt out?”
“Honestly? I still don’t know how she’s sane. Nobody’s been on as many undercover operations as she has. There are guys who lose their minds after one sixth-month stint, and I’ve seen her do at least a half dozen of those. She’s a fighter. Fighters are passionate.”
Perry tossed the file back on the ground, and his phone rang. “Perry.” 
“We have a fire just south of Boston. Local PD are on the scene, but it looks like we’ve got a lot of traction. Three vans, big tire tracks leading into the city, and the dogs picked up a scent heading into the swamps.”
“Pull a stats report of all the different routes that truck could have taken, and then track every available camera on those routes. I want video, goddammit.” Perry hung up the phone then walked to Diaz until he was nose to nose. “Do you trust your partner?”
“Of course.”
“Even with all the rumors circling her? The kickbacks, the fact that half of the agents in the DEA think she’s been undercover for so long that her head’s not on straight?”
“There isn’t another person I would trust my life with, sir.”
Perry shook his head, brushing past Diaz. “My director spoke with your boss, and they’ve reached an agreement that we should combine our resources to find out what’s going on. I’ll need your man power.” He was almost out the door before he called back, “Better go find your partner. We’ve got work to do.”



Chapter 6 – Saturday 7:30 a.m.
Kasaika peeled his dirty clothes off and washed and cleaned himself, but even after the soap and cold water, he still couldn’t remove the stench of the swamp off him. Once dry, the alarm on his watch went off, as it did five times every day. He pulled out his mat and went to the living room, where the rest of his comrades waited. He expected to see them cleaned, washed, and ready for their morning prayers, but every single one of them, including Sefkh and Zet, were loading ammo, checking their weapons, or stuffing their face with food. “What is this?”
The only ones that stopped their actions were Sefkh and Zet. “We need to hurry, brother,” Sefkh said. “The bombs are already in place. We need to head south. Our contact will be meeting us there.”
“It is time for prayer, Sefkh,” Kasaika replied harshly. “Or have you forgotten why we are doing this? Why so many of our brothers and sisters have died? Or the oppression and ridicule these westerners have done to our people, our religion, our way of life?”
“We have not forgotten,” Zet replied. “But I’m sure Allah will forgive us this blasphemy for our greater purpose.” He loaded a magazine into the rifle and slung the weapon over his shoulder. “After all, we do all things in his name.”
“La Hawla wala quwata illa billah,” Kasaika replied. “I have not forgotten, but I think I may be the only one who hasn’t.” His voice boomed, and the room filled with quiet where there had once been the busy scuffle of routine. 
Sefkh stepped between Kasaika and the circling mob of stern looks. “Everyone, please. My brother is right.” He clasped Kasaika on the shoulder. “It would be unwise to break our laws and tradition in such a moment.” Sefkh was the first on the ground, and with him praying, the others soon followed. The last to lower himself was Zet, and he did so with disdain on his face. 
Once the prayers were said, Kasaika and the men rose from their positions, and Sefkh received the first confirmation that the bombs were in place. “We have thirty minutes. We must hurry.”



 
*** 
The garbage truck rumbled along the downtown streets of Boston, the air brakes squeaking whenever the driver slowed and stopped. Two men rode on the back, and at each stop they looked for their physical marker of where to set the bomb that they pulled from the back of the garbage truck’s carrier. The bags were no bigger than a backpack and placed strategically all over the city. Small enough to stay out of view, large enough to inflict damage.
The empty sidewalks and streets were easy to navigate. Early Saturday mornings offered minimal congestion, which is exactly what they wanted. No one to call and offer suspicious tips, all law enforcement still too groggy and tired to have any real vigilance. With the dew still fresh on the morning grass and leaves of the city, it was a perfect time to strike.
Bombs were placed at power sub-stations, bridges, water utilities, market places, federal and state buildings, and the port. The blasts of the bombs were minimal, but the initial structural damage wasn’t what was so critical. All they needed to do was stir the pot enough to trigger a lockdown of the city. Once Boston was clogged to keep anyone from getting in or out, there would be enough chaos to get away with almost anything they wanted. 
The garbage truck came to a stop at a red light, no traffic heading in either direction. The massive vehicle rumbled even as it sat still. The driver checked the side-view mirrors and saw the distinct black and white of a police vehicle pulling up in the left lane beside them. The driver looked to his partner in the passenger seat, exchanging a wordless glance. 
The police cruiser stopped right next to the garbage truck. The cab of the garbage truck was too high for them to see the police officers and vice versa. The driver gripped the wheel tighter, his knuckles turning white from the pressure. The red light glowed its steady crimson, and the driver flexed his fingers over the wheel then glanced back down at the cop car. 
A drip of sweat rolled down the side of his face and then, just as the light turned green and the truck lurched forward, the lights on the cruiser flashed red and blue, and the two Egyptians exchanged the same look of terror. The driver slowly turned right, pulling over to the side of the road. 
The inside of the garbage truck’s cabin was bathed in the blue-and-red lights flashing in the side mirrors. The driver reached for the pistol next to him. He kept his hand low, concealing it from view, and then flicked the safety lever off. 
Each police officer approached on either side of the truck, escorting their two comrades riding on the back to their squad car, where one of them stayed to keep an eye on them. Then, the second officer made his way toward the driver-side door, where he stopped at the window. “Sir, I’m going to need you to step out of the vehicle.” The police officer kept his hand on the butt of the pistol around his belt. 
The garbage-truck driver measured the distance between the two of them and the time it would take for him to bring the barrel of his gun and fire at the officer before he could shoot back. The garbage truck’s engine sputtered and rumbled as it idled, and the driver felt the vibrations through the handle of his gun.
The officer hung back, not allowing for the driver to obtain a good shot. “Sir, shut the engine off, and exit the vehicle now.” 
The driver watched the officer’s shoulder twitch as he went to pull the pistol from his holster, and in the same instant, the driver brought the barrel of his gun over the door and fired through the open window. The driver squeezed off three rounds, all three armor-piercing rounds tearing through the officer’s Kevlar. 
The second officer still positioned with their two comrades by the squad car fired at the passenger side of the garbage truck, but the driver’s partner wielded his AK-47 and fired a series of rounds that cut the officer down where he stood. The two detained comrades by the squad car rushed back over to the rear of the garbage truck and hung on as the driver sped away, leaving the police lights to cast their red-and-blue colors over the bloody officers on the asphalt.



 
***
Agent Cooper checked the timeline of the feed again, just to make sure, then moved to the map in their makeshift situation room, where Diaz and a mix of Homeland, police, sheriff’s officials, and DEA agents had gathered. “All right, so we’ve got the garbage truck entering the city at 6:45 a.m. We have confirmed stops at these locations.” She circled twelve different spots along the route that they managed to project. “And these are just the ones we were able to find. We already have crews en route, but we don’t know when the bombs are set to go off. What we need help with right now is evacuation.”
Diaz stepped up and joined Cooper at the front. “Since it’s still only 7:30 a.m. on a Saturday, a lot of the local residents are still sleeping. We just sent out a press release telling citizens of those areas of the city where we know the bombs are located to leave, and then cordon the area off. However, we want to avoid any panic and looting, so that’s where you guys come in.”
“In addition to assisting in the evacuation, we’ll need your help in crowd control. The marathon bombings from a few years ago are still fresh in everyone’s mind, and we don’t need anyone trying to go all Jane Bond and start making citizens arrests for anyone that looks suspicious,” Cooper said. “Your COs will give you a specific breakdown of the areas you’ll cover.” She clapped her hands together in three quick smacks. “Let’s go, people!”
The room scattered until it was just Diaz and Cooper. “Look out, Perry incoming.” Diaz whispered in her ear, but it was barely enough time to brace herself before Perry shoved a file in her face. 
“Can I help you, sir?” Cooper asked.
“Why did you issue an APB on Dylan Turk? I told you he doesn’t have anything to do with this investigation! You’re wasting time and resources, Agent Cooper!” 
Cooper jammed the file back into Perry’s body and followed it up with a powerful shove that sent the thin man backward. Despite his size, she managed to move him back fairly easily, and she watched a look of shock spread across his face. “I don’t give a shit what you do with my application for Homeland, because if it’s just full of pompous assholes like yourself, I’d rather stay where I’m at.” She stormed out before Perry could offer a rebuke and before she shot him, which was an urge she’d been fighting since the moment they met.
The file said the local PD had picked Captain Turk up at his ex-wife’s place. As Cooper looked over the file as Diaz drove both of them to the precinct where he was being held, she took the time to look at the captain’s history. DUI, trespassing, drunk and disorderly, all of it starting around three years ago. Before that, the captain’s record was clean as a whistle. “Something happened to this guy, and whatever it was, it cost him quite a bit.” 
When they arrived at the precinct, the place was chaos. The officers were balancing their day-to-day and getting caught up to speed on the situation with the bombs. Cooper found the officer that booked the captain, and he led her to the holding cell. 
The moment the captain saw her, he rushed to the front of the cell, gripping the bars. “Thank God. I didn’t think they would let me see you.”
“They’re letting me see you, Captain. I thought you were trying to avoid being detained so you could be with your family? Or do they just not feel the same way?”
“Agent Cooper, please, you have to get my children out of the city.”
“Your children will be fine, so long as they stay at home, Captain. We’ve tracked the bombs, and the terrorists aren’t targeting the suburbs. Unless you have some information that suggests otherwise?”
The captain slumped to the floor, still gripping the bars as he slid down. A stressed sigh of relief and pressure escaped him. Cooper hovered over Dylan while he buried his face in his hands. “Captain, I need to know what happened on the boat.”
“I already told you what happened. I already told you what I know. They popped the flare, I went over to help, they took over my boat, then they killed one of my crew right in front of me.”
“Earlier you said that you checked the boat, correct?” Cooper reached for the notepad that Diaz had used to record their conversation. She flipped through a few pages then came to rest on the quote. “You said, ‘I thought something was off since I couldn’t see any structural damage, so I circled the boat, trying to see what was wrong with the vessel.’” She snapped the notepad shut. “And did you see anything wrong with the boat?”
“No. Nothing that I could see from the helm. When we boarded, they said it was engine trouble, but I don’t even know if that was true. A diesel like that would have been billowing smoke. They wanted to lure someone in.”
But why? If the boat was in good condition to complete the journey, then why risk exposing themselves? For cover? No, they’d made it that far. Why stop so close? What was she missing? “Captain, who knew about your trip?”
“My wife”—he shook his head—“ex-wife. The men on my boat, their families and friends.”
“Anyone else? Anyone that you could think of that would be a part of the routine of you going out?”
The captain closed his eyes, but Cooper wasn’t sure if he was thinking or sleeping. He lowered his head and rubbed the creases in his forehead. “The harbormaster,” he finally said, softly tossing his hands up into the air in exasperation. “He knows everyone’s routine. We give him our planned routes and return date. If we don’t check in or we miss our date back, they check in on us through the coast guard. It’s a safety precaution.”
“Does the harbormaster post any of this to the public?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
Cooper left without another word, and Captain Turk leapt back to his feet, shouting through the iron bars. “When do I get out of here?” She didn’t bother answering and instead immediately found Diaz talking to a group of officers. She pulled him aside and kept her voice low. “We need to track down the harbormaster of the port where Dylan Turk docks his boat.”
“What do you mean?”
“I think he might know something. There’s a—”
The explosion knocked Cooper into Diaz, and the two tumbled to the ground. Bits of ceiling fell from above, lights flickered on and off, and the only thing that could be heard after the blast was the screaming of everyone inside the police station.



Chapter 7 – Saturday 8:30 a.m.
The first blast knocked Dylan to the floor and rattled the concrete cell. The blast was close. It felt as though it was just outside the wall of his cell. Another explosion concussed the building, sending a rippling wave through his body. 
The lights ceased their flickering and shut off. A solid ringing filled Dylan’s ears. He pushed himself off the flat, cold concrete, his arms and legs wobbling as if he was on rough seas. When he made it to his feet, he stumbled to the front of the cell and clung to the iron bars as though they were a life raft. 
Dylan shook his head, trying to rid himself of the ringing and the drowsiness that plagued him. The hallway was filled with dust, broken-off bits of ceiling, and concrete that had disintegrated from the blasts. Dull thuds replaced the ringing in his ears, and the longer he stood, the more he was able to discern what the thuds were: gunshots. 
Officers sprinted down the hallway past the cells, and Dylan reached out his hand to try and flag one down but did so unsuccessfully. “Hey!” The gunshots grew louder, more frequent. 
Finally, Agent Cooper appeared, key in hand. She swung the iron doors open and then crashed into the side against the other iron bars. “Two bombs just detonated outside the station, and power just went out in half the city.”
The moment Dylan stepped out of the cell, Cooper spun him around and handcuffed his wrists behind his back. “What are you doing?” Dylan’s face was pressed back up against the bars of the cell, and he felt Cooper applying all of her body weight to restrain him. 
“You’re connected to this somehow,” Cooper answered. “I don’t know how, and I don’t know why yet, but I know you are. Even if you don’t.” Cooper spun him around marched him through the shattered police station. 
The glow of dull emergency lighting made the entire place look like a prison yard, and an escape alarm had just sounded. Gunfire continued its ominous thundering outside, and Cooper guided him through the cluster of officers reaching for their guns, Kevlar, and ammo, pushing outside into whatever chaos and mayhem awaited them. 
Dylan and Cooper were joined by Cooper’s partner when they made it to the front of the building. “I think we may have lost our window here.”
“We need to get him someplace safe, and then we need to go and visit our friend,” Cooper yelled over the gunfire. “Did you find him?”
“Didn’t have time.”
Between the pounding in Dylan’s head, his NASCAR-like racing pulse, and the sharp pain from the handcuffs digging into the flesh of the wrists, he struggled to keep up with everything that was happening. A cluster of officers were at the front entrance, the glass from the doors had completely shattered, and Dylan almost rolled his ankle tripping over the dozens of shell casings lying about on the floor. Bursts of gunfire caused the ringing in his ears to return with ferocity, and Cooper shoved him to his knees. He hit the floor hard and was maneuvered behind a concrete pillar that had cracks running up and down the side like spiderwebs. 
Dylan managed a peek outside before Diaz shoved him back behind the safety of the column. Fires had been set to many of the police vehicles, and smoke had shrouded the attackers under the cover of black clouds. Every once in a while an officer would try and dash out of the cover of the station but was immediately brought down and joined the growing number of bodies outside. 
“They’re bottlenecking us!” Diaz shouted.
Cooper sprinted to the other side of the door, revealing herself to the pirates outside but making it to the opposite side without incident. Dylan tried watching her mouth, trying to decipher what she was yelling at the officer, but before he could figure it out, bullets peppered the concrete column. The sharp ping of the ricochet filled his ears, and he quickly lurched back behind the cover of the pillar. Diaz shoved him with an angry glance. “What the hell is the matter with you?”
“Take the cuffs off me,” Dylan said.
“No way.”
Another round of bullets peppered the side of the column, and both men instinctively ducked, even though they were both still protected by the layers of concrete. Dylan could see Diaz think about it, staring at the cuffs then eyeing the key on his belt. “You untie me and help me get to my family, and I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. Hell, I’ll take the fall, you can throw me in jail. I don’t care! Help me, please!”
After a moment of hesitation, Diaz reached for his belt and pulled out the key to the cuffs. “You try and run, and I will shoot you. Do you understand me?”
Dylan nodded quickly and spun around. A few seconds later, Dylan felt the pressure around his wrists release, and he rubbed and rotated the flesh until feeling returned to his hands. Cooper dashed over from the officer she spoke with, and at first didn’t notice that he was free. “They don’t have any more— Did you take his restraints off?”
“It’ll be easier to move him without the cuffs,” Diaz said. 
Cooper reached around for her own handcuffs and then tried pulling Dylan close. “Yeah, and it’ll also make it easier for him to escape!” Dylan jerked backward out of the range of safety of the concrete pillar and was greeted by the burst of gunshots that skipped across the floor, nearly killing him on the spot before he returned to cover. 
Before Cooper could lay a hand on him, he held her by the wrists, using his strength to keep her still. She fought back, almost reaching for her gun, with Diaz attempting to intervene. “Stop!” Dylan’s words caused her to look up at him, and he felt her muscles relax slightly. “I am not going to run.” They held eye contact, and Dylan waited for her muscles to loosen, and when they did, Dylan relinquished his own grip. “I’ll help you. However I can. Just get me to my kids. Let me make sure they’re okay.”
“You run,” Cooper said, moving close, the hardness in her face and the muscle in her jaw flexing from her clench, “and I’ll make sure your family is dragged through the mud. Even if you’re not associated with this, I’ll have them put on every major newspaper, magazine, and television show in the world. Even if it’s false, they’ll have that to follow them around with for the rest of their lives. Do you understand?”
“Yes.” Every fiber in Dylan’s being was set ablaze. Even through his compliance, all he could think about was putting his hands around Cooper’s throat and squeezing until the life drained from her eyes. He knew that woman couldn’t care less about his family and what happened to them, but right now she held all the cards. He was surrounded by police officers in a shootout with the same terrorists that almost killed him on his boat. 
“Let’s move, now!” The lead officer by the door made a sweeping push with a cluster of officers at his flank into the billowing smoke and raining lead that had befallen the front of the station. 
Cooper roughly tapped Dylan’s cheek, bringing his focus back to her. “You stay between me and Agent Diaz, and you keep your head low, understand?” Dylan nodded his head, and then Cooper grabbed his wrist and yanked him forward, with Diaz coming from behind. 
Smoke hung thick in the air as the car fires continued to blaze. The smoke burned Dylan’s eyes and lungs, and he stumbled forward, doing his best to keep his attention on the back of Cooper’s head, but the amount of distractions that circled him made it difficult. 
Dylan followed Cooper to the bumper of one of the police vehicles, and all three of them took a moment to catch their breath from the growing smoke. Bullets ripped through the sheet metal of the cruiser down by the trunk, and Cooper jumped up and fired retaliatory shots. 
With the fires now downwind, Dylan saw the landscape more clearly. Officers and the masked terrorists emptied the magazines in their pistols and rifles, shell casings ringing against the asphalt in delayed reactions to the bullets that ejected the hot lead from the barrels and into metal, Kevlar, flesh, and bone. 
One of the officers sprinted up to another car to join his partners, but before he made it, Dylan watched a bullet slice through the top half of his skull, and he crumpled to the ground like a house of cards. Bits of grey matter, bone, and squirts of blood erupted from the officer’s head as his lifeless body twitched on the ground, the brain sending the last of its messages to the arms, legs, hands, and feet before it finally came to a rest. 
A sour pit churned in Dylan’s stomach, seeming to grow along with the pooling blood at the base of the dead officer’s head. A scream broke Dylan’s stupor as he watched a woman try and fend off one of the masked terrorists that pulled her backward, using her as a human shield. Her face was red and soaked with tears, her mouth distorted in pain and fear as the terrorist jammed the muzzle of his gun into the soft flesh of her neck. 
Dylan eyed the officer on the ground along with the pistol in his hand. Cooper must have been reading his mind because before he could even make a lunge for the dead officer, she pulled him back by the shoulders, and he fell to the ground beside her. “Don’t do anything stupid, Captain.”
“The woman!”
“You can’t save her if you’re dead.” Cooper squeezed off a few more rounds, and Diaz mimicked her. The heat from the flames of the fires behind them started to wane as the fires ran out of fuel to consume to continue their greedy rage. 
Dylan poked his head up and looked through the back of the busted window of the cop car. The officers had done little to penetrate the wall of terrorists in front of them. Then, through the shattered glass, one of the terrorists locked eyes with him. Dylan quickly ducked, and the series of shouts and gunshots that followed were all aimed toward the small squad car they were sitting behind. 
What little glass was left exploded from the window casings and clinked against the trunk, hood, asphalt, and the tops of Dylan, Cooper, and Diaz’s heads. The tires blew out on the driver side of the vehicle, and Dylan dropped his head lower to remain concealed behind the cover of the car. Holes from the bullets entering the hood and roof started to combine to completely tear away any shielding of metal. Dylan kept his hands covering the top of his head, feeling the vibrations from each shot and wondering if the next one would kill him. 
Finally, the gunshots ended, and before Dylan had time to react, both Cooper and Diaz returned fire, taking turns shooting and ducking as they reloaded. Most of the other officers were dead, and those that were left looked as though they were running out of ammo and stamina to stay in the fight. 
“We need to head back to the station!” Cooper said, screaming between the gunshots coming from Diaz. 
The three of them huddled in a corner at the back bumper and looked to the station’s entrance, and the daunting sixty feet that separated them. Diaz grabbed Cooper and Dylan by the collar. “You two make for the door. I’ll cover you.”
Cooper shook her head. “It’s too risky. We need to thin out the herd.” Automatic machine-gun fire peppered the squad car to further her point. 
Dylan glanced around frantically. If they stayed there much longer, there wouldn’t be a car left to hide behind. Another officer tried to make a run for it and was immediately gunned down. Six bullets left red patches in his back as the body lost control of its function and smacked to the ground, where he joined his fallen brothers. Dylan leaned back and rested his head on the license plate of the cruiser and closed his eyes. He couldn’t die here. 
A light breeze brought with it a waft of smoke, and Dylan choked from the virulent fumes. When he opened his eyes, the squad cars that had been set ablaze continued to keep a light smolder. Dylan cocked his head to the side then immediately checked his pockets. “I need a knife.”
“What?” Diaz asked. “I already let you out of your cuffs. I’m not going to give you a weapon.”
“I can get us out of here!” Dylan said, the hesitation and fear that had consumed him boldly turning to anger in the moment. “Just trust me.”
Cooper rolled up her left pant leg and pulled a blade from the side of her boots. She extended it to Dylan, and when he grabbed it, she kept hold as he tried to tug it away. Her eyes locked with his. “Don’t make me regret this, Captain.” She released her grip on the blade, and Dylan flattened himself on the ground and pulled himself under the car.
“Just don’t let them shoot me,” Dylan said. With the tires blown out on the driver side, he had to keep to the passenger side on his crawl. His stomach, legs, and arms scraped against the grainy, dirty asphalt, black grime smearing against his skin and clothes. He kept his head ducked low, and he could only turn it slightly sideways before his face smacked into the vehicle’s undercarriage, banging the corner of his forehead hard on the greasy underbelly.
Dylan opened the blade then reached for the fuel line and sliced it in half. Gasoline splashed onto the ground, and the harsh scent stung Dylan’s nostrils as he did his best to quickly scoot backward. The echo of the gunfire that vibrated through the car was dulled while he was underneath, but the moment his head was out from under the bumper, the roar of the gunfire was in full effect. 
The moment Cooper and Diaz got a whiff of the gas that had leaked onto Dylan’s arm, Cooper flashed a grin and tossed him the lighter. “Just don’t catch yourself on fire.”
“I’ll do my best.” Dylan thumbed the striker and brought the flame down to the gasoline that had followed his escape. The asphalt caught fire in a haze of waving blues and oranges. The fire followed the trail of fuel underneath the car, and smoke billowed up and around the sides. Dylan, Cooper, and Diaz covered their mouths and noses with the front collars of their shirts. Once the car was set ablaze, they used the cover of smoke and fire to run to the station. 
The terrorists fired blindly behind them as they skidded, coughed, hacked, and then collapsed behind the clustered cover of desks. Dylan rolled to his side, his lungs tight and his throat on fire, his brain still woozy from the inhalation of the gas and smoke. He rested his forehead against the tile while on all fours.
Diaz and Cooper checked their weapons. “I’ve only got one magazine left,” Diaz said, sliding it into his 9mm.
“Me too,” Cooper answered. “We need to head out the back before those assholes come in after us.”
“There’s no transportation back there.”
“Then we’ll have to hoof it on foot. Let’s move.”
All three of them checked their six as they moved back through the station. Dylan bumped into chairs and stepped over and on desk trinkets that had been upturned in the chaos. A fine layer of dust coated everything in the precinct like white chalk. 
When Dylan placed his hand on the door handle, Cooper stopped him before he could exit. “Better let me check it out first. I wouldn’t want my one good suspect to get gunned down after all this.” Cooper cracked the door open slowly then rushed out, using the sights on her pistol to scan the area, and once it was cleared, she motioned for Diaz and Dylan to join her. “Let’s go.”
Dylan had one foot out the door when gunfire sounded behind them. The terrorists had pushed their way inside and were advancing on their position. Diaz fired back, and as Dylan rushed out, he pulled the agent with him. Before the door closed behind them, Diaz collapsed to the ground, and Dylan along with him. 
“Shit!” Diaz rolled on the ground, clutching his left shoulder, blood oozing out from between his fingers. Cooper rushed to his side, helping him up, while Dylan pulled a dumpster over to block the door. When Dylan offered a hand, Diaz slapped it away.  
“We need to get him to a hospital,” Dylan said.
“We don’t know if the power’s out to the whole city or not,” Cooper replied. “And the first thing we need to do is find a car.”
Dylan scoured the yard, checking door handles and windows, anything and everything, but the amount of cars in the back was slim. “I can’t—” He turned in circles, looking for an escape, looking for the right words to finish. “There isn’t anything here!”
Cooper and Diaz hobbled together in a stumble, with Cooper trying to keep pressure on the back of Diaz’s shoulder. The door pounded against the dumpster, quickly followed by bullets, as the terrorists tried to push their way through. Cooper reached into her pocket and pulled out a ring. She tossed it to Dylan. “Slam that against the window. It’ll shatter like ice.”
Dylan placed it on his finger and gave the driver-side window of a beige Buick a forceful tap. The car window shattered just like she said, and Dylan quickly unlocked the other doors. Cooper helped Diaz into the backseat then jumped in the passenger seat while Dylan cracked open the panel underneath the car and fiddled with the wires.
“Done this before, have we?” Cooper asked. “You really are just the shining example of an upstanding citizen, aren’t you?”
A spark flickered as Dylan combined two exposed wires, and the engine turned over. More gunfire blasts peppered the door, and the dumpster almost shook free. “C’mon, c’mon.” The engine finally cranked to life, and Dylan slammed the shifter into drive. He pressed the accelerator to the floor and turned the steering wheel sharply, tires spinning and screeching against the pavement as the dumpster broke free and the terrorists poured out of the back of the station. 
The rear window shattered, and all three of them felt the vibrations from the thud of each bullet that impacted the Buick’s trunk. When Dylan made an immediate left, the firing finally stopped, and all of them raised their heads, looking back, waiting to see if anyone would follow them. 
“Everyone all right?” Dylan asked. 
Cooper checked herself then nodded and examined Diaz lying flat on his back, still clutching his shoulder. Diaz had broken out in a cold sweat and was shaking. When Cooper felt his forehead, she quickly checked the glove compartment and side pockets on the doors. “He’s burning up. We need to get him to a hospital. Now.” She found a half-drunk bottle of water and climbed back between the seats. She lifted Diaz’s head up and then rested it on her lap, feeding him the water to help rehydrate. 
“Boston General is just a few blocks away,” Dylan replied. “If it’s still there,” he muttered under his breath. The explosions had caused a few of the store owners, up early to begin their day for the weekend crowd, to come out onto the streets, but other than that and a few delivery trucks, the rest of the city was still sleeping, although he didn’t think it would be for long, considering the loud disruptions that no doubt rocked the rest of the city. 
The speedometer on the Buick tipped seventy, and Dylan barely stopped to check the streets at stop signs and lights, blowing past them in a blur. Cooper kicked the back of his seat. “Hey, the hospital won’t do us any good if you kill us before we get there.”
Dylan glanced down at his speed. He hadn’t realized how fast he was going. “Sorry.” He eased off the accelerator. He found that his heart was still racing, but it felt less intense. Either he was calming down, or he was getting used to the fact of being shot at. He hoped it was the former. “Listen. My kids. I still need to—”
The truck peeled around the corner without even stopping, colliding into the passenger-side front corner of the Buick’s hood. The force of the collision crumpled the car’s frame like tin foil. Dylan’s head cracked into the driver-side window and shattered the glass, along with his left shoulder. Cooper was thrown into the front seat with him as the car spun away from the point of the collision. 
The Buick’s horn blew in a constant, long, drawn-out honk that filled Dylan’s ears along with the pounding on the left side of his head. He gingerly brought his fingers to the wound on his head and winced when he touched it. He looked down at his fingertips and saw blood. 
Cooper’s body lay on the dash, and Diaz’s body was on the floor of the backseat. Neither moved. Dylan reached for the door handle and pulled. He collapsed onto the pavement, the light clink of glass bits falling with him. The floor felt as though it moved in waves, and it knocked Dylan back to the ground with each attempt to try and move forward. His arms gave out on him less than a foot away from the cruiser, and he rolled to his back. 
The morning sky above was suddenly blocked by two men in masks, aiming their rifles at him. They spoke to each other quickly then reached down to grab him. But before they could, Dylan watched both of their faces receive a thick piece of lead to their cheeks and foreheads, sprays of blood staining his shirt as they collapsed to the ground. 
Dylan quickly scooted backward, pushing the two dead men off him, and when he turned around, he saw Cooper’s smoking gun, still raised and slightly shaking in her hands. She rested her head back down on the dash, the burst of energy that she felt dissipated. She went limp like a wet noodle. 
“Cooper,” Dylan said, shaking her arm and trying to glance at the truck that hit them to see if there were any more bad guys heading their way. “Hey, we have to get out of here. Others might be showing up any minute.” The pounding in his head only intensified as Cooper refused to move. He placed his finger on her neck, checking her pulse, and she knocked it away.
“Check on Diaz,” Cooper said, her body struggling for breath. 
Dylan checked the backseat, and Diaz was on his stomach on the floorboard, but he was moving. Dylan reached down to help him flip over, and he cried out in pain when he managed to move to his side. “What’s wrong?”
“My ribs,” Diaz said, his body shaking worse than before. “I can’t”—he gulped for air—“breathe.” His breaths came out in wheezed gasps, short, sporadic, each one triggering a grimace on his face that seemed worse than the one before.
Cooper managed to finally push herself up, groaning from the effort, and Dylan took a few stumbling steps outside the car. Smoke and steam rose from both engines, and the shop owners watched from their windows, no doubt staying inside due to the gunshots. Dylan tripped over one of the terrorists’ hands then opened the back driver-side door. 
Diaz managed to push himself to a sitting position, and Dylan reached inside and dragged Diaz from the vehicle, cursing and grimacing the entire way until he managed to put Diaz upright against the car to lean on. Cooper popped out and checked the two dead terrorists on the pavement, patting them down.
“Cooper, we have to get out of here,” Dylan said, an edge in his voice. The long hours had eroded away what was left of his patience. Anger rolled through him now, slowly replacing fear, doubt, and the nervous anxiousness that clouded his actions from before. “Cooper!”
“Got it.” Cooper pulled a small notepad from the pocket of the second terrorist, and she tucked it inside her blouse. Both she and Dylan helped Diaz to the side of the road, where they traveled down back alleyways to the hospital. 
“Can you call anyone for backup?” Dylan asked. There had to be someone that could help them, someone that could get to them even with all of this. He refused to believe that the people she worked for didn’t have resources that could. 
“Cell towers are down,” Cooper answered. “I checked my phone the moment shit hit the fan back at the precinct. It must have been one of the terrorists’ targets. Bastards are smart.”
Smart. It wasn’t the word that Dylan would have used. Their footsteps echoed in the alleyway as they pushed toward the hospital, but through the pounding of his head, a thought surfaced in Dylan’s mind. “What did you mean earlier?”
“About what?” Cooper asked. 
“You said I was connected. The questions about the harbormaster. Do you think they picked my vessel on purpose?”
Cooper tilted her head to the side. “It crossed my mind.”
A cold shiver worked its way up Dylan’s spine as they walked. How did these people target him? And why? He’d never even traveled across the Atlantic, at least not far enough to make it to where these people were from. He had never been in the military, never even showed the slightest interest in any political affairs. Why would these people target him over the thousands, millions, of others?
“I wouldn’t read too much into it,” Cooper replied, catching the looks that his face was going through. “These people, they don’t have rhyme or reason. They probably just picked your boat because it happened to be in the area where they would be entering US waters. Nothing more than that.”
“Does this mean you’ve stopped thinking I was a part of this?”
“I never did. I just needed to make sure I looked at you from all angles. But even I have to admit, you picked to be at the wrong place at the wrong time. In the worst possible way.”
None of it was a comforting thought. A liquor store appeared when they exited the end of the alleyway, and Dylan caught the glowing neon in the window advertising beer and liquor, and he twitched his fingers. 
The slow tick digging into the back of his skull was beginning to burrow its way inside. Begging him to go inside the building, grab a bottle, and get as far away from the place as he could. He closed his eyes, forcing himself to look away as they passed right in front of the store. He broke out in a cold sweat, and he felt the weight of his past dragging him down to his knees, telling him any and every excuse of why he needed to go inside that store. But before the voice in the back of his head could finish, they were already past and down another alleyway. Dylan shrugged his right shoulder to adjust for Diaz’s growing weight, and the three continued their march to the hospital.



Chapter 8 – Saturday 9:30 a.m.
Nurses, doctors, police officers, and hundreds of other people crowded inside the hospital’s main entrance. The cries of patients and their families consumed the ER, each individual convinced their problems were more important than anyone else’s. 
Cooper managed to flag one of the doctors down, and he marked Diaz as a priority, since he had a gunshot wound. But the ER was filled with worse. Despite the early-morning hours, the bombs that had detonated in the city had caused severe casualties and injuries. 
Exposed flesh, limbs barely hanging on to their hosts, blood, gore—it was like something out of a war book. In all her years in law enforcement, even in her undercover work, she’d never seen anything like this. 
“Cooper,” Dylan said, bringing her attention away from a man clawing at the stump of what was left of his leg as a team of nurses and doctors wheeled him into a room for surgery. “My family.”
“Right.” Cooper pushed past the wailing mothers, fathers, children, and spouses and found a frantic nurse at the reception desk, trying to do seven things at once. “I need to use your phone.” 
The nurse didn’t even bother looking up. “I’ll be with you in a second, ma’am.” She picked up a pile of folders and sprinted down the hallway, calling the name of some doctor. 
Cooper spotted the phone next to a pile of papers and reached over the counter and snatched it. She prayed the landline still had a dial tone, and when she pressed it to her ear, she let out a sigh of relief. “Good to know some of the old stuff still works.” She immediately dialed her superior in DC. 
After a few rings, a man answered the phone. “Director Moringer’s office, how may I help you?”
“Jimmy, it’s Cooper.”
The proper, formal tone dropped, and Jimmy hushed his voice. “Are you okay? The director’s been going insane since Boston went dark.”
“I’m fine. Diaz was hit, but he’ll live. I need to know what’s going on beyond the city. The cell towers are down here, and I’ve just spent half my morning fending off terrorists trying to kill me.”
“Homeland is dragging their feet with giving us anything. Moringer’s been on the phone with Perry, trying to keep the lines of dialogue open, but at this point we know about as much as you.”
“What about the city? Has the news given anything to what’s been hit?”
“Utilities mostly, and communications. There were some blasts at the port, but it was mainly structural damage to the docks themselves. No real damage to any of the ships.”
“Is he available?”
“For you? Yeah, he’ll make time.” Jimmy placed her on hold, and her attention returned to the ER. The nurse who’d taken the folders had returned and given her a passive-aggressive glare, which only lasted as long as the next patient took to start screaming at her for help.
“Agent Cooper, it’s good to know you’re alive,” Moringer said. “Jimmy just told me about Diaz. Make sure you give him my regards.”
“I will, sir. Listen, I need you to get in contact with the nearest unit and have them meet me at Boston General. I’ve got a lead in the case, but with the amount of firepower I’ve seen so far, I know I won’t be able to go in alone.”
“I have Sanchez and his men heading over from Philadelphia. Cooper, we need to get a handle on this, and quickly. Homeland isn’t giving me much, but I think that’s because they don’t have anything. Whoever these people are, they caught them off guard.”
“Yeah,” Cooper said, her voice drifting as she took a look at the crowded hospital around her. “Boss, my lead that I have here was the boat captain that got pulled into this. He has kids that we need to get into witness protection. And I’d prefer if it were our guys.”
“You think Homeland’s hiding something?”
“I think that we’ll start sharing information when they do.”
“Risky, but I’ll tell Sanchez. He shouldn’t be more than twenty minutes from you now, pending the roads haven’t been destroyed on his route.”
“Copy that, sir.” Cooper hung up the phone, and before she went looking for Dylan, she made her way to the operating room where Diaz was being treated. The doctor had already administered anesthesia and was digging into the shoulder to remove the slug.
Dylan snuck up behind Cooper and placed his hand on her shoulder, causing her to jump. “I’m sorry.”
“He’ll pull through,” Cooper said. “He’s been shot before, although I’m sure he’d preferred it not to have happened again.” The risks of the job were always prevalent, and the moment that she thought she was comfortable, ahead of the curve, in control of the world around her, incidents like this cast her back into the realm of uncertainty. “We have a unit of men coming over from Philly. My boss sent for them the moment I called all of this in, just in case. They should be here in less than thirty minutes.”
Dylan exhaled, his body seemingly deflating within himself. “Thank you.”
The doctor pulled the slug out of Diaz’s shoulder and dropped the bloody piece of lead into a bucket then began the process of stitching him up. “I wouldn’t thank me yet.”



 
***
News coverage of the events put a smile on everyone’s face except Kasaika’s. He sat in the corner, watching from a distance as the rest of the group smiled with delight, jeering at the reporters, cursing and spitting at the mention of other terrorist groups taking credit for their work. 
The mangled bodies of those at the hospital seeking medical treatment caused Kasaika’s stomach to turn. He closed his eyes and remembered why he was there, why he was inflicting this pain on those people. They will know our pain.
A hand slapped his shoulder, and he looked up to see a smiling Sefkh looking down on him. “Brother, we are one step closer to our final act.”
Kasaika nodded. “Allah willing.”
“Do not fret, Kasaika.” Sefkh sat down beside him, holding a plate of food in his hand. “My people here are very reliable. They want the same thing we do. Justice.”
“I do not enjoy bringing outsiders into our fold.” Kasaika shook his head and spit on the ground. “And to tell them so much? It’s foolish. They should not know the intricacies of our plans.”
Sefkh frowned, setting his plate down with some force. “Do you doubt what you sent me here to do? Do you think I would put us at risk? Put my family at risk?” Sefkh kicked the plate, sending its contents across the floor and diverting everyone’s attention from the television to the two of them. “Your patronizing is becoming tiresome, brother.”
Kasaika rose to his feet, and Sefkh with him. The two men were nose to nose, and the crowd circled around them. Kasaika knew that he didn’t have any friends here, at least not as many as Sefkh. “And your arrogance has been irritable since I arrived. You do not think farther than your own needs.” 
Sefkh shoved his hands into Kasaika’s chest, sending him backward and into the arms of the circle of men, who tossed him back. “I am married to your blood! I have given everything I have to this! And I do not need you to come here and undermine my plans.”
Hands gripped the butts of rifles and pistols. Kasaika looked to his own men, outnumbered three to one. He knew they were better trained and willing to do whatever it took, but this was not the way. Not now. “I speak out of turn, brother.” Kasaika gave a light bow. “It has been a long journey, full of struggles that you no doubt have experienced. I forget the burdens we all bear and the difficulties of keeping them lifted above our heads.”
Sefkh’s face softened. “No.” The group of men loosened their grips on their rifles and pistols. “I have not forgotten your burdens, brother.” Sefkh reached for Kasaika, and the two men embraced each other.
“How sweet.”
The voice triggered every man in the room to reach for their weapons and turn around. Kasaika was one of the last to reach for his rifle, and when he aimed it, he could see the man who spoke with both his hands up at his chest. 
Sefkh waved them down. “Brothers, please, there is no reason for alarm.” Sefkh shook the man’s hand but ignored the two men with him then turned to introduce him. “This is Deputy Director Perry from Homeland Security. He’s been helping us gather intelligence against the Americans.”
“This is your man?” Kasaika asked, keeping his rifle pointed at Perry while the others had lowered their weapons. “You have told this man our plans? Our secrets?” The closer Kasaika moved toward Perry, his men started to reach for their pistols. “He works for the very agency that’s trying to kill us!”
Perry held up his hand. “I can understand your hesitation, Kasaika. I would do the same in your position. Jazaka Allahu Khairan.”
The man’s Arabic was impressive. Kasaika had never heard the dialect spoken with such authenticity from an American, but still, it did not mean he could be trusted. “Allah will reward only who he sees fit.” 
“Enough!” Sefkh stepped between them with his hands thrust into the air. All it took was the look on his face to make his men lower their weapons. When Kasaika was the only one left standing with his rifle raised, Sefkh walked to him and gripped the barrel of the weapon then forced it down by hand. 
“I thank you for your audience, Sefkh,” Perry said, giving a light bow. “Now, I believe we have business to discuss?”
“Yes.” Sefkh motioned to Kasaika, and the three stepped into a back room, where they could speak alone, leaving their weapons, and their men, outside. 
The only thing Perry carried with him was a briefcase, which he set on the small table. “I trust your trip over went smoothly, Kasaika?” Perry unlatched the briefcase’s latches and spread the documents on the table.
“Yes, everything went according to plan,” Kasiaka answered, picking up a few of the papers. 
“I’m glad to hear it.”
“Agent Perry has granted us much of the access that allowed us to get you here, Kasaika,” Sefkh said. “If it were not for him, I don’t believe your arrival would have been successful.”
“It hasn’t been easy,” Perry replied. “The state department still has terrorism listed as its number one priority. There are hundreds, thousands really, of government agents looking for a chance to score big on locating some type of threat. It’s a career booster for those looking to climb the rungs of the government ladder quickly.”
“People like you?” Kasaika asked, looking up from the documents. 
“Do you see what you’re looking at? These schematics have only been viewed by a handful of individuals with the clearance to see them. You’ve been planning this trip for what? A decade? What you see before you has taken a life’s work. My life’s work. You may not trust me, but at least have the respect for what I’ve done!” Perry’s face had flushed red, and his head tremored from rage. He closed his eyes, breathing in deeply, slowly, the color of his cheeks returning to normal. “My apologies, Sefkh. Kasaika. The events over the past twenty-four hours in preparation have been stressful.”
Sefkh placed his hand on Perry’s shoulder. “It has been stressful on all of us, my friend.”
Kasaika looked over the documents carefully, examining them the best he could. All of them had red stamps over them marked “classified” or “top secret.” If these schematics were truly real, if this man was not trying to fool them into some type of trap, then everything that Kasaika had dreamed of, all of the suffering, all of the pain, would not have been for nothing. “These are impressive.” Kasaika pressed the corner of one of the papers into his finger. “But the drawings are only half of what we need. How do you expect us to move all of this?”
Perry pressed his hands against the front of his lapel, running his fingers down the soft fabric. “The boat captain.”
“I don’t understand.” Kasaika looked to Sefkh. “The captain was working for you? For us?” Kasaika slammed his fist into the table. “He killed our men!”
“Calm yourself, Kasaika,” Sefkh replied. “He was not working for us. Knowingly, at least.”
“That man, the captain you let slip through your fingers, did you ever ask yourself why Sefkh wanted you to keep him alive?” Perry leisurely walked around the table. Kasaika didn’t appreciate the manner in which the man carried himself so casually, like nothing could touch him. Kasaika could touch him. He could kill him now. 
“The United States has warehouses with thousands of acres of servers, all containing and processing information on citizens, foreigners, religious organizations, anyone and everyone that could have an impact on this country’s interests. And do you know who is highly targeted once all those terabytes of data are processed?” Perry pressed his finger into Kasaika’s chest and locked his eyes with his own. “You. Your name, your family’s name with its radical Egyptian heritage, all of them are red flags for anyone working in this business, but I made sure your sister wasn’t hauled off to some cell fifty feet underground when she arrived in this country because of who you were. But do you know who the government doesn’t care about? Captain Dylan Turk.”
Perry separated himself and returned to his briefcase. He pulled out a cluster of pictures and tossed them on the table, where they skidded to the edge next to Kasaika. “And that is Dylan Turk’s family. Aside from his job, it’s the one thing he loves more than anything. So what are we going to do? Use that love and twist it into whatever we want.”



Chapter 9 – Saturday 10:30 a.m.
The number of smoke plumes grew with every mile they drove. They dotted the city like a plague, each of them a festering wound. It wasn’t like anything Dylan had ever seen in his lifetime. The streets were clogged with traffic, people, police vehicles, ambulances. The peaceful Saturday morning so many Boston citizens had planned was immediately halted and thrown into chaos. 
Rumblings from the streets, the cries, the people running on stores and the local police doing their best to stop them. Cooper tapped the glass of her passenger-side window. “That’s what people are. That’s what we turn into when our backs are against the wall. It’s amazing we’ve lasted as long as we have.”
The car was packed full with DEA agents, with Dylan sitting in the middle row of seats in the large SUV. They all murmured similar thoughts, watching the events they passed. The fear, the chaos, the ruthlessness that embodied everything that they tried to prevent had erupted from the city all at once.
“Our demons always reveal themselves during moments of trial,” Dylan said. Every agent in the car looked at him, and he watched a few of their expressions through the reflection of the window. It was a phrase he repeated to himself often, whenever he felt himself tempted, tested. It was something he wished he could forget, but the truth of the matter was there was a piece of him that hungered for the pain that came with those words. The moments of release, the moments when he couldn’t control that pain, that’s when he felt it—a deep, burning desire for more. More hate, more vengeance, more power. 
Dylan gave his head a light shake. Sweat rolled down his temple and neck. The inside of the vehicle suddenly felt cramped, and the seatbelt across his chest felt like it was choking him. All that matters is getting my family to safety. Focus on that. Dylan’s heart rate lowered, and his muscles loosened their vice-like hold. 
Once out of the city and into the suburbs, the chaos and violence was less prevalent. Screaming and looting was replaced with neighbors on their front lawns, talking to one another, no doubt trying to figure out what was going on now that most of the cell towers and communication channels were lost. 
The security guard at the front gate of his ex-wife’s community was nowhere to be seen, so Cooper and her agents let themselves in. This neighborhood was more or less the same as the others they passed. A few families were packing up their belongings and anything they could fit in their car. Most of these people probably had second homes somewhere, and that’s where they would wait it out until whatever was happening ended. 
No doubt that Peter would be in that same category. The man had money to burn. No matter how many times he tried to rationalize it, Dylan couldn’t rid himself of the gnawing perception that the only reason Evelyn had married that man was because of the money. Not that he blamed her. With everything that Dylan had put her through, she deserved some comfort. Dylan wasn’t a poor man, but the size of his operation never made him rich either. 
“What now?” Cooper asked.
The caravan came to a stop on the side of the street right next to Evelyn’s house. She was outside, screaming at her neighbors, screaming at Peter. Her face was a bright red and her eyes and cheeks puffed from crying. 
Dylan ripped his seatbelt off and rushed past the rest of the agents and toward Evelyn. She gripped him by the shoulders, hysterical, her nails digging through the fabric of his shirt. “He’s gone!”
“What? Who’s gone, Evelyn? What happened?”
Her voice quivered, and her hands trembled. “Sean. He was here, and then after we heard those explosions, we stepped outside, and when I tried to find him he was gone. I don’t know where he is or if he’s okay, or… or…” Evelyn’s face scrunched up, and she let go of Dylan and used both hands to cover her mouth, muffling moans creeping through the spaces of her fingers. 
“Mrs. Harth, when was the last time you saw your son?” Agent Cooper asked. She held a notepad, and some of her men were already out, scanning the house’s perimeter. 
“Um, an-an hour ago?” Evelyn shrugged, her lips still quivering. She wrapped herself with her own arms, and Peter walked up behind her and kissed her cheek.
“What about you, Mr. Harth?” Cooper asked. “When did you last see your son?”
“Stepson,” Dylan interjected. He didn’t care how good of a man Evelyn made Peter out to be. Those were his children. This was his son that had gone missing. And it would be Dylan who found him, not that man. That was his blood out there, not Peter’s.
“It was just before we heard the blasts in the city,” Peter answered, giving Dylan a side-eye. “Which was about an hour ago, like my wife said.”
“Anything go missing? Clothes, toys, food, his bike?”
“His room’s a mess.” Evelyn breathed big gulps between words, almost to the point of hyperventilating, but she held it together despite the random shakes from her body. “But I didn’t see anything.”
“I can check the garage for the bike,” Peter replied. 
Cooper put a hand on Evelyn’s shoulder, giving it a light squeeze. “I’m sure he just went for a ride around the block, probably hanging out with some friends, trying to explore and figure out what happened. He’ll come back when he’s hungry. They always do.”
Evelyn gave a ghostly nod. Peter jogged back over and shook his head. “His bike’s gone.” The words set off another shriek from Evelyn.
“Does he have any friends nearby?” Cooper asked. “Someplace he likes to go when he feels scared or he’s in trouble?”
“No. He doesn’t have any friends close by,” Evelyn answered.
“He keeps to himself most of the time,” Peter said. “He doesn’t have a lot of friends.” 
Dylan noticed the flicker of Peter’s eyes toward him when he said the words. It was true that Sean didn’t like crowds, and it wasn’t a secret that his father wasn’t a fan either. Some genetics stick more than others. “Where’s Mary?”
“She’s inside,” Evelyn answered, wiping her nose on Peter’s sleeve. 
Dylan found his daughter upstairs in her room, coloring on the floor, circled by her stuffed animals. She didn’t look up when he entered, a habit she formed when her brother convinced her to keep a secret from her parents. “Hey, honey, what are you doing?”
“Drawing.” Mary switched out one of her crayons and continued the picture. 
Dylan placed his hand on the top of Mary’s head, stroking her hair. “Mary, I need you to tell me where your brother went.”
“Sean said I wasn’t supposed to tell Mom or Peter.” Mary looked up at him, batting her eyes, her small cheeks round and puffy. “He made me promise.”
“But you can tell me, right?” Dylan asked, giving a smile. 
Mary let out a sigh. “He said he was going to find you.” She returned to her coloring, and Dylan kissed her on the top of her head then flew back down the stairs.
Dylan barely slowed to a stop as Evelyn and Cooper grabbed hold of him on his way to the car. “We have to go back into the city.”
“Captain, I don’t know if that’s the best idea right now,” Cooper said. “We want to get you and your family to a safe place, and we don’t know when all of this is going to end.”
“And what is happening out there?” Peter asked, interjecting between the two of them. “We’ve been hearing all kinds of things. Mostly speculation, but it would be nice to have some facts.”
“The facts are still developing.” Cooper gave a smile that Dylan noticed had a hint of “fuck you.” 
“Sean went to my place,” Dylan said. 
“He’s out there?” Evelyn pointed toward the pluming smoke and chaos that had consumed Boston. The plumes had multiplied, and another explosion rumbled in the distance. It was light, like a thunderstorm growing on the horizon. Evelyn broke down and buried her face into Peter’s shoulder at the sound and sight of the city. “My baby.”
“I’ll get him back,” Dylan said, but before he could head to the car, Cooper pulled his shoulder back and spun him around. The other agents with her cut off any other path, forcing him to stay put.
“Dylan, think about this. And we don’t know what else these people are planning.” Cooper kept her voice low as the circle around Dylan thickened, causing Peter and Evelyn to move closer to hear what they were saying.
“You can either help me get back to my place, or I can go alone, but either way, you’re not stopping me.” Dylan felt his face redden. Each of the DEA squad members gripped their weapons tightly and took one step closer to Dylan in the center. 
“All right, Captain,” Cooper replied, letting out a sigh. She thrust her hand into the air and circled it around. “Let’s move out.” 
While the rest of the agents piled back into their cars, Dylan walked over to Evelyn, still buried in Peter’s arms. “Evelyn, I will bring our boy home. I promise you.” She moved her head out from Peter’s shirt, her face red and wet. She walked over to him and used both of her hands to hold one of his. “I know you will.” 
Dylan gave her hands a light squeeze, and then he rushed back to the SUV where Cooper and her agents were already waiting. The crowds had thickened on the streets and lawns of the neighborhood at the sight of any authority that could tell them anything about what was happening. But those people were the farthest thing from Dylan’s mind. If he couldn’t bring his boy back, he wasn’t sure if he could hold back that anger he’d kept at bay for so long. He wasn’t going to lose another son.



 
***
Dylan’s heart dropped when he saw his son’s bike propped up against the staircase of the duplex he rented. He glanced up to the front door, which was open, and Dylan was out of the car before it came to a complete stop in the driveway. He sprinted toward the stairs, screaming his son’s name, before Cooper had a chance to stop him.
“Dylan, wait! We don’t know wha—”
Gunfire from automatic rifles shattered the windows that faced the driveway where the DEA caravan of vehicles was parked. Bullets peppered the hoods and windshields, turning the SUVs into Swiss cheese. Cooper tackled Dylan to the ground as the bullets continued then dragged him back behind the cover of the trucks while her men returned fire. 
Dylan tripped over some of the shell casings rolling down the driveway and waved his arms for Cooper’s men to cease fire. Cooper stopped the gunfire, but wouldn’t relinquish her grip as Dylan tried to push her off of him but kept pulling him back behind the car door. “Let go, Cooper.” 
“Dylan Turk!” The shout caused both Dylan and Cooper to quit their squabble, and Dylan jumped up from behind the car, exposing himself and refusing to let Cooper drag him back down. “We have your son! If you want him to stay alive, you will come up here, alone!”
Dylan took a step forward, and Cooper twisted his wrist and yanked him back down behind the door. “You can’t do this,” Cooper said. “It’s a trap. They want something from you, and they think they can use your son as leverage.”
“I’m going to do whatever needs to be done to get my son back. There isn’t any other option for me.” Dylan noticed the panic to his voice, and from the look on Cooper’s face, she did as well. 
Cooper shook her head. “It’s the wrong move, Captain.” But her words had the defeated tone of knowing that he was going to go in no matter what. “I’m calling for backup, and when they get here, I won’t be the one in command, and the person that will be won’t care about you, or your son. They’ll want to nail those bastards at any cost. You won’t have much time.”
“I understand.” Dylan kept his hands in the air when he rose from behind the car. The DEA agents kept their rifles aimed on the house, looking for any signs of movement. Dylan walked briskly yet carefully as he ascended the staircase. The wood creaked with each step, and when he made it to the front door, the front living room was cast in darkness, as the blinds had been drawn throughout the rest of the house. 
The moment he stepped inside and blinked his eyes to adjust to the light, he counted six men, all wearing masks, all armed, and in the middle of them, with his sandy-blond hair and watery eyes, was his son. “Sean.” Dylan made a move toward him, but the butt of a rifle smacked into his head, knocking him to the carpet before he even got close. 
A sharp ringing pierced his ears, and the back of Dylan’s head felt like it had been cracked open, but when his fingers touched the side of his head at the point of contact, they didn’t even draw blood. For a moment he saw two of his son, and both were crying. “It’s okay, Sean. It’s okay.” 
One of the pirates yanked Dylan up by his collar and forced him to stand on his wobbling legs. The pirate next to Sean had his hand over his son’s shoulder. “You let my son go.”
“You would be wise to speak with respect, Captain.” Kasaika pulled off his mask while the others kept theirs on. “You’ve been foolish enough with us already.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a phone that had a piece of paper folded on it then tossed it on the carpet by Dylan’s feet. “You will take that phone and keep it private. Show it to no one. When you leave here and go back to your DEA agents, you will tell them the following: We want five hundred million dollars delivered to that account on the paper. In addition to that, we demand that any and all American military presence in and around the country of Egypt will be sent home, and our regime will be placed into power and backed by the US government and the United Nations.”
Dylan kicked the phone, and it skidded back to Kasaika’s feet. “Give me my boy. Now.” But Kasaika simply nodded to two of his men, who restrained Dylan’s hands behind his back and kicked the back of his legs, sending him to his knees. 
Kasaika stepped forward once Dylan had been subdued, and crouched down to meet him at eye-level. “You will do these things, and when we contact you and give you instructions of what else we need, you will do those as well. If you choose not to do these things, or tell the authorities about the phone or any other orders we give you, I will kill your son in front of you.”
Dylan spasmed against the two men, every fiber in his being enraged, struggling to be set free. All he could envision was wrapping his hands around the pirate’s neck and choking the life out of him one breath at a time. 
“And then after I’ve killed your son, I will kill your daughter, Mary. And then your ex-wife, Evelyn. And I will work my way down the list of every person you care about, and when I am done, I will tear you apart piece by piece, keeping you alive long enough for you to feel every ounce of pain I inflict on you.” 
Kasaika glanced back at Sean, and Dylan saw his son’s eyes. It was that that broke him. His son’s life was above anything else in the world. All that rage, all those feelings of pain and vengeance melted away. Dylan reached for the phone he’d kicked and slid it into his pocket. He clutched the paper in his hands and then looked Kasaika dead in the eye. “I will get my son back.”
“Only if you do as you’re told,” Kasaika answered. “I will keep him with me until we are done with you. As long as you do as we say, no harm will befall your son.”
“You’ll never get out of here,” Dylan said. “There are twenty men downstairs, and they will kill all of you, me included, just to make sure my boy is safe.”
“Captain,” Kasaika said, shaking his head, “you and I both know that it’s me they want. It’s you and your son who are dispensable.” Kasaika stood straight and pointed to the door. “Go. Tell your agents what we want, and if they try and chase us, we will kill the boy.”
The two men holding Dylan down released their grip, and Dylan pushed himself off the carpet. Sean had stemmed back the tears from earlier, but the boy’s mouth was twisted in a downturn of a smile. He was afraid and not understanding why his father couldn’t help him. “I’ll be back soon, Sean.”
“Dad, no!” Sean tried running to him, but Kasaika caught him before the two could touch. “Dad! Dad!” Sean kept his arms outstretched as Dylan slowly backed toward the door. Each piercing scream from his son wrenched his heart.
“I will come back. I promise.” 
“Remember your words, Captain. Or I will slit your son’s throat,” Kasaika said, holding Sean still.
One of the terrorists gave a forceful shove to Dylan’s chest and pushed him out the door and then slammed it in his face. Dylan crumpled the piece of paper with their list of demands in his fist, and when he turned around, the DEA agents still had their guns aimed up at the second story, and Dylan made his way back down the stairs. A cold emptiness engulfed him.
Cooper grabbed him by the arm and yanked him back behind the cover of the trucks. “What the hell happened? Are you hurt?”
Dylan shook his head then handed her the crumpled paper in his hands. He listened to the sound of her voice, reading the demands as he looked back up at his apartment. He couldn’t imagine what was running through his son’s mind at that moment. He wasn’t sure if Sean would ever forgive him, but if Dylan could keep him alive, that was all that mattered. 
“This is ludicrous,” Cooper replied, tossing the paper to her comrades. “There isn’t anything in here that the government would agree to, even if they hadn’t tried to blow up half of Boston.” 
“They said they’d only let my son go if you did those things,” Dylan replied, turning back to Cooper. “If your men try and go in, they’ll kill him.”
Before Cooper answered, her voice was cut short by the wailing sirens and the flashing lights of police vehicles arriving on scene. Two men, dressed in suits and ties, exited of the front vehicle while SWAT poured out of vans, fully dressed in Kevlar and loaded down with rifles and ammo. 
The closer the two men moved, Dylan recognized the agent who’d let him go at the hospital. “Agent Cooper, I’m taking command of this operation.” It was Perry.
“Well, that just makes me feel real good inside,” Cooper replied.
Perry had helped him before, and Dylan believed he could do it again. Dylan rushed over to Perry, gripping him by the collar. “They have my son. They’re armed. You need to tell your men to let them go.”
“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Mr. Turk.” Perry turned to the men behind him. “Set up a perimeter. We don’t want them trying to sneak around the back.”
Dylan grabbed Perry by the shoulders. He watched the man wince from the pressure of his fingers digging into the suit, squeezing hard enough to feel the bone underneath. “Call them off!” Perry tried to wiggle free, but Dylan had too good of a hold on him, and for a moment Dylan thought he saw a smile creep up Perry’s face. Cooper and one of her men had to peel Dylan off of him, and even then Dylan took the jacket Perry was wearing with him. 
“Get him out of here!” Perry said, his face flushed red. He pulled the radio off his side and put it to his mouth. “We are a go. I want those bastards dead.”
“No!” But Dylan’s screams fell on deaf ears. The SWAT team raided the building, marching up the staircase, and even stormed the first floor. Dylan waited for the gunshots, his eyes glued to his apartment, Cooper and her man still holding him back. But as the seconds ticked by, all Dylan heard were the shouts from the SWAT members instead of bullets.
“House is clear, sir.”
Perry kicked the dirt and cursed. Cooper let Dylan go, and he collapsed to his knees. Mixed emotions of relief and fear gripped him. His hand found the outline of the phone Kasaika had given him in his pocket. As long as he did what they told him to, Sean would live.
“Dylan.” Cooper’s voice startled him, and he spun around quickly. “We’ll help get him back. I promise.” She offered a smile, which did nothing to calm him. 
“No, you won’t.” Perry marched over like a bulldozer, jamming his bony finger into Cooper’s shoulder. “You’re the reason those bastards got away in the first place. And you let a civilian go up there to speak with those animals?”
Cooper maintained her composure. “His son was held hostage. They wouldn’t speak with anyone else. It was my call. Mr. Turk and my team had nothing to do with it.” 
“You’re done, Agent Cooper,” Perry snapped. “After I speak with your supervisor for this arrogant display of negligence, you won’t be able to work security at a mall.”
“I look forward to hearing from you,” Cooper said. And before Perry could spit any more threats, Cooper left, with her team in tow. 
Perry grabbed Dylan by the arm and waved his own men away. He pulled the two of them to the side, where the others couldn’t hear. “Mr. Turk, I am truly sorry about your son, but you do understand that we have protocols. We can’t negotiate with terrorists.”
Dylan remained silent, almost all of his attention focused on the weight of the phone hidden in his pocket. Perry leaned in closer. “If there is anything else they told you, anything else that they asked of you that you didn’t tell Agent Cooper, you could tell me, and I promise you I will do everything within my power to get your boy back to you safely.”
“No,” Dylan answered. “The demands on the paper were all they wanted.”
“I see.” Perry squinted his eyes, and Dylan could smell the coffee on his breath and the stink of his cologne mixed with the sweat from the summer heat. “Well, we’ll need to bring you in, have you give an official statement. My men will escort you.”
Dylan was tossed into the back of a cop car. He watched the image of his son’s bike grow smaller and smaller out of the back of the windshield. His mind raced back to when Sean first learned to ride. He was all decked out in pads. Evelyn wouldn’t let him ride without them. It took him a few hours before he was able to get the hang of it, but when he did, Dylan never felt so proud. The memory was fleeting, and when the bike was finally out of sight, he turned around to face the driver. All that mattered now was getting Sean back. At any cost.



Chapter 10 – Saturday 12:45 p.m.
Perry waited until most of the staff in the building had gone home before he left. He gave his customary goodbyes to those coming in for the afternoon shift and then drove off the Homeland Security premises. He stopped for a coffee before he left DC and then started the long drive to East Massachusetts.
It was nightfall by the time he arrived at the warehouse. He’d taken the long route to ensure that no one would be following and he was away from the prying eyes of any security cameras. Once he made it into the rural areas, he was safe. 
A few of Sefkh’s and Kasaika’s men acknowledged him with a nod as he drove through the front gates and parked outside the rusted building. He locked his car and tucked the keys into his pocket and downed the rest of his coffee. He crumpled the Styrofoam cup and tossed it into the dirt. 
Sefkh greeted him at the door, while Kasaika continued his sulking in the corner. “It seems your brother doesn’t like the way I plan things.”
“Give him time,” Sefkh replied. “Once he sees the results of what we’re able to accomplish, he’ll come around.”
Kasaika had been adamant about not wanting to take the boy, but Sefkh and Perry were able to convince him that it was necessary. Not everything could be tied up in a neat little bow the way Kasaika imagined his revenge to be. The man had yet to get his hands truly dirty. “I want to see him.”
Sefkh unlocked the door to the steel transport carton where Sean was being held, and Perry entered alone. The inside of the cargo transport was rusty and smelled of wet metal. It was dark, and the ground felt rough beneath his feet. The moment Perry entered, the boy recoiled.
“I know you’re afraid, Sean,” Perry said, continuing his slow walk to the boy, who’d tucked himself away in the corner. “But I can tell you that you have nothing to fear from me.” Once he was towering over the boy, he crouched to his level. “It’s your father you should be afraid of.”
“My dad is coming to get me!” Sean spit his words out defiantly. 
“He will try.” Perry nodded. “But each time he does, I’m going to hurt you.” Perry pulled a blade from his ankle and pressed the flat side to the boy’s exposed forearm. “And every time he fails at the missions we give him, I’m going to hurt you. You will associate you father’s name with pain. And by the time your father is done”—Perry brushed the hair off the boy’s forehead with the blade’s spine—“all that will be left of you is scars.”



 
***
The police station Dylan, Evelyn, Peter, and Mary were brought to was a considerable improvement from the last station Dylan had been in, and twice as busy. They were shuffled past officers and criminals, looters and thieves who’d taken advantage of the chaos that was now Boston, and put into a small conference room, where members from Perry’s team took their statements.
No matter how many times Peter tried putting his arms around Evelyn, she wouldn’t stop crying. It took the investigator almost thirty minutes to pull everything out of her. Dylan had sat with his daughter, Mary, in the adjacent room, where he watched her hysterics through one of the windows. The investigators chose to interview them separately, seeing to their previous history. 
Mary had been quiet the entire time. She hadn’t said a word since Dylan went to pick her up at Evelyn’s and just kept her head pressed against his side as she leaned against him. “You hungry or thirsty, Mary?” The little girl gave a light shake of her head. He bent down and kissed her on the cheek, giving her a few pats on the leg.
“Daddy, where’s Sean?” She looked up at him with her big green eyes, her light-blond eyelashes batting nervously. 
Dylan knew she’d ask about him sooner or later, and he’d racked his brain on how he thought he should handle it, but he still had no idea what to tell her. “He’s with some people. He’s okay, but these people—” He paused, watching Mary’s small features twist in preparation of tears. “We’re going to get him back. I promise.”
Marry nodded then buried her face into his ribs. The door to the conference room opened, and Peter escorted a still-weeping Evelyn. The investigators called him inside, and Mary was left with her mom and Peter. A light chill of fear hit him when he sat down inside and realized that the phone Kasaika had given him was still in his pocket. 
“Mr. Turk, have a seat.” The agents only sat down once Dylan had done so himself. They adjusted the ties around their collars, already having shed their jackets. It looked as if it was only a matter of time before the ties would be discarded as well. They shuffled the papers on the desk and brought out a fresh file for Dylan’s statement. “Mr. Turk, what can you tell us about the incident at your apartment?”
“I rode with Agent Cooper and her team to see if my son had made his way there,” Dylan answered. 
“And what did you find upon you arrival?”
Dylan exhaled. “I saw that my son’s bike was parked outside. I got out of the car and rushed to the staircase that leads up to my apartment. Before I got there, gunfire broke out from the second floor.”
“Just the second floor?”
“Yes, why?”
“Just making sure I have everything correct here. And what can you tell me happened when you were inside speaking with the terrorists?”
“I went upstairs alone, and when I walked through the front door, which was already open, I saw six men in masks—”
“At any point did they take off their masks?”
“No.” Dylan had rehearsed what he’d tell them in his mind over a hundred times since Kasaika spoke to him, and he determined the less he pretended to know the better off he’d be. “They handed me the list of demands and told me that they were going to kill my son if they didn’t get what they want.”
“Do you believe your son is still alive?”
Dylan shifted uncomfortably. He fumbled over his words, shaking his head. “Why would you even ask that? How could you say that? Do you know something?” Dylan leaned forward on the table, slightly rising out of his seat. “Do you believe my son is still alive?” The words came out harsher now. He felt his face redden.
One of the agents put his hand up. “Mr. Turk, please, I was merely asking, seeing as how we were not able to give them their demands.”
Dylan leaned back in his seat, his arms folded across his chest. “My son is alive.”
The agents continued to jot down their notes. “What else did these individuals speak with you about?”
“Nothing. They gave me the list, told me that’s what they wanted, smacked me in the back of the head when I tried to reach for my son, then shoved me back outside. I gave Agent Cooper the list, and then you guys showed up.”
“Did you notice anything odd in your apartment?”
“Odd?” Dylan’s pocket buzzed. He froze as the two men glanced down at the pocket where the cell phone was. “No.” Dylan quickly shook his head and shifted in his seat. “No, I didn’t notice anything odd or out of place.”
“Do you need to get that?” The agent gestured to the cell.
“I’m sure it can wait.”
“Well, Mr. Turk, we’ll need to wait to see what forensics tells us after their sweep of your apartment, but we’ll do everything we can to make sure your son is returned to you. In the meantime, do you have a place to stay?”
“I’ll figure it out.” Dylan left the room then gave Mary a kiss goodbye. Neither Evelyn nor Peter asked what he’d be doing, but any words about Peter pressing charges seemed to have disappeared, which Dylan was glad to be rid of. Once outside, Dylan checked the message on his phone. It was a text.
Your boat dock. Tomorrow. 5:00 a.m. 
And that was it. Dylan snapped the phone shut and slid it back into his pocket. He had no idea what these people wanted him to do, and he had no idea on whether or not the agents at Homeland would find his son before he did. All he knew for certain was that if he failed or was found out, Sean would die.
 



Distressed: Enemy Of the State



Chapter 1
The night air had an odd chill to it, despite the fact that it was still the dead of summer. Captain Dylan Turk attributed the cold to his ship’s occupants. The Egyptian foreigners walked the deck of the ship awkwardly, still without their sea legs. He’d fished the waters off the Eastern Atlantic Seaboard for more than fifteen years, and in all that time he’d never had a crew like this or carried such cargo as what lay in the belly of the ship.
The fish holds that were meant to house tuna had been replaced with bombs and guns. But despite the change of cargo, Dylan still kept the same steady hand on the wheel, as though he were hauling in a full cache of seafood.
It’d taken a few trips, but the terrorists had finally allowed him to stay in the wheelhouse unattended. It was a welcome relief from the constant guarding he’d experienced over the past week. Each ship he’d taken out had been different, but the one commonality had been the fact that they were fishing boats, which was Dylan’s area of expertise. It allowed for inconspicuous travel even in the heightened security that had engulfed the entire country.
But the terrorists who had blackmailed him into running bombs and guns didn’t leave their fate just to the disguise of fishing ships. The technology of the boat allowed them to slide undetected through the waters, dodging the Navy and Coast Guard’s radar and making it to their destinations safely. Still, the dangers of being spotted by line of sight were always present, and they wouldn’t be able to outrun a warship.
Moonlight shone down onto the deck and lit up the unused nets and gear below. Despite whatever cloaking device the ship carried, Dylan still made the transport runs at night and kept the ship lights off. He had more riding on these deliveries than just his own life.
The quiet solitude of the night was only interrupted by the rumble of the boat’s engine and the strikes of doubt that screamed in Dylan’s mind. He knew what the terrorists walking aboard the deck of the ship planned on accomplishing with the cargo. He’d bargained and justified everything he’d done on the simple fact that the one life he wanted to save was worth more than the thousands of others who would die from the instruments of death he helped deliver.
Kasaika, one of the Egyptian radical’s commanding officers, waved from the deck, catching Dylan’s attention, and pointed toward the shoreline. Dylan checked their course heading on his GPS then nodded, turning the ship toward land. The shoreline was as black as the night around them, and Dylan had to rely on Kasaika’s men to help guide him in.
Dylan had never been this far south before. Judging from the maps, he would say that he was only a few miles north of Savannah. He made sure to pay special attention to the depths in the unfamiliar waters; with the cargo stored below, he preferred not to run aground.
Dylan idled the engines as they coasted closer to a dock that jutted out from a cluster of trees on the shore. The ship bumped lightly into one of the dock’s pillars, and ropes were tossed back and forth to be tied down. The terrorists quickly rushed below deck and retrieved their cargo, and Dylan was summoned down to help.
Even under the cover of darkness, Dylan felt the terrorists’ eyes watch him. The crates in the cargo hold ranged from small boxes to six-foot-long refrigerator-like cases that had to be carried out by two men at a time. Dylan hated when he had to help unload. It left a sour taste in his mouth, knowing what these vile men planned to do with the cargo. Those weapons would kill hundreds, thousands even. It would leave sons without fathers, husbands without wives, parents without children, all for the sake of one man’s madness.
When the drop-off for the location was complete, Dylan ascended back into the wheelhouse, wiping the dust and grime from his hands onto his pants. He reached for the engine starter but paused as his eyes caught the picture of his children taped next to the throttle. He peeled the piece of tape that held the two together and ran his finger over the picture’s weathered faces. For them. To keep them alive.
It was a mantra Dylan had grown accustomed to saying over the past week, but the words were like a noose slipping tighter and tighter around his neck. Those words were only keeping him alive long enough to kill him.
“Hey!” Kasaika and the other terrorists gestured impatiently.
Dylan taped the picture back to the console and reversed off the dock, leaving nothing but a wake behind them. The shoreline slowly disappeared behind them in the distance as Dylan piloted back out to sea to begin the next leg of their journey, the deckhands below busy preparing the cargo. It’d been like this for a while now, this routine, and Dylan felt an apathy toward himself grow a little stronger each day. His mind was numb and lost, buried in the seas he had navigated his entire life.
The flash of a spotlight and the shouts of the terrorists down below triggered Dylan out of his stupor. Kasaika burst into the wheelhouse. “Keep heading south.”
Dylan looked to the source of the light. It could be anyone, Coast Guard, Navy, another boat, but if it were the latter and they were spotted, it wouldn’t end well for anyone. “We won’t be able to outrun them,” Dylan said, pressing down the throttle as if he disregarded his own words. He watched Kasaika reach for the rifle hidden under the control dash. Dylan grabbed Kasaika’s wrist. “No!” Kasaika went to raise his hand to strike Dylan for the defiance, but before he had a chance, Dylan pulled the terrorist closer. “The moment you open fire, we lose any element of surprise.”
The pirate puffed up at the authority in Dylan’s voice. Reluctantly, Kasaika jerked his wrist away and left the rifle where it lay. He descended back to the deck, where he echoed Dylan’s orders.
It’d been a dogfight since the beginning with these people, but he’d managed to convince their boss that if they wanted their weapons delivered safely, then Dylan’s word was law on the water. Kasaika, along with the other Egyptians, didn’t agree but begrudgingly listened.
Dylan kept an eye on the flickering spotlights to their east, the boat bouncing against the Atlantic waves more ferociously than before. He gripped the wheel tight, and his eyes squinted into the night’s horizon, and he desperately hoped that it was just another fishing vessel and not the military boats that had thickened the waterways of late.
When Dylan noticed the light growing, he quickly shifted course to move closer to the shoreline, toward the shallows. The radio crackled, and his heart jumped along with the growing noise blowing through the radio’s speakers. “This is Coast Guard Cutter 4152. Cut power to your engines, or prepare to be fired upon.”
The vessel was less than sixty yards from them now, and Dylan didn’t have a choice. He pulled back the throttle, and the engines whined to an idle. Kasaika rushed up the stairs to the wheelhouse and kicked the door open with the heel of his boot. “What are you doing?” His words left his mouth in harsh, thick whispers, his accent apparent in the angry tone.
Dylan reached under the control panel and ripped out the electrical circuits to the lights. Waves rocked the deck from side to side, but Dylan made his way across the wheelhouse effortlessly. “We don’t make a move unless we have to, you understand? We comply with everything they ask.”
Kasaika blocked the exit, and the spotlight from the Coast Guard ship flashed behind him, allowing Dylan to see only his silhouette. “You mean to have us caught.”
“I mean to not have you kill unless we have to.” Dylan was nose to nose with Kasaika, and the Coast Guard continued to boom its warnings through the radio. Finally, Kasaika descended, and Dylan followed. Although he wasn’t sure if Kasaika was going to heed his advice.
Four men lined the side of the Coast Guard ship, one of them manning the fifty-caliber aimed at the deckhands. They tossed lines over, and Kasaika’s men tied off, and the sailors boarded the ship. “Who’s the captain?”
“I am, sir.” Dylan stepped forward, and the spotlight swiveled on him. The sailors’ radios crackled with chatter, radioing their position to another ship in the area. Kasaika’s men shifted uneasily as the sailor stepped forward.
“Your running lights aren’t on.”
Dylan eyed one of the terrorists in his peripheral vision next to one of the nets where they stored their guns. He was too close for Dylan’s comfort. “They malfunctioned on me about an hour ago. I was trying to keep to the shoreline and out of everyone’s way when you radioed.” Dylan extended his license, which was now forged with a fake name.
The sailor handed it to another one of his men, who ran a check with the local authorities, making sure it was legitimate. “How long have you boys been out here?” The words were directed toward Dylan, but the sailor had his eyes on the deckhands.
“Headed out this morning. Afraid we haven’t had much luck.” Truth was, Dylan had been out here for the better part of a week, but the moment they saw there were no fish in the holds, that alibi would be out the window.
One of the sailors handed Dylan’s license back to the commanding officer and whispered something in his ear. The CO extended the papers to Dylan. “We’ll be taking a look around your vessel and citing you for having the busted lights.”
Before Dylan or Kasaika had time to object, the rest of the sailors piled into their boat and started inspecting the fishing gear, poles, and buoys, slowly and meticulously making their way to the cargo hold. And each moment the sailors moved closer to discovering the bombs, Dylan’s eyes darted back and forth between Kasaika’s men’s hands twitching nervously at their sides and the sailors’ hands searching the boat. Both were dangerous.
Dylan was stuck on a tightrope, with winds gusting from both sides. Any way he fell he was a dead man. And he wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to stay balanced.
One of the terrorists inched closer to the net hiding the guns, and Dylan watched his fingers graze the cover of the automatic rifles that lay just underneath. A bead of sweat rolled down Dylan’s temple, and he noticed the commanding officer shoot him a glance then step closer. “Anything you want to tell me, Captain?”
All it would take would be one word. That’s it, nothing more. But even if Dylan did tell the sailor what was happening, and even if he survived the shootout that would follow, he wouldn’t be able to get to his son in time. He wouldn’t be able to stop the lunatics who had kidnaped Sean from killing him. “No.”
“Commander?” The voice was echoed and muffled from below deck. The sailor rushed back onto the main deck and immediately found the CO. Dylan couldn’t hear what the two were saying, and the lights had cast the commander’s face in shadows.
Hands reaching for the guns underneath the nets were all Dylan saw in his peripherals. After that, the deck of the ship and the night air exploded with gunfire. Dylan’s boots skidded across the wet floor as he dashed for cover. He turned quick enough to see the commander fly backward, with three rounds flying into his life vest.
The fifty-caliber on the deck of the Coast Guard cruiser blasted holes into the hull of their vessel. Each shot thundered across the open waters as Dylan scrambled to the stern. He couldn’t tell if Kasaika was still alive or not from the screams as the terrorists barked back and forth at each other between the gunshots.
Dylan went to grab the pistol out of the wheelhouse, but before he made it out, the sailor turned the fifty-caliber in his direction, and Dylan hit the floor, covering the back of his head as fiberglass exploded all around him. With debris raining down on him, Dylan crawled back to the stairs, a few bullets punching holes in the deck just inches from his body.
When Dylan looked down from the wheelhouse, Kasaika was below, using the cabin for cover as he fired back at the sailors. The AK-47 dripped dispensed shell casings on the deck, which rolled back and forth with the motion of the sea. Dylan had a clear line of sight on the man. All he had to do was aim and squeeze the trigger, and the terrorist would be dead.
The fifty-caliber’s thunder boomed again, but this time in Kasaika’s direction. Before Dylan had a chance to aim, the pirate sprinted toward the stern and away from Dylan’s pistol. Dylan swung himself down onto the ladder, and the Coast Guard’s boat revved its engines, jerking Dylan’s ship with the lines still attached.
The sudden jolt caused Dylan’s foot to slip against the wet steps of the ladder as he hurried down, the pistol still clutched in his right hand. He landed next to a cluster of bullet holes and tried listening for the thump of feet or the screams of the men around him, but all he heard was the high pitched whine the gunfire had left in his ears. 
One of the sailors rushed around the corner. Dylan collided with him, and the two men crashed to the deck. The sailor immediately went for his rifle, and Dylan smacked it away. “Stop! You don’t understand!” The two men grappled on the floor, sliding on the slick metal surface of the ship’s deck, both pairs of hands struggling to keep hold of the rifle between them.
The sailor lifted his knee into Dylan’s stomach, repeatedly slamming into his gut. Dylan smacked his forehead into the sailor’s nose and felt the sailor loosen his grip around the rifle’s stock. Dylan ripped it away and scrambled to his feet. The sailor put his hands in the air.
“Call them off!” Dylan held his finger on the trigger, but the sailor said nothing. Dylan edged to the corner of the wheelhouse, keeping the rifle aimed at his defenseless captive. “I have one of your men! Drop your weapons!”
“Cease fire!” The orders were barked down the chain of command, and the firing stopped, along with the throaty hum of the boat’s engines. All Dylan heard was the lap of the waves against the hull and the fading ringing in his ears.
“You won’t win,” the sailor said.
Dylan watched the sailor’s eyes, the mix of anger and fear staring back at him. These soldiers thought that he was a part of the attacks. In the sailor’s mind, Dylan was just as low as the scum around him. “I didn’t ask for this. You hear me? I DIDN’T ASK FOR TH—”
The bullets cut into the sailor and disfigured him to nothing more than a bloody stump, meat bathed in crimson. Similar shots echoed through the night air, but Dylan couldn’t peel his gaze away from the mutilated piece of flesh in front of him until Kasaika’s boots stepped over the piece of dead meat and snatched the rifle from Dylan’s hands.
The bow of the ship was filled with the dead bodies of the sailors, along with two of the terrorists. Dylan held what was left of the wheelhouse for support as they started throwing the bodies overboard and untied the ropes holding the two vessels together. Kasaika shoved Dylan, making sure he saw the rifle in his hands. “Start the boat, Captain.”
“They threw down their weapons,” Dylan said. “They were going to surrender!”
“And they dropped their weapons because of you.” The words escaped Kasaika like a snarl. “Now, start the boat.”
Spittle flew onto Dylan’s cheek from the last syllable Kasaika uttered. He wiped the saliva from his skin and felt the burn of heat flush through his body. He tackled Kasaika to the deck, and the two men toppled over one another, sliding across the blood and saltwater. Dylan squeezed Kasaika’s throat until he felt Kasaika’s pulse beat against the palm of his hand.
A blow to Dylan’s temple knocked him to the floor. He stumbled on his hands and knees, the floor wavering like the ship in the middle of a storm, the ringing in his ears reaching a fever pitch. He looked to his left and saw Kasaika hovering above him.
Kasaika slammed the tip of his boot into Dylan’s ribs, sending him flat onto his back. Dylan straightened and felt the sharp pain from his side radiate through the rest of his body. Kasaika picked him up by the collar and slammed him against the side of the wheelhouse then jammed the pistol into his temple. “When we get back to the mainland, we’ll pay a little visit to your son. How does that sound? You can sit there and watch us beat your boy for every time you struck one of us.”
“You touch him and—”
“You’ll what? There’s nothing you can do but what we tell you to. And after we kill your son, we’ll go after your daughter and chop down every single member of your family until you’re the only branch left on your family tree. Then, after you’ve watched them all die, we’ll kill you.”
The pressure from the barrel’s pistol against Dylan’s temple drilled into his skull. Just before Dylan thought the barrel would punch a hole in his head, Kasaika lowered the gun, and Dylan slid to the floor, his head still ringing.
“We need to get out of here before more show up,” Kasaika said.
With the rest of the bodies stripped of their life vests and dumped into the ocean, Dylan climbed the shambled steps of the ladder to what was left of the wheelhouse. The windows were shattered and splintered with bullet holes.
Dylan’s hands started the engine and found the throttle absentmindedly. His mind was drowning along with the sailors facedown in the ocean. He reached into his pocket for the picture and looked down at his son. That was his life raft. And he’d hold onto it for as long as he could.



Chapter 2
The plans were spread out on the table, and Richard Perry squinted at the drawing in the dim lighting the warehouse provided. The generators were already running low on fuel, and he wouldn’t be able to risk another shipment until next week, not with the amount of heat Kasaika and his men were pulling. Each day there was a new report about an incident with one of the operations. He couldn’t afford another slipup, not with what was coming.
Perry leaned against the edge of the table for support. His spine seemed to twist and curve like a deformed sapling, even when he stood upright. He flipped through one of the schematics, and Sefkh burst through the door, panting and out of breath and bringing a burst of heat that filled the rest of the warehouse. “Kasaika was just boarded by the Coast Guard.”
But Perry had already known what happened before the words left his tongue. “And now the Coast Guard is dead, along with two of your brother-in-law’s men, for his stupidity.” Perry gave the table a shove, which more pushed him off it than shook the table itself. “Tell them to finish the deliveries. I won’t be able to get him another ship until I get the captain a new set of papers. The ones handed over to the Coast Guard were recorded and compromised.”
“Sir, the—”
Perry took a quick step toward the door, and Sefkh backed away. “Need I remind you of what we’re trying to accomplish? Of what you and your men are risking their lives for? Of what I’m risking mine?” Drops of saliva flew from his mouth, his cheeks flushed red, and he shoved Sefkh out of reach.
“Yes, sir.” Sefkh turned on his heel and headed back through the warehouse, his head lowered. Perry walked back to the map on his desk and planted his finger over Washington, DC, then dragged it west across the rest of the country until it landed in San Francisco. “Sea to shining sea.” He muttered the words mockingly and then rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt.
Scars and disfigurements covered what remained of his skin. Perry ran his hands along the grooves and misshapen patterns and grimaced. He rolled the sleeves back down and buttoned the cuffs. He marched out of the office and through the warehouse.
Tanned Egyptians worked alongside a small group of Americans that Perry recruited, all dripping the same sweat, all bleeding the same blood. Perry knew almost all of it would be spilt, and he’d gladly spill as much as necessary. “Sefkh!”
The Egyptian turned around sheepishly and met Perry in the middle of the floor, the rest of the warehouse casting a watchful eye over their commanders. “Have you been in contact with the West Coast?”
“The missions in Los Angeles and Seattle were successful, but we had an issue with San Francisco. We’re still waiting on the rest,” Sefkh answered.
The terrorists working on their rifles and projects slowly stepped away as Perry glowered at Sefkh. “What happened?”
“One of our men tripped an alarm at the factory. We didn’t have time to grab all of the supplies.”
“Who?”
Sefkh shifted his eyes to a young Egyptian, deconstructing and cleaning his rifle, then nodded.
With the number of issues the operation had been running into, they were already behind schedule. While his position at Homeland afforded him high-level security clearance, all of it was rendered useless by incompetent hands. “Shift half of our men from the Midwest to California,” Perry said. “Funnel whatever weapons and resources we have left there. I do not want to lose our chance for this. Understand?”
“Yes, sir.”
Perry walked over to the young Egyptian, who was oblivious to Perry until he hovered right on top of him. He couldn’t have been older than nineteen, the spots still not fully faded from his hide. “Do you speak English?” The boy shook his head. Sefkh walked up behind the boy and rested his hands on his shoulders. “What is his name?” Perry asked.
“Amarah,” Sefkh answered.
Perry knelt down to one knee, so he and the young man were eye to eye. Amarah scooted back on the crate he sat on once the two were close. “Do you know your mission?”
Amarah looked up to Sefkh, who translated in Arabic, then nodded. Only two pieces of the rifle remained unconnected. Perry picked both of them up and locked them into place. He pushed himself off his knee and aimed the rifle at the young man’s head. The rest of the warehouse fell silent, and Sefkh tried to step between them, but Perry ordered him back.
Amarah held his hands in the air, his head on a swivel, looking between Sefkh and Perry. He mumbled in Arabic, the panic in his eyes growing. Perry took a step forward until the metal tip grazed the skin on Amarah’s forehead. “Are you willing to die for us, Amarah?”
Sefkh translated, and Amarah nodded, but the shivers running through his body told Perry another story. Perry tilted his head to the side, his eyes paralyzing the boy. “Then would you care to tell me why our men didn’t get the necessary equipment needed to complete our mission? The mission that failed due to your stupidity?”
Amarah screamed, waved his arms, and shouted to both Perry and Sefkh, who translated as fast as he could. “Enough!” Perry jammed the end of the barrel into Amarah’s head, putting an end to the rambling. “Get up.”
Sefkh repeated the words, and a glimmer of wetness appeared in Amarah’s eyes as he rose. Perry kept the rifle at Amarah’s head the entire time. Each time the boy shook, Perry felt it vibrate through the rifle’s barrel. The rest of the men in the warehouse had gathered around, keeping their distance, and Perry felt their eyes on him. “Weakness is a disease.”
Amarah shuddered and mumbled prayers, Sefkh no longer translating. Perry scraped the end of the barrel along Amarah’s skin down to his cheek, where he blocked a tear from falling. “It latches on to a host and drains it until it’s dead.” Perry’s words echoed through the warehouse and filled the silent void that had once been the clank of machinery. “And like all diseases, it must be cut out.”
Amarah clasped his hands together, his prayers and tears flowing together in a last attempt to save his life, but unlike the devout Muslims around him, Perry understood that neither the tears nor prayers would reach the ghosts of their Quran.
The bullet sliced through Amarah’s cheek, and the boy crumpled to the floor. Blood pooled around Amarah’s head, and the rest of the men in the warehouse muttered silent prayers to themselves. Perry took a good look at what he saw and made sure the men had a clear view of the boy’s dead body. “This is the price for incompetence. We will not fail.”
The overhead lighting had cast the men around Perry in shadows. Half-visible faces, limbs, and bodies looked at him. It was an army of shadows, shifting between the light and darkness. “Do you hear me?” Perry’s voice boomed through the hot warehouse air. “We will not fail!”



 
***
The harbor parking lot was already full by the time Agent Adila Cooper made it to the port. She roamed the gravel lot, searching for a space, and finally pulled her Crown Victoria between two trucks that barely left her enough space to squeeze out of her vehicle. The pistol on the inside of her jacket scraped against the truck’s panel as she shimmied her way out.
Dark circles rested beneath Cooper’s eyes as she tried rubbing away the fatigue that had pestered her since her “administrative leave” started a week ago. It circled her mind like a fly buzzing around a piece of rotten meat.
Even in the morning, the air was already warm, and Cooper could smell the mixture of salt, fish, and fuel that stained the harbor like a scar. She was amazed at how many boats were still going out to fish in the current climate. But just because the country was plagued with terrorists didn’t mean the bills stopped coming. Rent, water, and food still had to be paid for. And just because Cooper wasn’t officially with the DEA didn’t mean she stopped being an agent.
The wooden planks and boards that composed the harbormaster’s building were covered in bird shit and smelled as bad as they looked. Inside was a small convenience store where snacks, bait, and tackle were sold to those who were caught in a pinch before heading out to sea, and charged an arm and a leg for their trouble.
The cash register was unmanned, and Cooper made her way to the staircase. She was halfway up the steps when she heard the raspy voice of the harbormaster, accompanied by the creak of the steps. “Hold on, I’m coming.”
Cooper descended back to the floor as she watched the harbormaster waddle down. His breathing was labored by the time he made it to the bottom. He leaned up against the wall, and sweat rolled down the front of his neck, leaking from his face. “What do you want?”
“I’m looking for Dayton Clowdy.”
The harbormaster didn’t answer immediately, giving Cooper a look up and down. “Who the hell are you?”
Cooper kept a watchful eye on his chubby fingers as he moved toward the register. She followed casually. “I need some details of what happened on the night of August sixth.”
The harbormaster waved his hands then reached underneath the counter, hidden from Cooper’s vision. “You some sort of cop?”
“I need to see the radio transmission logs from that night.” Cooper felt the weight of her pistol underneath her jacket, firmly aware of its presence as the harbormaster kept his hands concealed behind the counter. She took a step forward. “It’s part of the investigation of the attacks that have been happening along the coast.”
“Look, lady, unless you have a warrant or I see some kind of badge, I don’t have to tell you shit. So if you’re not buying anything, then get the hell out of my shop. I’ve got work to do.”
Cooper nodded slowly then looked around the store. A cluster of handled fishing nets jutted up from a series of PVC piping. She pulled one out and set it on the counter. Cigarettes lined the wall behind the harbormaster, and she pointed to the case. “I’ll take a pack of Marlboro Lights. Filtered.”
The harbormaster turned his back, and the moment he did, Cooper grabbed the net and slammed it over the harbormaster’s face and yanked him backward with the handle. Cooper kept pressure on the fat man as he squirmed on his back on the counter. She pulled the gun from her holster and jammed it into the side of his face. “So let’s start over. Are you Dayton Clowdy?”
The man answered with a gargled yes as he struggled to breathe. Cooper released some of the pressure choking him, and Dayton gasped. “Fucking Christ! What the hell is the matter with you?”
Cooper added pressure, and dug the pistol into Dayton’s temple. “I want to know why Captain Turk’s ship wasn’t on the log for departure the day he was boarded by the terrorists.”
“Some guy came to me a month ago, asked if I wanted to earn some money. He paid cash, up front.”
“What was his name?”
“No name. Just phone calls. He always called on a different number.”
“How’d you get the money?”
“He dropped it off for me to pick up. He wasn’t there when I went, but the money was, so I did the job. I didn’t know what was going to happen, and I didn’t want to know.”
“Negligent homicide is still homicide, Dayton.” Cooper gave the net another pull. Dayton clawed at the aluminum rim, struggling to breathe from the increased pressure. “You better have something more than just some burner cell number that isn’t good anymore.”
“The place. Where I picked up the money. It was specific coordinates. I still have them.” Dayton’s face turned a nice shade of purple, his throat gargling and his chubby fingers trying to stop the net from choking him. “I swear that’s all I know.”
Cooper finally released the pressure and flung the net from his head. She gave him a shove, and he collapsed behind the counter, knocking over the racks of smokes and tobacco above him. Cooper made her way around the counter and saw the shotgun lying underneath the bottom shelf. She snatched it before he had a chance to think about it. “I hope you have a permit for this.”
“Fuck you.” The words came out weak and breathless. Dayton wallowed in the cartons, sweat dripping from his massive body.
Cooper aimed the shotgun’s barrel down at his face. “What are the coordinates?”



 
***
Dylan watched from the docks as the ship sank into the waters. The terrorists had done that with every vessel they’d used so far. They refused to leave any trace for the authorities to find, and having the ocean consume the evidence seemed to be the most efficient way to accomplish it.
As had become customary, Dylan was blindfolded and thrown into the back of a vehicle, where he was driven to another location that would have a car waiting for him so he could drive home. Once they’d reached their destination, Kasaika shoved Dylan out of the van, tore off the blindfold, then chucked the keys at him. “Red sedan.” He shut the door, and the van peeled off, leaving Dylan alone in the abandoned parking lot.
The drives back were usually quick, and Dylan spent the time listening to the news. The bombs he’d helped deliver were being detonated at ports, businesses, gas stations, power stations, and public transportation. Each new report made him cringe, but he needed to hear it.
Fathers lost sons, sons lost fathers, and families were being torn apart. One by one, these terrorists were slowly crippling the country. Fear now governed people’s actions, and the boarded-up windows and closed signs of businesses Dylan saw on the drive back to Boston only solidified that fear was winning.
It was nearly noon when Dylan pulled into the driveway of Mark’s small, one-bedroom house. The surrounding neighborhood was nothing more than a collection of sagging roofs and weed-infested lawns overgrowing and spilling onto the sidewalk. While the accommodations weren’t ideal, Dylan was thankful to have a friend. 
When Dylan stepped inside, the heat was just as intense in the house as it was outside. Mark was sprawled out on the couch and drinking out of a gallon water jug with a straw fashioned from a cluster of other straws. “Looks like you’ve been busy.”
Mark shifted on the couch, clutching the bandages around his stomach. “Goddamn medicine keeps drying me out. It’s like I’ve got salt in my stomach.” His shirt was open, exposing the grey hairs on his chest and the bandages over the stitches on his gut. Mark had spent most of his time on the island that was the couch. When Dylan left, he was there, and when Dylan came home, he looked as though he’d never even moved.
“You change that bandage yet today?” Dylan pointed to the discolored white and set his bag next to his pile of things he’d brought over after Homeland Security had confiscated his house when Perry took his son.
“Not yet,” Mark answered, gingerly shifting himself to a sitting position, groaning the entire way. Dylan helped pull Mark up, and he fell against the back cushions with a grunt. “It was too hot to do anything.”
Even with the windows open, the heat inside the house was sweltering. It’d been almost three days without power and no sign of it coming back on anytime soon. Red Cross trucks roamed the neighborhoods with food rations, water, and medical supplies. Even if some people wanted to go to work, most couldn’t. Fuel was dwindling, and the attacks on transportation routes were clogging up what streets hadn’t been torn up. It wasn’t like anything Dylan had ever seen in his lifetime. “C’mon, let’s get you cleaned up.”
Mark snatched the battery-powered radio he kept by the couch. It was his one connection to the outside world. The two men leaned on each other, and once they made it into the bathroom, Dylan helped Mark sit on the edge of the bathtub. The radio channel was turned to the news, which spit a constant flow of information in a seamless fashion.
“Another attack just south of Washington, DC, has left over twenty thousand without power, as one of the substations was bombed last night. Authorities have frozen any and all devices and materials used to make such weapons, but the attacks still keep coming. It is believed by the president’s administration that the terrorists are using a stockpile of previously assembled weapons to continue their reign of destruction.”
Dylan peeled the bandage off and tossed it in the trash. The wound was wet with slime, and Dylan used gloved hands to clean around the stitches. Mark winced a few times, the bruising around the stomach still healing.
“Ports along the East Coast have been under the most scrutiny lately, as the transportation of these devices is believed to be accomplished by sea. The Navy, Coast Guard, and reserves have been called in full force to patrol the waterways, but the sheer number of square miles has made it difficult to capture the terrorists, and the increased security has left millions of imports from other countries to be backed up, affecting businesses all around the country. Bodies were recovered from a Coast Guard unit that was believed to have been attacked last night by the terrorist organization. Three bodies have been recovered, and the two missing are also believed to be dead.”
Mark glanced at Dylan, and the two made eye contact. “Christ.” Mark shook his head. His jaw was clenched, and his face scrunched in preparation of pain as Dylan gently applied the disinfectant over and around the stitches. “That you?”
Mark was the only one who knew the truth about what Dylan was doing and how Perry was blackmailing him with his own son. His daughter, his ex-wife, the authorities, everyone else was in the dark. “Yeah.” Dylan dumped the cleaning tools and applied the fresh bandage over the stitches, doing his best to keep the sweat off the area until it was sealed tight. He wiped his brow and sat on the closed toilet lid.
Mark rolled his T-shirt down and shifted uncomfortably on the narrow edge. “It’s for your boy, Dylan. Any good father who gave a damn about his family would do the same. But you need to start thinking of an exit strategy. This can’t go on forever.”
“I know.” Getting out had plagued Dylan’s mind since the moment they were first boarded, when Mark was shot by the very terrorists Dylan was now helping. He’d looked at it from every angle he could, but the only way he was going to get out of this was either in cuffs or in a box six feet under. Both would devastate his kids, and neither was preferable. “I didn’t ask for this.”
“Hey.” Mark’s words snapped him out of his daze. The old man had the same look in his eyes as they did when he was chewing out a greenhorn on his first trip out to sea. “You’re past asking, needing, or wanting, Captain. You’re in the storm now, and the swells are only going to get higher.”
Dylan knew he was right. Things were going to get worse before they got better. If he wanted to make it out alive and not end up in a jail cell, then he’d have to get something that both parties wanted. He knew the government wouldn’t pardon him for his involvement just because of his son. “They’re running with some high-tech gear on the boats. Radar jamming, cloaking. It looks like military grade. I might be able to—”
“Local authorities believe that the death of veteran harbormaster Dayton Clowdy was suicide, and no foul play is suspected.”
The news caught both Dylan and Mark by surprise. Dayton Clowdy had been the harbormaster at their docks for twenty years. When Dylan gave his report to the agent who was on scene, she had asked about him, told him that he hadn’t reported their trip the day they were boarded by the terrorists at sea. Cooper said she thought he was working with the terrorists, but what she didn’t know was who the terrorists were working for. Perry.
Dylan shot up from his seat. His chest felt tight. He sprinted into the living room then out into the front yard. He hunched over, resting his palms just above his knees. A sour pit churned in his stomach, and he fought to keep it down. Was this his fate? Just waiting for Perry to finish him off whenever he didn’t need him anymore? Maybe. All he knew was if he didn’t do something soon, then his fate would be like that of Dayton Clowdy. Just another disguised suicide and a name in the obituaries.



Chapter 3
Kasaika rose from his prayers and rolled up his mat and tucked it in the corner with his other belongings. The one window in his room bathed everything in orange as the sun showered its fading light into the sky outside. Looking out into the trees and wilderness of this country had caused him to long for home. He never thought he’d miss the rolling hills of sand, but here in the noisy warehouse where there was little rest, it was all he could think about.
The death of Amarah had hit him harder than he thought. Kasaika barely knew the boy, but he was still just that, a boy. His detestation for Perry had only grown since then, but the rest of the organization allowed Perry to keep his seat at the head of the table, so long as he was able to deliver. And even Kasaika had to concede that their operations had run efficiently smooth with the intelligence that Perry provided. In the end, Kasaika justified his relationship with the devil to help his kingdom of heaven. And every news feed that he saw, telling him of their crippling of this nation, only fueled his desires.
The warehouse was busy as usual, men rushing back and forth, loading rifles, guns, bombs, whatever was required for the next attack. The massive floor was broken down into units, each dealing with a section of the country and each group boasting to their neighbors how many they’d killed. It was a game Kasaika didn’t take part in. It didn’t matter the individual number, only the total. He’d watched thousands of his own people die at the hands of tyrant rulers, foreign armies, and skirmishes amongst themselves. All Kasaika cared about was paying back that number two-fold.
Kasaika picked up a ration meal and a bottle of water and made his way to the far corner of the warehouse. A large metal shipping container had been placed there in which Dylan’s son was kept. Kasaika pulled at the heavy door, and the metal cringed as it opened.
The fluorescent lights from the warehouse flooded the darkened tomb up until the last ten feet of the container, which was where Sean lay hidden. “Food, boy.” Kasaika tossed the box of rations, and it skidded across the rusted floor. The water bottle he tossed rolled a little farther. The waste bucket was already by the door, filled. Kasaika grabbed it and went to shut the door when the boy appeared from the shadows.
“My dad.” Sean stood half bathed in light and half in darkness. His hair was oily and messy, and his clothes were soiled. “Tell me.”
“He’s still alive, boy.” Kasaika had told the boy about his father, how they were using him. Sean took a few more steps into the light, his face twisted in the effort of relief and grief. “You want me to tell you how many people he helped kill today?” The boy’s fists clenched at his sides, and Kasaika smiled.
“My dad will come and get me. He’ll do whatever it takes.” Sean was as thin as a rail, no older than Kasaika’s own nephews and nieces.
Kasaika set the bucket of waste down and stepped inside the metal tomb, his heavy feet ringing through the container with each step. To the boy’s credit, he did not back down. “Your father will die by our hands or the hands of your government. Either way, you will not make it out alive.”
“Then why are you taking care of me?”
Kasaika knelt down to meet the boy at eye level. The smell stung his nostrils and eyes, and up close he could see the resemblance of the boy’s father in him. The look of wild fear in his eyes, held together with a quiet reserve. “Leverage. You’re alive so your father can die.”
Sean shoved Kasaika hard with both arms, but the boy’s weight and force weren’t enough to throw Kasaika off kilter. Kasaika palmed the side of the boy’s head and knocked him to the ground. “But remember that we don’t have to keep you in one piece to keep you alive.”
Kasaika shut the door, and once against sentenced the boy to darkness. He tossed the waste bucket outside and did not return it. He found his brother-in-law, Sefkh, and joined him in a meeting with Perry.
“Shut the door,” Perry said.
Sefkh locked the three of them in the room. Kasaika stood opposite Perry and glanced down at the papers under the glow of the lamp. He picked one of them up, his jaw dropping slightly in awe. “This is it?” He looked to both Perry and Sefkh.
Perry reached over and snatched the paper from Kasaika’s hands. “Yes.” Perry placed the paper back into the pile with the rest and adjusted the watch on his wrist. “Sefkh will fill you in on the details, but the shipment we need is coming in less than three days. There are no others. If we want to finish this strike, then we will need this device.”
“Tell the captain he will be needed,” Sefkh said. “We’ll be using the river as the main escape route.”
Perry meandered over to Kasaika, his hands running along the edges of the table. “You’ve been taking care of his boy?” Perry stopped once he reached the other side. His body leaned against the table, his arms and legs slanted at an angle that Kasaika would have believed would snap his bones in half.
“I have,” Kasaika answered.
Perry stepped around Kasaika, moving toward the front of the room. He shifted his head from side to side then abruptly turned. “I understand that you had a problem with the way I handled Amarah.”
“I may not agree with your methods, but I cannot argue with your results.”
Perry laughed and clutched his stomach, waving a finger at Kasaika. “It sounds like Western capitalism is growing on you. Thinking about buying some stocks, Kasaika? I can guarantee that right now everything is cheap. The financial markets are in ruin, and people are selling whatever they can just to make ends meet, and how long have we been at it? A week? And we haven’t even begun to show them what we are able to do.” Perry squeezed his fist so hard the large, lumpy knuckles on his hand cracked from the pressure. “This is our time. And I need men who are willing to do what needs to be done.”
Kasaika looked from Perry to Sefkh, his brow furrowed. “I don’t understand.”
“The boy will have to die eventually,” Sefkh said.
“And I want you to be the one who does it.”
Kasaika had killed men, dozens. His country had been so ravaged by war and conflict that it was the only thing he’d known for most of his life. When he was a boy, he watched soldiers, grown men, mow down women and children in villages. He hid under the ruins of an old building where his father had put him when the war factions came. But in all the wars he’d fought, in all his fights, he’d never killed a child. He wavered slightly, shifting uncomfortably with Perry so close to him, watching him with those eyes. Kasaika had never seen anything so alive and dead as Perry’s eyes. “What good will the boy’s death bring us?”
“There will come a time when I need the captain to lose all hope in his life, to break him. Right now he’s holding onto the belief that he can somehow get his son back. It’s his last shred of hope, a connection to a life he still thinks he can have. We need him to believe that. And one day soon, that same hope will strangle what life is left in him. He’s justifying everything he’s doing in the name of his family,” Perry said.
“Why don’t we just kill the captain?” Kasaika asked.
Perry cocked his head to the side then quickly rolled up the shirt sleeve of his left arm and thrust the scarred and disfigured flesh in front of Kasaika’s face. “Pain,” Perry said. “It’s what all of this is about. People don’t understand why we suffer, why we bleed, why we have spent our lives washing ourselves in the blood of revenge. It is pain, Kasaika. The same pain that you witnessed in your country, the same that I have in my own. It has controlled us, and we will control it!”
Both Perry and Sefkh smiled. Kasaika took a step back. “Control? The only control is with Allah. He decides who will suffer and who will be granted entry into his kingdom. Not us. This is folly, Sefkh. We may be winning the war, but we are losing our souls!” Kasaika’s body shook. His feet kept the pace of retreat until he backed into the wall, into the shadows of the room. Perry and Sefkh still remained in the light, their faces twisted in the yellow of the lamp above.
“Souls?” Perry asked, taking a step out of the light and joining Kasaika in the darkness. “Your soul, like that of every other man in this fight, is poisoned. Tainted by the very same men who proclaimed love for another god, and as such marked me as the claimer of souls.” Perry was covered in shadows and had pinned Kasaika against the wall. “And I will take your soul when it is time, just like the others.”
The moments when Kasaika was a boy, when soldiers had come to his village, when he first experienced the horrors of war, had always caused a chill to ripple down his back. It was a shaking that plagued him through most of his childhood, because his young mind saw nothing but the devil. As he grew older, he understood that the men he saw were only instruments of the devil, sent to do his work. But standing there in the hot dark, his back against the wall, staring into Perry’s face, the chills returned. This man was no instrument. Kasaika was present with the devil himself.



 
***
Dust kicked up from the tires of Cooper’s vehicle. The road she’d traveled had turned from paved to dirt more than two miles back. Telephone lines and light posts had been replaced by trees and shrubs. She kept the car slow and looked around, searching for the marker that the harbormaster had told her about. She reached for her cell. No signal. The GPS coordinates on her phone had stopped working, and she was left with nothing but her own two eyes.
The trail continued for another few miles then opened up into a small field. She saw the old bench that the harbormaster had told her about. She parked the car then shut the door behind her. The field was nothing but grass with a few trees jutting up in the middle. “Like a needle in a haystack.”
Cooper dusted the bench for prints, finding more than she expected, and took as many samples as she could. She looked for footprints, tire tracks in the area, something left behind, anything that would give her a hint as to who had made the drop.
And whoever had done it knew what they were doing. Once Cooper made it out of the city, there weren’t any traffic cameras for the last ten miles to the site. Even if she obtained the video files, she wouldn’t know what type of car to look for or what traffic cameras to check.
A cluster of leaves from a bush rustled to her left, and Cooper unholstered her pistol. The shrubs and trees that circled the field were thick, and she squinted to try and get a better look. She was deep enough in the woods for it to be anything. But if it was a bear, she didn’t think her 9mm would be enough to bring the beast down.
The leaves rustled harder, and Cooper had her finger on the trigger when a pair of hands revealed themselves, palms facing her. “Come on out. Keep your hands where I can see them.”
What parts of the man’s face that weren’t covered with a thick beard were covered with dirt. The man had wild hair matted on the top of his head, and the clothes were tattered and soiled. A breeze rolled by, and Cooper wrinkled her nose from the sour stench of the man’s odor but took her finger off the trigger. “You alone out here?”
The man, keeping his hands in the air, gave a nod. Cooper holstered the weapon, and the man lowered his hands. He stood there sheepishly, slowly rocking from side to side. He was rail thin, his bony fingers rubbing the dirty soot from his arm. “Have any food?” He gaped at her, hoping for a handout; what teeth remained in his mouth were stained yellow.
“Yeah.” Cooper nodded. “I think I’ve got some granola bars in the car.” She searched the glove compartment and found the box, still almost full. She took the box with her but only tossed the man one of the bars. He ripped it open so fast that Cooper thought he was going to eat the wrapping along with it. When he was done, he licked the inside of the wrapper, crumbs dotted around his mouth. “You live out here?”
“Yeah.” The man let the wrapper fall to the ground then eyed the box in Cooper’s hand eagerly. He didn’t look like he’d been out here because of the attacks. The man had been homeless for a long time.
“Have you seen anyone come out here lately?” Cooper tucked the box back behind her, and the man’s eyes tried to stare through her, but when that didn’t work, he looked up at her face.
“Someone was out here. Two men.”
That was a start. Cooper took a step forward, trying to ignore the growing stink the man emitted. “What did they look like?”
The man held out his arms in a circle around his stomach. “One was big. Fat. Old looking. He was the one who came here last.”
Dayton. “And the other?”
“Skinny. But dressed really nice. Had a suit, nice car. Looked rich.”
It was more than Cooper had started with before, but looking for a rich man with a nice suit and car didn’t exactly narrow her search field. “Can you remember anything else about him? The type of car he drove? Hair color, skin color, anything?”
“It was a black car. New. Looked brand new. Not sure what kind.” The man wrinkled his forehead; no doubt using his brain was something he hadn’t done in a long time. “White guy. Bald.” He tapped his finger on his lips. “And he had a pin on his jacket.”
“A pin? What kind of pin?” Cooper asked.
“It was a flag.”
The box of granola that Cooper had behind her back dropped to the dirt, and she almost fell with it. A black Crown Vic, white guy, rich, flag pin. There was only one type of individual who fit that description. The terrorists destroying the country had someone inside the United States government helping them. And Cooper had an idea who it might be.



 
***
The elevator was full of Homeland, FBI, CIA, and other government officials. Perry was crammed in the back corner, watching the floor numbers change. It pinged on the seventh floor, and the elevator slowly emptied. Perry adjusted the flag pin on his lapel and followed the others down the hall.
Every top-level government official was in attendance, and the president himself was on the video screen along with the joint chiefs. Ever since the attacks, the president had gone mobile on Air Force One, operating the entire country from the plane. “Gentlemen, we’ve received intelligence that the terrorists have information regarding some of our nuclear components. We’ll be relocating those resources we have to a remote facility in the Midwest. We’ll need the coordinated efforts of all your departments to ensure that everything runs smoothly.”
The director of the FBI, sitting at the front of the table by the screens, swiveled around to address the rest of the group once the president was finished. “With local law enforcement so backed up handling the chaos in the cities, we’ll only be using federal employees and military troops. Deputy Director Perry, can you bring us up to speed on the transportation?”
Perry buttoned his jacket and cleared his throat, rising to address the others. “We’ll have six armed escorts, as well as a chopper crew in the sky above. The route itself isn’t challenging, but the distance is. At over six hundred miles, there will be plenty of opportunities for the terrorist group to try and pin us down, but the CIA has helped us fortify those locations with undercover agents, scoping the area to make sure it’s clear. If any of those points become compromised, we’ll use one of our alternative routes, which are listed in the dossier.”
Perry seated and waited for the others to go over their assignments. He resigned himself for the rest of the meeting, making sure to nod on the proper cues, comment when needed. He’d made a career of blending in, molding himself into the masses, while gaining the trust of those around him. Fools. He would have pitied them if he didn’t enjoy pulling their strings so much. He had to make a concentrated effort not to look as though he was reveling in his own pleasures, watching those around him squirm and fidget. They were bugs, waiting to be squashed under the pressure of his boot.



Chapter 4
Mark’s snoring had been relentless for the past several hours, keeping Dylan awake on the couch in the living room. Not that the snoring contributed to Dylan’s insomnia; the fact that it was still blazing hot even in the night, along with his restless mind, didn’t make for the best sleeping conditions. He’d lain there staring at the ceiling since he’d set down for bed and hadn’t received a wink of sleep.
Dylan pushed himself from the couch, the springs squeaking but not enough to cut through the logs being sawed in the bedroom. He stepped out onto the front porch and pressed his palms into the peeling paint of the rail that flaked off from his touch.
It had to have been close to three o’clock in the morning. The moans and cries that had plagued the cities and towns during the day seemed to stop only for these few hours. He supposed that even grief and pain needed to rest.
Growing up, his family had never been religious. The only times he’d ever been to church were on holidays, and even then it seemed it was only to save face in the neighborhood. One of those “everyone else goes so I guess we will too” families. But with his son somewhere out there in the night, he’d found himself praying a lot. It felt more like he was just talking out loud, but it seemed to help. There were moments when he felt he was crazy, especially when he desperately wanted to hear something back.
On those sporadic occasions when Dylan actually went to church, he’d heard the priests speak of miracles, of men who faced dire odds and circumstances but still managed to make it through alive and even stronger. It sounded like the work of fairy tales, but never in his life had he wanted those tales to be true as much as he did right now.
The phone in his pocket buzzed. Dylan flipped it open. Another time and location for tomorrow. He snapped it shut and clutched it in his hand, his knuckles turning white. They weren’t going to give him his son no matter how many missions the terrorists gave him. If Dylan was going to do something, it needed to happen soon.



 
***
The parking garage was empty on the fourth floor, and with the power out, the security cameras were no longer operational. Cooper waited in her car, the engine shut off and her driver-side window rolled down. She checked her watch. Diaz was supposed to have arrived eight minutes ago. It wasn’t like him to be late, and the fact that she couldn’t call him made the waiting even worse.
Finally, the screech of tires sounded as Diaz’s car pulled up then into the spot next to hers. The two got out, and Diaz wrapped her up in a hug. “How are you holding up, partner?”
“I’ve been all right,” Cooper answered. She leaned back onto the car and folded her arms. “What have they got you working on?”
“Homeland pretty much pulled everything we had on the Dylan Turk case. The higher-ups were pissed about it, but with all the shit that’s going down, they’ve got other problems to worry about. A lot of the cartels are using the opportunity to sell product wholesale within the borders.” Diaz shook his head and mirrored Cooper’s stance. “Whatever you have, I hope it’s good.”
“You’ve got to speak with the director. There is a mole helping the terrorists, feeding them info. It has to be a high-level official with either Homeland or CIA. They’re the only ones who could pull off a move and stay hidden for this long.”
“You’re going to have to give me more than that, Coop. The boys upstairs are still reeling about what happened with the harbor.”
“Remember how there was no record of Dylan Turk in the harbor logs the day he was boarded by the terrorists? I went to speak with the harbormaster who was on duty that night, and he said some guy called him and offered him cash to keep the trip off the books. I went to the drop site, and a homeless man who’d been living in the area described two men. One of them was Dayton Clowdy, the harbormaster, and I think the other was Homeland Deputy Director Richard Perry.”
Diaz shook his head. “If all you got is some homeless guy’s word, that won’t be enough to stir up the pot. If Perry really is the mole, then don’t you think he has a backup plan? The man is involved with the highest security clearance in the nation. He has access to anything he wants, Coop! If I go to Moringer with this, he’ll put me on leave with you!”
“Just tell them it was me, okay?” Cooper walked over to Diaz and shoved her finger into his chest. “You tell them that it all falls on me. If I’m right, we take the bastard down; if I’m wrong, the DEA has a scapegoat to pin their follies on. Winner’s choice.”
“All right, Coop.” The two shook hands, and Diaz opened his driver-side door. “Anything particular they should be looking for if they even go for it?”
“Check for any movement of high-security items. If the president wants to move any of them to a secure area, then you can bet Perry most likely had a hand in the decision-making process, and that’ll allow him to manipulate what he wants done. You can bet Perry is moving them for a reason.”
Diaz nodded then drove away. Cooper lingered in the parking garage for a moment, listening to the sounds of the city outside. They were agonizing cries, and they only seemed to grow as the days passed. If this continued for much longer, she knew the authorities wouldn’t be able to handle the pressure. The whole country, especially the cities, were holding on by a thread. Any more weight, and the thin strand would snap.



 
***
It took Dylan twice as long to get anywhere now, and with the coordinates he’d received last night taking him into the city, he knew he’d have to leave early, and he was glad he did. Road closures, fires, small riots, and police blockades had choked out the city’s traffic flow. He parked the car in the river harbor’s lot and looked around for Kasaika, but the place was a ghost town.
Fifteen minutes passed before a van pulled in, black with no windows except the front windshield, which was tinted dark. Three men piled out of the back, one of them carrying a box and all of them heading for Dylan. The man shoved the box into Dylan’s chest. “Change. Now.”
A grey jumpsuit was inside, along with identification tags and a key ring with three keys on it. He changed, pocketed the keys, and clipped the ID onto the front of the shirt. The lack of details on his job wasn’t anything new. He was just given a boat and coordinates and was charged with getting to their destination as quickly as possible.
One of the terrorists pointed down to the docks, where the boat was tied off. Dylan made his way down and started getting the ship ready. He noticed the boat was decked out with the same radar-jamming gear as usual and a larger cargo hold than normal.
Dylan took some time getting familiar with the controls when he heard the roar of a truck engine, the screeching of tires, and then the thick-accented screams of the terrorists. He stood on the port-side railing to get a better look and saw a semi-truck riddled with bullet holes and the engine smoking. The terrorists scrambled around to the back of the semi, unloading large metal crates and rushing them down the dock, screaming back and forth at each other in the thick, hurried tongue of their country.
A few of the terrorists pulled out bodies and attached rocks to them then flung them into the river to sink. Kasaika shoved Dylan on his way past him. “Start the engines. Now!”
Dylan rushed to the wheel, putting the engines through their startup sequences. The water near the stern bubbled as the engines revved, and the terrorists loaded the last of the gear below deck. He rushed over to the cleats and was pulling the corded rope off when another caravan of military Humvees and trucks sped into the small river harbor parking lot.
The terrorists blasted gunfire into the approaching caravan, and Dylan slammed the throttles down, jolting the boat forward as the military returned fire. Fifty-caliber machine guns boomed, tearing into the boat and the men on board.
Dylan felt the vibrations from each bullet penetrate the hull as he sped down the river. The channel was a thousand feet across, and Dylan aimed for the middle, trying to avoid the gunfire echoing over the water. Kasaika joined him at the wheel. The wind howled, and Dylan had to shout in order to be heard. “What the hell happened?”
“They knew we were coming. There was a team. They killed a lot of our men.” Kasaika glanced to the riverbank, where their pursuers still followed by road. The numbers were growing on either side, along with the guns aimed at them.
“There are two bridges we have to pass,” Dylan said. “You can bet your ass they’ll have air support here and men on the bridges looking to take us out. It’s half a mile to the Atlantic. We won’t make it, even at this speed.”
“Drive the boat. We’ll take care of the rest.” Kasaika headed back down to the deck, stepping over bullet holes and bloodstains from the wounded. Dylan glanced down at the crimson stains against the bleached-white bottom as they slowly trickled to the back of the hull, where they collected against the wall.
The first bridge was just ahead, and Dylan already saw the military vehicles turning onto it. More gunfire blasted and hit the wake on the starboard side. Kasaika and two men rushed to the boat’s bow, wielding two rocket launchers, which rocked back and forth as the boat bounced along the choppy river waters. Kasaika turned back to him and screamed, “Keep it steady!”
Dylan gripped the wheel, doing his best to keep the vessel calm. He checked the fuel gauge along with the GPS, searching for any alternative path on their way to the drop-off, if they even made it that far.
The rockets launched from the bow, a twisting tail of smoke and fire trailing them as they headed for the bridge. The first rocket blasted into the pillars on the left side of the bridge, crumbling the road above it into the river, while the second detonated to the right, bringing down a Humvee and the men inside to the waters below.
Smoke and fire smoldered as the bridge was now blocked from crossing on either side. Dylan lined up the ship to pass beneath the middle of the bridge, where the path was still clear. The closer the ship moved, the more gunfire ripped through the air. Dylan ducked below the windows as the bullets pierced the side of the wheelhouse. Bits of fiberglass and wood rained over the back of his head. He jumped back up to make sure they were still on target, and he watched Kasaika shoot one of the rockets toward the riverbank, turning a unit of soldiers to dust.
Once they cleared the bridge, their pursuers kept pace on both sides of the river, while Dylan kept as close to the middle of the river as he could. The search for some alcove along the map to their destination, some place they could run, had turned fruitless. But even if they made it out of the river and into the Atlantic, he knew there would be Navy and Coast Guard boats waiting for them.
The second bridge came into view, and the military escorts on either side of them quickly sped up, racing to the bridge before the terrorists could dismantle it. Gunfire continued to Ping-Pong back and forth along the river, but the river had widened enough to put some distance between them.
Kasaika loaded another rocket into the launcher and aimed for the second bridge. The rocket jettisoned, white smoke twisting and curling through the air behind it, and connected to the concrete pillar on the far left of the riverbank. Concrete and steel erupted into the air in mangled chunks and then splashed into the river below. But the bridge ahead was larger than the one before. While the pillar crumbled, its neighbors held the rest of the bridge intact.
The military caravan drew closer to the bridge’s entrance, now at least sixty yards ahead of the ship. The Humvees swerved onto the bridge, using the position to blanket fire across the entire river. The heavy pieces of lead crippled the ship’s hull.
Dylan dropped to the deck, covering the back of his head and burying his face into the floor. The engine continued to whine, and the boat lurched its way forward as bits of fiberglass, plastic, and metals blanketed his back, legs, and head. His ears thundered with the explosions tearing through the boat, and Dylan waited for the hot singe of metal that would eventually maim or kill him.
Another whine of a rocket sounded, accompanied by an explosion. Dylan felt the speed of the boat slow but along with it the sound of gunfire. Dylan pushed himself off the deck, splinters of fiberglass falling off him.
The bridge was near collapsing along with everyone not burning on top with it. Huge chunks of concrete and metal splashed into the river. And ahead, on the other side of the bridge, Dylan saw a cluster of ships, mounted with men and rifles. But they wore no colors of the United States military, no camouflage, and they picked off the surviving members of the military convoy that had chased them.
Dylan was trying to make sense of it when Kasaika and the rest of the terrorists on board rushed to the wheelhouse, pointing to the bridge ahead of them. Dylan looked and saw the boat had shifted course to collide with one of the bridge’s only remaining pillars.
Dylan hastily grabbed the steering wheel, turning the ship right, veering away from the treacherous pillar. The ship pivoted slowly, the engines straining to keep the sinking vessel afloat. The pillar was less than twenty yards away when Dylan finally managed to get the bow of the ship to turn, the side of the hull scraping against the concrete as they barely made it through.
Water sloshed onto the deck and bubbled up from the cargo hold, where the terrorists had rushed down to bring up whatever they’d stolen. Once clear on the opposite side of the bridge, Kasaika hurried to the wheelhouse, his boots crunching over the debris on the deck. The ship sped through the cluster of boats near the mouth of the river, and they were flanked on either side by their new protective escorts. Dylan looked to Kasaika, confused. “Friends of yours?”
“Mercenaries.” Kasaika spat at the ground after the words left his mouth. “The Homeland agent hired them as a precaution. Another group has kept the Coast Guard and Navy occupied out at sea.”
More military vehicles pulled up to the wreckage on land behind them as Dylan made his way south, the pillars of fire and smoke growing smaller with the distance he put between them. The ship’s engines struggled. Dylan felt the strain as they limped along. “We’re not going to make it much farther. We’re taking on too much water. The engines could shut off any minute.”
Kasaika cursed then shouted to his men below, or what was left of them. While they had managed to escape with their lives, the boat was littered with just as much blood as debris. Dylan looked up into the sky, searching for the planes and air support surely looking for them. “We’re sitting ducks out here right now. The sun’s only going to get brighter, and the waterways are only going to get busier. We need to move, and we need to do it quickly.”
But Kasaika wasn’t listening, and Dylan saw the man’s hand keeping pressure on a bloody wound near his lower left abdomen. Kasaika gently peeled his palm off, and the sunlight caused the blood to shimmer across his stomach and fingers. “The mercenaries will give us one of their boats. My men will transport the materials on board.” Kasaika forced himself to descend from the wheelhouse, his face wincing with each step.
Dylan cut the engines and was about to join him when he remembered the radar gear. They’re just going to sink it. Dylan quickly took apart the radar-jamming devices the ship had been fitted with, tucked them in the bag he used to keep his clothes, then made his way down to the rest of the terrorists.
The sight of so much death triggered mixed emotions. He found himself glad that so many of the terrorists had been killed and that Kasaika was injured, but the price of his survival had cost the lives of soldiers and civilians. It was a debt charged to his life that he knew he wouldn’t ever be able to repay, and he wasn’t sure how many more lives he could bear.
The cargo was transferred over to the mercenaries’ boat as quickly as it had been loaded into the first ship, and they sped off toward the rendezvous point down the coast, hoping that the mercenaries’ colleagues were able to keep the sailors off the eastern seaboard busy enough for them to make the journey.
The small fleet of four boats made its way down the winding coast, putting some distance between itself and the shore but still keeping close enough in case any of them had to make an impromptu docking.
It was less than an hour before they made it to their destination, and judging by how quickly they arrived, it was a completely different location from the one that Dylan had been told. The boats came to an idle and coasted into the narrow mouth of a small river, barely wide enough for two boats to travel at the same time.
A cluster of men met them on a small dock as the mercenaries tied off and the terrorists unloaded their stolen cargo. Dylan noticed that the crates they lugged off from their heist were being handled more delicately than the others he’d seen. Everything he’d seen them loot so far had been tossed around with the recklessness of a bagger at the grocery store handling canned goods. But these were different.
Kasaika had one of his men zip-tie Dylan while the ship was unloaded and his gunshot wound was attended to. Once everything was moved, the mercenaries paid, and Kasaika patched up, all that was left to deal with was Dylan. He watched Kasaika and his men whisper to each other, gesturing over to him then shouting at one another. Finally, with Kasaika raising his voice, the discussion ended, and one of the terrorists stomped over, wielding a knife.
Dylan recoiled the closer the terrorist moved but was unable to escape from the restraints around his wrists. The terrorist lunged with the knife, and Dylan stiffened his body, but when the pirate was done, the only thing Dylan felt was the release of his hands. The zip ties had been cut off, and the pirate pulled Dylan to his feet then shoved him into the back of a van.
Kasaika climbed into the passenger seat while another got behind the wheel, and the rest joined Dylan in the back. Kasaika turned to him from the front. “You move... you speak... you try and do anything without me telling you, and I will kill you. Understand?”
Dylan gave a light nod, and the van lurched forward. A crowbar rolled with the momentum, and Dylan braced himself. The entire trip, Dylan stared at the barrel of the pistol. Everyone in the van was silent, and not a word was spoken until Kasaika turned to the man watching Dylan, and then a blindfold was tossed over his head.
Dylan rocked back and forth as the van weaved in and out of whatever back roads they were on. He had no sense of time with the blindfold over his face. The entire trip, all Dylan felt was the cold, bare sheet metal that composed the van’s floor and the bumps and divots the van mowed over. Maybe they were done with him? Maybe they were going to use him as some sort of scapegoat to offer Perry to save themselves, sacrificing him for whatever blunder caused the authorities to chase them?
Unanswered questions flew through Dylan’s mind, and when the van came to a squeaking halt, he heard the voices of his captors murmur back and forth, and then a hand grabbed his arm and lifted him off the floor. Dylan swayed wildly as he heard the van’s doors slide open, and he took a wobbly step onto the earth below. He jerked forward from a shove, stumbling a few feet before regaining his balance, and then was led forward.
The whine of old door hinges sounded, followed by them being slammed shut behind them. Whatever place they stepped into was hot and humid, with the heavy stench of sweat and metal. The place was also filled with more people, as Dylan listened to dozens of different voices fade in and out.
Another door opened then closed, and finally Dylan was forced to a chair and the blindfold was ripped off. One fluorescent light bulb hung from a string in the center of the room, and Dylan blinked as his eyes adjusted to the brightness.
“You will wait here until we can move you,” Kasaika said then tied his wrists to the table.
Dylan pulled against the ties. “Wait! Is my son here?” Dylan’s words were desperate. He extended his body as far as it would go before the restraints stopped him. “You need to let me see him. Let me see my son.”
Kasaika lingered at the doorway, staring at Dylan with empty eyes, but said nothing. He finally left, leaving Dylan alone in the room, the light bulb above gently swinging back and forth.
It didn’t take long for Dylan’s clothes to become drenched in sweat. What air was in the room was stagnant, hot, and decaying. He writhed and shifted uncomfortably in the chair, his heart racing, not knowing the future of his life or the life of his son.
Then the door flung open, and Kasaika burst through along with a few others, and then Perry, and finally, his son. The moment Sean made eye contact with Dylan, he rushed to him, throwing his arms around Dylan’s neck and squeezing hard. “Are you all right?” With his arms tied behind his back, Dylan couldn’t hold his son, but the boy stuck to him like glue.
Finally, Kasaika peeled Sean off Dylan and held him back. Perry took a step between them and bent over to his knees so he could look Dylan in the eye. “Enjoying the room?”
“Let my son go. Let him come home with me.” Dylan’s words had an edge to them. A calm, stoic anger that accompanied the throaty annunciation.
Perry patted Dylan’s leg. “You love your son, don’t you, Dylan?” He spun around and grabbed Sean from Kasaika’s grip. Perry ran his hands through Sean’s dirty-blond hair. The boy looked like he hadn’t showered since he was taken. It was the first time Dylan got a good look. The soiled clothes, dirt-smeared face, greasy hair. Perry pulled out a knife and kept it hovered just above Sean’s chest.
Dylan jolted and spasmed in the chair at the sight of the knife, violently trying to shake himself free from the restraints. He jumped from the chair and lunged for Perry, dragging the heavy desk with him, as it was still tied to his hands and wrists. The explosion of energy happened in the blink of an eye, and before Dylan managed to get to Perry and Sean, two of Kasaika’s men grabbed hold of him and muscled him back into his chair. “You don’t touch my son!” Spit flew from Dylan’s mouth like venom. His neck and cheeks flushed red as Perry inched the blade closer to Sean’s chest.
Perry wiped Sean’s hair off his forehead and leaned down like he would whisper in his ear. “And you love your father, don’t you, Sean?” Sean nodded his head, and Perry scraped the tip of the blade across the fabric of the T-shirt but without breaking through the cloth.
Sean broke down, crying, his face twisted in fear and pain. Dylan’s stomach churned, and his body continued to fight against the pairs of hands holding him back. No matter how hard he pushed, no matter how hard he fought, Dylan couldn’t spare his son this suffering.
Perry rolled up the sleeve of his left arm, revealing scarred and disfigured flesh with raised red bumps and sporadic, poorly shaped spider-web designs. He held up the arm for Sean to see. “I loved my father too when I was a boy. And this is what I got for that love.” Perry dropped his arm and then placed the tip of the blade in the top left corner of Sean’s chest. “And this is what your father’s love will get you.”
“No!” Dylan exploded from the chair, this time making it two feet before Kasaika and his henchmen tackled him back to the floor. Sean’s screams filled the room, and Dylan looked up to the sight of his boy squirming as Perry brought the blade down across his chest. Blood erupted from the line cut in the fabric, and Perry didn’t stop until he made it to the middle of Sean’s chest. Perry tossed the blade on the ground, and Sean wailed as he was carried away.
Dylan squirmed under the pressure of the three bodies holding him down. He looked up to Perry, who was wiping the blood from his hands. “I’ll kill you. You hear me? I’m going to kill you!”
Perry knelt as Dylan’s cheek was pressed harder into the floor. “Every time you ask to see your son, I’m going to cut him. In fact, every time I think you’re even thinking about your son, I’m going to cut him. Each one will be worse than the first, and I won’t stop until every inch of your son’s skin is bloody.” Perry kicked Dylan’s forehead with the toe of his boot on the way out, and Dylan was left in the room, disoriented.
Kasaika and his men were last to leave, and Dylan was left alone in his chair, shackled to the table. His head ached, and the pain in the rest of his body was catching up. He slumped down, his eyes wet and red. He forced the tears back and dug his palms into his eyes, trying to dig out the image of his son screaming, the blood running down his chest, the pain on his face, the tears, the knife, but the harder he fought it, the stronger the images grew. Dylan screamed, every ounce of frustration and pain leaving his body in one long, primal yell.
Dylan’s voiced boomed and echoed against the walls. Heat rushed through his body, up his neck, and into his face. He felt the pressure mounting in his head and the strain on his jaw, opening his mouth wide, letting all the rage and pain empty from him. But instead of fatigue, the screams only brought more energy, more rage, more pain. It fueled him, gave him strength. And that’s what he would use, that’s how he would get his son to safety. It didn’t matter what it turned him into or what his fate would be attached to his choices. He was going to free his son. And all of the debts Dylan racked up would cost his own life.



Chapter 5
Cooper sat next to Diaz as Jimmy Moringer, director of the DEA, stepped inside along with a few of his deputy directors. Cooper noticed the bags under his eyes, the sloppy knot in his tie. She’d never seen him look so tired.
“Cooper, Diaz,” Moringer said. “Don’t bother getting up.” He took his seat across the table and slapped a file between them. “Well, you were right. The moment the convoy made it into an area that wasn’t deemed high risk, the transport was hit. This terrorist group had a plan for everything. The river, the Coast Guard and Navy that were stationed outside the Hudson. It was smart.” Cooper went to grab the folder reinstating her to active duty, but Moringer stopped her. “It comes with some conditions, Cooper.”
Cooper sat back in her chair and crossed her arms. “Can’t wait to hear this.”
“With you suspended and on the outside, we can use that to our advantage.” Moringer pushed the file toward Cooper, and she grabbed it. “We’re upping your security clearance but keeping you off the books. You will get information from me, and me alone. We don’t know how many people Perry have with him. If we’re going to catch him, we need to do it ourselves. It comes with some risks, though.”
Cooper looked it over. According to the file, she’d have just as much access as the director himself. “I’m used to the liabilities, sir.”
“We can’t touch Perry. Not now at least. Both Homeland and FBI directors hold him in high regard. He’s had a hand in making policy for a very long time.”
Son of a bitch. “He’s been planning this for a long time.”
“If it’s him,” Moringer replied. “All you have right now is speculation. We need hard evidence, and I won’t go to the other directors until you give it to us.” Moringer rose, along with his deputies, and the three men headed for the door. “I suggest you make it fast, Cooper. We’re running out of time.”
Cooper knew he was right. The attacks across the country were becoming more frequent every day. The breakdown in communication, transportation, security, all of it was mounting to unprecedented levels. And every day this group of terrorists found new ways to torture the country. Attacks on food banks, fuel tankers, power stations, cell towers, cable lines, train stations, public transportation, anything and everything to keep people from moving.
Tanks and Humvees roamed the streets, as martial law had been enacted for most of the country. People were growing restless. Maybe complete social disorder was what he wanted? But there was a sinking feeling in the back of Cooper’s mind that it was something more. “C’mon.” She slapped Diaz on the arm. “Let’s see how far I can push my new clearance.”
“No can do, Coop.” Diaz shook his head. “You can’t have any contact with anyone from the department moving forward except for Moringer. He made sure I understood that before the meeting took place.” Diaz walked to the door and gave a shrug. “We can’t make it look like you’re getting any help. As far as the director and I are concerned, we asked you to come in here to tell you to stop snooping around.” Diaz lingered at the door before opening it then looked back at her. “But if you do need help with anything, I’ve gotten pretty good at lying.” He flashed a grin and then left.
Cooper reached for the file on the table once more, flipping through the pages. The file contained information on attacks out at sea. A number of Coast Guard vessels and Navy ships were being pestered by pirates and mercenaries, but so far they’d done nothing more than lead them on wild-goose chases. However, there was a report listed that showed two Coast Guard ships missing, with the last radio transmission coming from somewhere off the Atlantic Coast near Boston. She shut the file and drummed her fingers on the table and quickly left the room.
The moment Cooper was out the door and into the hallway, any DEA agent or staff member in the area stopped what they were doing to look up at her. It was like she had the plague, a witch marked and not to be spoken to or interacted with in fear of catching whatever she had. But despite the most recent events, the plague that her peers thought her to have had been growing for quite some time.
Mistrust and rumors were two of the worst stigma an agent could have, and Cooper had both. She ignored the whispers as she walked past her peers. Half of them probably either thought she had been fired or was one step closer out the door.
Outside, the sun was up, and Washington, DC, was alive and locked down. From the steps of her department’s building, she could see the hundreds of troops in the streets. The capitol had been granted an excess number of soldiers, which seemed to have kept the terrorists from performing any attacks, but the rest of the cities of the country weren’t as lucky. DC was nothing more than a symbol.
With the president in Air Force One, circling the atmosphere and waiting for the culprits to be caught, the city didn’t hold any real strategic value for the mayhem that the terrorists enjoyed practicing.
The file that Moringer had given her had no mention of Captain Dylan Turk, the central focal point of how all of this had started. No doubt excluded on Perry’s orders. It’d been a while since she had spoken to Dylan. With Dylan’s son captured by the terrorists she was willing to bet that would be good motivation for blackmail. She decided it was time to go and have a word with the captain.



 
***
The monitors on the screens had faces from every major city on the West Coast, and Perry watched each and every one of them squirm. It gave him a certain satisfaction, something that he couldn’t find anywhere else except within the realm of authority.
Perry had found that all men craved power, even if they didn’t realize it. It was the aphrodisiac that corrupted businessmen, politicians, anyone and everyone who managed to get a taste. It was the same power that his father had seemed to grasp, but once it was gone it had left him twisted and beaten, which had caused him to physically leave his own marks on Perry.
The ascension of Perry’s career had been a long, strenuous climb. He lacked the political connections, looks, and charm that his peers relied on. But none of them could outsmart him. Add that to the fact that no one expected much from him, and he managed to sneak up behind every doubter and choke them out with their own tie around their neck.
“You said we’d be making money. You said we’d be rich!” The grey-haired, heavy-set, flushed-red-faced man on the screen just left of the center pointed a fat finger at Perry and slammed his fist on a table. “But money won’t do us any good with half the country in chaos!”
The rest of the men on the screens echoed their discontent with similar gestures. The last-ditch effort to save face and pretend that they didn’t fear what was coming, offering the illusion that they still had control over their own destinies, much like children throwing tantrums in a department store.
“You came to me, gentlemen,” Perry said. “There is no other course of action. You keep the shipments coming into the West Coast for my men, or I send what units I have in the area and kill you.”
“You can’t do that!”
Perry twirled the flag pin on the lapel of his jacket. The outline was crusted with gold, and the red, white, and blue shimmered under the lighting in the office. He plucked it off and pinched it between his fingers, holding it up for the men on the screen to see. “Do you know what this is? It was given to me by the vice president of the United States after a Senate hearing three years ago. I’d just been promoted to deputy director of Homeland, and the Senate meeting I was a part of was a subcommittee for wiretapping and surveillance of criminal activity in the United States.” Perry dropped the pin to the table, and it clanked lightly against the wood. “I can do whatever I want. Whenever I want. I have power. I have reach. I have authority. I have everything that you need to keep your operations running, and if I hear one more piece of pathetic, whining, sniveling shit tell me what I can and can’t do, I will bring you down with the force of the United States government, which is willing to grab any scapegoat it can as to who is helping orchestrate these attacks.”
It sent most of the faces on the screens in a downward glance, but Don Vivenci refused to lower his eyes. “And what makes you think we can’t turn around and pin this on you?”
Perry reached over to his laptop and opened his inbox. He dragged a few documents and attached them to an email, ran it through an encryption program, then hit send. “You have a present in your inbox, Don.” The mob boss fiddled with his phone while Perry picked up the flag pin from the desk and pinned it back to the lapel of his jacket.
“What is this?” Vivenci asked.
“That,” Perry said, looking down at the pin and spinning it to where it was sitting upright, “is the proposal I made over two years ago to track your movements on the West Coast. Criminal activity, conspiracy, drugs, it’s all there and already signed off by my superiors.” With the pin neatly back on his jacket, Perry looked to Vivenci’s ghost-white face. “They know about my relationship with you, but they just believe that it’s for the cause of stopping you instead of using you. Whatever lies you try and tell them will be discarded as farce and a sad attempt to try and save your own skins. I have files like that on everyone.”
The pale, ghostly look spread to the other six faces on the monitors around Don Vivenci. If it weren’t for the fact that it’d been so easy to manipulate them, Perry would almost feel sorry for them, but that portion of his mind had long ago dissolved.
“The pick-up times will be shifted by an hour this week.” Perry rose from his chair and buttoned his jacket. “I expect everything to run smoothly. If I hear of anything out of the norm, then you can expect a federal raid on your homes, families, and whatever is left of your businesses. Goodbye, gentlemen.” Perry clicked the power button on the conference call, and the screens went black. He placed his laptop in his briefcase and opened the blinds to his office.
The hallways were busy, as they always were these days. He checked with his receptionist to make sure all his meetings were set for this afternoon, and once she confirmed, he headed down the hall.
“Oh! Mr. Perry!”
He stopped and turned, his receptionist hurrying down the hall after him, holding a piece of paper. She caught her breath, and Perry snatched the scribbling from her hand. “What’s this?”
“Director Moringer from the DEA called while you were on your conference call. He said it was urgent. About an Agent Cooper?”
That woman was starting to become a larger pain in Perry’s side than he’d anticipated. “Thank you. I’ll give him a call immediately.” Perry uttered a few under-his-breath curses as he weaved in and out of the personnel scattered throughout the halls.
Outside, the heat of DC struck him, and he felt the inside of his suit start to cook. He made a beeline for his car, dialing Moringer’s number on the way. On the second ring, Moringer picked up.
“Deputy Director Perry, how are you?”
“Busy. What can I help you with, Director Moringer?” Perry tossed his briefcase into the passenger seat of his car and started the engine.
“Agent Adila Cooper worked on the original case with Homeland last week when that boat captain was boarded by the terrorists.”
“Yes, Captain Turk, I remember. I thought Agent Cooper had been suspended due to her negligence with the captain and his son?” Perry pulled out of the parking garage, and one of the soldiers stopped traffic and waved him out onto the street. Every intersection that Perry passed had troops stationed at it. Foolish show of power and a waste of resources.
“She was, but we found out yesterday that she’s been investigating the matter on her own, and she kept bringing your name up. As far as I’m concerned, she’s on her last leg. She’s a good agent, but I don’t need her getting in your boss’s way and causing me another headache. I was hoping that any information you get about her, if she continues her work unauthorized, you could funnel to me and I could handle internally.”
Perry turned onto the highway, where a line of tanks rolled down the opposite side of the road. “Of course. I’ll be sure to help you as much as I can, but if she goes too far, I’ll have no choice but to march it up my chain of command.”
“I understand. Thank you.”
The call ended, and Perry pressed the corner of his phone against his jaw. Whatever Cooper found wouldn’t be enough to cause any problems with his operations, but the fact that Moringer had called him directly was cause for concern. It wasn’t protocol, and it definitely didn’t fit Moringer’s profile. He was by the book, he was morally right, and the only thing that upends a morally righteous man is the idea that in his sacrifice, some evil will be vanquished. And Perry was betting that evil was him.



Chapter 6
The neighborhood wasn’t as bad as Cooper expected it to be, but then again her shock level had significantly decreased over the past week. She parked on the side of the road outside a rundown shack that looked like it was one notice away from being condemned. The yard was littered with trash, and the three-foot fence that circled it sagged and was broken in most sections, serving more as an eyesore than as an actual barrier to guard anything.
When Cooper pounded on the front door, flakes of paint fell off with each thud. A few more knocks later, and an older man, hunched over with no shirt on and bandages around his stomach, gripping the doorframe for support, finally answered.
“Yeah?”
“I’m looking for Dylan Turk,” Cooper answered. She scanned the inside and saw that it wasn’t in much better shape than the exterior of the house. “I was told this is where he was staying while the DEA and Homeland had his house under investigation.”
“And who are you?”
“Agent Cooper. Is Dylan here?”
The old man eyed her suspiciously. “You have identification?”
“Look, you can either let me in, or I can force my way in. The choice is yours, old man.” Cooper shifted her weight to her back leg, letting momentum build for her in case she needed to strike quickly. The one hand the old man kept behind the door was no doubt gripped around a rifle.
Finally, the old man showed his other hand empty and opened the door wide enough for her to pass through. “He’s in the shower. Should be out soon.”
“Thank you.” Cooper eyed the shotgun by the door on her way in and was thankful it hadn’t come to that. Shooting a man who’d already been shot wouldn’t look good, no matter how she tried to spin it to Moringer. The old man hobbled back to the couch and reclined gently, his face wincing as he lowered himself to the cushions. “You were Dylan’s first mate on the ship when he was boarded, right? How are you healing up?”
“About as good as the city is.” He flopped the last couple inches down onto the couch and sank into the cushions. “I hope you’re here to tell Dylan some good news.”
Cooper had her eye on the back room and made sure to listen for the shower running. The low, steady hum of flowing water was still running, so she had time to look around. “Good news is, we haven’t heard that his son is dead. So that’s something. Is there only one bathroom here?”
“No. Toilet’s down the hall to the right.” The old man reached for his radio and scanned the dial, a mix of scrambled music and news coming out of the speakers.
The wood floor creaked lightly as Cooper made her way past the bathroom where Dylan showered and past the toilet on the right. Her eyes were on the far back bedroom. She peeked inside the area and saw a pair of pants on the floor with shirt and shoes.
Cooper picked up the pants, pulling the pockets inside out for anything that she could use, anything that she could find, but all that came out was lint. She pulled open drawers, checked under the mattress, the closet, everywhere, but nothing. His phone. Where’s his phone?
Cooper checked down the hall again and saw that it was still clear, but the shower was no longer running. She dashed down to the toilet and ducked inside before Dylan stepped out. She locked the door and waited for him to walk down the hall. When she heard the bedroom door shut, she cracked hers open.
Wet footprints trailed their way to the bedroom, and Cooper stepped inside the shower, and that’s where she saw it, still teetering on the sink where Dylan had left it. She opened his phone, searching through pictures, calls, then finally texts. Dates, times, and locations, all from the same number, riddled his phone, and they all started the day of the first attacks.
Dylan turned the corner and stepped into the shower, looking to reach for his phone but finding Cooper instead. The two froze, Dylan with his hand stretched out and Cooper with the phone in her palm. Dylan immediately rushed back down the hallway, and Cooper pocketed the phone and reached for her gun, following the fast thump of feet. “Dylan, freeze!”
The old man in the living room was shouting, and when Cooper made it to the bedroom, Dylan already had a revolver out and had it aimed right at her. The two stood their ground, both with their finger on the trigger. “Don’t do this, Dylan. Whatever you’re involved with, I can help.”
Dylan pulled the hammer back on his pistol. “Give me the phone back, Agent Cooper, and forget about whatever you think you saw.” Water dripped from Dylan’s body, his hair still wet from the shower and his bangs plastered to his forehead.
Cooper took an aggressive step forward, driving Dylan backward. “If I have to put you down, Captain, I will. And then whatever you’ve been a part of will be on the six o’clock news for your family to see. I won’t be able to stop that, but if you work with me, I might be able to help you get out of whatever mess you’re in.” Thuds echoed down the hall, and in Cooper’s peripheral vision, she saw the old man hobble his way toward her. “Don’t move.”
The old man stopped, and Dylan shifted back and forth on his feet, looking at Cooper and the gun. His muscles tensed and flexed along his arm and shoulder as he gripped the pistol tightly. Cooper took another step forward. “Listen to me, Captain.” Her words were softer than before. “You need to drop the weapon and tell me what’s been on this phone. Tell me what you’ve been doing.” Another step closer, and Cooper lowered her weapon, an act of good faith that she hoped Dylan would reciprocate. “I can help you. I can help your family. I can help you get your son back.” Cooper could almost reach out and touch the barrel of the pistol, but Dylan kept it aimed at her.
Dylan’s body started to shake. “You don’t know them.” He shook his head, his face twisting in the downward curve of pain. “You have no idea what they’ll do.” A tear ran down Dylan’s left cheek, then one on his right, and continued until Cooper couldn’t tell the difference between the water and the tears rolling down his face. 
Cooper slowly brought her hand up and gripped it around the barrel of the revolver then pulled it down. Dylan didn’t resist, and Cooper peeled it from his fingertips. Dylan collapsed to his knees, burying his face in his hands, sobbing. Cooper emptied the revolver of its bullets and pocketed both the ammo and the gun.
The old man had hobbled to the doorway when Cooper knelt down to help Dylan up and placed him on the bed. She looked to the old man, who stood there just gaping at Dylan. “Hey, think you could get some water?” The old man nodded and then shuffled back to the kitchen.
After another minute, Dylan regained his composure then shook his head, his cheeks red with embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I didn’t...” He wiped his nose then ran his fingers through his hair, brushing it back.
The captain looked more weathered than the last time Cooper had seen him. When she’d first met him, he’d had the sea and sun marked on his face, but he didn’t look tired, beaten, like he did now. “Those dates and times on your phone. Those are deliveries for the terrorists, aren’t they?”
Dylan nodded, and the old man entered with a glass of water. He took a sip and cleared his throat. “They’ve been having me smuggle down the eastern seaboard, mainly around Boston and Washington, but there was one trip last week where we went all the way down to Georgia.”
“It’s Perry, isn’t it?” Cooper watched the surprise spread across his face, and she knew she was right. “Dylan, we can bring him down. All we have to do is catch him in the act. Is he ever at the deliveries? Have you seen him with the terrorists?”
“No, he’s never at the deliveries, but the last one we did, the one at the river, something happened and we almost didn’t make it. They usually have a car waiting for me at the drop-off point, but we had to change our shoreline location, so they put a blindfold over me and dropped me off somewhere. It was a big building. Hot. Worn down, at least the room I was in was. But Perry was there. He—” Dylan shook his head and rubbed his face hard against the palms of his hands, almost growling in frustration and anger. “My son was there with him. They cut him. In front of me. Not enough to kill him, just to hurt him.”
“Dylan, listen to me. I’m working alone on this, but I have the support of my director. He knows that I think Perry’s involved, but we need hard evidence to bring him down. We need something more than just our word. We need to catch him in the act.” Cooper scooted next to him on the edge of the bed, leaning in close, forcing him to focus. “The materials they stole, the ones you just spoke about on the river, they were nuclear. It’s enough to make a bomb but no way to launch it, which is what the FBI and Homeland think will happen. I don’t know if that’s just Perry feeding them lies, but the fact remains that the terrorists still need something to detonate it with.”
Dylan sprang off the bed, almost catapulting himself into the wall. “And what about my son? Where does he play in all of this?”
“You’ll tell Perry that you’re working with me but as a double cross, to help pay back for what happened at the river, for what you saw, and you say you’re doing it for your son. You make him come with you as part of the deal. Even if Perry doesn’t believe you, he’ll still want to give it a shot. He wants the computer chips, and he’s arrogant enough to think that even if you are lying, he’ll still be able to get what he wants.”
Dylan paced around the bed, shaking his head, rubbing the creases on his forehead. “It’s too risky. There has to be another way. We can go to your boss, maybe—”
“I already did,” Cooper said. “This is the best chance we have, Dylan. And we need to capitalize on it quickly.”



 
***
Once Cooper had left, Dylan collapsed on the couch next to Mark, exhausted. The fatigue of the past week had left a twitch in his left pinky, along with the corner of his right eye, one that he couldn’t control no matter how many times he rubbed it.
Mark hadn’t said much. Dylan wasn’t sure if that was from shock or the meds he was on. Most of the time he’d just sat there, shaking his head and muttering curses under his breath. “It’s a shit storm any way you cut it, Captain.”
No matter what Dylan tried to do, any way he tried to look at it, the end of every road turned out bad for his family. If Cooper and the DEA couldn’t get his son out before Perry realized what happened, then he knew Sean was dead. If Dylan couldn’t get Perry to show up on location, then Dylan would be tried for treason. Cooper wasn’t coy about the stakes. If Perry couldn’t be pinned down, the government would need a face to place the blame on, someone for the public to point and scream at, and with Dylan so close to the action, there would be little doubt it would be both him and Cooper.
Three quick, successive knocks hit the front door, and both Dylan and Mark jumped. Dylan got up, grabbing the revolver from the coffee table, and checked the window. He let out a sigh and pocketed the gun before he opened the door. “Evelyn? What’s wrong? What are you doing here?”
Dylan’s ex-wife fiddled with her fingertips, her feet twisted awkwardly underneath her. “Hey, I was, um—” Her eyes only found Dylan’s once and then darted away, looking at the wall, the ground, the ceiling, anything but him. Her hair was pulled back, and her face was void of any makeup, and her expensive clothes had been exchanged for a T-shirt and jeans. She poked her head inside and saw Mark on the couch. “I asked the DEA where you’d been staying since, well, since all of this started.”
Dylan stepped out onto the porch with her and closed the door behind him. The sun was getting low, and he saw the new Mercedes her husband, Peter, had bought for her earlier in the year. “You shouldn’t be out this late. Curfew will be starting soon, and driving around in that thing isn’t exactly inconspicuous.”
Evelyn shook her head, her blond, curly hair flowing back and forth. “I know. It’s... I just needed to see you.” She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him over to the wooden bench Mark kept on the front porch, faded and worn from the sun. She kept his left hand clasped between both of hers. He had forgotten how soft her hands were against his calloused palms.
“When we divorced, I blamed you for a lot of things,” Evelyn said. “I know I didn’t help the situation with Zack—”
“Evelyn, you should go home.” Dylan didn’t need this, not now, not with everything that was happening and what was going to happen.
Evelyn shoved Dylan’s hand back and tossed her own in the air with exasperation. “See? This is what you always do. You shut off, go blank. This is what was so hard after Zack died, Dylan. You think you were the only one grieving? You think you were the only one going through something? Both of us lost a son, not just you!”
Tears streamed from Evelyn’s eyes, and he could see the pain and frustration etched across her face. The same lines he remembered from when he was stumbling home drunk, soaked to the bone in whiskey. Dylan shot up from the bench. “You don’t think I know that? You don’t think I thought about that every day in rehab, and every day since? But there was one thing you never did. You never forgave me. Even before I started drinking. You may not remember that, but I do. Disgust. That’s what was in your eyes every time you looked at me. I tried to save our boy!” Spit flew from Dylan’s mouth with each jut of his finger. Evelyn wasn’t far behind in thrusting her own accusations at him, and it didn’t take long for the calm talk to turn into one of their old screaming matches that echoed throughout the entire neighborhood.
“That’s bullshit, and you know it, Dylan! I never blamed you for Zack’s death. Never!” Evelyn’s body was curved over in anger as she moved underneath Dylan’s chin. “You put that burden on yourself. It was some self-righteous way for you to feel whole again. I tried to get you to go to counseling. I tried to talk to you. I tried everything, but you let yourself crumble. Don’t pin that on me.”
“And you fucking around? I suppose that’s my fault, too? The way you opened your legs up for anyone who walked by?”
Evelyn slapped Dylan across the face, then her hands clenched into fists, and her body shook. The trembling anger coursed through her veins, the type of anger that gave you strength yet weakened you at the same time. “I slept with him once, Dylan, and it was after a year of watching you slowly kill yourself. You know I took responsibility for that. You know how I felt after it happened. I tried fixing us, I really did. But you were drowning yourself, and the children who were still alive would have gone down with you.”
Dylan felt the sting in his bones at those words. Evelyn had always had a way of disarming him, cutting him where it hurt the most. If he was honest with himself, they’d always been like that to each other, learning the weaknesses so they could win the next argument. Zack’s death didn’t have anything to do with that. It had always been there. “Go home, Evelyn.” He turned his back to her, and when he had his hand on the doorknob, she shoved the knife even deeper into his back.
“You’re just going to waste away and let another son die.”
Words. They’re just words. They don’t define you. Only your actions do. Dylan stepped inside and then calmly shut the door behind him. The car door of the Mercedes slammed shut, and he listened to her drive off. Mark said nothing as Dylan made his way to the back of the house, despite hearing everything that was said through the thin walls. Dylan supposed there wasn’t much to be said after something like that. Words that inflict no wounds require no treatment.
Evelyn’s words were nothing more than a pick at an old scar that had long since healed. She was upset just as much as he was. While Dylan was tormented with the knowledge of what was happening to their son, she was tormented by the unknown, which Dylan knew to be truly worse.
Dylan stepped out the back door and into the small, dirt-ridden yard. He heard Mark finally calling for him, but he tuned him out. He just needed to be alone to hear his own thoughts. He closed his eyes, shielding himself from what little sunlight remained in the sky.
The fatigue Dylan wore slowly slipped from him. He breathed deep, slow, an energy returning to him that he hadn’t felt in a long time. There was still the need to have a drink of whisky, but his control took over and focused that desire on another goal, one that would get him his son back.
It was clear that both sides of the fence wanted something from him for their own gain. Perry wanted to complete his bomb, and the government wanted someone to take the fall. Neither had the same concern for his son that he did. If he wanted to get Sean back, then he couldn’t trust Perry, or Cooper, or whoever their superiors were. Dylan would have to do it himself, and he’d need to steal the leverage to make it happen.



Chapter 7
The homeless man Cooper picked up still smelled terrible despite the clothes and deodorant she’d brought with her. It was going to take more than a clean shirt and Right Guard to get rid of the smell that decades of living in the wilderness provided.
Moringer didn’t want Cooper to bring him in, but the fact that he was able to physically identify that Perry was the man he saw drop off the cash last week for the harbormaster to pick up made him one of the only physical pieces of evidence that could bring Perry down. While her boss was doubtful that a jury would be convinced that this man had the clarity of mind and reputation to actually be believable, Cooper felt like doing something was better than nothing.
So Cooper waited at the same coordinates where she’d found the homeless man in the first place for Moringer to arrive and put the man in witness protection under the guard of the DEA, but only with agents she could trust. Her partner, Diaz, was at the top of a very short list.
The man hadn’t said much when Cooper arrived except for asking her if she had any more food. Once she gave him the sandwich she’d brought, that had become the main focus of his attention. She checked her watch, and the moment she looked up, Moringer’s silver sedan appeared on the dirt road and entered the field.
Both Moringer and Diaz exited the car, their eyes cast over to the homeless man devouring his sandwich under the shade of the tree by the bench. Diaz motioned over to the guy. “It’s a risk taking him in.”
“Perry doesn’t know about him,” Cooper said. “Trust me. And even if he did, he’s too arrogant to think that some homeless man would be able to bring him down.”
“And there would be some truth to that,” Moringer replied. “Did you speak with the captain?”
“Yeah, he’s on board, but we need to get his boy out of Perry’s control. I don’t know if he’ll move much without him safe.”
Moringer extended her the files. “This is authentic.” Before Cooper could take them, he pulled them back. “The moment Dylan Turk hands these over to Perry, he will have full knowledge of where the computer chips are located and how to bypass the security systems. It’s not just your career that’s riding on this, or mine, it’s the fate of the country.”
“I understand, sir.” Cooper took the file and thumbed through its contents. “It’s going to be risky for everyone involved.” She shot a glance to Diaz.
“Hey, I told you when we started this that I have your back. And I meant it.” Diaz looked over to the homeless man, now finished with his food. “Besides, I’ll be on guard duty. I doubt I’ll get much action on that assignment.”
“Diaz is going to work at getting our witness in front of a judge, once we get a court order I’ll take it to the other directors. Our accusations will carry more weight with it, and if Perry goes for the captain’s bait, then we’ll be in even better shape, but Perry has his ear to the ground,” Moringer said. “We should all treat this like he already knows everything.”
Cooper knew he was right. So far, Perry had been ahead of the game on everything. He’d been smarter than his superiors at Homeland, smarter than they were, smarter than the terrorists, and he’d done so with ease.
The homeless man wandered over, and Diaz took him and placed him in the back of the car. It didn’t take much convincing—another meal and a shower—and the homeless man looked like he was ready to drive himself into town.
Moringer stopped Cooper before she left. “Listen, I know you’re going this alone, but if something happens or it doesn’t feel right—”
“Sir, this hasn’t felt right since we started. I’ll get it done.”
Moringer put his hands in the air and backed away. Cooper let them leave first and made her way back over to her car by the tree and bench. She stopped for a second, taking in the area, then took a seat on the worn bench.
The legs had sunk into the earth on the right side, causing the bench to tilt, and most of the wooden planks that ran along the seat looked like they would snap in half at any moment, so Cooper made sure not to move too much. She ran her fingertips along the side of the wood, a few of the boards having letters carved into them that were no longer visible.
Cooper wondered how many people had been out here before, sat at this bench under the shade, and looked out onto the field before them. It was a peaceful place, quiet. Somewhere you could go for a picnic, perhaps during other circumstances. Why this spot?
The coordinates that Perry had given were specific, and with the bench and tree here, it had to have been a place Perry had been before. In all reality, she knew nothing more about the man than what she’d been able to read about his work history. Training, education, place of birth, date of birth, race, weight, height, but none of it told her about who he was or where he came from. Maybe that’s what she was missing. Maybe that was the piece of armor that had made Perry seem so invincible. If she could find out more about his past, then maybe she could figure out what he wanted to do with his future.



 
***
The folder Cooper had given Dylan rested on the table next to the radar tech he’d stolen from the boat on the last mission before it went down. He didn’t understand the technology that made it work, but when he plugged it into the GPS, the Navy, Coast Guard, no one could track him. If he was going to pull this off, he’d need it.
Mark hobbled out of the bathroom and buttoned his shirt, wincing from the exertion. He couldn’t do it himself, and Dylan cursed himself for asking, but he needed help. “You sure you’re up for this?”
“I don’t need you patronizing me,” Mark answered. “I was sailing before you were even born. I once stitched up my own leg from a shark bite diving off the North Carolina coast then managed to paddle my way back to shore. I think I can handle sitting at a dock behind the boat wheel.”
“Once you’re in it, these people will know you. Hunt you.” Dylan pointed to the folder and the tech on the table. “You touch it, and you’re toxic like I am.”
Mark picked up the small cloaking device and turned it over in his hands. “I was toxic the moment I let you into my house. Now, where’s the marina?”
Cooper had told Dylan that Homeland and the FBI were doing a fake transport of the computer chips. In reality, they were staying exactly where they were in the facility just south of DC in hopes of tricking the terrorists into attacking a dummy truck, one that would be easier for them to take down. But with Dylan feeding Perry the truth, along with the date and specifics of the facility.
Everything depended on Perry believing Dylan. It was on him to convince Perry that the plan was solid. Perry would be able to verify through his Homeland contacts, but the fact that Dylan was bringing the information beforehand, that was what would be suspicious. It all came down to convincing Perry that Dylan was double crossing Cooper for his son.
The marina Dylan would meet Mark at would be just south of the city, close to where the heist would take place. Dylan handed him the keys to the boat he’d rented with the cash that Cooper had given him, and the two men embraced.
Mark clapped Dylan’s back hard, the strength Dylan thought had been gone seemingly returning in the blink of an eye. “You make sure you’re at that dock, all right?”
“I will.” Dylan handed him the bag with the device, along with some of his medications, food, water, extra clothes, and his revolver with a box of ammo. Even if Dylan made it to the dock, he wasn’t sure how long they’d have to stay out there, and he wanted to make sure they had something to fall back on.
Once Mark disappeared, Dylan grabbed his phone then texted the number that always contacted him. I have some info. Give me a time and a place.
The answer was almost immediate, and with that, Dylan grabbed the files and jumped into his truck. The entire ride over, his stomach flipped and churned, but each time he felt like his breakfast was going to come up, he remembered why he was doing it, and a rush of anger replaced whatever fear came to the surface. The location Dylan had received in the text was just a few miles from Mark’s house, a sign that Perry knew where he was staying. Not something he didn’t expect, but still unnerving.
Dylan pulled into an abandoned shopping mall, all but vacant with the exception of a few homeless and those who had scattered with nowhere else to go with the events that had been plaguing the nation. Regardless, whoever they were, they ran the moment his truck pulled in.
The only other car in the lot was parked on the opposite end, near a cluster of rusted shopping carts under the shade of a large oak tree. Dylan pulled up right alongside it, but the windows were so tinted that he couldn’t see inside, so he waited for them to make the first move. Finally, the window lowered, and Kasaika motioned for him to get out of his truck and into the back seat.
Dylan shut the door, and the leather squeaked as he sat down. Dylan had never seen the driver before, but Kasaika did all the talking. “Well? What do you have?”
“I need to speak with Perry about it,” Dylan answered, keeping the folder clutched tight in his fist. “It’s something only he’ll understand.”
Kasaika scoffed and shook his head. “You will tell me, and I will decide whether it is worth our time.”
Dylan opened the door and quickly got out, triggering both the driver and Kasaika to exit the vehicle as well. Before Dylan made it to his truck door, Kasaika stepped between it and him, wielding a pistol. “Give me what you have, or your boy will get a cut across his back to match the one on his chest.”
Dylan tossed Kasaika the folder, and the terrorist smiled. “I need to hear back from him quickly. We have a small window of opportunity to make this happen.” Dylan let the terrorists leave first then made his way back to Mark’s place. Along the way, he kept checking his phone, making sure he hadn’t missed some sort of message, but found none.
The drive back to Mark’s was the longest of Dylan’s life. The seconds seemed to drag into hours, each one exponentially longer than the last. When he pulled into the driveway, his shirt was soaked with sweat, the sun already high in the sky.
Dylan trudged up the steps of the front porch, and when he opened the door, Perry was sitting on the couch, his legs crossed and his hands folded in his lap. “Hello, Captain.”
The sight of Perry caught Dylan off guard. Even though this wasn’t Dylan’s house, he still felt the revulsion of Perry being in a place that was meant to be private. For a moment, he wondered whether or not Perry had surveillance in Mark’s house. Had he seen Cooper over here? Had he heard their conversations?
The folder that Dylan had given Kasaika was in Perry’s hand. He rose from the couch, waving the folder back and forth. “This is impressive. And I’m wondering how you managed to get your hands on it.”
Dylan forced the lump that was catching in his throat back down. “Cooper came by with an offer. She wanted me to give you that information to set you up in exchange for her help in getting my son back.”
“And I take it by your submission of you telling me that information that you don’t intend to help her?”
“No. I want a trade.” Dylan took a step closer, the rage bubbling up within him, giving him a false sense of courage. “I get you whatever these computer chips are for by double-crossing Cooper, and then you give me my son. No more games. No more bullshit.”
Perry stepped around Dylan, pacing the living room, gently and patiently tapping the corner of the folder against the palm of his hand. “And why do I need your help for that? I have the folder, the intel, and the man power to get it done already.” Perry spun around, a questioning look on his face, almost as if he were anticipating what Dylan would say next.
“Cooper is only letting me inside the facility, along with a few of your men, but it’s me who will have the access. You could try and do it without me, but you’ll run the risk of exposing yourself, and you and I both know that’s not something you’re able to do right now.”
An unexpected laugh burst from Perry, and Dylan watched the man shake off the laughter, waving his finger at him. “I must say I am surprised. It always thrills me to know that there are still some things I can’t expect.” Another roll of a chuckle escaped, and Perry took a moment to compose himself. “Well done, Captain.”
Perry tossed the folder onto the coffee table and made his way to the door without saying another word. A car pulled up out front, and Dylan chased after him into the driveway. “Wait! Do we have a deal?”
Perry got into the car without answering, and it drove off, leaving Dylan alone in the driveway, watching the taillights fade into the distance. His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he checked the message. The time was set for tomorrow.



 
***
Everything was in order. Dylan had checked in with Mark, who was positioned at the marina, waiting for him to show up. Aside from a lack of sleep the night before, he was fine. Dylan met the small unit of men that Perry had sent over a few miles from the facility, which was tucked between clusters of hills. Kasaika was waiting for him when he arrived.
Open fields surrounded the facility for at least one hundred yards before trees offered any cover. Guards patrolled the chain-link fences around the perimeter, and there were security feeds monitoring all the activity on the premises.
The building itself looked no larger than a storage facility, but according to Cooper and Perry, the looks were deceiving. The facility went deep underground, at least fifteen levels from what the schematics of the building told them. While trying to penetrate the security on the ground level was nearly impossible, the schematics revealed drainage and vent tunnels two miles east of the facility, where the waste was disposed of, and that was Dylan and Kasaika’s point of entrance. Despite Dylan’s request to be armed, he was forced to go in without a weapon but was still positioned in the front, where Kasaika could keep the barrel of his rifle pointed at him.
Boots splashed against the thin stream of runoff water, and flashlights illuminated the large concrete tunnels they navigated. It was going to get a lot more cramped and uncomfortable before the trip was over. Less than a mile into their infiltration, the tunnels shrank to half the size, and Dylan, along with Kasaika and the three men he had with him, was forced to crawl.
Dylan scraped his knees and elbows against the concrete, his belly sliding along the wet floor until he finally made it to an intersection where the piping opened up into a small cavern, just big enough for two men to stand. A vent was directly above them that would take them into the air ducts, where Dylan and Kasaika climbed.
The air shaft ran another hundred yards and then opened up into a utility room, where they would be able to use the security codes that Cooper had given him. The five men squirmed along the narrow vents until they finally arrived at the utility room.
Air conditioning units hissed and hummed upon their entry, and Dylan pulled the key card from his pocket and slid it across the magnetic strip on the door’s locks. A light flashed green, and Dylan cracked the door open to get a look outside. The hallway was clear, and Dylan took his first step out as the last member of Kasaika’s team lowered himself into the utility room.
The hallway was dimly lit, and according to the schematics, they still had to go down one level to retrieve the computer chips. Dylan followed the path, doing his best to remember the way that Cooper had described it on the maps.
Voices echoed farther down the hall, and Dylan came to an abrupt halt. Kasaika and his men quickly stopped behind him, and they retreated to the utility room. Dylan fumbled for the key, and the voices grew louder. They heard their footprints thump closer. Kasaika aimed the rifle down the hall, and his men mimicked his motions.
The green light finally flashed, the door unlocked, and they piled inside and sealed themselves up just before the guards rounded the corner. Dylan sat on the inside of the room, his body still pressed firmly up against the door, and listened as the men’s voices grew louder as they approached the room then faded away as they continued down the hall.
Dylan wiped the beads of sweat from his forehead and let out a sigh. While Kasaika and his men weren’t as vocal about their near escape, Dylan could still see the sweat beaded on their foreheads. Kasaika pointed toward the door. “We need to move before they realize the security feed is down.”
“All the levels are circular,” Dylan said. “We should wait for them to come back around to see how long it takes. Then we’ll know how much time we’ll have on our run.”
Kasaika shook his head. “We go now! We don’t have time for your cowardice.”
“There’s a difference between keeping us alive and being a coward. Shh! Listen.”
The voices of the guards grew louder as they made their approach down the halls, but this time there was a third voice, one that Dylan couldn’t make out until he heard the crackle of the radio.
“Team six, we’re having a video feed malfunction down on level fourteen. We need you to check the utility room for a system scan for the level.”
“Copy that, control. We’re on it.”
Kasaika motioned his men to aim their weapons at the door, and Dylan hid behind them. The voices grew louder, and Dylan felt his heart pounding in his head as he watched the red light on the door lock flash to green, and before either of the guards realized what happened, two bullets pierced each of their heads and redecorated the walls of the hallway with the insides of their blood.
“Move!” Kasaika thrust his arm forward, and he and his men stepped over the bodies and emptied into the hallway, with Dylan following closely behind. On their way to the stairs, Dylan heard the radio on the dead guard’s chest spout another series of demands.
They burst into the staircase, and a blur of feet and legs descended the steps. “We don’t have much time before they realize what’s happened,” Dylan said, his breaths short and sporadic as they reached the bottom floor. He rushed to the front and slid the security card through the slide holder, and the moment he stepped into the hallway, he was greeted by three guards making their rounds.
“Freeze!” The guards aimed their weapons, and Dylan tried to jump back into the stairwell, but Kasaika forced him into the hallway as a distraction and then fired at the guards.
Bullets peppered the concrete walls, and Dylan ducked on the far side of the hallway as Kasaika and his men followed, returning fire. The first terrorist who entered immediately took a bullet to the head and dropped to the floor.
Dylan scrambled to reach for the dead terrorist’s weapon, but Kasaika and his other men cut him off, firing into the hallway, before he had a chance. Kasaika shouted his orders to his men over the gunfire as the two groups crouched and stood their ground in the narrow curving hallway.
Lights flashed, and alarms sounded as Dylan and Kasaika’s men retreated backward, using the curve of the walls as cover while the guards continued their fire. Dylan kept his eye open for the door described in the schematics and finally found it on the left-hand side where the key and fingerprint scan was needed.
Dylan slid the card through the key strip, and the fingerprint panel lit up. He pressed a shaky hand against the scanner as gunshots thundered through the hallways. A very long thirty seconds later, the scanner turned green, and the door opened. Dylan was the first inside and found the package of chips, along with the second component that Perry had asked for personally. When Dylan rushed out, Kasaika and his men were pinned down, holding back a force of at least seven men.
“I have what we need, but we still have to get back to the level above us to make it out of here.” Dylan ducked to avoid a ricochet and looked behind them to make sure they weren’t being flanked. “C’mon! We’ll circle around.”
Dylan led the way, and his heart pounded in rhythm with each step forward. The footsteps behind him had the sound of a panicked herd, but Dylan focused on the simple task of keeping one foot in front of the other until he saw the barrel of one of the guards’ rifles on a turn around the corner and skidded to a stop.
Dylan ducked and narrowly missed a bullet to the head as he ran into one of Kasaika’s men. There were only three guards on this side of the floor, and Dylan knew that they must have split up to try and squeeze them out.
“Forward!” Kasaika waved his men on, pushing the three guards back as empty shell casings clinked against the floor and rolled left and right in sporadic patterns. Smoke wafted from the tips of the rifle barrels, and Dylan kept low to avoid the gunfire from both the terrorists and the guards.
Sparks from bullets ricocheted against the concrete behind Dylan, and he turned to see that the other half of the guards had caught up behind them, pressing them from both sides. “We’ve got company!”
Kasaika turned and started firing back at the guards sneaking up on their rear, while the rest of his men continued to push forward. The three groups were caught in a stalemate, rotating around and around. The longer they stayed here, Dylan knew, the more the fight would turn to the guards’ favor. It wouldn’t be much longer before they had every security guard in the facility hunting them. 
A pistol hung from the side of one of Kasaika’s men, and Dylan quickly snatched it from his belt. The man yelled something in Arabic, but Dylan started shooting at the guards, helping the terrorists. Together they pushed forward, and each squeeze of the trigger sent recoil through Dylan’s arm and shoulder. The first few shots almost knocked the gun right out of his hands.
With Dylan’s help, they managed to force the guards to the staircase door, which was the only way in or out of the facility. The terrorists took turns jumping out from behind the bend of the wall to fire, while Dylan watched their six. He periodically checked his bag, making sure the computer chips were still there. If he couldn’t make it out of this place alive, with the computer chips, Sean was dead.
A cluster of grenades rested on Kasaika’s belt, and Dylan plucked one off and chucked it down the hallway. Kasaika and the rest of his men hit the deck, and Dylan mimicked them, covering the back of his head. Screams from the guards echoed down the hallway, and the explosion shook the ground.
The flashing lights in the hallway shut off from the blast momentarily, casting everyone into darkness. Dylan scrambled on all fours, disoriented from the blast but moving where he thought was forward. A whine in his ears blocked the shouts around him.
Gunshots fired sporadically, the flash of the rifles’ barrels illuminating the darkness. Dylan pressed his hands against the cold, smooth, curving surface of the concrete and used that to guide him. He ran quickly, still holding the pistol in his hand. He collided with another body, and both fired randomly into the dark. Dylan jumped at the sound of the gunshot, but the moan came from someone else.
Finally, Dylan found the door handle to the stairwell, and the moment his hand touched the metal, the lights flashed on. At least three of the guards were dead, the rest with wounds ranging from severed legs and arms to shrapnel wounds. Dylan looked down to the terrorists scrambling forward, and before they could get to him, he rushed up the stairs.
Kasaika and the rest of his men shouted and screamed, firing blindly at Dylan as he climbed the steps two at a time. When he had his hand on the door handle to the floor above, he heard the quick thump of Kasaika’s footsteps getting closer.
Dylan ducked after a series of shots echoed up the stairs, and he quickly opened and shut the door behind him, sealing Kasaika and his men inside, unable to get out, as Dylan had the only key card. They pounded on the door, and Dylan took a moment to catch his breath. His breakfast tried to evacuate, but he managed to keep it down. He wiped the snot from his nose and rushed back down to the utility room where they’d entered.
The lights and sirens continued to flash, and when Dylan made it to the utility room, a unit of guards turned the corner. The reaction between sighting him and the gunfire was nearly instantaneous. Bullets whizzed by, and without even thinking about the repercussions, Dylan fired back, shooting one of the guards through the chest.
All three guards had assault rifles, but Dylan couldn’t afford to turn back. If he was caught, then his son’s life would be over. It didn’t matter if Cooper would be able to clear him of whatever charges they threw at him or what they’d be able to get out of Kasaika and his men in terms of a confession. The moment Perry found out what Dylan had done, Sean would be dead, unless he had something to bargain for, something he needed, like the computer chips in the bag at Dylan’s side.
Dylan fired into the cluster of guards, making a final sprint toward the door while he did. He balanced firing and running awkwardly, the gun nearly falling to the ground with each haphazard shot flung in the guards’ direction. He reached for the handle, and a hot sting pierced the upper left of his body, close to his neck, and he stumbled a few steps. He managed to keep the gun in his hand but fumbled with the key card. He leaned against the wall, using it to help stabilize himself.
Blood spurted from the cloth of Dylan’s shirt, and he felt his shoulder go numb. The gun in his hand grew heavy, and he finally managed to slide the card down the middle of the strip. He yanked it open and collapsed inside.
The pistol skidded across the floor, and Dylan crawled to the air duct. All he had to do was make it out of the facility. The cars were still waiting on the other end of the forest that they’d snuck through. He dumped one of the large server pillars across the entrance to the door, blocking the guards from trying to enter, or at least trying to enter easily.
Dylan lifted himself into the vent and crawled as fast as he could, elbows, knees, the top of his head all banging against the metal and concrete. Halfway through he no longer had the use of his arm and had to make the rest of the journey without it.
Throughout the crawl, he thought he could hear the shouts of men and gunfire. He constantly checked behind him, just waiting to see the barrel of a rifle ready to shoot him down. The moment he’d shot that guard, he had become a wanted fugitive and terrorist of the United States of America.
The tunnels finally opened up to where Dylan pushed himself to his feet and stumbled through the light stream of water running along the tunnel’s floor. A small circle of light was ahead, and Dylan felt a burst of energy surge through him at the sight. He broke out into a jog, his head ducked and back hunched from the small tunnel.
Dylan squinted his eyes against the sunlight and continued his stumbled walk through the forest once he was free of the tunnel. It wouldn’t take long for Cooper and the rest of them to realize what had happened. He had to keep moving. The thick trees overhead blocked the sight of the chopper humming through the air, but Dylan still heard the rotating blades wane above.
The trucks they’d arrived in were still nestled under the cover of the large tree where they’d left them, and Dylan ripped the tarp off and climbed into the driver’s seat. His body started to feel cold, and he looked to see that the bloodstain had grown from his trapezius to cover half his chest. He managed to stretch his fingers, curling them in limited mobility, but the rest of the arm was useless. Using his good arm, Dylan pried open the dash underneath the truck and yanked the wires down. He cut the ends off two wires and peeled back the wax. He twisted the pieces of copper together then jammed his knife into the ignition and turned the engine over.
The V8 roared to life, and Dylan engaged the four-wheel drive and tore off through the woods, careening around trees and boulders, doing his best to remember the way out. Each bounce of the truck sent a jolt of pain into Dylan’s shoulder, but he didn’t dare slow his pace.
The blacktop of the road came into view, and Dylan jammed the accelerator down, peeling out on the pavement. The speedometer tipped sixty then seventy once he was on the smooth pavement. Keeping the dangerous speeds and balancing the wheel with his knees, he reached for the phone that was buzzing in his pocket. He knew who it was before he even looked at the screen.
“Here’s the deal,” Dylan said, sandwiching the phone between his cheek and neck while driving. “You get your computer chips when I get my son, and if he’s in any worse shape than the last time I saw him, then the deal is off. There is no other alternative, there is no other deal, this is it. Take it or leave it.”
The only response was the rumble of the truck’s engine as Dylan drove. The silence that filled his ear lingered longer than he would have liked. He knew Perry would play on his relationship with his son. It was what he’d been doing since the very beginning. The only difference now was Dylan had something that Perry wanted equally badly.
“A bold move, Dylan,” Perry replied. “You do understand that I still have control over Homeland operations, and my people will be able to track you down. Not to mention my Egyptian friends. You really think you can hide? Did you think this would work?”
“I’ll call you with the details of the exchange. Until then, not a hair on my son’s head is harmed, understand? And you better keep this number. I’ll be calling you from a different phone next time you hear from me.” Dylan chucked the phone out the window, and it crashed to the road, breaking and snapping in half.
There wasn’t any turning back now. Dylan had set the wheels into motion. He was on his own. No Cooper. No Perry. Just him and Mark and the computer chips for nuclear missiles in the bag sitting on the passenger seat.



Chapter 8
Cooper received the call from Moringer while she sat with the strike team on the mountain road where Dylan was meant to lead Perry and his men after they had the computer chips. For a moment, she thought she misheard him when he spoke, but once the words sank in, she kicked the dirt and cursed a violent storm under her breath.
They tried catching up to Dylan and tracked the phone that Perry had given him, but all it did was lead them to the smashed remnants of the mobile. There was no doubt that Homeland, the CIA, and the FBI now had his picture up on any and all major news networks, citing Dylan as an accomplice in the attacks that had happened around the country. And with that, Moringer couldn’t risk Cooper coming in until they had some sort of resolution. Moringer told her to stay low, off grid, and he'd contact her when it was safe. She had to go dark.
Why? Why would he risk all that? Does he think he can blackmail Perry by himself? Does he think we wouldn’t have made good on his deal? Whatever the reasoning, there was no way that Moringer would be able to go to Homeland now. The moment Moringer revealed any knowledge about the operation, he’d be thrown out of the agency and tried for treason, along with Cooper and Diaz. The only hope that Cooper had now was to get to Dylan first to try and convince him that there was another way.
The house where Dylan was staying with his first mate was empty, with the exception of the old furniture inside. Cooper knew the place was probably being watched by Perry, but she didn’t have time to be coy. Each second that passed was one less in which Homeland, or Perry, could find him.
Cooper checked the marina and security footage in the area but found nothing. The only other option left to her was looking up the ex-wife, although she doubted that Dylan would get her involved. Still, it couldn’t hurt her chances to check.
The neighborhood had changed slightly since the last time Cooper visited. The well-kept streets and yards had been replaced and covered with trash, the houses etched in graffiti, windows boarded up, and not a single light on that she could see. Apparently the wealthy were not immune to the power outages that plagued the rest of the city.
Cooper pulled into the driveway and saw that the ex-Mrs. Turk’s home was in the same condition as the others. Trash, boards, and no sign that anyone was even home. She kept one hand on the pistol at her side as she walked to the front door. She gave a few knocks then tried peeking between the cracks of the boards over the windows to see inside. With no answer, she knocked harder. “Mrs. Harth? Are you home?”
The turn of the lock on the front door clicked open, then the door opened just a sliver. “What?”
Cooper could only see a fraction of Mrs. Harth’s face, but what she did see looked in bad shape. “Mrs. Harth, I don’t know if you remember me or not, but—”
“I remember who you are, Agent Cooper. What do you want?” Her words shot out the door like blasts of ice in a snowstorm, and despite the still blazing-hot temperatures, Cooper felt a chill run up her spine.
“I need to talk to you about your ex-husband and your son. Can I come in?”
The sliver in the door remained open for half a second then abruptly closed. After standing there for more than a minute, Cooper thought Evelyn had left, but then the door jerked open and there she was, wrapped in a robe, her hair frizzled and unwashed, dark circles under her eyes and red blotches on her cheeks and neck. Whatever she’d been getting into didn’t seem to be healthy. “You heard what he did? It’s all over the news on the radio. They’re saying Dylan was a part of all this. The attacks.”
Cooper stepped inside. The house was even more humid and stuffy than the air outside. “Mrs. Harth, I can’t get into the specifics of what Dylan did or did not do at this time, but I was wondering if you’ve spoken to him lately? Or maybe even seen him?”
Evelyn turned and marched away without a word. Cooper followed, although not knowing if her leaving was an invitation or not.
The kitchen was dirtied with opened cans of food, liquor bottles, and beer cans. Evelyn reached for one of the half-empty vodka bottles and a cup then filled it. “I spoke to him a few days ago.” She took a sip, winced, then made her way to the couch.
Cooper took a minute to stop and listen, but she heard no other voices inside the house. “Mrs. Harth, where are your husband and daughter?”
“Peter took Mary to the second home in upstate New York. He figured it would be safer up there.” She curled herself onto the couch and sipped the vodka that seemed to soak through both her and the house. The stale stench of old liquor and beer left a nasty sting in Cooper’s nostrils.
“Why didn’t you go with them?” Cooper asked.
“My son’s still here.” Evelyn turned her head sharply, and her face twisted as if the words had caused her pain. “And he’s still alive, and when he comes back, I’ll be here waiting for him.”
Cooper joined Evelyn on the couch. “Evelyn, Dylan is in trouble. Did something happen after the two of you spoke a few days ago? Was there anything said that may have put him on edge, or did he seem out of character?”
Evelyn swirled the vodka in her cup, watching the liquid splash around. “He’s used to being out of character. He was for a long time.” She took another sip then set the cup down in her lap. “You read his file, right?”
Cooper nodded.
“Hmph, of course you did. I don’t know how he managed to live with that for as long as he has. But you know what isn’t in that police report that you read? That it was my idea that Zack go out with him that day.” Evelyn’s eyes started to wet and redden. “Sean was two, and Mary was just a baby then, and I was just so tired and overwhelmed. I thought that just having to watch the two of them would make it easier, so Zack went with his father.”
“The death of your son, that’s what started the drinking?” Cooper asked.
Evelyn nodded. “I tried talking to Dylan about it, tried telling him that it wasn’t his fault, but it was like trying to teach a fish to breathe on land. It just didn’t make any sense. He was a good man. I held on for as long as I could, but he was just spinning out of control. And when… when…” She broke down, burying her face in her hands, the booze and memories overpowering whatever self-control she had left.
Cooper rested her hand on Evelyn’s shoulder, giving it a light squeeze. “Losing a child is something that is unfathomable to those who haven’t experienced it. The grief, the loss, the sadness, nothing else comes close to that type of pain.”
Evelyn wiped her nose and eyes, the cup of vodka shaking slightly in her hand. “That night, on the police report, the one where my father was there.” She sniffled, clearing her nose, her hand steadying. “Dylan was just so angry, so drunk, he didn’t realize what he was doing. My father, he… said things that no one should have uttered out loud. He blamed Dylan, said that no father would let his son die like that, no father would give up.” Regaining some of her nerve, Evelyn sipped the drink again. “I tried getting Dylan off of him, but he just knocked me down and kept hitting my dad. Blood stained the tile, both of their clothes... By the time the police came, Dylan was blacked out, and my dad was barely breathing. He spent six days in the hospital, and his face was beaten to a pulp.”
Cooper had seen domestic cases before, but whenever she read the file, she always reminded herself that she would never truly understand the situation, what happened in that moment. All she was reading were recorded facts on a page, told with no emotion or favor. It was rare she actually saw the aftereffects, those moments of pain and anger.
“My father made a deal with me when he woke up in the hospital bed,” Evelyn said. “He told me that if I divorced Dylan and filed for sole custody of the kids, he wouldn’t press charges. So I did. For a long time, I told myself that was the reason I divorced him, because of my father, but the truth was that was just an excuse. I’d wanted to end it for a while but didn’t have it in me to lay the axe down myself.” She finally turned to look at Cooper, her eyes dry but still red. “He’s been alone for a long time, Agent Cooper. Whatever the radio says he’s done I know is to help Sean. So if you’re here to try and get me to tell you something to help you stop him”—she wiped her nose again—“you can go fuck yourself.”
A loud crack sounded at the front door, and Evelyn flinched. Cooper drew her pistol and jumped from the couch. Evelyn followed but was two steps slow. The cracks crew louder and were soon followed by the crash of glass. Cooper grabbed Evelyn by the arm and pulled her to the back of the house, the drink spilling from her hand and onto the floor.
Cooper hid them in a back room and shut the door. What few windows it had were boarded up. Cooper had to pull Evelyn from standing at the door and ducked her behind the desk. “Stay down, and stay quiet.”
Evelyn nodded, and Cooper kept her footsteps light. The voices on the other side of the door were muffled, but she could hear the hurried tone and the shuffle of boots running through the house.
Cooper cracked the door open, keeping low. The voices were louder now, clearer. She crouched and waded into the living room, gun aimed for any oncoming perps. She crept around the kitchen behind the marbled island, being mindful of the broken glass of beer bottles around her. The toe of her boot accidently crunched one of the pieces, and she froze, cursing herself silently as she prayed that no one heard it.
The rest of the house went silent, and Cooper heard the goons whispering back and forth in another language. It sounded like Perry had sent in his own unit to collect another body to trade with Dylan. Cooper poked her head around the kitchen’s island and saw a cluster of legs. She quickly darted back behind the counter and gripped the pistol with both hands, slowly backtracking toward the door. Too many. She couldn’t take them all by herself.
The back of Cooper’s right heel hit one of the side tables in the living room, and the lamp on top of it wavered back and forth then crashed to the floor. The moment the lamp shattered into pieces, Cooper sprinted toward the office with a trail of bullets hot on her tail. She slammed the door shut behind her and pulled the couch on the adjacent wall over to barricade the entrance.
Evelyn was still behind the desk, covering her head as bullets thudded against the hardwood paneling of the barricaded office door. Cooper immediately went to the boarded windows, gripping her hands over the angled edges, and pulled down with every ounce of strength she had. The nails in the wall slowly started to retract and finally gave way.
Cooper flung the board to the floor then reached for the second one. She looked to Evelyn. “Help me!” Evelyn, still staying in a crouched position, rushed over to Cooper and helped yank down the rest of the boards. Cooper opened the window, and the first crack in the door splintered open. “Go!” Cooper pushed Evelyn through the window and quickly followed. She half pulled, half dragged Evelyn through the backyard as some of the terrorists spotted them and gave chase.
Cooper had her hand on Evelyn’s wrist when she felt nails dig into her flesh. “AH!” 
Evelyn ripped her hand free and pushed Cooper away. “Go! Help Dylan!” Evelyn turned around as the first terrorist opened the back door.
Cooper aimed the pistol and fired three bullets that hit the doorframe and sent the terrorist back inside for cover. She went to reach for Evelyn one more time and again received the same push back. “They’ll kill you!”
“No, they need me, but they’ll kill you. Now, go!” Evelyn didn’t give Cooper a choice as she stumbled forward, picking up speed and almost sprinting to the terrorists.
Cooper watched Evelyn be pulled back into the house, and once she was inside, the terrorists volleyed a barrage of gunfire toward her, and Cooper leapt over the fence. She sprinted to the front of the neighborhood then dashed across the road into the surrounding woods. She ran until her legs gave out and fire filled her lungs. She bent over, resting her hands on her knees, to catch her breath.
Cooper didn’t know what Evelyn was thinking, but the fact of the matter was she no longer had any leverage with Perry or with Dylan. She could try getting in contact with Diaz or Moringer, but she knew reaching out to them now would just put them in more danger. Any way she sliced it, she was screwed.



 
***
Perry had been working in the federal government for almost twenty years, and in all that time, he’d never been called to his boss’s office after a mission. That’s because he never screwed up, he never let anything happen outside what was planned, and it was a fact that had shot him up through the ranks in the Department of Homeland Security.
And the fact that Perry had to wait for the past hour just outside his boss’s office, forcing him and the receptionist to exchange awkward smiles, only furthered his assumption that the moment he walked through that door, his reputation, along with his file, would be tainted. And with everything that Perry was trying to accomplish, having a mark on him right now was the worst thing that could happen.
The door opened, and the directors of the CIA and the FBI both walked out, not even giving Perry a glance. The secretary nodded that he could enter, and he made sure to close the door behind him when he did. The director said nothing upon Perry’s entrance. His attention was focused on a stack of papers on his desk. Perry took a seat in front of the director’s desk and folded his hands, patiently waiting.
“I know you know why you’re here, Perry.” The director scribbled something down, keeping his eyes off Perry as he spoke.
“Yes, sir. I was made aware of the security breach, but I’m wondering why I wasn’t informed of the DEA team that was stationed west of the facility.”
That got the director to look up. If Perry was going to make it out of this without any further setbacks, then he was going to have to face it head on, charge the offensive. It was something he’d avoided for most of his career. The art of intelligence was just as much of what you knew as how you presented it. And for the most part, being subtle was most effective.
“That was confidential,” the director said, dropping his pen. “No one knew about that setup outside of me and the director of the DEA.”
“And everyone who is on your email listing for top clearance, which would include me, as I was added nearly two years ago.”
“I didn’t authorize that.”
“No, but your predecessor did.” Perry unfolded his hands, and for the first time since he’d joined Homeland, rolled up his sleeves willingly. If it was going to be a day of firsts, he might as well go all in. The sight of his scars made people uncomfortable, a weapon he’d used during his younger days and a tactic that was still effective even on grown men.
Once Perry’s sleeves were up to his elbows, he examined his arms, rotating them around so the light exposed every blemish and mark across his skin. “My father was a cruel man. These are some of the more notable lashes he left on me. But the ones that did the most damage, the ones that truly hurt, cut deeper than any of these.”
“What’s your point, Perry?”
Perry rolled his sleeves back down, buttoned the cuffs, and folded his hands back in place, neatly finishing off his posture. “My father beat me when I fucked up. And while his methods were cruel and twisted, they forged someone who has a commitment to excellence in everything that he does. No matter what. So I find it odd that during the decoy mission, which I suggested, there were details of the mission left out to me.” Perry leaned forward. “I need all the variables to ensure success, not half truths!” He sat back then followed up his loud volume with a curt, “sir.”
The director waited a moment before he answered, chewing his lower lip. “The DEA was there because they believe there is a mole within our organization, and judging by how easily the terrorist group infiltrated the facility, I would say I believe them.”
“What was stolen?”
“Nuclear computer chips capable of directing ballistic missiles.”
“Anything else?”
The director leaned forward hesitantly, almost weighing to see if he should even tell Perry. “Yes. A prototype, newly developed. A piece of hardware that is very important to both the Air Force and the Navy. We’re not sure if it was taken on purpose.”
“This prototype, what does it do?”
“That’s above your pay grade, Deputy Director. All you need to know is it’s bad and that it’s not something we want in the hands of a bunch of lunatics. I need you to find it, Perry. This isn’t something we can drop the ball on.”
“I understand, sir.” Perry buttoned his jacket and shook the director’s hand. “I’ll start a task force immediately.” Out of all the emotions that humans experienced, Perry enjoyed playing off of pride the most. It was man’s most egotistical nature to believe that he was above everything, that somehow, among the millions of organisms on the planet, they were individually special. And that individuality of entitlement granted Perry access to whatever he wanted. All he had to do was stoke the fire.
The phone in Perry’s pocket buzzed with a message, and when he flipped it open, he smiled. Perry now had both Dylan’s son and his wife. Simple math. I have two things you want, yet you only have one thing that I want. Your move, Captain.



Chapter 9
Dylan took a deep breath, the salt air filling his senses. It felt like it was his first trip out to sea. He closed his eyes, not realizing the last time that he’d actually been able to smell the ocean. He’d been so preoccupied on the runs with the terrorists that he hadn’t taken the time to feel like he was back out on the water.
With his eyes closed, he listened to the rolling of the waves, climbing to a crest then crashing into the ocean below. The waves lapped against the side of the boat, and the wind rushed past his ears. The sun warmed his face, and he picked the stitches that Mark had applied to sew up the bullet hole that went straight through his trapezius muscle, then rubbed his hands, feeling the grit of the salt air on his skin.
But then when Dylan opened his eyes, all he could see was his son and the scar across his chest from where Perry had cut him. It didn’t seem there was a place on earth that Dylan could find peace that Perry could not take it from him.
Radio static blew from the cabin as Dylan made his way below deck, where Mark was propped up on a stack of pillows, doing his best to make himself comfortable and locate any news of Dylan’s antics on land. He watched Mark sitting there, with his stomach wrapped, fidgeting awkwardly, and Dylan had never seen him so miserable on a boat.
“Damn thing keeps losing its signal,” Mark said, giving the radio a light lump with his fist.
“Have you heard anything at all?”
“You made the news. More bombs went off in California, and the attacks have started happening in the Midwest. St. Louis was bombed early this morning.”
The plague was spreading, and Dylan had helped cultivate it. His stomach churned at the very thought. He walked over to the computer chips that he’d stolen from the facility and flipped them over in his hand. They were no bigger than his palm and were decorated with hundreds of silver lines, bumps. Almost like a piece of braille. Dylan set it down and then picked up the bag with the second item, the one Perry himself had ordered him to grab. “I still don’t see how this could even help them.” The other piece was nearly three times the size of the computer chips and came in a three-dimensional block, which felt heavier than the others combined.
Mark set the radio down and checked his bandages, peeling the white adhesive to examine his stitches. “Well, I imagine it will just give them another leg up, a bargaining chip, and this time they’ll have something the government wants. They’re nothing more than bullies looking for leverage, Dylan. That’s all any of this is. They can say it’s for their religion, or revenge, but at the end of the day, they just want something we have, something that they’ve never been able to have.” Mark grimaced at the sight of his wounds. “Not that I wouldn’t mind putting every last one of those bastards on an island and then blowing it to bits, but that’s just me.”
“Sounds good to me.” Dylan flashed a grin and placed the stolen gear back in the bag. He looked around the cabin. It was worn, had seen a lot of days at sea, but everything in it was solid. The wood was still thick and hearty and had been well taken care of. “We were in a boat just like this when it happened.”
Mark stopped picking at the bandages around his stomach then looked up. “With Zack?”
Dylan nodded. “It was an overnight trip. His first. He’d gone out with me before but been too little to be able to make it longer than an afternoon. He was so excited.” Dylan gave a whispered laugh, remembering the smile on Zack’s face when he found out he was going. “Mary had just been born a few months before, and with all the attention Evelyn and I were giving the baby, I think he was looking forward to some father–son time. He had this shirt he liked to wear whenever we went out. It was a marlin, jumping from the water, with a boat in the distance and a man trying to reel him in. It’d been washed so many times, holes were forming in it, but Zack wouldn’t let Evelyn throw it out.”
Dylan rested his head back against the hard composite of the cabin wall. “The weather was fine when we left, and there wasn’t anything on the radar. No alerts, no warnings, not a cloud in the sky.” He shook his head. “I never was able to figure out what happened, if the power had gone out or the battery was just drained. Maybe I left one of the lights on and that did it, I don’t know.” He waved it off, the creases on his forehead scrunched in a concentrated effort of forcing himself through the memories. “It was the wind that I noticed first. It was so loud, so fast. It was like the storm just materialized out of nowhere, just on us, just on that spot in the ocean where we were anchored.”
“Dylan, you did everything you could,” Mark said. “It wasn’t your fault.”
Mark’s words fell on deaf ears as Dylan focused on a point on the wall across from him, almost like he was speaking to himself, despite the fact that Mark was only a few feet away. “The rain came at us horizontally, almost blinding me as I pulled up the anchor. I kept Zack below; it was too dangerous for him to be out on the deck. When I went into the wheelhouse, none of the equipment was working, everything had gone black. GPS, bilge, lights, engine, all gone. The waves were rocking us hard; swells must have been at least fifteen feet. The deck was soaked with water, and a lot of it was draining down into the cabin.” A lump caught in Dylan’s throat, and he felt the dry patch. He clawed at it but was unable to relieve the itch. “I put a life jacket on him and then one for myself. I tried the radio again, calling out for anyone in the area, but I got nothing but static. The thunder and wind boomed and howled outside. I’d seen bad storms before, but this one seemed to have a mind of its own, with some type of beast controlling it.”
Dylan’s left hand shook. He didn’t bother hiding it. He squeezed it into a fist, trying to regain control of his faculties, but it only lessened the shake slightly. “I knew we were going to capsize. The seas were becoming too violent for the boat. I went back down into the cabin, and Zack was so scared. When it finally happened, I tried to keep hold of him, but something hit my shoulder, and I let him go. Water was everywhere; I was up to my shoulders in it standing up. When I saw Zack, I knew something was wrong. His eyes were flitting open and closed, and I saw flecks of red on the side of his head. He didn’t respond when I called his name, but he was still breathing, and his pulse was fine. The gash on the side of his head was bad, but it wasn’t bleeding a lot, at least not that I could see. I just held him, kept him close. I told him that everything was going to be okay and that we were going to make it out. I don’t know how many times I repeated that. Toward the end, I think I said it more for myself.”
Dylan rubbed his eyes, trying to drill the images from his memory. “We managed to stay afloat, but somewhere in the night I must have fallen asleep, drifted off. I don’t know how long it was for; all I remember was the cold. The water was cold. I was cold. Zack was cold. His lips had turned blue, and when I checked his pulse, there was nothing. I ripped off his jacket and tried giving him compressions, but with the water inside the cabin and us capsized, there just wasn’t any way for me to get leverage.”
“You did what you could, Dylan.”
“He looked so small. So peaceful.” Water leaked from Dylan’s eyes, and his voice distorted in grief. “If I hadn’t let go when we flipped, he’d still be alive. If I hadn’t fallen asleep, my boy would still be alive.” Sobs rippled through him, and he buried his face in his hands.
Mark came and put his arm around Dylan. It was the first time Dylan had let himself go like that since he’d stopped drinking. He remembered when the Coast Guard finally came, how they tried to peel Zack out of his arms, but he wouldn’t let them have him. He remembered the primal screams that erupted from his throat, and it didn’t matter how many of the sailors tried to take Zack, Dylan wouldn’t let his boy go.
Once the sobs had run dry and there wasn’t anything left, Dylan wiped his eyes, and Mark patted him firmly on the back. “I haven’t talked about that in a while.”
“Sometimes we find ourselves reflecting on the past when we think we’re about to fall into the same mistakes,” Mark said. “But this is different. And you need to stop beating yourself up over what happened, Dylan. Zack’s death wasn’t your fault, and neither is Sean being kept by those psychos. You will get him back. This will work.”
Dylan nodded then reached for the satellite phone Mark kept for emergencies. He pulled out the piece of paper with the number that was programmed into the old cell phone and waited for the signal to connect.
“You’ve managed to stay quiet for the past twenty-four hours,” Perry said, answering quickly. “I’m impressed.”
“You get Sean to a police station. Once I have confirmation over the news that he’s there, then I’ll meet you and hand over the hardware. No other deals, no games.”
Perry paused before answering slowly. “You’ve outgrown yourself, Captain. Don’t let your ambitions cloud your capabilities. Yes, you do have something that I want, that I need, but this doesn’t grant you authority over me; it simply makes us equals.”
Dylan stepped out of the cabin and onto the boat’s deck. “I don’t care what this does to your ego. That is the deal, Perry.”
Perry clucked his tongue. “You forget that I can still deliver your son alive but not in the pristine condition in which you left him. While you think I need that device, you want your son alive and in one piece more.”
Dylan knew Perry was right. While he could push the threats of destroying the device, once it was gone, he’d have nothing left that Perry would want, and with that, his son would pay the price. But Dylan also knew that Perry was arrogant, thinking that he was untouchable. He had danced along the lines of truth and lies for so long that he believed he was the puppet master. “You don’t just need the device, Perry, you need your cover. All I have to do is walk myself into any police station, and I’ll have the ear of any White House official I want. That’s the only reason you’ve kept up your charade, because you still need your people to believe you’re not involved.”
“I will give you your son, but not at a police station.”
“My old marina. Tomorrow. Sundown. I want to be able to see my son from a long way off before the exchange happens.”
“I look forward to seeing you again.”
The call ended, and Dylan exhaled, his body shaking as he collapsed into a seat on the deck. Mark popped out of the cabin below and took the seat across from Dylan. “Well?”
“He went for the marina.”
“It’s a good play, Captain.”
“Yeah.” But none of it mattered unless it worked, and Sean wouldn’t be safe until he was miles away from the city, from Perry, even from himself. Dylan would send him away with his mother. Maybe Cooper could help. Regardless, tomorrow was going to be rough.



 
***
The clean walls and sharp lighting of the CIA conference room had been Kasaika’s only view for the past twelve hours. He had spoken to no government officials and had not been allowed to see his brothers who had been captured with him. He wondered if Perry would show up but quickly dismissed the thought once he realized what that would mean for the cause.
They couldn’t afford to have that kind of heat on them now. Kasaika knew that the chips they were to steal from the facility were vital. Without them, they couldn’t complete their nuclear missile. Neither he nor Perry would jeopardize that.
Still, the thought of seeing Perry here, holding the man’s life in his hands, made him feel good. While Kasaika didn’t like the man and would like nothing more than to see him locked up, he hated the men Perry worked for more.
But when the door cracked open to the conference room and Perry walked in, accompanied by two other men he didn’t recognize, he had to force the surprised emotions from revealing themselves across his face.
“Hello, Mr. Shamaun, I’m Deputy Director Richard Perry.” Perry placed a folder on the space of desk in front of a chair then took a seat. “First off, I just want to tell you that whatever rights you think you have or you think you’re entitled to don’t exist.”
Perry maintained a look of understanding on his face, but his colleagues looked as though they wanted to lunge across the table and choke him to death. “I do not recognize the legitimacy of this government and demand to be set free. Do this, and I promise you I will kill you quickly.” Kasaika kept his eyes locked on Perry during his final words.
“Regardless of what you recognize, Mr. Shamaun, you are a terrorist of the United States of America, and we will get the truth out of you.” Perry opened the file and tossed pictures over to Kasaika’s side. They were security pictures from the raid on the facility. Perry pointed to Dylan on the page. “This man. He’s an American. How long has he been working with you?”
Kasaika remained silent, and Perry nodded to the man to his left, who got up, walked behind Kasaika, and wrapped his neck in a choke hold. With his hands bound to the chair, Kasaika could do nothing to defend himself. The pressure in his head felt like it would explode, and he drew in his breath in sharp gasps.
With Kasaika’s face turning purple, the man finally let go. Kasaika collapsed on the desk, and his face slowly returned to a normal shade with each breath. When he looked at Perry, he got nothing more than an expression that told him to tell what he knew.
“A week,” Kasaika said, breathing heavily.
“And what was your mission’s primary objective?”
“You will not win.” Kasaika shook his head. “We have men everywhere, eyes in every city. Your people are paralyzed with fear and too weak to stop us. None of you can.”
Perry nodded to the man behind Kasaika again, and this time a fist landed on the left side of his face, knocking Kasaika’s jaw, along with the rest of him, out of his chair and to the floor. A high-pitched whine filled his ears, and Kasaika managed to push himself to all fours, only to be knocked to his side again with a foot to the ribs.
“What was the mission objective, Mr. Shamaun?”
Kasaika rolled around on the polished floor, a knife-like stabbing running along the right side of his body. The ringing in his ears subsided, but the pain in his ribs only grew with each movement across the floor. He looked up to see both Perry and the agent who’d hit him standing above.
“Agent Diaz is capable of providing further incentive if it’s needed,” Perry said.
“We will kill all of you.” Kasaika’s words came out between wheezes, then he spit out a glob of blood and wiped his mouth. “Your world is over, and my brothers will be the ones to take it from you. It doesn’t matter how many you send or what you do; we will win.”
Perry turned to leave, along with one of the men, leaving Kasaika alone with Agent Diaz. Kasaika looked up, and Diaz cracked his knuckles.
“Time to tell me what you know,” Diaz said. He reached down and picked Kasaika up by the collar then slammed him on the desk, sending blow after blow across Kasaika’s face.
After the first five hits, Kasaika lost count, and the striking pain that accompanied each blow faded with it. Everything started to go numb, and as consciousness slowly drifted from Kasaika’s mind, the last thing he remembered was Dylan’s face and that if he ever had the chance to see him again, he would kill him with his own two hands.



Chapter 10
Underneath the bridges of Boston, trash, feces, and any other litter were a common sight. It smelled sour and dead, as if a dozen bodies had been left to rot.
Cooper had stayed there for the night and hadn’t slept a single hour of it. The slanted, cold concrete provided little comfort, and the sporadic echoes of gunfire and screams haunted her throughout the night. Her body was stiff and uncomfortable, and most of the night consisted of her keeping her hand on her pistol, looking for anyone approaching her who might want to do her harm.
When she wasn’t worrying about someone trying to mug her, her mind drifted to what her next move should be. Wherever Dylan was, it wasn’t likely that he’d be in the mood for any type of bargaining, especially with the woman who let his ex-wife volunteer herself to be taken by the same terrorists who had his son. She could try and call Diaz or Moringer, but that would involve locating a working phone, which she hadn’t been able to find at all yesterday.
It’d been a long walk from the suburban neighborhood back to the city, and she didn’t want to travel at night, which was why she’d tucked herself under the bridge in the first place. It seemed as good a place as any to guard herself, except for the smell, but at the end of the day, she determined that it was better to risk her nose than her life.
With the morning cast in the grey glow of dawn just before the sun rose, she crawled out from under the spot on the bridge and made her way onto the road. The city skyline was much closer than it had been the day before, but other than the buildings, there wasn’t another person so far as she could see.
A sharp, knife-stabbing pain shot through Cooper’s right leg as she hobbled forward. It was her body’s temper tantrum to get her to rest, but she gritted her teeth and pushed through it. The more she moved, the less her body felt like a slab of concrete, and her alertness returned. But the energy was short lived once the sun was well above the horizon and the heat started to sink in.
By the time Cooper found a police station, her mouth was parched, and what water was left in her body had poured onto her skin and clothes, leaving nothing but crusts of salt. She felt like a raisin when she walked through the station’s front doors.
The headquarters was a ghost town, with only a few officers roaming the back desks. Cooper banged on the empty reception desk counter to grab their attention. “Hey!”
The first officer who looked at her went back to the papers on his desk, sifting through them slowly, with no inclination to speed up the process. Cooper banged on the counter again, this time rattling the blank computer screens and causing a pen to roll to the floor. “Hey! I need to speak to whoever’s in charge here, now.”
“Are you hurt?” the officer asked.
Cooper scrunched her face in bewilderment. “What? No, I’m not hurt.”
“Then whatever you want is not an emergency.” The officer went back to his shuffling of papers, and just when Cooper reached for the handle of her pistol tucked under the back of her shirt, another one of the officers came around the corner.
“I’m sorry about that,” he said. “We’re all a little burnt out.” Dark circles dragged his eyes down, and the stubble across his face made him look older than his hairline suggested. The officer’s uniform was stained around the collar. Cooper couldn’t tell if it was food, sweat, or something more unsettling.
“I need to make a call,” Cooper said, taking her hand off her pistol. “Do you have any communication lines still open here?”
The officer nodded. “It was down for a few hours yesterday, but we’ve been able to keep the emergency lines open. But with most of the cell towers still down, we haven’t received many calls. Most of our guys are out on patrol with the rest of the police force downtown. Not much action on the outskirts of the city.”
Cooper nodded her head passively as she dialed the number, trying to make it look like she was listening. A sudden burst of hope went through her when the line rang. She just hoped that Diaz would pick up.
“Agent Diaz.”
Thank God. “It’s Cooper.”
“Cooper? Jesus Christ, what the hell happened to you? Moringer’s been going ballistic since the mission botched. They’ve got Dylan Turk all over the news. Where the hell have you been?”
“It’s a long story, but since we’re talking about the Dylan, have you heard anything from him yet?”
“No, it’s been radio silence, but there isn’t a federal employee within the FBI, CIA, or Homeland who isn’t looking for him.”
“Well, wherever he is, you can bet Perry is doing whatever he can to look for him. Listen, I went over to the ex-wife’s place, where I was ambushed by a cluster of terrorists who managed to kidnap her. My guess is, Perry thinks he can still get the upper hand with Dylan since he now has two members of his family instead of one.”
“What about the husband and the daughter? Were they there as well?”
“No, she said the husband took the girl to some cabin in upstate New York. They should be safe and out of reach. Listen, what’s happening with our homeless guy? Have we got him in front of a judge yet?”
“It hasn’t exactly been easy trying to get a hearing, but we have an appointment tomorrow. The Massachusetts Attorney General will be there too, but what they’ll decide to do is anybody’s guess.”
Cooper knew Perry would have backups to backups. The only way to surprise him was to get to Dylan before he could. “Listen, tell Moringer that we need to make a deal with the feds and the CIA to get Dylan an offer to make sure that he doesn’t end up in jail.”
“Well, we’ll have to make it quick,” Diaz replied. “Moringer just told me he got a tip from the FBI that a deal is happening today.”
“What? Where?”
“No street name, just coordinates. Where are you? I’ll come pick you up. We’ll go together.”
Cooper checked the clock on the wall. “You just keep our witness safe and see what Moringer can do about setting up a deal for Dylan. I have a feeling that Dylan really will give up those chips in exchange for his boy. Will DEA have a presence at the exchange?”
“No, it’s strictly the feds. They’re keeping it small, close knit, and the DEA is on the shit list right now after what happened with the computer chips. The only reason Moringer knew about it was so we have better lines of communication, but you didn’t hear that from me.”
“Will do.” Once Cooper jotted down the coordinates of the meet, Cooper hung up the phone and then handed it back to the officer. “Do you have a working computer here?”
“Yeah, it’s running off the emergency networks.” He walked her around to one of the workstations, and Cooper brought up the GPS system used for dispatchers. The location was only a few miles away. It wouldn’t take her longer than half an hour if she could manage a light jog.
Cooper shook the officer’s hand. “Thanks for your help. I appreciate it.”
“Hey, wait.” The officer stepped forward awkwardly. “You need a ride somewhere?”
Cooper turned around at the door with one foot already outside. “Trust me. This isn’t somewhere you’ll want to be.” She broke out into a light jog as her veins pulsed with a sudden burst of adrenaline and energy. Cooper hurried through the streets as fast as her body would take her. She kept to the main roads now that the sun was higher and to make sure she didn’t get lost.
The heat from the asphalt cooked her feet and legs, and it wasn’t long before the burst of adrenaline had run its course, and Cooper was left with nothing more than the sheer will of her constitution to make it the rest of the way.
When Cooper finally arrived, her muscles ached, and she unholstered her pistol, searching the area for signs of anyone already there. She slowed her breaths to a more manageable rate. The area was nothing more than abandoned buildings, long ago shut down and boarded up before any of the attacks happened. Only the remnants of what businesses used to be here remained in the forms of rusted signs, broken windows, and fading paint.
“Cooper?”
When she turned around and saw Diaz, she couldn’t help but smile. She holstered her gun and jogged over to him. “Damn, it’s good to see you.” She wrapped him in a hug and squeezed tight. “What are you doing here?”
Diaz pushed her back and took a moment to look her over. “Are you all right? Did you bring any backup with you?”
“I’m fine, and, no, I didn’t. Where the hell is everyone? You sure this is the place?” Cooper turned and walked around, looking for the best vantage point to view the exchange. “Have you had a chance to scope the place out yet? From here it looks li—”
Cooper turned back around, and Diaz had his gun out and aimed at her skull and had a phone to his ear. “She’s here. No, she didn’t tell anyone. Understood.” Diaz hung up the phone then pocketed it.
Cooper felt the cold rush of betrayal form in her stomach then spread like a virus, slowly shutting down the rest of her body. “Whatever you think you’re doing, don’t.”
“Sorry, partner,” Diaz said, taking a few steps closer. “You should have just stayed out of it. I thought that when Moringer suspended you for the first time, you would have lain low, but you just kept pushing. You dug your own grave on this one.”
Cooper took a step back, her peripherals scanning for anything she could use or anywhere she could run. “What happened to the witness?”
“Oh, he’s here,” Diaz answered. “Unfortunately, he was killed by a rogue agent and his body tossed into a trunk just before the highly dangerous, recently suspended agent Cooper killed herself after downing a fifth of whiskey.”
A piece of glass crunched under Cooper’s boot as she continued her trek backward. “How long, Diaz?”
“Working for Perry? A couple years. The money was just too good to pass up, and all I had to do was spread some rumors about my partner.”
Cooper stopped, the wind seemingly knocked out of her. “You? It was you who started those?”
“It was easy enough with how many times you’ve been undercover and how you rub everyone the wrong way in the department.”
The weight of Cooper’s pistol sagged in its holster, and she cursed herself for not keeping her guard up. “Perry won’t last forever, Diaz. He’ll be stopped, and when he is, anyone who’s been associated with him will have a cell right next door. You think he’ll give a shit about you once all this is done?”
“By then, I’ll be on a beach in the Mediterranean, sipping on a cold drink. I’m not sticking around for whatever that psychopath has planned, but you can bet your ass it won’t be good. I’ve got enough money to go anywhere and do anything I want.” Diaz pulled the hammer back on the pistol and placed his finger on the trigger. “Turn around, Cooper.”
“What? Can’t do it while you look me in the face?” Cooper felt her heel step into a patch of dirt. Less than ten feet away was a cracked door to one of the buildings. All she needed was two seconds. “At least have the balls for that, Diaz.”
“And you wonder why nobody ever liked you.” Diaz took a step forward, and Cooper kicked up the dirt, flinging it into Diaz’s eyes. He fired blindly, and the shot grazed her arm, but she managed to make it to the door regardless.
“You bitch!” Diaz fired wildly into the building, the bullets easily penetrating the old wood.
Inside, splinters and dust erupted from each shot as Cooper sprinted through the building, ducking low and using one hand to clutch her shoulder while the other held her pistol. She felt the warm, sticky blood between her fingers and didn’t stop running until she made it to the opposite end of the building, where she took a moment to examine her arm.
The gash ran at least an inch and a half across her biceps, but the bullet had only grazed her, never actually going through the muscle. For that she was thankful. She ripped off a piece of her shirt then wrapped the cloth around the wound tightly.
“Cooper!” Diaz’s voice echoed through the building, along with his slow, methodical footsteps. “Don’t drag this out.”
Cooper peeked around the corner, listening to where his voice was coming from. The echo was so bad in the building that he sounded like he was coming from everywhere. She dashed across one of the hallways and into another room, which boasted a dirty window that looked out onto the rest of the building’s surrounding floor.
“You can’t win, Coop. Give it up.”
Diaz finally appeared around the corner of the hallway, and she crouched low, half hidden behind the wall and the smudges of the window. She crept over to the door, listening to the footsteps thump closer, waiting for her move. Then, with the backs of Diaz’s legs and feet in sight, she jumped from the door and placed the gun to the back of Diaz’s head. “Don’t move.”
Diaz held up his hands, along with the gun, and Cooper snatched it from him and tucked it into her belt at the back of her pants. “Think about this, Cooper. Perry already knows who you are. You won’t be able to stop him, and neither will your boat captain. But it’s not too late for you to come aboard. We could use you. Pin everything on Moringer. We could do it.”
“Shut up.” Cooper kept the gun to the back of Diaz’s skull and patted him down. She finally found a phone and flipped it open. It had a signal, and she searched through the recent numbers. There weren’t any she recognized.
Diaz tried to turn around, but Cooper forced him to keep his eyes in front of him and his hands in the air. “You move, and I kill you.”
“What about shooting me when you’re looking at me, huh?” Diaz asked. “What happened to that, Coop?”
Cooper spun him around, the lines on her face twisted with the dirt and grime that she’d collected over the past few days. “I don’t have any qualms about shooting a corrupt agent.” She kept the pistol aimed at his forehead. “Where’s the real exchange happening?”
Diaz remained silent, but then Cooper increased the pressure on Diaz’s forehead with the end of the pistol. “The old boat dock where the captain arrived when we got that call. That’s where they’re meeting.”
The phone rang, and Cooper’s eyes flitted to it long enough for Diaz to make a grab for the pistol, twisting her arm as she fired randomly into the wall. Diaz shook the pistol loose then jammed his elbow into her face, causing her to stumble backward.
Cooper reached around for the pistol on her back, but Diaz was already on her, knocking it down before she had a chance to aim. He then lunged for the pistol on the floor, but she quickly followed, landing on top of him, and spun him around, bringing her fist into the bridge of his nose, which sounded with a loud crack upon contact. Blood gushed from Diaz’s nostrils and flowed down his lips and chin. He blocked the next blow Cooper tried to land then twisted her off, and the two rolled over one another.
Elbows, knees, shoulders, and heads banged against the hard concrete as Cooper and Diaz fought. The fatigue was wearing Cooper down, and she wasn’t sure how much longer she’d be able to keep it up. The burn in her muscles reached a fever pitch, and Diaz got the upper hand with a quick strike to her throat, which choked the air out of her.
Diaz had his hand on the gun, and before he turned, Cooper reached for the pistol that she’d dropped earlier. By the time he turned around, she’d fired off five rounds into his chest. He collapsed on his side, blood pouring from the five holes in his shirt as his grip on the pistol loosened.
Cooper dropped the gun. She was hyperventilating. She clutched the wall, the ground, tried to push herself up, but couldn’t get the jelly out of her legs. “Christ.” She shut her eyes hard, gathering her thoughts and what strength she had left.
If Dylan was going into the exchange alone, then he wouldn’t stand a chance, and with a dead agent on her hands, as well as the one witness who had actually seen Perry himself gone, Cooper’s only hope was to get to Dylan. And she had to hurry.



 
***
Dylan checked his watch incessantly, but each time he did, time seemed to crawl to a halt. He pulled the pair of binoculars to his eyes once more and scanned the marina. The docks were completely empty, and the parking lot was in the same shape. The police tape was still up from the investigation.
Mark kept a steady hand on the ship’s wheel, while Dylan was preoccupied. “He’ll show up, Dylan. Remember, he wants this just as bad as you do.” The old man’s words attempted to be reassuring, but Dylan found little solace in them.
“Keep us close to the peninsula. It’ll give us a good barrier if things turn south.” Dylan checked his binoculars one more time then watched a car pull into the parking lot, then a second. Dylan gripped the binoculars tighter, the plastic casing creaking from the increased pressure. He waited for someone to get out of the vehicle, but once the cars were parked, no one moved. They were going to wait until he showed.
Dylan tossed the binoculars aside and descended into the cabin. He gathered up the nuclear computer chips but left the one item that Perry had asked him to collect personally below deck. He loaded the revolver along with some extra rounds and tucked it into the back of his pants. He caught his hand shaking when he flung the strap of his pack over his shoulder. He squeezed it a few times, trying to calm the nerves wreaking havoc on his body.
Don’t give him what he wants until Sean is safe. Dylan repeated that to himself over and over like a mantra until the tremor in his hand stopped. When he came out of the cabin and stepped onto the deck, Mark already had the small raft waiting for him.
“Water and rations are in the cooler.” Mark gestured toward the back, his voice rough and throaty. It got that way whenever the old man tried to hide his emotions. “Wasn’t sure really how much to give, but you’ve got at least two days’ worth. Just in case it gets bad.”
Dylan wrapped the old man in a hug, being mindful of the stitches around Mark’s stomach. “Thank you. For everything.”
Mark clapped Dylan on the back and nodded. “If you’re not at the spot by nightfall, I’ll head to the police like you said. I’ve got everything written down in the statement verbatim.”
Dylan lowered himself into the rickety canoe, and it wobbled back and forth. He grabbed the oar and started paddling, cutting through the light chop on the bay. Dylan figured Perry would assume he would arrive by sea, so he kept a watchful eye for any ships in the distance. So far, the coast was clear.
It took nearly an hour to make it to the south of the marina. Dylan tucked the canoe under the cover of bushes and left it. He kept his feet as light as he could on the way to the docks, still being mindful of whoever could be close by. Perry wouldn’t take this meeting without taking precautions, and Dylan kept a lookout for any men he may have stationed along the shoreline to watch for him.
Dylan emerged from the brush next to the marina and stepped out onto the parking lot. The moment his foot hit the pavement, the men in the two sedans opened their car doors. Perry was among them, getting out of the back seat, and Dylan froze near the edge of the lot, waiting for his son to show. “Where’s Sean?”
Perry nodded to one of his men, who then pulled Sean out of the car. His mouth was taped shut, and he had restraints around his wrists. “Your son is here, alive, and in one piece. Now, where are my computer chips?”
Dylan peeled the bag off his back and lifted it into the air. “This is half. You’ll get the other half when both my son and I are safe, far from here. I’ll send you the coordinates where you can pick them up.”
Perry smiled and walked past his guards, closer to where Dylan stood. “But what about the rest of your family? I think you would want to trade for them as well.”
A cold shiver rippled through Dylan’s body, and his stomach felt like it dropped to his feet. His mouth went dry, and his face turned a pale white. Perry couldn’t have the rest of his family. Evelyn had left, along with Mary and Peter. He was bluffing.
Perry gave another nod to one of his men, and when Evelyn was pulled from the second car, the bag in Dylan’s hand dropped to the pavement. Dylan stumbled forward then reached for the revolver around his back, cocked the hammer back, and aimed it right at Perry.
The terrorists immediately drew their weapons, but Perry quickly held up his hand, stopping them from firing. “You’re playing a game you were never equipped to handle, Captain. You’ve had your moment, but now it’s time for you to end this nonsense.”
The henchmen huddled both Evelyn and Sean together. They shivered, and Dylan heard moans cry out from the gags over their mouths. This couldn’t be happening.
“So.” Perry clapped his hands together and walked back over to Evelyn and Sean. He stood behind them and placed one hand on one of each of their shoulders. “Which one do you want first? Or I’m even willing to make an exchange for all of them at the same time. That, of course, would be more preferable. But you’re the one running the show.”
Even if Dylan handed over everything he had, he knew Perry wouldn’t hold up his end of the deal. He looked out to sea, hoping that Mark was already on his way to the pickup location. He knew what Evelyn would want him to do. “You give me Sean now, and I’ll give you the other half of the chips when I’ve put him somewhere safe.”
“Safe.” Perry echoed the word like a parrot. “That’s all you think about. It’s what everyone’s world revolves around. Safety. None of you have any idea that it’s an illusion. You fear the unknown and shriek and cower at anything that doesn’t fall into your routine.” Perry crouched low, pretending to be afraid of some imaginary creature, then regained his composure. “Your life, despite everything you do to keep yourself safe, can end at any moment. A car accident, a criminal, a plane crash.” He stopped and made sure that Dylan could see him. “A storm.” A smile curved onto Perry’s face, and he tousled the top of Sean’s head, messing his greasy hair. “Does your middle child ever ask about his older brother, I wonder? What happened to him when he and his father were out to sea?”
Dylan took a step forward. “Shut up! Give me my son, and you get what you want. The drop-off for the second half will work the same, only you’ll give me Evelyn on that exchange. Now let him go!” Each time Perry’s hand grazed Sean, Dylan felt knives cutting into him. “That was the deal, Perry. And even if you kill all of us now, my partner will be making a beeline to the nearest police station and telling them everything about you. And whatever you hoped to accomplish will have been for nothing.”
Perry’s mocking smile vanished, and he gripped the top of Sean’s head more violently. “And your family will remember how you failed them again. You will lose yet another son, and then your wife, and then I will find your daughter and kill her as well. You are no man, Captain. You cannot protect your family, you cannot stop what I’ve set into motion, and you will not beat me. Do you understand? I will win. You will lose. There is no other outcome!”
Before Dylan could reply, gunshots thundered from behind him, and he dropped to the pavement. Perry’s henchmen immediately returned fire into the direction where the shots originated. With his stomach still flat on the ground, Dylan squeezed the trigger of the revolver, adding to the chaos around him, hitting one of the terrorists in the chest, before he jumped behind the cover of the trees.
Dylan looked through the bushes and saw his son thrown back into the car, but Perry had taken his wife and put a gun to her head, using her as a human shield. The gunfire stopped, and when Dylan tried to step out from behind the cover of the trees, a hand yanked him backward, and he was suddenly staring down the barrel of a pistol.
“Don’t move,” Cooper said, her finger on the trigger.
“Wrong move, Captain!” Perry’s words echoed from across the parking lot, while Cooper pressed the gun hard to Dylan’s forehead.
“You don’t understand what you’re doing,” Dylan said, his breathing violent and short. “They’re going to kill my family for this.”
“Not unless you still have those computer chips,” Cooper answered.
Dylan tried turning his head to look around, but Cooper forced him to keep his eyes on her. She pulled him to his feet and slammed him back up against the side of the tree. The pressure from the gun on his forehead felt like it was going to cave his skull in. “Let me go.”
“No,” Cooper said. “Last time I trusted you, I ended up getting shot at. You shouldn’t have tried to do this alone, Dylan. It was a dumb decision.”
Perry’s voice boomed again. “Last chance. If I can’t convince you to come out, then maybe she can.”
Evelyn’s scream was the first thing Dylan heard, a series of nonsensical words. Dylan managed to finally turn enough to see Evelyn in the parking lot. Her hair was wild and the skin around her mouth red and raw from the tape that Perry had peeled off. “Just save Sean, Dylan. Save him.”
Dylan watched the tears stream down her face, and her head cocked to the side from the pressure of Perry’s gun. Dylan struggled against Cooper’s hold. “Perry! You let her go! Now!”
“Make a move, and I’ll have thirty agents here in no time, Perry,” Cooper said, adding to the threats.
“Ah, Agent Cooper, I was wondering why I hadn’t heard from Diaz. I’m sure it was hard to gun down your partner, but I’m pleased to see that at least not everyone in the DEA is worthless. I should’ve tried recruiting you instead.”
Dylan saw his revolver near the edge of the pavement, where he’d dropped it on his run for cover. He could make a dash for it, knock Cooper down, and try and make a run for Evelyn. Even if he died, Sean still might live, Perry using Sean as his last bargaining chip once it was revealed who and what he was. No. He’d still kill Sean, complete with a smile on his face when he did.
“The chips, Captain. Now!” Perry said.
Cooper pulled Dylan’s face back to hers. “Dylan, listen to me. This isn’t the way to go. We can still get your family back, but the moment you give up your bargaining chip, they’re dead, and so are we.”
“I still have half of them with Mark,” Dylan replied. “Perry still won’t have all of them.”
“But it’ll be too late by then! He’ll still have enough to kill millions, and you don’t think he won’t? There’s a better way, Dylan. My life is on the line just as much as your family’s. Let me help you.”
“You have to the count of three,” Perry said. “One!”
Dylan squirmed against Cooper, shoving his hand into her face, forcing her to drop the gun to use all the strength she could to stop him. Both fell to the ground, rolling over one another, each trying to get the upper hand, the fatigue of struggle burning in their weary muscles.
“Two!”
Perry’s words sounded like gunshots firing into the air. Dylan kneed Cooper in the stomach, and he dug his hand into the dirt, clawing his way forward until Cooper grabbed him by the leg and pulled him backward. He kicked at her violently, catching her in the chin, and scrambled forward, the gun in sight, with Perry and Evelyn in the background.
Dylan watched Perry mouth the word three, but couldn’t remember hearing it. The only sound that filled his ears was the gunshot that killed Evelyn. He watched the explosion of the bullet exit the side of her head and her body drop to the ground then looked up to see Perry’s smile as Dylan wrapped his fingers around the revolver, aimed, and repeatedly squeezed the trigger, bullets flying from the barrel and connecting with the sedan that Perry had climbed into.
The terrorists alongside Perry fired back, a blanket of lead aimed for Dylan. He tried rising to his feet, but Cooper had grabbed hold of his ankles, pulling his feet from under him, and dragged him backward into the cover of the trees. The click of the hammer signaled that the revolver was empty, and the only sound that echoed from Dylan once the bullets were gone were his screams.



Chapter 11
By the time Perry arrived back at the warehouse, his patience had worn thin. While he still had the boy, the incompetence of Diaz and the pest of a bitch who was Cooper had pushed another thorn into his side, leaving him to dig it out himself.
The moment Perry stepped out of the car, he knew something was wrong. Sefkh, along with a large group of his lieutenants, marched toward him as one of the terrorists carried a lifeless Sean out of the car. The boy had seen Perry shoot his mother and since that moment had gone catatonic. Perry suspected the shock was just too much. “What is this? You should be in Chicago by now.”
“I need to speak with you.” Sefkh’s voice had authority to it, something that didn’t sit well with Perry. “Now.”
But Perry played it off calmly, leading Sefkh and his lieutenants into the small, makeshift office toward the middle of the warehouse floor. Along the way, he took inventory of how many men had joined Sefkh and the number of men who had stayed neutral on the sidelines as he passed. Once inside the office, Perry took a seat and casually leaned back in his chair, as if nothing were wrong or amiss. “What is it, Sefkh?”
“My brother-in-law. I want to know what you’re doing to get him back.” Sefkh’s English was thick and slurred in his frustration. “He is family, and I will have him returned to me. Dead or alive.”
Perry reached for a paperclip on the desk and twirled it between his fingers. “I can’t order his release, Sefkh. You know that, and Kasaika knew that when he got involved in this. What we’re doing is a risk, and with risk comes consequences of failure. Kasaika is dealing with that consequence now.”
Sefkh puffed up, while the men around him fidgeted nervously. “It was you who used the boat captain. Keeping his son here has led to this disaster. This consequence is on you.”
Perry had twisted the paperclip to where the edges pointed outward and the thin piece of metal had been lengthened into a single metal strip. “So what would your solution be, Sefkh, since my methods are so outdated and faulty?”
Sefkh straightened himself, no doubt having waited for the moment when Perry would ask. “We kill the boy.”
Perry raised his eyebrows and pressed his fingertip against the small metal tip of the clip. “And what would this accomplish?”
“The boy is all the boat captain wants. You take away what he wants most, and he will break. Once that happens, we’ll have what we need, and then we can have Kasaika returned to us.”
“Unless he destroys what we need once he learns his boy is dead,” Perry retorted. “But if this is what you think is best.” Perry rose, the paperclip still in his hand, then exited the office, heading for the shipping container that acted as Sean’s prison, with Sefkh and his men in tow.
Every eye was on Perry and the group as they walked across the warehouse floor. Perry opened the large metal door, and it swung and smacked into the wall. “Come here, boy.” Perry extended his hand as Sean cowered in the back.
Sean slowly made his way into the light, his face morphing from the darkness until he was standing right next to Perry. The boy said nothing, showed no emotion. He just simply stood and awaited whatever fate would befall him.
“I won’t have the boy killed with a bullet,” Perry said. “I’ll only accept a blade.” Perry looked to the hilt of the knife tucked into Sefkh’s belt, and Sefkh’s eyes slowly followed Perry’s gaze.
“So be it.” Sefkh pulled the knife from his belt and approached the boy, raising the knife, and just before he lunged to grab Sean, Perry shoved the boy out of the way and jammed the end of the paperclip into the pulsing vein along Sefkh’s neck then viciously dragged it down, tearing a gash in the artery at least two inches long.
The knife fell from Sefkh’s hand, and blood spurted from the vein, squirting through his fingers that tried to staunch the blood flood. He collapsed to his knees, gurgling for help, spitting curses in his native tongue with his eyes locked on Perry.
With their commander writhing on the floor, the other terrorists raised their guns but looked to one another with confusion, fear.
Perry dropped the paperclip and shoved the boy back inside his cell and locked the door. He stepped over Sefkh’s dead body and the pool of blood that had collected on the floor. Sefkh’s hand still twitched in what last seconds of life remained then stopped.
The terrorists around Perry took a step back and lowered their guns. He made sure to raise his voice for everyone to hear. “This is what happens when you lose sight of the bigger goal. And I will not tolerate a lack of vision.”
The entire warehouse floor had gone silent, everyone looking at Sefkh’s body. “You all know who has provided you with guns, with ammo, with provisions and bombs. Me!” Perry pointed to Sefkh’s body on the ground. “Not him! Does anyone else have a problem with my objective?”
The floor remained silent, a few shaking their heads but none speaking up or showing any sign of dissention. Perry nodded in approval. “Good. Now, do what you must with the body. Give him his prayers, put his bones in the earth. Then we will finish what we started. We will burn this country to the ground. We will give every person who calls themselves a citizen and a patriot a pain beyond anything they’ve experienced in their entire lives!”
Cheers echoed through the warehouse, and the place was suddenly alive with a fervor that had been nothing a few minutes ago. Perry closed his eyes and listened to the rage and anger that coursed through the men’s bones. This was his orchestra, and he was bringing every note to life.



 
***
It took Cooper nearly an hour to finally coax out where Dylan was scheduled to meet Mark for the pickup. Once she finally got it out of him, she left him alone, which Dylan wasn’t sure if he wanted or not. He walked onto the boat like a ghost, Mark looking at him, talking, but Dylan couldn’t understand what he was saying. He just went below deck and sat down at the small table used for meals.
Cold. That’s what Dylan felt. And empty. Like all of his insides had been carved out and stolen. He rested his head on his hands and just tried to focus on breathing, but with each inhale and exhale, he saw the bullet that entered Evelyn’s head and each scream that preceded it.
Despite what had happened in the past, Dylan had loved her fiercely. He knew that if Zack had never died the way he had, they would have stayed together. He knew what he transformed into after their son’s death. He was distant, drunk, and bitter. Bitter about why it happened to him.
Dylan couldn’t count the number of nights that he cursed himself, cursed the world, cursed whatever God had allowed these things to happen. It wasn’t justice. It wasn’t fair. Nothing about the pain he’d experienced over the past three years made any sense. What men had thought they’d erected in the name of justice and order was nothing more than a façade that tumbled down at a moment’s whim.
“Hey.” Mark took a step down into the cabin, his head tilted to the side beneath the low ceiling. He walked slowly, but Dylan wasn’t sure if that was because he was still hurting from his gunshot wound or if he was trying to take his time to think of something to say. No doubt Cooper had filled him in on what happened.
Dylan scratched the top of his right hand mindlessly. “We should head out for a few miles and make anchor. Figure out a plan tomorrow.”
Mark sat across from Dylan at the table, settling himself into a comfortable position. “We’ll get him back, Captain. We will. You still have the computer chips. He knows that he’ll have to keep Sean alive. And what happened with Evelyn—”
“How are we on fuel?”
Mark shook his head. “Dylan, you need to take a second for yourself, you need—”
“We have to be running low.” Dylan finally noticed the scratching of his hand and stopped. “We’ll have to take a look at the maps, see what ports along the coast would be good to stop at, restock on supplies.”
Mark grabbed Dylan’s wrist and squeezed hard. “Dylan. Look at me. You need to talk about this. You withdrew into yourself when Zack died. You can’t do that again. It’s not healthy, and you need to have all your wits to get Sean back. So whatever you need to say to get into that space, say it now and be done with it.” Mark flung Dylan’s wrist back to him and took a moment to catch his breath.
Somewhere, underneath the armored layers of denial, self-loathing, and pain, Dylan knew Mark was right. “The last time I spoke with her, there was so much hate. I had never been so angry at her like I was then, not even when we were still married or through the divorce. I saw just how much pain I’d caused her, how much she had been hurt by me, and all I could think about was inflicting more pain on her. I wanted her to hurt as bad as I hurt. That was the last memory she had of me. That’s what I am.”
“That’s bullshit, and you know it,” Mark replied. “Whatever was said wasn’t from any rational standpoint. You were both hurting. You were both afraid. It wasn’t real, Dylan. None of it was. You two may have divorced, but she still loved you, and you loved her. You created three beautiful children, and one of them was taken far too soon. But you have a chance here. You have an opportunity to make sure that Evelyn didn’t sacrifice herself for nothing.”
“He’s right.” Cooper stood at the cabin’s entrance, blocking out the moonlight from above. “I went to see her yesterday, and when I showed up, Perry’s goons decided to make an appearance. They were after her. I tried getting her out, but she ran back to them so she could go and be with Sean, to make sure that if someone had to die, it was her. Make that death mean something.”
Dylan touched the now very tan flesh where his wedding ring used to sit. The gold band was still somewhere at his house, tucked away in a box full of old items from his marriage with Evelyn. He’d only stopped wearing it six months ago, long after the divorce was finalized. He looked to Cooper. “You still have any way of getting in contact with the DEA?”
“There’s one guy, but I can’t be positive he’s not in Perry’s pocket, too,” Cooper answered.
“Call him anyway. We don’t have a lot of options at this point. And unless you can convince your guy to have a full show of force, then tell him not to bother. If we can’t capture Perry, then we’ll have to expose him. Have you found anything else in regard to proof?”
“No. The one witness I had who could have identified him in bribing the harbormaster was killed by my partner. Perry’s reach is deep, Dylan. All we have to go on right now is the computer chips.”
“And this.” Dylan picked up the piece of hardware that he’d stolen specifically on Perry’s instructions and tossed it over to Cooper.
She rolled it over in her hands. “What is it?”
“I don’t know, but Perry wants it more than the other stuff. I don’t know if it’s true, but he told me that he hadn’t told anyone else on the mission about that device. Regardless, whatever it is, it must be important.”
“I’ll make some calls.”
Dylan handed her the satellite phone, and she ascended to the deck. He wondered what the DEA would ask in return. With Dylan’s face on every federal most-wanted list in every agency across the country, he could guess what they’d want. “Mark, if I don’t get Sean back, I won’t make it out of this alive.” He watched Mark’s face turn white then a fierce red as he tried to dismiss Dylan’s words. “Peter’s a good man. Mary will be well taken care of. But I’ll need you to keep an eye on her, make sure she’s okay. She’ll need a familiar face if things get worse.”
“You need to quit talking like that, you hear me? You’re going to make it out of this. Sean is going to make it out of this, and the two of you are going to live long after this old man is dead.”
Dylan wanted to believe Mark. He wanted to believe that they’d overcome, but he still wasn’t sure what that would cost him. The night Zack had died when they were stuck in the cabin, with the boat capsized, a small portion of him believed that his son died so that he could live. Evelyn died so Sean could live. Death always seemed charge one life for another. But Dylan didn’t know what Death’s price would be this time.



Chapter 12
It wasn’t a large group that showed up, but those who were there, Cooper vouched for personally. The director of the DEA sat across the small table and watched Dylan as he looked over the paperwork they’d typed up. “We’ll make sure you’re in solitary and that you have ample opportunities to visit your children, Mr. Turk.”
Minimum security. Life in prison. Visitation rights. All of it was there, in addition to Director Moringer’s signature and that of the Massachusetts attorney general, who’d even made the effort for the trip to see Dylan in person.
“I can assure you that these terms will hold up, Mr. Turk.” The attorney general was a skinny man and somehow managed to look like he was balding even with hair covering his entire head. It looked thin, like a stiff wind would be able to scatter each individual hair like dandelion fluff. “The public eye will hate you for a while, but once the trial is over and you’re locked up, you’ll be forgotten.”
Except for in the eyes of my children. Sean and Mary would also carry the weight of the accusations made in court and the inevitable conviction. His stained name would become theirs, but at least they would be alive, and Dylan considered that better than the alternative.
Dylan set the papers down and rubbed his face. “I sign once Sean is out of Perry’s hands and far away from any place Perry can reach.”
Moringer looked to the attorney general, who nodded in agreement. “We already have a unit that picked up your daughter and your ex-wife’s husband, Peter. He’ll be listed as the primary guardian once you’ve been charged.”
“Is there anyone else you would like to have partial custody of your children, Mr. Turk?” the attorney general asked.
“Yes. Mark Hurley. Make sure he has visitation rights and that Peter can’t block him out of seeing them,” Dylan answered. If he was going to be behind bars, then the knowledge that there was someone looking out for his kids in addition to Peter would make the time a little easier.
“We’ll add that in for the final draft.” The attorney general picked up the papers and tucked them into his briefcase. “For the record, Mr. Turk, I don’t think there is a father in this country who wouldn’t have tried to do what you’ve done to protect their children. I have two of my own, and I would hope I’d have the resolve you’ve shown.”
The attorney’s consolation did little to ease Dylan’s nerves. He wasn’t doing this to set out to be a martyr for fathers or set some shining example of grit. There was an overwhelming debt that needed to be paid, and this was the only way he knew how to pay it. And if it meant his life, then so be it.
Now, with the support of the DEA, the only thing left to do was contact Perry, set up a time and place, and prepare for the exchange. Neither Dylan nor his newfound allies were sure what Perry would find out about their deal. They assumed that with Moringer allocating much of his resources, something would tip Perry off, but they had no idea how much of that information would be passed along to Perry or who was still working for him.
It was odd watching the officials know just about as much as what Dylan had. For the longest time, he’d always assumed that the government knew everything, tapped into their homes, their lives, corrupt and cruel. But in the end, those establishments were only made up of men. Men who experienced fear and doubt, men susceptible to greed and the faults of power. They were not the figures Dylan had expected. They were only the shells of men he’d once thought they were. And this altercation with Perry could mean the death of many of them, perhaps all of them if they failed.



 
***
The schematics and maps were scattered over Perry’s desk. He’d used every last bit of intelligence and influence he had to try and locate whether the Navy or Air Force had any other prototypes in existence like the one that Dylan had taken, and so far, he’d found none.
Perry crumpled one of the maps in his hand angrily and threw it against the wall in frustration. He gritted his teeth and collapsed into his chair. He hated the limitation his position offered. He should have pushed farther, faster. He could have done it; there were a number of times when he could have easily fallen into the director’s chair for Homeland, but the risk was too great, and he needed to stay under the radar to avoid scrutiny.
The climb to power was often messy and degrading. Slugging your way through the muck and grime, looking to that circle of light in the sky. There was nothing glamorous about it, which was why Perry had done so well.
The superficial gods and vices that so many of his peers had worshiped had dulled the blades that were their minds. They focused on clothes, hair, cars, houses, jewelry, phones, watches, anything that flashed, shiny things that caught their eye and were just as easily discarded once something new was seen.
The scars that covered more than eighty percent of Perry’s body were the only things that seemed to catch the eyes of the people that he came into contact with over the years. There were times when he could still feel the heat. He’d close his eyes, and the flames would dance around him, licking his skin and singeing whatever clothes he wore.
Perry unbuttoned the collar of his shirt, loosened his tie, and grabbed the bottled water on his desk. He drained half of it, and then his phone rang. The caller ID was the same satellite phone that Dylan had used before. “I was wondering when you’d reach out.”
“I don’t have anything else to offer you except the computer chips and my life. If both are needed for my son’s freedom, then so be it.”
“Straight to business, I see. Did it surprise you, Captain? What you felt when you watched your ex-wife die? Did you reminisce about all the good years? All of the times you laughed? All of the times you were happy?”
“I’ll text you the locations where you’ll drop off Sean and where you’ll meet me. They’ll both be at the same time. Once I hear that Sean is safe, you’ll have what you want.”
“You know, I’ve heard rumblings of Director Moringer of the DEA putting together a unit. I wonder what that’s for?”
“You’ll have the locations and times within the hour. If you do not comply, the deal is off, and other avenues will be taken.”
The call ended, and Perry tossed the phone onto the desk, smiling. The captain was broken but still trying to put the pieces back together. Perry knew that Cooper would go to Moringer; it was the only play that they had left, but the moment Perry showed up, they’d have the evidence they needed to seal their case. There was no longer any room for failure.



 
***
Cooper strapped a bulletproof vest around Dylan’s bare chest before he pulled his shirt on. Dylan tucked the pistol into the ankle holster then pulled his jeans down around to cover it. Dozens of DEA agents were going through similar preparations: loading weapons, looking over maps, strapping on helmets, Kevlar, and any other piece of protective gear they had.
“Everything feel all right?” Cooper asked, giving him a look over.
“Yeah.” The Kevlar felt a little bulky and tight under his shirt, but he was able to get used to it quickly enough. Once Cooper was fitted, the two of them walked over to join Moringer with a group of officers. Moringer was pointing to different locations on the map.
“From what we’ve seen so far in regard to tactics, the terrorists seem to have some military training,” Moringer said. “With that in mind, we should expect them to be prepared for an assault and for any attempt on our end will be met with deadly force.”
“What about the team to pick up Sean?” Dylan asked.
“Agent Cooper will be handling your son’s extraction.”
It wasn’t what Dylan had expected. When he turned around, Cooper finished loading the magazine into the rifle then slung the strap over her shoulder.
“I’ll make sure he comes home alive, Dylan,” Cooper said. “You have my word.”
Dylan gave a light nod, and then Moringer checked his watch. “We’ve got at least a two-hour drive before we get on site, and I’d like to show up before Perry and his men do. Tell your men we’re rolling out, and do not let them engage until we have confirmation of Dylan’s son in our custody.”
Dylan picked up the computer chip and the other small device for the exchange and watched Cooper climb into a separate truck to head to Sean’s site. The doors to the back of his own closed, and the truck lurched forward. The trip felt longer than the scheduled two hours. When they arrived, the sun was still up.
The location was a small field surrounded by trees. The field was barren with the exception of a small bench and a lone tree placed right in the middle. Moringer wouldn’t allow Dylan out until everything was in place, and even then it was only to stand outside of the vehicle.
One of the DEA agents outfitted a small radio into Dylan’s left ear and did a communications check so Dylan could hear what was happening with his son. Dylan gave a thumbs-up, and the agent left him alone. He stood there by the truck, his weight shifting on his feet until the sun went down, and Moringer gave word that a caravan of vehicles was on its way.
Dylan sat under the tree, on the slanted bench, and ran his fingers along the rough wood nervously. When his heart pounded, it sounded like a thumping echo in his head. His eyes slowly adjusted to the dark night, and Moringer’s voice whispered in his ear.
“Five vans just pulled onto the road. Stand by.”
The headlights glowed from the vehicles through the trees then flooded the open field as they turned off the dirt and onto the grass. All five pairs of lights shone on Dylan, and he held up his hands and squinted from the brightness.
Car doors slammed shut, and a shadow blocked one of the headlights. Dylan lowered his arm, and while he couldn’t see the man’s face, he already knew who it was.
“You look well, Captain,” Perry said, walking over and joining Dylan on the bench. He leaned back. “Better than I thought you would, considering the circumstances.”
“We have a visual confirmation on your son,” Moringer said. “Cooper is almost in position for the trade.”
Dylan tried to look between the vans at the shadows of the men standing outside. The weight of the pistol at his ankle felt clunky and heavy. “Once I hear that my son’s safe, you’ll have what you want.”
“Will I?” Perry asked. “How many men did Moringer bring? Hmm? Twenty? Thirty? It won’t make a difference.” Perry picked at his fingernails. “I suppose I could just ask.” He leaned in close to Dylan and spoke loudly. “I hope you’re well, Moringer!” Perry leaned away and threw his head back and laughed.
“You’re not getting anything until I hear that my son is safe,” Dylan repeated, trying to cut through the maniac’s laughter.
“Did you ever stop to ask yourself why, Captain?” Perry asked, the fit of laughter dying down. “Why you? Out of all the ships, out of all the people who go out on the water every day, who live here, who have done things more terrible than you could ever think of, why did I pick you?”
“Pick me?” Dylan asked.
Moringer whispered in Dylan’s ear. “Cooper is about to engage in transition. Stand by.” A light rumble echoed in the distance. Dylan looked into the night sky, but Perry seemed oblivious to the noise.
“If I were in your position, I would be asking myself that question,” Perry said. “But perhaps Agent Cooper didn’t have a chance to tell you everything she found. The harbormaster who ignored your Coast Guard call? How convenient it was when the terrorists came right into your path?”
The noise thundered again, growing louder, constant. Dylan shifted his foot closer to his body. His hand gently pulled up the denim of his pant leg. “You did all of this? Why?”
“Now, there’s a good question for you to ponder while you’re rotting in your jail cell.”
The rumble in the distance was unavoidable now, and Dylan’s earpiece had gone wild with shouts and screams. Gunfire immediately erupted from the tree line where Moringer and his men were stationed, and Dylan had sprinted to the other side of the tree by the bench when he felt two quick thumps slam into his back. He stumbled forward into the grass and dirt, still holding the bag with the gear inside. He reached for the pistol at his ankle and fired into the darkness behind him.
Dylan crawled backward, listening to the popping gunfire try and break through the roar of whatever was above them. Dylan looked up and saw the flashing lights of planes and then watched the surrounding trees light up with fire that circled the entire field, orange flames contrasting against the night sky, while smoke billowed and blocked the stars above. Drifting embers danced and swirled in the wind, popping and crackling as fire consumed the woods.
Even from the distance, Dylan felt the heat from the flames, and the radio in his ear went silent. He pushed himself to his feet, his back aching from the bullets, but the Kevlar seemed to have done its job. The case with the chips was still gripped in one hand, while the other held the pistol.
The flames illuminated the field, but Dylan could find neither Perry nor his men. “Moringer? Moringer, can you hear me? Cooper? Anyone!” He tried to remember if Cooper had gotten his son, but he wasn’t sure if Moringer had said Sean was safe or not before the shooting started.
A blow landed across the back of Dylan’s head before he had a chance to think about it further, and he fell to the ground face first, and both the bag and the pistol fell from his grip. Disoriented, he managed to push himself to all fours, but before he could reach for the gun, Perry stepped on his wrist, aiming a pistol in his face.
“It’s a powerful force, fire,” Perry said. “Hot enough that it can melt the strongest steel and has the potential to ravage the entire earth, turning it into nothing but a pile of ash.” Perry looked to the tree line, the flames’ reflection flickering in his eyes. “It’s a distinct smell, the burning of human flesh. Once you smell it, you’re never able to get it out of your nose. It just… lingers there. You can taste it in everything you eat and drink for days, weeks afterward. I’d imagine Moringer and most of his men have burned out by now.” He turned back to Dylan, the pistol still in his hands. “It’s an unimaginable pain, Captain. One that you’re fortunate to never have to experience. But then again, you’ve had your share of pain over the years.”
Dylan yanked his hand free, but Perry took a step back when Dylan tried to grab for him then laughed when he fell into the dirt once more.
“Yours truly is the saddest story,” Perry said. “So close to the life you wanted, only to have it ripped away from you, then forced to watch as it disintegrates in your own hands.”
“Your scars, you think they hurt when you got them?” Dylan asked, rising from the ground, wiping the dirt from his face that had clumped among the sweat. “Put that gun down, and I’ll show you what pain is.”
“You’re done, Captain.” Perry’s smile vanished from his face as he clutched the bag of computer chips to his chest and lined up his shot. His finger was on the trigger, and just before his muscle jerked the trigger back, gunfire exploded behind him.
Dylan shuddered, and Perry spun around. It was only for a half second but enough for Dylan to lunge and tackle him to the ground. The combined weight of their bodies smacked against the compact earth with a thud, and the two rolled on top of each other a few times over.
Dylan gripped Perry’s throat, squeezing the flesh between his fingers, and then reached for the gun that Perry held just out of reach. Perry kneed Dylan in the stomach, but the Kevlar blocked most of the blow. Dylan kept reaching for the pistol, his fingertips grazing the composite of the gun.
Finally, Dylan had one hand on the pistol, but then a sharp spasm of pain shot up his thigh, and his grip on both the gun and Perry’s neck loosened. He looked down, and Perry’s hand twisted the knife deeper into Dylan’s thigh, the handle the only part of the knife visible. Dylan cried out, and Perry punched him across the face.
The gunfire grew closer, and Dylan rolled on the ground, his hand gingerly touching the knife, but even the slightest graze triggered a spasm of pain. Blood gushed up from the fabric of his pant leg and rolled down the side of his thigh. He gritted his teeth and heard the sound of feet rushing behind him. He quickly turned his head, waiting for Perry to finish him off, but instead he saw the face of Director Moringer, with a handful of men.
“Dylan! Are you all right?”
Dylan gripped Moringer’s collar, pulling him close. He started to feel lightheaded and was having trouble concentrating. “My son.” He grunted, suddenly feeling cold despite the still-raging fire that surrounded him. “Did my son—”
“Cooper got him out. They’re en route to a safe house now to meet with Peter and your daughter.”
What was left of Dylan’s strength left him, and he let go of Moringer’s collar and fell back into the grass. He watched the flames dancing in the night air as his eyes slowly closed. And for a moment, in the thick of the trees burning, he could have sworn he saw Perry, walking casually through the forest, fire all around him, and turning back to look at Dylan with a smile across his face.



Chapter 13
Dylan awoke with a stiff soreness in his leg that seemed to quickly spread to the rest of his body. He looked down at the tubes and wires attached to him and the thin hospital gown that covered him. When he moved his left arm, it was suddenly pulled back, and he noticed the cuffs around his wrist.
The heart monitor beeped faster as Dylan looked around the room. Another empty bed was to his left along with a curtain and a window that had its blinds drawn. Through the window in the door, he saw the shoulder of a police officer. “Hey.” His voice cracked and barely left as a whisper. He cleared it then tried again. “Hey!” He jangled the cuffs around his wrist, and the officer turned to look back then motioned for someone to enter.
It was Cooper. “Good to see you awake.”
“Sean. Where’s—”
Cooper held up her hand. “He’s fine. He’s down the hall, with Mary and Peter.”
Dylan rested his head back onto the pillow, the pain in his body numbing. “Do they… Have they watched the news?”
“They don’t know your involvement other than you helped save Sean,” Cooper answered.
But it wouldn’t be like that for much longer. Once the charges were filed and he was thrown behind bars, his children wouldn’t be hidden from those truths forever. “I want to see them.”
“You will, but the attorney general wants to change a few items on your deal. There’s been a few developments.”
“I don’t care. I’ll sign whatever he wants. Just let me see my kids.”
Cooper nodded then unlocked the cuffs around his wrist. “I’ll bring them in.”
Dylan sat up and tried to get out of bed, but his leg wouldn’t have it. He fidgeted anxiously, and when the door opened and both Sean and Mary stepped in, his eyes itched, reddened, and his throat caught. They sprinted to him on the bed and jumped up and wrapped their arms around him. It felt like his leg was going to explode, but the pain was worth it. “Are you guys okay?”
Mary pulled her head back and smiled, but Sean kept his face buried in Dylan’s chest. He kissed the top of his son’s head, and he felt the boy start to weep. His small body vibrated against Dylan’s chest. Dylan squeezed him tighter. “It’s okay, son. You’re safe now. I promise.”
Dylan looked over to Cooper, who gave a smile then disappeared, leaving him alone with his children. He wasn’t sure how much longer he had with them, but he was going to savor every second of it.



 
***
Cooper made her way into the makeshift conference room where Moringer, the director of Homeland, and the director of the FBI waited for her. She closed the door behind her and tossed the folder onto the table. “He’ll do whatever we need him to. He’s just happy the kids are safe.”
“Good,” Moringer replied.
The Homeland director knocked the folder off the desk in a fit of anger. “How did this happen? Did he even know what he had? Did he even realize what it was?” He jumped up from his chair and stormed over to the window.
“No one knew what we had,” Moringer said.
The table was scattered with papers stamped Confidential and Prototype. Cooper picked up some that had fallen and restacked them. “How much time do we have?”
“There’s no way to know,” the Homeland director said. “The Navy said that the prototype is functional but hasn’t been fully tested.”
“So it may not even work?” Moringer asked.
“No, it’ll work.” The Homeland director turned from the window, hands on his hips and his body sagging in defeat. “Perry now has the ability to control every nuclear arsenal in the continental United States. And god knows what he’ll do with his finger on the trigger.”



Distressed: Perdition 



Chapter 1
 
The building in downtown Boston had been condemned for more than three years. The windows were shattered; fast food wrappers tumbled along the concrete from the breeze, only stopping when they were caught on broken needles. Rusted rain gutters that ran along the roof’s edges crumbled and sagged. Graffiti sketches stained the walls in an assortment of colors, designs, and symbols.
The early-morning sun mixed with the greys and soft blues of the sky. The air was warm but had yet to reach the sweltering temperatures that would come in the afternoon. Agent Cooper, armored down with Kevlar, combat boots, and an AR-15, crouched at the corner of the building, eyeing the weathered front door with a strike team huddled behind her in similar garb. A second team waited twenty yards to her right, and she gave the nod.
The quick shuffle of feet against the concrete and the light sway of their gear were barely audible in their stealth movements. They kept low, hunched under the line of dirty glass in what remained of the building’s front windows. Cooper came to a stop at the building’s stoop, where both teams converged, then paused.
Cooper flexed her hand in signals, and the squad leader across from her climbed the steps. Cooper flashed another series of signals to the agents behind her, and they nodded in confirmation. The squad took a step back, aiming their rifles at the windows, while the second squad gathered on the steps, ready to pounce through the front door.
Cooper counted them down, and on her signal, gunfire erupted from the rifles behind her. Bullets shattered the windows. The pieces fell like sheets of ice from the side of a glacier, crashing onto the asphalt below.
With Cooper’s squad distracting the side of the building, the second team burst through the door, firing gunshots. With the second team inside, Cooper and her squad quickly followed.
The terrorist cell that occupied the building returned fire, and Cooper ducked behind a brick pillar. Puffs of red dust peppered the air around her from the terrorist’s bullets, and when a lull in the gunfire occurred, she edged around the corner. She lined up one of the terrorists’ heads in her crosshairs then squeezed the trigger.
The terrorist dropped to the floor with the piece of lead firmly lodged in the center of his skull. His brethren slowly retreated to the back of the building, and Cooper watched them try to collect any documents that surrounded them.
With the enemy more concerned about the filing cabinets than with defending their position, Cooper led the charge, swarming over the terrorists like ants attacking a carcass. A group of the Egyptians broke off, heading to the back left corner of the building, but Cooper spotted them. “Don, Ken, with me.”
Worn cubicle walls, desks, and chairs blocked Cooper’s path as she followed the fleeing suspects. Priority number one was capture. A dead terrorist was harder to interrogate. At least that was what the CIA told her.
Cooper stepped around the corner of the hallway, and the moment her boot crossed the threshold, gunfire lit up the corridor. Cooper dove back behind the wall, both Don and Ken stopping with her. She peeked around the wall’s edge and again was met with a barrage of lead. “Grenade.”
Don plucked one of the plump explosives from his belt and handed it to Cooper. She squeezed the lever, pulled the pin, and then chucked it down the hallway. The grenade thumped against the floor and walls, followed by the terrorists’ screams, which were cut short by the explosion that rattled the building.
 
The moment after detonation, Cooper stepped around the corner, drifting through the wafts of smoke, her rifle tucked into the crook of her arm. Two of the terrorists were facedown on the floor, their bodies bloodied. “Check them.”
Don and Ken knelt down and took their pulse, then patted their bodies down, while Cooper searched for the third member she had seen earlier. She crept along the hallway, being mindful of the office doors on each side. She moved slowly, methodically checking each room before moving on to the next. The closer she came to the end, the more her muscles tensed.
Two rooms remained at the end of the hallway, one on either side of her. Cooper swiveled the barrel of the rifle back and forth, looking for any sign of where the terrorist had fled, finally settling on the left. The moment her hand touched the doorknob, gunfire burst through the wood, and two bullets collided with her Kevlar, driving her onto her back.
Cooper sucked air, trying to catch her breath from the jackhammer like impact of the two dime-sized bullets lodged in her chest. She clawed for the rifle that had fallen to her side when the terrorist burst out of the room, wielding a knife high above his head.
The terrorist flung himself at Cooper, but she managed to block the blade just inches from her cheek. Cooper jammed her knee into the terrorist’s stomach, knocking him to his side while she ripped the knife from his grip, and held the edge of the blade to the flesh of his neck as she rolled on top of him.
 “Move and you die.”
Don and Ken rushed over as the terrorist slowly raised his hands in surrender. “You all right, Cooper?” Ken asked, taking the terrorist and slamming him up against the wall.
“Yeah, I’m good.” Cooper flipped the blade in her hand then flung it into one of the wooden planks of the office walls, where it stuck. She radioed the rest of the team. “We’ve got one bagged in the southwest corner and two bodies for the morgue. What’s the status up front?”
“Six dead, four captured.”
 
“Copy that.” It was better than she’d expected, but with the head of their organization now in hiding, she didn’t expect those that were left behind to put up much of a fight, let alone die for him. This was the seventh cell in three days they had come across, and she knew there were dozens, maybe even hundreds more that they needed to find.
The terrorists were lined up in the building’s foyer while Cooper and the rest of the squad looked over the materials they had tried to destroy. Bomb schematics, target locations, pictures, maps, but no bombs, and no documents at all about Perry’s nuclear plans.
Cooper tagged one of the target location papers as evidence then walked over to the terrorist that had attacked her. He kept his eyes glued to the floor, the sullen expression of a two-year-old who wasn’t able to get what he wanted plastered on his face. Cooper knelt down, forcing her way into his line of sight. “Do you know where Perry is?”
The terrorist spit in her face, and Cooper answered with a stiff right cross to his chin. She wiped the saliva from her cheek and flung it to the ground. “It could make things a lot easier for you if you cooperate. My friends at the CIA will figure out what you value, what you love, and when they do, they’ll turn it against you.”
“You will learn nothing, infidel. I am willing to die for Allah, and I will laugh in heaven while I watch you burn in hell.”
“Give it up, Cooper,” Ken said, walking up behind her. “These assholes don’t have a conscience.”
“I’ll give Moringer the good news, then.” Cooper stepped outside, where the dust was settling from the gunfight and the terrorists were being loaded into vans with their hands cuffed behind their backs. She dialed Moringer and waited for him to pick up.
“Yes?” Moringer asked.
“Everything was here that he said would be,” Cooper answered. “But the physical bombs are MIA. We have the locations of where they were planning on detonating them, though. Most of the areas they have circled are already evacuated, but we’ll let local PD know about the ones that aren’t.”
“Any of them talking yet?”
Cooper looked back just before the van doors closed on the terrorists glaring at her. “Not yet. They could be harder to crack than we think. Perry brainwashed them pretty good.”
“Well, it wouldn’t have taken much in the first place. Come back to headquarters, Cooper. We’ll go and have a chat with Kasaika together.”
“Yes, sir.” Cooper hung up the phone then peeled the Kevlar off her chest. She fingered the tender spots where the bullets had made contact and winced. When she peeked down her shirt, the contact areas were already turning a light shade of purple and red, and the tight wrap around her ribs along with the stitches in her shoulder only added to the Frankenstein-like condition her body was transforming into.
If Kasaika was right about this cell, then there wasn’t any reason to believe that he’d be wrong about the others. Still, the way Perry inserted himself into everyone and manipulated them, Kasaika might just be telling them what they wanted to hear. It could just be another game Perry was playing. Only time would tell what would happen, and Cooper just hoped there was enough of it to figure it out.



 
***
The solemn faces matched the drab black attire of the funeral-goers as Evelyn’s casket was lowered into the ground. Dylan watched the casket’s black sheen gleaming in the sunlight and gave Sean’s hand a squeeze as his Evelyn’s body disappeared into the earth. Both Sean and Mary were to his left, with Mark on his right. Peter, Evelyn’s widower, took Mary by the hand and led her over to the edge of the grave and let her toss in a handful of dirt from the ground.
The granules thudded against the top of the casket, then Sean stepped in and dropped his own handful of soil. Dylan rose from his seat, the cuffs tight around his ankles and wrists, and shuffled forward, dropping his own fistful of dirt onto the casket. “Goodbye, Evelyn.”
Dylan hadn’t gotten the chance to say it before, so he said it now. He knew she couldn’t hear him, but it was all he could offer. Her death had plagued him since the moment Perry had murdered her in front of him. Her death had carved yet another hollow piece inside him, and he wasn’t sure how much soul he had left to be ripped out.
The U.S. Marshal that accompanied Dylan escorted him away from the friends and family that had managed to attend the service. With the country still reeling from the attacks, only those that were local to the Boston area had been able to come, and those that did refused to look Dylan in the eye. As far as they were concerned, he was the reason Evelyn was dead.
“Should’ve been you.”
Dylan stopped, along with his escort. When he turned, both of Peter’s hands were clenched in fists, his jaw jutted forward in anger, his eyes shone red with grief. Before Peter could touch Dylan, the marshal stepped between them. “They’re going to lock you away for a long time. And if there is any justice in the world, they’ll never let you out.”
“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” The marshal gave Peter a gentle shove, and Peter knocked his arm away.
“You brought that on her, Dylan. You! And I’ll be damned if I let you do that to the kids.”
The chains attached to Dylan’s wrists and ankles tightened as he lunged forward, the marshal’s arm his only obstacle. “You will not be able to keep my children from me. I don’t care what your lawyers try to do or how much money you throw at it. You may have been able to buy your way into Evelyn’s life, but you won’t be able to buy your way into my children’s!”
The marshal thrust his hand into Dylan’s chest, and he stumbled backwards, almost tripping over his own restraints, and before it could escalate any further, the marshal shoved Dylan into the back of his cop car and slammed the door.
Dylan watched from behind the glass of the patrol car’s window as the marshal ushered Peter away, pointing and screaming the entire time. Pulses of anger flowed through Dylan, and as much as he wanted to break Peter in half, a part of him knew the man was right.
What had happened to Evelyn had been a direct result of Dylan’s actions. The situation was shit any way Dylan sliced it. He leaned forward and rested his forehead on the back of the passenger side headrest. A knock on the window caused him to look up. It was Mark.
The marshal opened the door and the old man leaned against the side of the cop car, partially blocking the sun behind him and still favoring the right side of his abdomen, where the gunshot wound was healing. “Hey, you all right?”
“I’m fine. Where are the kids?”
“With Peter. Until we get word from the lawyers, he’s fanning his sole custody papers. Have you heard from the attorney general yet?”
“I have a meeting with him when I get back.” With all the terrorist attacks that had plagued the nation for the past two weeks, and with Dylan playing a role in them, he was the perfect scapegoat the government needed at the moment. “I don’t have much to bargain with, but I’m hoping he’ll get the judge to agree to some of my terms.”
 
“It’ll work out, Captain.”
Dylan shook his head. “You don’t have to call me that anymore, Mark.” It was an odd thought for him, never having the chance to be out on the ocean again. Whatever Perry had wanted to do to him, he seemed to have accomplished. The mother of his children was dead, he was going to be locked up in a jail cell for life, and there wasn’t any guarantee that he’d see his children again. The one solace he’d found in the ocean since the death of his firstborn and his subsequent divorce would never be seen again.
“Old habits die hard, Captain.” Mark rubbed the beard that consumed most of his face. “I’ll keep as close as I can to Sean and Mary without Peter calling the cops. Once you hear from the lawyers, let me know what’s going on.”
“I will.” Mark clapped Dylan on the back then left. When the marshal climbed into the driver’s seat, Dylan watched the rest of the funeral attendees scatter, and in the distance, he watched Peter load Sean and Mary into his car.
This could be the last time I see them. The authorities almost hadn’t allowed him to come, but the attorneys managed to at least give him this, with the stipulation that he remained chained with an escort at all times. They’d even placed snipers on the surrounding rooftops next to the cemetery in case Perry or any of the men still working for him tried anything.
The marshal put the car into drive, and Dylan leaned his head against the window as they drove away, watching the cemetery fade in the distance. Dylan was heading to his judgment.



 
***
The device was no larger than a shoebox, yet it was connected to a half dozen computers, each with its own computer engineer behind it, tirelessly pounding away at their laptops. Among the six men’s computer screens, there were hundreds of thousands of lines of computer code. Their eyes were bloodshot, strained from looking at the glare of the monitors for so long.
Perry watched from the corner, his eyes glued not to the men working but to the rectangular device on the table they all worked around. The room was dark with the exception of the glow from the computer screens and that of the candescent lines that ran across the Taipan.
“Mr. Perry?” One of the engineers raised his hand and gestured over to him in the corner. “I’ve made it through the first security wall.”
Perry leapt from his chair and crept up from behind. “How many did you find?”
“There are at least a dozen. But that’s as far as I can see from where I’m at right now. There could be more, though.”
Perry dug his fingers into the man’s shoulder, the nails piercing through the thick lab coat and into the soft flesh. “Will it take you the same amount of time to crack those as it did with the first?”
The scientist winced from the pain, his voice cracking. “H-hard to say. The learning curve should be exponentially faster, but with a device like this, the security features will no doubt only increase the closer we get to activation.”
Perry removed his hand from the scientist’s shoulder, and the man let out a sigh. If that were the case, then it could take months for them to crack the code, and every second that was wasted was one more in which the authorities could track him down. Time was a resource Perry was desperately running out of. “I want to know where everyone stands on their assignments.” His voice boomed through the room.
All the engineers straightened as Perry walked around, checking their progress one by one. He kept his hands close to his sides, toward the seam of his jacket. Once he circled around and determined who had gone the shortest distance, he pulled the engineer aside and placed him in the corner of the room. The lab coats fidgeted nervously, all their eyes locked on Perry and their colleague he held out at arms’ length.
“I brought you here because you were the best in your field,” Perry said, walking around the room. “Computer engineers, physicists, programmers, all of you more than capable of enabling the device before you. Yet it has been a week, and we have not so much as scratched the surface.”
Perry stepped between two scientists with their heads down. He saw the muscles along their necks and shoulders quivering. “Have I misplaced my resources in using you?” They remained silent, shaking their heads. Perry slammed his fist onto the table, shaking the computers and the device Perry so desperately coveted. “Then activate the Taipan!” He quickly wiped off the spit that had rolled onto his chin and stepped away from the table.
The engineer Perry had placed in the corner stood there awkwardly, unsure what to do. Perry walked back over to him and placed a hand on the man’s shoulder, his voice calmer than it had been a moment ago. “We have no room for last place.” Perry reached into his jacket and pulled out a pistol.
“No, wait, I can—”
The bullet sliced through his forehead and blasted out the back of his skull, ejecting a trail of bone and brain matter with it. The body collapsed at Perry’s feet, and the others simply gawked at what had transpired. Perry stepped over the corpse and left it there as a message and eyed each of the engineers on his way out. “Faster, gentlemen.”



Chapter 2
Cooper straightened her shirt collar and took a deep breath outside the conference room door, clearing her head. When she stepped inside, the directors of the FBI, CIA, and her own director of the DEA looked up from their laptops. “Hello, sirs.”
“Agent Cooper,” Moringer said. “Glad to have you back.”
While the suspension was still fresh in Cooper’s mind, being given the lead on tracking down the remaining terrorist cells had helped the wound heal quickly. “Thank you, sir.” She took a seat by Moringer and passed out the folders she’d brought with her. “Everything we found in the raid is outlined here. With the exception of the physical bombs, Kasaika was right about the location of the cell, as well as the number of men occupying the facility.”
“We’ve already cleared the target locations you sent over,” Moringer said. “The terrorists had already planted the bombs, but we were able to disable them before detonation.”
The CIA director didn’t look up from the folder that Cooper had provided, scanning the contents. When he finally cast his gaze upon her, she felt the coldness of his eyes. “So you’re the one who tried to convince everyone that Perry was dirty but didn’t have the proof.” The CIA director spoke with a chip on his shoulder. With Homeland’s intelligence prowess growing over the past few years, his agency had to fight for funding. But with Perry being such a high-level leak, the CIA had been called in to take over operations while Homeland performed an “internal audit.” “Looks like you have everything you need now.”
“Except for Perry’s location,” Cooper replied. “What have we found out about the device that was stolen?”
The CIA director gave Moringer a frown. “She knows about the Taipan?”
“Agent Cooper has the same level of clearance I do,” Moringer answered.
The CIA director snapped the folder shut and leaned forward on the table, clasping his hands together. “We’ve spoken to the Secretary of the Navy and the Air Force, along with some of the top generals who were aware of the project. While the device is operational, the team that worked on it installed a series of firewalls and encrypted code to ensure that even if someone did obtain it, it would be extremely difficult to activate.”
“What about the nuclear missile silos? Any activity there?” Cooper asked.
“Nothing yet,” Moringer answered. “But it is possible, however highly improbable, that Perry already has the device activated, and is choosing not to use it to take control of the silos.”
“You think he has another plan?” Cooper asked.
“We don’t know what he has. That’s why we asked you to come here, Agent Cooper.” The CIA director stood up and paced around the small conference room, and for the first time since she had walked in the door, he looked uncomfortable. “You’re aware of the investigative committee that’s being put together for Homeland’s internal review?”
“I’ve heard they’re reevaluating themselves, yes.”
“There’s another investigation happening,” Moringer said, cutting into the conversation. “The internal audit is just for show. The current administration is concerned about how far Perry’s reach might have gone, and in order to learn that, they want a review of everything that he did. His employment with Homeland, schooling, family, childhood. And the President would like to keep all of this out of the news until we find Perry. After everything that’s happened the last thing we need is the public catching wind of the possibility of a nuclear strike happening on American soil.”
The CIA director pressed his knuckles onto the table and leaned over, looking Cooper directly in the eye. “Perry fooled every intelligence director and official we have, and now every agency has to take a hard look at who we can trust.”
 
Cooper understood the feeling. Her own partner had been working for Perry. She’d worked with Diaz for more than four years, and he had never shown any signs of being a mole. The fact that Perry had influence over people wasn’t half as intimidating as the type of people he managed to have influenced. And the longer Moringer and the other directors stared at her, the more she realized who that investigator would be. She shut her eyes and let out a breath. “Digging into the lives of intelligence employees won’t exactly win me a lot of popularity.”
“From what I hear, you were never popular in the first place,” the CIA director said. “So why should that stop you now?”
Cooper cracked a smile. “When do you want this started?”
“Yesterday.” The CIA director extended a folder at least six inches thick. “That’s everything Homeland had on Perry. Now, how much of it is true is yet to be seen. There’s a motive hidden somewhere for why Perry is doing this. We find the why—”
“And we find out what might be able to stop him.” Cooper tucked the file under her arm, and when she made it to the door, she turned around. “What’s happening with Dylan Turk? Has the attorney general finalized his plea bargain?”
“They’re meeting later today,” Moringer answered.
“You think they should go easy on him?” the CIA director asked.
“I think the man’s been through enough hell. How much hell the attorney general thinks Dylan deserves is up to him. It was like you said, Perry had all of us working for him at some point, so, yeah, I think they should take it easy on him.”



 
***
Sean and Mary had been quiet during the entire service, and Mark wasn’t sure whether that was normal or not. In the end, he determined that nothing either of those kids had gone through over the past two weeks was normal, especially for Sean.
The boy hadn’t even had a real opportunity to speak with his father. The only times Dylan had been able to see his kids were during the hospital stay and then today at the funeral. Neither occasion had offered any real time to process what happened, and both were traumatic enough by themselves.
Mark followed Peter’s car all the way to his home on the outskirts of Boston. The attorneys had allowed Mark to visit the kids during the day, and he wanted to make sure he had an eye on them as often as he could. He didn’t know what Peter would try in court, but any inside information he could pass along to Dylan’s attorneys would hopefully help.
Most of the neighborhood was still abandoned, although a few of the residents had come back, forced to by circumstances, curiosity, or sheer stubbornness against being driven out of their own homes in the first place. Mark parked his truck on the side of the road in front of the house as Peter was helping Mary out of the back seat.
“I see you’re taking advantage of visiting hours,” Peter said.
Sean made a beeline for Mark and hugged his thin arms around Mark’s waist. Mark gently patted the back of the boy’s head. “I just want to make sure these guys are all right.” God knows what he’s seen will live with him forever. The rough calluses on Mark’s palm caught Sean’s dirty-blond hair. “How you holding up, kid?”
“I’m okay.” Sean’s voice was a whisper, and his tone didn’t match the words meant for reassurance.
Mark lifted the boy’s chin and looked him in the eye. “You’re stronger than any sailor I’ve ever worked with.” Sean offered a slight smile and then walked back over to the house, taking his sister’s hand along the way. Mark took a step forward, but Peter blocked his path.
 
“I know why you’re here. Just because some judge granted your approval for visitation does not make you family. And whatever information you think you can pass along to hurt me in the case to keep those kids won’t do you a damn good thing.”
“And why’s that?” Mark took a step forward, his chest puffed and his back rigid, fighting the pain in his abdomen from the stance.
“Because all those kids have known is violence. And the common cause of all of it was Dylan. I’ll be damned if I let that man ruin their lives any more than he already has.”
“He’s their father.”
“He’s a cancer!” Peter’s face reddened. “If he loves his kids, he needs to let them go so they can heal. That’s what I can give them: something normal, something good. I can give them resources to help them in life that Dylan could never do. They will want for nothing.”
“Except their father.”
“I’m their father!” Peter stamped his foot on the pavement. “I’ve been in Mary’s life more than Dylan has, and as for Sean, that boy needs someone strong to look up to, someone who didn’t waste years drowning in a bottle.”
“You have no idea what that man has been through, so don’t sit there on your pedestal and judge him on something you know nothing about. He’s wrestled with his demons, and he’s put them to rest.”
“Has he? Because my dead wife says he hasn’t.” Peter marched off, storming into the house.
Any way Mark looked at it, the situation was bad, and the kids were caught in the middle of it. He knew about Dylan’s past; he knew about everything that had happened. He had gone to every AA meeting with Dylan when he started his rehab and had been there every time he relapsed.
But over time, Dylan’s wounds had healed, at least enough to stop drinking. Mark knew those scars wouldn’t leave him, and as much as he hated to admit it, the kids being with Peter wasn’t as bad as he pretended it was. The man was rich, well connected, and did care about them. As much as Dylan begrudged having to deal with Peter, he’d never said the man wasn’t caring or a provider. Still, Dylan had given him a job when nobody else would. When all the other captains said he was well past his prime, Dylan had let the old sea dog rust out on the deck a little bit longer.
When Mark stepped into the house, Peter was busy doing dishes and Mary was lying on the carpet, drawing. Sean wasn’t anywhere to be seen, so Mark joined Mary in the living room. Her head and arms covered the picture she was working on, and she didn’t look up when Mark entered.
“Hey, girly, what are you working on?” Mark asked, leaning forward on the couch, trying to get a better look at the drawing.
“A picture.” Mary switched out one of her crayons and continued her doodling.
“Can I take a look at it?” Mark stretched out his arm, and Mary looked at him questioningly. “Please?” The courtesies seemed to help, as Mary pushed herself up with a bunch of crayons fisted in one hand and the other holding the drawing.
When Mark got a good look at the piece of paper, he saw a dirt mound with a crudely drawn tombstone on it with “Mommy” written over it.
Mary climbed up on the couch next to Mark and pointed her little finger at the images. “That’s me and Sean, and this is Peter.” The three of them were standing next to each other by the grave, all holding hands. Her finger moved to another figure, away from the gravesite, and she tapped the paper. “And that’s Daddy.” Mary had drawn silver rings around his feet and hands.
“Why is your dad by himself?” Mark asked. “Why isn’t he with you and your brother?”
“Because my daddy did something bad. That’s why they took him away.” Mary kept her head down and played with the edge of the paper.
Mark set the picture down and shifted in his seat to face Mary. “Hey, kiddo, look at me.” She lifted her head, and a pair of big blue eyes stared back at him. Mark had never figured out where she got the eyes; neither of her parents had blue eyes. “Your dad didn’t do anything bad, okay? The only thing he’s ever done is keep both you and your brother safe.”
“That’s not what Peter says.” Mary cast her eyes down and fiddled with the picture again.
“Well, Peter’s wrong. Your father loves you, and he would do anything to protect you and your brother. Whatever anyone else says is a lie. You got that, young lady?”
Mary nodded her head and then jumped into Mark’s lap. He winced a little even from the pressure of her small body pressed against the wound on his stomach.
All the words against Dylan would only grow louder once the trial started, especially when the news outlets finally got wind of exactly what Dylan’s involvement had been with all of the attacks. If Mary was already having doubts, then it was only going to get worse. And Mark wasn’t sure if he would be able to block out all that noise by himself.
 



Chapter 3
 
Perry was watching the scientists in their lab coats on the monitors in his office when someone knocked on his door and he received word of the units of Egyptians he’d left behind that had been dismantled by the agencies. Perry crumpled the paper in his fist. The messenger said nothing, waiting for Perry to either give him instructions or tell him to leave.
The dead body was still in the room with the others, rotting on the floor while the living worked tirelessly to ensure they didn’t share the same fate. Perry imagined the smell was getting to them now, and even on the video screens, he could see the flies buzzing around the corpse. “How many were captured?” A dead man couldn’t talk, but a living one could share secrets.
“Hard to say, but those that have survived the raids were taken into custody by the CIA.”
Not Homeland. Perry assumed his old agency would be on the ropes after his departure. Having a top-level security leak didn’t help your organization amid such a tremulous national crisis. “I want a status on our remaining contacts in the field, and go and check on our brains down in the lab. I don’t need any of them losing their lunch on our equipment.”
The messenger gave a slight bow and left Perry alone to dwell on the images on the screen. The engineers had been working for almost thirty-six hours straight, and while the dead body was no doubt gruesome to leave behind, he’d managed to get his desired result. More than half of the firewalls on the device had been disabled. It wouldn’t be long before he would have control over every land-based nuclear missile in the country.
Perry set the crumpled paper his messenger had given him on the desk then slowly peeled it back open, smoothing it out on the desk’s surface. He looked over the paper more carefully, searching for the agent in charge, then smiled. He reached for his phone and dialed. A few rings later, the confused voice of Agent Cooper answered.
“It’s good to see you’re moving up in the world.” Perry leaned back in his chair, the crumpled paper outlining the details of the raid she’d just been involved in. “Your method of going against the grain finally paid off.”
“Who gave you this number, Perry?”
“Worried I’ve still got people close to you under my thumb? Well, I’ll let you squirm with that for a little while longer.”
“Having some trouble with the Taipan? Our analysts say you haven’t cracked it yet.”
The smile Perry sported slowly faded from his face, and while he maintained a chipper tone, his mouth curved in frustration. “Upgraded your clearance, have they? Well, I’m sure you’ll do a better job than your partner. Did you end up going to Agent Diaz’s funeral?” The remark struck a chord, as Cooper remained silent, and Perry’s frown returned to the lighthearted smile he had previously worn. “My sources tell me you emptied your clip into his chest. More deadly than those blanks you’re used to on your old undercover operations.”
“I’m going to find you, Perry. When I do, you better hope that it’s only bullets I use to kill you.”
“If that ever happens, no one will be more surprised than I. But before your GPS tracker locates my position, I need you to deliver a message for me.”
“For whom?”
“Why, the one person who brought us together. Our dear captain.”



 
***
Dylan rubbed his eyes as best he could with the steel manacles binding his wrists. His lawyer had repeatedly asked for them to be taken off, but the prosecution felt it necessary to show strong power over the suspect. For Dylan, the restraints weren’t so much the problem as the fine print on the agreement. “I don’t see anything in here about Mark’s visitation rights.” Dylan set the document down and leaned back, looking to his counsel, who had their heads down, then to the attorney general.
“Peter Harth has filed an injunction to keep Mr. Hurley out of the children’s lives, and the judge is giving it some thought,” the attorney general answered.
“Some thought?” Dylan raised his left eyebrow, the presence of the restraints now getting in his way. “Peter doesn’t have any right to do that. Mark is—”
“Not related to your children in any way, shape, or form,” the attorney general answered. “When Peter and your late ex-wife Evelyn were married, she gave him full power of attorney in the event of her death, as well as all her custody rights, which allow him the veto of anyone he doesn’t want around his children.”
Dylan gritted his teeth. “They’re not his children. They’re mine, and if I can’t be with them, then I want them with someone I can trust. They need someone that’s familiar.” Dylan turned to his counsel, still with their heads down, seemingly trying to stay out of it. “There has to be something you can do. He was named their godfather, for Christ’s sake!”
One of Dylan’s attorneys, a beady-eyed, pencil-necked man in his thirties with the receding hairline of a man in his fifties, finally spoke up. “Mr. Turk, Mr. Hurley doesn’t have any authority with that unless both parents have passed, and Mr. Harth’s custody rights supersede any of yours. It’s well within his rights to do what he thinks his best for the children.”
“His rights?” Dylan slammed his fists onto the table, the metal cuffs clanging and adding to the thunder that was Dylan’s outburst. “If we are going to speak about rights, then why don’t we talk about mine and how they were taken from me the moment a member of the United States government’s biggest intelligence agency decided to mark me and my family for his own personal gain. An individual who snuck by every other official and corrupted the people around him. I will not have any of you lecture me on what is right. None of you can even comprehend that word.” Dylan felt the steam rising off his body.
The attorney general was the only one who kept eye contact with Dylan, and from that, he knew the man understood. He walked over and sat on the edge of the table on Dylan’s end. “Mr. Turk, what you’ve gone through is something that no parent, any citizen of the United States for that matter, should ever go through. But you did. It was your boat the terrorists boarded. It was your son they took. And it was you who chose to not tell the authorities about Perry.”
“He was going to kill my son!” Dylan flashed his teeth and felt the curl of his upper lip. If he could have gotten up from the chair at that moment, he would have wrapped his hands around the lawyer’s neck and squeezed the life out of him.
“Well, you have what you wanted. Your son is safe, along with your daughter. Your ex-wife seemed to understand the need of sacrifice to protect her children.” The attorney general pulled a pen from the inside of his jacket and set it on top of the agreement. “Do you?”
Dylan was speechless. The moment this had all started, Dylan had told himself all he cared about was making sure his boy was safe, that Sean got out alive. He had accomplished that, and now it was time for him to pay the price. And the cost was his life in prison without the chance to ever see his children again. Dylan picked up the pen without another word and flipped through the legal document until he made it to the last page, where it required his signature. He scribbled his name then dated it and shoved the paper and pen away.
“You made the right decision, Mr. Turk.” The attorney general gathered up the papers then pocketed the pen. “I’ll get this in front of the judge this afternoon, and we’ll schedule the hearing for next week.” His phone rang, and he was at the door of the conference room when he answered then stopped and turned around, looking at Dylan as he spoke. “You’re sure? How credible is the sou—”
An uneasy churn circled Dylan’s stomach, and he leaned forward. The attorney general hung up the phone and dropped the agreement Dylan had just signed onto the table. “We have a problem. I need to speak with your counsel alone.”
Before Dylan had a chance to say anything, the attorney general motioned for one of the guards to escort him out of the conference room and into his cell. They hurried him past the other inmates, all of them hissing, shouting their curses.
With the mainstream news broadcasting Dylan’s story, word of his presence inside the federal penitentiary had spread, and Dylan was forced into solitary confinement on his first day due to fear that someone would kill him before he was able to sign the plea agreement his lawyers had set up.
Rapists, murderers, and thieves were Dylan’s peers, and every single one of them looked down on him as if he was the scum of the earth. Once past the barrage of threats, the correctional officers thrust him into the cell, where one guard uncuffed his wrists while the other made sure Dylan didn’t make any sudden moves.
Finally, with the shackles removed, both guards locked the cell and left Dylan alone. He paced back and forth in the cramped space, only eight feet from the back to front, and half as wide.
The longer Dylan had to wait, the more violent the sour pit in his stomach churned, and with no clock, his sense of time was useless. He couldn’t tell if he had been waiting for one hour or three, ten minutes or forty minutes. The anxiety built to a crescendo when his cell door opened and Cooper stepped inside.
“Hello, Captain.”
It was like seeing a ghost. Dylan felt his mouth go dry. He smacked his lips fruitlessly. It took a few tries before anything actually came out. “What are you doing here?” His eyes went to the folder in Cooper’s hand as she walked around the cell, looking at everything but him.
 
“I heard they let you attend the funeral,” Cooper said then finally turned to meet his gaze. “I’m truly sorry for your loss.”
“If it wasn’t for you, I would have been able to save her.” Dylan’s words were bitter, resentful, and he could see the effect they had on Cooper as some of the color drained from her face. “I don’t have anything to say to you. Guard!”
“They’ll come when we’re finished.” Cooper took a seat on the edge of the cot and laid the folder down next to her then motioned for Dylan to pick it up. “New plea bargain. The attorney general just put it together.”
Dylan picked it up hesitantly but didn’t open it. “Why’d they send you to give it to me?”
“Dylan, what you’ve been through...” Cooper rubbed her palms together, shaking her head. She fidgeted with her hands uncomfortably. “It’s been more than anyone in your position should be asked to take on.” She looked up at him. “Perry reached out. To me. He wants to speak with you.”
Dylan tossed the folder back onto the bed without even looking at it. “I’m done with him. I’m done with you. I’m done with all of this shit. Understand? I’m done!” He turned his back and leaned against the rear cell wall. What would Perry want with him? What was the game now?
“You’re not done,” Cooper replied. “And if you think your family is still safe—”
Dylan spun around so quickly and was on Cooper so fast that the guards jumped inside, but they stopped once Dylan didn’t lay a hand on her. “My family is safe! Perry can’t reach them anymore.” Spit flew from his lips, and he was close enough to Cooper’s face to see the red veins in her eyes.
Cooper took a step back, her hands in the air, until she made it to the cell door. “Read the file, Dylan.” And with that, she disappeared, and the guards locked the door.
Dylan paced back and forth so many times a rut formed in the concrete underneath his feet. He eyed the folder then sat down next to it. Whatever was inside couldn’t be good, especially if Perry had anything to do with it. Finally, he picked up the folder and scanned the first page then quickly read the second and third.
 
When Dylan was done, he reread it a second time, making sure he didn’t misunderstand anything. Still in a haze of shock, he laid down. The scratchy cloth from the bedspread scraped against his back. He closed his eyes and tried to calm his mind.
If everything in the report was true, then this could be a way for Dylan to be with his family. As long as he could deliver. And as long as he didn’t die in the process.



Chapter 4
The attorney general signed off on the papers with an aggressive swing of the pen then flung them at Dylan and Cooper, who sat across the table, backed by Dylan’s lawyers. He got up, walked to the door then stopped and turned around. “I’ll make one thing clear. To both of you.” Whatever cordial manner or air of sophistication he used to have was immediately washed away. “This deal didn’t come from me. This is an executive order. From the president. That’s how big all this is. And if it doesn’t work, that failure will be on both of you. Can you handle that? Can you handle that type of weight?”
“It’s nothing we haven’t carried already,” Cooper answered.
“Yeah,” the attorney general said. “We’ll see about that.” And with that, he was out the door, leaving Cooper and Dylan with the lawyers.
Dylan folded his hands together, looking back to his counsel. “So what now?”
“Now you have to deliver,” Cooper said. “This deal is only good for as long as you and Perry are in communication. I don’t know what he thinks he’ll be able to gain from speaking with you, but that’s not what’s important. What’s important is you find out where he is and how far along he’s gotten with the Taipan.”
“And my family?”
“They’re under lock and key,” Cooper answered. “We have them with the best. Perry won’t be able to get to them this time. But if he decides he wants to start launching nukes, then there won’t be a safe house in the country that will keep your family protected. Remember that.”
It was a tall task, Dylan knew. But the tantalizing light at the end of the tunnel, his freedom, being with his children, having a chance at something good and normal again, all that was his drive to stay focused. “Now what?”
“Perry set up a time to speak with you this evening. He’ll be teleconferencing in. The idea is to keep him on the line long enough for us to get a location.”
“You don’t think he’ll know that and have something to stop us from finding him?”
“We know he will.” Cooper clapped Dylan on the back of the shoulder. “That’s why it’ll be important for you to keep him talking.”



 
***
The lab coat looked like he was going to wet himself right then and there when Perry arrived. He immediately jumped from his seat, the lines of stress and coat of grime that had collected over his face in the past seventy-two hours present over his expression. “M-Mr. Perry.”
“Sit down. Show me.”
The engineer did as he was instructed as the two guards armed with automatic rifles flanked him on either side, the barrels of their guns dangerously close to his head. “Once we made it through the last firewall, the encryption algorithms gave us some trouble, but—”
“You can skip the technicalities, Professor,” Perry said. 
The scientist cleared his throat and quickly brought up the Taipan’s user interface. “As you know, the Taipan controls all the land-based nuclear missiles in the United States. There are 450 missiles spread across three separate military facilities in the country. Now, each of them have their own codes, sequences, and protocols we have to work through, but we’ve managed to break through to one of them so far. Minot Air Force Base in North Dakota.”
“And you’ve kept off their radar?” Perry asked, licking his lips at the prospect in front of him. “They don’t know you have control?”
“No, not until we start sending commands.”
Perry clasped the engineer’s shoulder firmly, staring at the screen in front of them. “Good. Let me know when you have the other two up and running.” Perry went for the door, leaving the scientists alone, but one of them turned to stop him.
“Wait, are you going to let us out?”
Perry looked back at the man in his dirty clothes, oily skin and hair, a look of dazed confusion and fear etched across his face. The engineer looked to his peers, all of whom kept to themselves, leaving the speaker on the island he’d stranded himself on.
 
“I m-mean, we’ve done what you’ve asked.” The engineer pushed the glasses that slid down the greasy bridge of his nose back up to his forehead. “Shouldn’t we be allowed to leave?”
“What for?” Perry asked, walking around the table, examining the surroundings then making sure to step around the stain of dried blood that still occupied the floor from the earlier casualty. “You have everything you need here. Food. Water.” Perry suddenly stopped then squinted his eyes. “Or is it companionship you’re craving? If you like, I can bring your friend back here. I’m sure my team hasn’t buried him yet. I’ll call for him to be brought down.”
Perry motioned to one of his guards, who nodded, and the engineer leapt to his feet. “Please! No.” He walked over and fell to his knees before Perry, his hands clasped together, pleading. “I just want to go home. I want to be done.” He glanced over to his fellow captives. “We all do. I’m just the only one brave enough to say it.”
“Is that so?” Perry examined the downcast eyes of the man’s peers. “I’ll tell you what.” Perry stepped around the supplicant and made his way to the other sheep shivering in the corner. “You point to any of these men, I’ll have one of my guards shoot them, and then you can leave.”
Each of the scientists shuddered, and the engineer on the floor started to breathe heavily. “What?” He looked to his peers, all of them frozen in terror. “I-I can’t.”
Perry shrugged. “Then let me know when you’ve taken control of the other bases. I’m sure it won’t take you long, especially since there are still so many of you.” Perry stopped at the door once more then turned around. “But I wonder if someone else could. You.” Perry pointed to a shorter scientist, his hair completely gone and his skin pale and loose around his neck and cheeks. “I’ll offer the same deal as I did to your friend over there. Point to someone in this room. I’ll kill them. And you get to go home.”
Perry loved watching them squirm. He had the heel of his boot on all their necks, and it wouldn’t be long before one of them finally caved once the pressure became to great. When the scientist didn’t speak, Perry offered it to another. “How about you?”
“Yes.” The answer escaped the man like a demon being exorcised from someone.
Perry smiled. “And who would you like to sacrifice?” A few of the sheep were crying now, each of them muttering his own prayer to be spared.
The Judas took a shaky hand and pointed to the bald, loose-skinned scientist from earlier who sat across the table, who immediately jumped from his seat and rushed for the exit, where Perry’s guards stopped him. “No! Let me go! Let me go! You bastards!” He squirmed and writhed fruitlessly in the guard’s arms as they lifted him to the center of the room for the others to see.
The guards forced him to his knees and then handed Perry a pistol. Perry looked to the traitor who had sacrificed his friend and then extended the pistol to him. “Well, go on. Be done with it.”
The man’s eyes widened as he looked from the pistol in Perry’s hand to his colleague trembling on the floor. “W-what? You s-said you would do it.”
“I changed my mind.” Perry took the scientist’s hand, slammed the pistol’s handle into his palm, closed his fingers around the weapon, and aimed for the colleague on the floor. “Shoot him.” Perry took a step back, the pistol shaking violently in the scientist’s hand. “Do you want to go home or not?”
The man put a trembling finger over the trigger, tears streaming down his face. Then the colleague on the floor cried, his entire body shaking as he pleaded nonsense and curses. After over a minute of waiting, Perry rolled his eyes and ripped the pistol from the scientist’s hand. “I guess you didn’t want to go home as bad as you thought.” Perry aimed at the head of the man who had failed to shoot then squeezed the trigger.
The gunshot thundered through the room, and all the onlookers jerked, ducked, and covered their ears. Perry looked around to the rest of them, the gun hanging loosely at his side. “There is no hesitation anymore. I say do something and you will do it, or I will kill you. If you don’t have the conviction to want to stay alive, then you are of no use to me or yourself.”
Perry handed the pistol back to one of his men then left the room, again leaving the slain body to rot and fester with the rest of them. There would be time to deal with their issues later. Right now he had a call to make.
 



 
***
Dylan rubbed the flesh around his recently freed wrists. The cuffs had cut gashes and rubbed his skin raw. He was alone in the room save for the computer screen in front of him and a few cameras monitoring his activities. He shifted uneasily in his chair, knowing that whatever Perry had planned wasn’t to be taken lightly.
Everything that Perry had done to date had been calculated. He’d seemed to know everything even before Dylan thought it. Could Perry have known that he would be there, in jail? Or was it all a coincidence, and was he just caught in the middle of some mad man’s nightmare?
“Dylan.” The speakers positioned in the corners of the room boomed and echoed. He recognized Cooper’s voice. “Remember that you need to keep him talking for as long as possible. We don’t know how hard it’s going to be to lock down his coordinates. He could be anywhere.”
Dylan nodded. But there was something Cooper and the rest of them still seemed unable to grasp, and that was the fact that Perry only let you see what he wanted you to see. When the screen signaled an incoming call, Dylan jumped a bit from the high-pitched ringing. He hovered the mouse over the accept call button but hesitated. He closed his eyes. My family’s safe. He can’t hurt them. He can’t get to them. There is nothing he can threaten me with. We’re safe.
“Dylan, answer the call.” Cooper’s voice boomed through again, and Dylan clicked the green phone icon. A few seconds later, Perry’s face appeared on screen.
“Captain, so good to see you again.” When he smiled the coffee stains on his teeth were accentuated from the tint of the screen. “I see they let you out of your orange for more tasteful attire.”
“No more games, Perry. What do you want?” Dylan flashed a quick glance to the camera in the corner of the room.
“I understand that a new deal was presented to you in regard for your cooperation with me. I imagine that must leave a nasty taste in your mouth.”
 
“It does.” And the fact that Perry knew about a deal sent a crack through that protective layer of knowledge that Perry couldn’t reach his family.
“Have you given any thought to our last conversation?”
Dylan’s mind returned to the field, the fires burning the tree lines. The screams, gunshots, and heat all flooded back to him, along with why Perry had picked him, why all of this was happening. Truth was, Dylan hadn’t thought about it much. He’d blocked it from his mind. With the future of his children at stake and the prospect of spending the rest of his life in jail, most of his brainpower was preoccupied. “If you think you can try and get something out of me, you’re wrong.”
“It’s a question you need answered, Dylan. And it’s one I want you to find out. But I suppose both of us have other pressing matters to attend to. I know Cooper and a cluster of intelligence goons are trying to locate my position, and as of right now they’re within two hundred miles. I’ll save them some time and tell them that I’m in Minot, North Dakota, heading for the Air Force base.”
Dylan gave a long, sideways glance at the camera through which Cooper and the rest were watching. “And what are you doing in North Dakota?”
“Cooper will know. Let’s just say I’m on my way to collect a few things. But I have something to keep them busy in the meantime. You asked for my demands? Here they are: I want every United States soldier that is stationed overseas to be brought back home. For every two hours that an American soldier is still on foreign soil, I’m going to blow up a city within the United States. Tell Cooper that clock starts now.”
The signal died, and the computer shut off. After that, the door to the room burst open, and Cooper poured inside with the rest of her team. “Check the laptop now!”
Dylan was pulled from his chair as one of the men immediately turned the computer over and ripped off the cover and yanked out the hard drive. “I’ll run a diagnostic on it, see what we find.”
“What the hell happened?” Dylan asked, still being subdued by two men even though he wasn’t struggling. “Did you find him?”
Cooper motioned for the guards to let Dylan go. “No, when we tried tracking the signal, he countered us with a virus trying to hack into our servers. We managed to cut it off just in time, but we wanted to make sure nothing happened to the laptop. It has a connection to our network that Perry could have accessed.” She walked closer, so when she spoke, only Dylan could hear her. “What was he talking about? What conversation did the two of you have?”
Dylan wasn’t sure if he should tell Cooper or not; he wasn’t even sure what to make of it himself. “The night we made the exchange for my son with the device, he spoke to me before the ambush. He asked me why I thought he chose me for all of this. I didn’t know what it meant, and I don’t know why he keeps bringing it up.” He watched Cooper’s face process the information, slowly nodding. “Is there something you know that I don’t?”
Cooper shook her head. “I’ll let you know if I find anything out. In the meantime, you’ll be staying with a few members of the CIA and DEA. They’ll be putting you up in a safe house in case Perry calls again.”
Before Cooper turned away, Dylan grabbed her arm and spun her around. “What about the threats? The demands?”
“If Perry thinks he can storm a military base—” Cooper cut herself off, and Dylan noticed a rising bout of panic in her voice. “He doesn’t have to storm the base; he already has what he needs to take it.”
 



 
***
The air had a slight coolness to it, much nicer than the stifling Boston heat that Perry had been plagued with all summer. In the distant darkness, the only light came from a few specks that shimmered from the Minot AFB. And just when Perry’s patience was about to run thin, the pair of scouts that he’d sent came rushing back in through the bushes. Perry was the first to pounce on them. “What did you find?”
“Security is tight.” The two men panted, trying to catch their breath. “Constant patrols, and they’re working on sending up surveillance drones.”
With Sefkh dead and Kasaika still behind bars, the number-two position in charge of the Egyptians had been given to Ozier, a stout, middle-aged man with a bulbous nose and ears that looked as though he could take flight at any moment. But Perry knew what the man lacked in looks, he made up for in brains, and he’d appointed him the number two the moment Sefkh was dead.
“We won’t be able to hide our numbers from them once that happens,” Ozier said.
Perry nodded and went over to the guards holding the scientists hostage. Their eyes had turned into something less human now, but their higher faculties seemed to work well enough to still handle the complex systems of the Taipan. “Activate the Minot Air Force Base command system. We’re going to say hello.”
The computer screen lit up, and three-dimensional scans of the base and its missile systems came online. In coordination with the movements on the screen, the sounds of metal churning against metal echoed in the distance then were quickly followed by sirens blaring their alerts.
“I want nonnuclear strikes at the barracks, administration building, and the weapons depot,” Perry instructed. The scientists didn’t hesitate, entering the necessary detonation strikes, and a few keystrokes later, Perry watched the billow of smoke trailing behind some short-lived missile that blasted the base and sent up a ball of fire on the horizon that lit up the night.
 
Gunfire erupted sporadically before the next two missiles struck, but after that, even the sirens were silenced. “Shut down the rest of the power on the base,” Perry said then turned to Ozier. “Send in everyone. Rendezvous point Alpha.”
Ozier nodded then radioed the rest of the Egyptian militia Perry had ordered into the area and that were stationed around the base. He’d called in every single terrorist still stationed in the country to help with the attack. All the chips were on the table now.
Perry hung back with the scientists, waiting for them to pack up their gear and go mobile. Once a good amount of distance had been put between Perry and the front lines, he, along with the scientists, started the march toward the base.
The horizon was filled with plumes of smoke, and Perry made the long walk across the open plains surrounding the base casually, each thundering gunshot adding a pace to his steps. When he crossed over the mangled fence that was the base’s border, the carnage was in full view.
Smaller fires had broken out and spread across the base. He saw Ozier and his men engaging a unit of soldiers still trying to hold their own behind one of the only structures not leveled by the missiles. Perry came up behind Ozier and shook his shoulder, shouting above the noise of the gunfire. “We need to get to the rendezvous point. They’ll have planes here soon, and with the high-level security risk, they won’t second guess bombing their own people.” Perry grabbed one of the spare rifles and fired into the cluster of soldiers, adding to the lead flying back and forth. “Tell the men to move, now!”
Ozier shouted commands and waved the men forward. Up until now, most of the missions had been nothing more than dropping off packages at locations, with the occasional skirmish with local police or federal authorities. This was the Egyptians’ first true test.
The heat from the growing fires blasted the right side of Perry’s body as he moved with the unit past the wreckage that was the base. Gunfire echoed in all directions as other units converged on their location. A lanky Egyptian standing to Perry’s left took a bullet to the leg and collapsed to the pavement, his hands clawing at the wound gushing blood that looked black as night in the glow of the fires. The man screamed in agony, his shrills overpowering the gunfire around them. Perry aimed the rifle at his head and squeezed off three rounds that put the man out of his misery. While the Egyptians looked at him with mixed expressions of shock and anger, he simply shouted for them to keep moving. There wasn’t any time for the wounded.
With the rest of Perry’s men clearing out the base, all of them engirding the remaining soldiers to a single point, Perry saw the entrance to the bunker, which was where the soldiers were retreating, too. He grabbed Ozier, nearly taking his arm off. “We can’t let them barricade the bunker! We have to take it ourselves.”
Ozier nodded but was soon distracted by the distant humming in the air. The rest of them noticed it as well, and it wasn’t long before everyone was looking into the sky, but Perry recognized the bombs before they came into view.
Perry sprinted as fast as his thin legs would take him while the bombs fell and detonated all around him. The explosions thundered and rattled the earth like nothing Perry had ever felt or heard before. The powerful blasts obliterated buildings, planes, tanks, and the ground itself. One of the explosions landed behind him, and the blast propelled Perry another five feet forward, where he skidded on the pavement, the flesh of his palms shredding against the harsh ground, along with his left cheek.
Perry pushed himself off the concrete, the fires from the bombs spreading, the heat around him so intense the metal from a fleet of Humvees started to melt. The cuts along his palms stung, and the heat and sweat that mixed into the gashes on his face burned even worse, but Perry had danced with fire before.
With the flames continuing to circle Perry, he looked up into the night sky, streaks of blood running down his face and onto his neck and shirt. “Is that it? Fire? You can’t kill me with fire. You can’t burn something that’s already dead!” He picked up his rifle and fired into the empty night sky. He screamed, pumping round after round into the air, until his throat was raw and chafed from the smoke.
 
A few soldiers stumbled into Perry’s circle of fire, and he unloaded the rest of the clip and dropped them to the ground. His eyes were bloodshot from heat and rage, and he looked for a way out and found the small gap where the soldiers had stumbled through. He squeezed his way through the flames, the heat licking his stomach and back.
Perry found Ozier with a group of their men, gathering together at the entrance to the bunker, each of them bloody with their own wounds, some of them barely able to walk or even stand. “Where are the engineers?”
“I don’t know,” Ozier answered. “The bombs took out a lot of our men. Radios are down.”
The entire base was going up in flames. The bombs from the U.S. planes had caused more devastation than the missiles that Perry had launched. Perry peered through the flames and spotted one of the scientists, face down on the pavement but his leg moving. “There!” Perry pointed, and Ozier and the rest of his men retrieved him.
Perry watched the sky, waiting for the inevitable return of the bombers looking to make another pass, killing whatever survived. Ozier propped the scientist up against the wall of the bunker’s entrance, and Perry gripped him by the collar.
The scientist’s head lolled back and forth lazily, his eyelids flitting open and closed. Perry smacked the man’s cheek, snapping him out of the daze. “I need you to go through the encryption codes for the bunker.” Perry shoved him over to the control panel then aimed his rifle at the man. “Now!”
The scientist shook his head, slightly wobbling back and forth on his own two feet. Perry held the Taipan for him as he hooked it up to the network. The distant hum of the bombers sounded in the night air once more, and all of them searched the sky except Perry. He jammed the rifle’s tip into the scientist’s temple. “Open the fucking doors!”
The encryption code ran through the Taipan, and the doors opened, accompanied by the rumble of the ground as the bombs once again decimated the base. Perry and the others jumped inside and descended into the elevator before a wall of fire consumed them.
The elevator rattled all the way down, the lights flickering on and off in time with the explosions. The farther they sank into the earth, the less the explosions rocked them. Perry reached for his rifle, and the others mirrored his actions. “They’ll have a team of six down here.” He reloaded the rifle, stealing a magazine from one of the Egyptians. “Could be more since they had an idea of what was happening. And they’ll be armed with pistols, but they won’t have any automatic weapons or artillery with them. It’s protocol.”
Ozier and the rest of them faced the elevator’s doors while the dazed engineer cowered behind all of them. Perry hung back, tucked behind the small sliver of space to the left side of the elevator’s entrance, and waited. When they finally slowed and came to a stop, the doors didn’t open. Everyone shifted uncomfortably, anticipating the moment to come, and when the doors finally separated, the silence was torn apart with gunshots.
Two Egyptians immediately went down, but Perry managed to get a good look at the guards in the bunker before they did. Ozier was on the opposite side, returning fire in the lulls from the soldiers. “Three on the left and two on the right!” Perry shouted between bursts of gunfire.
Ozier nodded then barked orders at what was left of the men that had made it down. He plucked a grenade from his belt, and another Egyptian did the same. The two pulled the pins then chucked them into the corners where the soldiers were hidden. Perry and the rest of them hid behind the side panels in the elevator, and the screams from outside were cut short by the explosions.
Before Perry looked up, Ozier and the others were already in the hallway, guns up, looking for any survivors. Perry waved the smoke out of his face and trailed behind Ozier and the team. He stepped over the bloodied arms and legs, his eyes focused down the hall, where Ozier turned the corner.
Another round of gunshots echoed from where Ozier had disappeared but then quickly died out. “We’re clear!”
Perry lowered the tip of his rifle, bounding around the corner to the sight of Ozier and his men standing over the body of another dead guard inside the control room, where a couple monitors revealed the images of the devastation at the surface.
Smoke and fire had consumed most of the base, and what wasn’t pocked with burnt scorches was covered in blood and bodies. Perry tossed the rifle on the floor and snatched the Taipan from the scientist, his eyes hollow and his motions that of a zombie.
Perry hooked it up to the mainframe and turned the power back on to the base, taking control of all its automated functions and, most importantly, its nuclear missiles. Even if the military decided to perform a nuclear strike on the base, deep beneath the earth in this bunker, they would still survive. The U.S. military couldn’t get to them. “Check the radio frequencies,” Perry said. “See if any of our men survived the bombs. We’ll need to get them below if that’s the case. The government will be setting up a perimeter on the facility, watching us, and using anyone that survived as an opportunity to catch them and try and make them talk.”
Ozier echoed Perry’s orders in Arabic, and the men started their search. Perry opened the computer hooked up to the Taipan and looked at the arranged display of nuclear weapons at his disposal.



Chapter 5
The file room was stacked from floor to ceiling with cabinets, folders, documents, anything and everything that Homeland had collected about its employees. Cooper had spread out what she could on the conference room table that had been brought in for her investigation. When she heard the news of the base being taken, she started sifting through the files twice as fast, but with the sheer amount of data, it was an overwhelming task.
Cooper chose to start with the educational background that had led Perry into the work with the government. He had his doctorate in psychology from Stanford University and had specialized in social psychology, which, given his talent for manipulation, made perfect sense. He’d graduated at the top of his class, and his achievement had been flagged by Homeland’s recruitment department.
From there, Perry started out as a profiler and analyst, working with field agents in developing premeditated patterns of criminals and terrorists to determine what their next move would be so the U.S. government could take them out. After he’d been on the job only six months, Perry’s teams were responsible for the capture of three senior-level Taliban leaders and the (alleged) prevention of a terrorist attack on the United States embassy in London.
Perry’s rise through the Homeland ranks was like clockwork. He had a promotion almost every year until he arrived at the deputy director position, where he’d been for the past three years. His access and contacts covered multiple agencies, including the CIA and FBI. And in all the years Perry had been an employee of the U.S. government, there hadn’t been one filed complaint or reprimand—nothing. The man glided through the department with his ability to get the job done effectively and efficiently. With Homeland being the party that had recruited him, he already held the built-in belief that he was simply performing his patriotic duty.
There wasn’t any doubt in Cooper’s mind that the grades and academia that started after high school were aimed at the direct goal of arriving in the position he now held. Perry was smart enough and devious enough to have been planning this for a long time. But when had it started? There had to be a tipping point somewhere.
The family/childhood section of Perry’s file was the smallest. From what she read, both parents were dead, but the father had been hauled off to jail when Perry was still in grade school. She searched for the police file, but the folder was empty. 
Outside work, Perry didn’t seem to have anyone he regularly socialized with. Aside from a few sporadic women that he had seen, scattered over the last decade, his personal life didn’t really exist. But the fact that his career was the main focus wouldn’t have triggered a red flag to anyone in the agency. Hell, she hadn’t been able to stay in a relationship for longer than a night for the past six years.
After the arrest of Perry’s father, his mother had filed for divorce and then died alone a few years ago. Perry’s father had died in jail after a gang-related stabbing and was found bloodied and disemboweled in his cell. There hadn’t been any witnesses in the event, and the cameras had been turned off.
Cooper rubbed her eyes as she looked over Perry’s financial statements. For the past two years, he’d been slowly draining his assets, liquefying all his accounts. She scrolled down bank statements, scanning the transactions, but all of the transactions were random with no pattern except for one. She noticed one withdrawal repeated on the same date of the month, with the exact same amount for each transaction.
The description for the payment was nothing more than automatic withdrawal. She wrote down the bank’s number and had just decided to contact it when Moringer called. “Hello?”
“Perry made it into the bunker.”
Cooper dropped the pen and leaned back in her chair, a sigh escaping her. “Has he reached back out to Dylan yet?”
“No, but the first deadline is coming up fast. Where are we with the investigation?”
“Perry’s family tree seems a little barren. Both parents were only children, no siblings, cousins or other blood relatives, and what family he has listed is dead. Perry’s father was arrested when he was a kid, but the police report isn’t anywhere to be found. I’ve got his prison records but nothing on the conviction that put him there. I’ve put in a request to the local PD who made the arrest to send me the files on their end.”
“Well, keep digging. If something is missing, it’s most likely because Perry made sure it was gone, and if he was involved, you know it’s going to be hard to track down. I’ll call you when we hear from Perry again. Let me know if you find anything else.”
“Yes, sir.” Cooper hung up the phone and looked back over the financial section and dialed the bank’s number, and after a few long holds and the verifying of her badge number, she managed to get a hold of the bank’s president.
“Agent Cooper, how can I help you?” the president asked.
“We’re doing an internal audit for a Homeland Security agent, and we were taking a look at their bank transactions. Specifically, the amount of thirty-five hundred dollars that occurs on the twenty-first of every month. I tried speaking to the local branch managers, but they told me they didn’t have access to see beyond what I could.”
“This is in regard to Richard Perry’s account?”
“That’s correct.”
“My apologies, Agent Cooper, but I’m afraid Mr. Perry had certain security arrangements made with our bank. While I do have access to the information you’re looking for, I’m afraid that unless you have a warrant, I won’t be able to divulge that to you.”
“This is a matter of national security.”
“Then it should be easy for you to obtain the warrant.”
Cooper snapped the phone shut and tossed it onto the desk. Even in the middle of nowhere, hundreds of feet underground, Perry was still pulling the strings. She cracked her neck and rubbed her eyes. She got up and reached for the pot of coffee warming on the burner and poured herself a cup. It was going to be a long night.



 
***
Moringer drained the last few drops of coffee in his mug then slid it onto the table, where it collided with the messy pile of papers in front of him. The other directors shared the same frustrated stares as he did, and while the coffee was helping keep him awake, it was shattering what was left of his patience. “We can’t launch a nuclear strike against our own bases.”
“I’m not saying that we do it, I’m simply offering it as a suggestion.” The CIA director articulated each syllable with a nasty sting in his tone. “Obviously another strategy would be preferable.”
“What about another attack on the facility?” the FBI director suggested. “We get enough guys in there, and we overwhelm them.”
“Perry has control of over four hundred nuclear warheads right now. The moment we do anything he doesn’t like, he’ll set them off. This guy is smart, he’s dangerous, and he doesn’t care who he kills to get what he wants. We can’t risk it.”
“Well, we’ve gone over the schematics for the control bunker at Minot, and the only way in and out is through one elevator, which Perry has control over,” the FBI director replied.
“What about the air vents?” Moringer asked, talking more to himself than to the rest of the room. “They run along the elevator shafts, but we might be able to sneak in some gas, smoke them out without them even noticing it.”
“The vents have built in filters,” the CIA director answered. “I don’t know of anything that could get past the security features in order for it to be effective, and even if we did find something, if the filters couldn’t stop the gas, the alerts would still be triggered. It’s a built-in failsafe to make sure the bunker is always protected.” The CIA director tossed the pencil in his hand and rubbed his cheeks, nose, chin, and forehead red. “The bastard is in a safe house, and he knows it. Has your agent found anything worthwhile that we could use?”
“Not yet,” Moringer answered. And the truth was, he wasn’t sure if Cooper would be able to or not. This wasn’t some thug or mafia boss; this was a man who’d climbed the ranks of the most powerful intelligence agency in the world and, in the process, gained the trust of several top ranking government officials while gaining access to confidential and top-secret information that even the president didn’t see. “Perry’s thought of everything.”
“Moringer,” the CIA director said, “we need to start thinking about evacuation. We’ve got less than an hour before Perry’s first deadline, and I don’t think he’s the type of guy that’s going to bluff.”
Moringer nodded and picked up the schematics of the bunker. He’d looked over that picture hundreds of times over the past forty-five minutes. The lines and edges were permanently imprinted in his brain. Whatever Perry wanted to do, he could. He just hoped they’d be able to get a jump on him before it was too late for the rest of the country.



 
***
Perry ordered the bodies stacked and placed in a room, where they were locked and sealed shut. For as long as he was down here, he didn’t want to have to smell the corpses. The idea of putting the engineer in there with them briefly crossed his mind, but the man had reached the breaking point. One more shove, and he wouldn’t be able to crack the last base.
“Where are we at?” Perry asked as the last dead U.S. soldier was dragged past, leaving a trail of blood.
The scientist watched the stain on the floor out of his peripherals but continued his work on the computer screens. “I’m working through the last firewall now.” His eyes, much like his voice, were now hollow, void of emotion. He was working from a place in the human brain that was reserved for the dying, and he was awfully close to his grave.
“Make it snappy,” Perry replied. “I don’t want to miss my first chance at showing those bastards what I mean to do to them.” Perry knew what type of countermeasures would be left once he controlled all three nuclear sites. They’d have to start evacuations and decimate their billion-dollar bases with their own nukes, and when they did, Perry would still be able to launch before the missiles arrived. It was the classic Mexican standoff, and he was going to come out on top no matter what happened.
“Sir.” Ozier snuck up behind him. “We located quite a few survivors on top. We still have close to one hundred men on the base grounds. And you were right about the military setting up a perimeter.”
“It’s simply intimidation,” Perry said. “They wouldn’t dare trying to risk another altercation with us now that we have the nukes. But tell our men to set up a perimeter as well, and I want your best men down here with us. Anyone that can be spared or doesn’t know anything about our operations below stays on top. They’re expendable.”
Ozier didn’t skip a beat. “And what about our future guest?”
“By the time that happens, the U.S. government will be so distraught that they’ll give us anything we want. They’ll be broken, and we’ll be the only one on the planet with the Band-Aid. It won’t be a problem.” Perry let Ozier relay his commands and then found one of the private bedrooms reserved for the commanding officer.
The bunker had everything a team of twenty men could need for three months. Food, water, air, medical supplies, showers—it was a hotel a thousand feet beneath the earth. Perry took a seat on the edge of the bed and ran his fingers along the cool, soft sheets. He stretched his arm until the cuff of his sleeve pulled up and exposed his disfigured flesh.
The moment Perry saw it, he froze. He ran his fingertips over the raised and bumpy flesh. The contrast between the sheets and his own skin was drastic. He knew at one point his skin used to be that soft, even softer, but those days had long since passed.
Perry ripped the sheets from the bed, clumping them together in a fit of rage, and tossed them onto the floor. He pulled off the pillowcases and flipped the mattress. The bottled pressure of his youth came exploding back and erupted in screams and curses. The veins along his neck pulsed, and his pale flesh morphed into crimson.
With the room in a mess, and once Perry’s rage subsided, he took a moment to compose himself. He was close now. Close to the end of it, and when he arrived, there would be nothing but the sweet vindication of retribution.
 



Chapter 6
With warrant in hand, Cooper forced the bank president to give up the direct-deposit data on Perry’s account and discovered the funds were going to a small retirement home in Ohio, just outside Cleveland. The retiree it paid for was a Doreen Smalls. Cooper ran the name against the database and didn’t find any match or relation in regard to Perry, so she caught a flight to Cleveland to speak with the woman.
The city of Cleveland hadn’t been immune to the attacks with which Perry had wreaked havoc, but the outer suburbs seemed to be in better condition than what she had seen in Boston. And with the lull in the attacks around the country, order was slowly being restored. However, she understood that no one knew the real danger they were all in now with Perry at the helm of nuclear weapons.
Cooper had managed to call ahead to make sure that Ms. Smalls was still there and alive. The home had been evacuated and sent to a safer location per its protocol. The place was high end. The clientele were mostly the parents of the very wealthy, who wanted the peace of mind of knowing that their parents were well taken care of without the burden of actually having to do it themselves.
Most of the inhabitants were so old that they couldn’t walk, move, or go to the bathroom without someone helping them. Cooper had never liked being in hospitals or hospices; it reminded her too much of her own mortality. In her line of work, she needed to keep one foot in the realm of immortality. It helped keep the edge. But here, in this place, there was no edge. There wasn’t even a dull tip.
“Agent Cooper?” The director of the home extended his hand, and Cooper nodded. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Daniel Fines. We spoke on the phone.”
“I appreciate you taking the time,” Cooper answered. “Is Ms. Smalls ready to speak with me?”
Daniel nodded fervently. “She doesn’t get visitors ever, really. No children, never married. She came to us about five years ago via the Department of Children and Family Services. She’d developed such bad arthritis that she hadn’t been able to get up from her chair for more than two days. When the officers found her, she was in pretty bad shape.”
They passed a few private rooms and the dining hall, where snowcapped heads bobbled over their trays of food and liver-spotted hands shakily delivered spoonfuls of mush to their mouths. The entire place had the distinct clinging odor of the old and the decaying. “Have you ever had the opportunity to meet with Ms. Smalls’s benefactor?”
“No, we received an anonymous tip about her condition, and then we received a typed letter from a P.O. box along with the deposit and the first month’s fees,” Daniel answered. “And whoever it was spared no expense. Ms. Smalls has everything she needs here, and her living conditions have greatly improved. Ah, here we are.” Daniel opened the door, and when Cooper stepped inside, she saw what looked like a skeleton with nothing more than a paper-thin layer of flesh hanging loosely from its bones. “I’ll give you two some time. If you need anything, I’ll just be down the hall.”
“Thank you,” Cooper said.
At first, Ms. Smalls seemed oblivious to Cooper’s presence. She sat in a chair by the window, where the blinds had been drawn open to bathe her in sunlight. The view from Ms. Smalls’s seat revealed a garden full of blooming flowers, trees, and green grass. A few marble statues spouted water, and in the center was a pond, with fish sending ripples across the surface.
It wasn’t until Cooper was nearly touching Ms. Smalls that the old woman finally looked up. Her face had wrinkled and cracked like a worn asphalt street, and the skin hung loosely from her neck. Her cheeks and eyes drooped as well. “Can I help you?” Her voice quivered and shook along in rhythm with her head. 
“Ms. Smalls, my name is Agent Cooper. I’m with the DEA, and I was hoping to speak with you for a moment if that’s okay with you?”
“Of course.” Ms. Smalls gestured to the chair next to her, and Cooper felt an odd twinge run through her body at the sight of the crooked and curved fingers, bent and mangled from the arthritis. “What can I help you with?”
“I was wondering if you knew who helped get you here, who’s been paying for your stay at this place.” Cooper leaned over, watching her eyes carefully. She wasn’t sure if Ms. Smalls even knew who Perry was, let alone whether she was in on what he was doing.
Ms. Smalls glanced back out at the garden and smiled. “I like sitting here, watching the flowers, birds, and butterflies. It’s beautiful, isn’t it? Life? Green and vibrant. This is how it’s supposed to be.”
Cooper watched a cardinal land on the bird feeder that dangled from a tree branch and nodded. “It’s very nice, Ms. Smalls, but I need to know if you—”
“What’s this about, Agent Cooper?” The old woman’s voice dropped an octave, and the smile had vanished from her face. “There are dozens of other people living in this tomb that would love to have someone visit them, speak to them. I watch my fellow residents shuffle through the halls, a fruitless endeavor that leads them only in circles. Purposeless. But at least here I can still appreciate beauty when I see it, while I still can.” Her words dripped with longing, and she turned back to look at Cooper. “Can you still see it?”
Cooper looked back out to the garden but then pulled an envelope from the inside of her jacket. “Ms. Smalls, I’m investigating a man named Richard Perry. He’s the man who has been paying for your stay here. Do you know him?”
The corner of the old woman’s mouth twitched upward in the suggestion of a smile, and her eyes glistened wet and red. “I always thought it might be him, but I could never be sure.”
“How do you know him?” Cooper asked.
“He’s my nephew.” Ms. Smalls tilted her head to the side, correcting herself. “Step-nephew I guess is more appropriate.”
Cooper quickly pulled out her notepad, her hands twitching for the pen at the news. “Melvin Perry wasn’t Richard’s biological father?”
Ms. Smalls shook her head. “Richard never knew his real father, but his mother married Melvin when he was very young. Melvin was the only father figure Richard had.”
Cooper jotted the notes down, then turned her questioning back on Ms. Smalls. “There wasn’t any record of Melvin Perry having a sister.”
“We were half siblings. Same mother, different fathers. We barely shared a roof together, but never the same last name. My brother took off at a very young age, went his own way. My mother never truly recognized him as her own.”
“Have you had any contact with Richard recently? Has he come to see you? Reached out in any way?”
“Not since Melvin went to jail. That was the last time I saw him.” The old woman shook her head. “He was a vile man, my brother. All hate and no remorse. Of course, that’s the way our daddy was, but even so, there was an enjoyment that my brother got out of hurting people. He was a troubled man.”
“Richard’s stepfather was abusive?”
Ms. Smalls nodded. “Beat that boy at least three times a week and twice on Sundays. I tried getting his mother to leave, but that only made things worse. It was a different time back then. What happened in the home stayed in the home, and it wasn’t anyone else’s business what happened within those walls.”
“Did you try to tell anyone about the abuse?”
“I tried, but neither the boy or his mother would ever admit to anything. She was too stupid, and he was too young and scared.” A butterfly landed on a flower just outside the window, and Ms. Smalls smiled. “He was such a sweet boy, too, always listened to his mother, did everything he could to make her happy. I think he just wanted to find some type of joy and laughter in that house. Especially when Alex was over. It was so few and far between. Those two loved each other.”
“Alex?”
“My brother’s first born, Richard’s stepbrother.”
The lack of birth records seemed to run in the family, or Perry could have had them destroyed. “Did Alex live with Richard and his mother?”
“No, he was much older than Richard, by at least ten years. I think he even tried to help get Richard and his mother out of there.” Ms. Smalls shook her head and let out a heavy sigh. “But he was just a kid himself. Could barely support his own weight, let alone that of a seven-year-old and a grown woman.”
“Is Alex still alive?”
“No, died a long time ago, I think around the same time as my brother’s arrest now that I think about it.” 
“Can you tell me anything about your brother’s incarceration?”
“The night my brother was arrested, he set fire to the house, locking both Richard and his mother inside while it burned. When the firefighters showed up, he was standing outside, watching the flames and listening to the screams inside, finishing off a bottle of whiskey.” She waved her hand. “After that, there wasn’t any way for the police to ignore the suspicions and allegations of Melvin’s abuse, so that was when they locked him up and threw away the key. The bastard should have got worse. Whatever they did to him in prison wouldn’t have bee half as bad as what he did to that boy n.” Ms. Smalls gently played with the edge of her shirt. A tear rolled down her cheek, and she wiped it away with a crooked hand. “I always thought that Richard might have blamed me for what happened, but when I came here, I—I…”
Cooper laid a hand on Ms. Smalls’s arm. “People will do what they want, no matter what someone tries to do to help them. You can’t change nature.” Cooper had found that to be true in her six years working undercover. You couldn’t reason with someone who didn’t understand the concept. Once instincts took over, it all became about survival. “Is there anything else you can tell me, Ms. Smalls? About Richard’s childhood, about his mother, his stepfather, and his stepbrother?”
Ms. Smalls shook her head. “I’m sorry I can’t be of more help. What’s left of my memory is nothing more than blurred images. I was never around them very much. A few holidays here and there, but I mostly focused my time at my church here in Ohio. Never had the desire to leave there. It was my home.”
Cooper knew the woman was fading, but she’d come all this way, and Perry had wanted her hidden for a reason. “Really anything at all would help. Former jobs, trips, hobbies that any of them had?” 
Ms. Smalls squinted her eyes, racking the dusted files in her mind. “From what I can remember of my brother he did enjoy fishing, even tried taking Richard on a few trips.”
Cooper nearly dropped the pen in her hand, as she inched closer to the old woman. “Can you remember any fishing trips that your brother may have taken Richard on before his arrest?”
Ms. Smalls could barely keep her head up anymore, struggling to access the information. “Yes.” She nodded, slightly giddy at the fact she remembered. “Richard’s mother called me, told me that something had happened and my brother hadn’t had anything to drink for a week, and he took Richard on a trip to celebrate.”
“Where did they go?”
“To the east coast. Somewhere around Boston, I think.”



 
***
Dylan finished buttoning the shirt they’d given him and slid the belt around his jeans. It was nice to be out of the orange jumpsuit and irons around his ankles and wrists. He rubbed the beard that had formed over his face and the dark circles under his eyes. When he watched his fingers touch his skin, it felt foreign. He didn’t recognize the man staring back at him.
The man in the mirror had aged well beyond the years of Dylan’s birth. He turned away and left the reflection to its own devices. Dylan ran his fingers along the soft, padded cloth of the bedspread. It was cold from the constant blow of the A/C vents in the walls. His door opened, and one of the security guards poked his head in from the hallway. “Moringer needs to see you.”
Dylan nodded. “Just give me a minute.” The door shut, and Dylan took a seat on the corner of the bed, the springs giving a light squeak underneath his weight. He clasped his hands together so hard that his knuckles turned white and then bowed his head. “I don’t know if you exist, or if you do if you can even hear me, but I need something from you. Let me get through this without losing any more of myself or my family, and whatever is left of my soul is yours. You can do whatever you want with it. That’s it. That’s all I want.”
Dylan let his hands fall and kept his head hung with his eyes closed. There was a small part inside him that mocked the prayer, calling him a fool, telling him that he couldn’t pass the burden of his sins onto someone else, no matter how hard he tried. In the end, it would fall on him. There wasn’t any other way.
When the guards dropped Dylan off, Moringer was sitting in the back of the room alone. Dylan expected him to be with a team of people searching for any way to stop Perry from his plans. But the sight that Dylan’s eyes beheld was a man alone, shoulders sagging, eyes defeated. “Have a seat, Mr. Turk.”
Dylan pulled a chair from the table and sat, watching Moringer try and gather his thoughts for whatever needed to be said, which it looked like he was dreading. “We’re thirty minutes away from Perry’s deadline. You probably realize that what he’s asked of us is impossible and nonnegotiable.”
“It’s something that he knows, too.” Perry didn’t do anything he didn’t want. Everything that man had planned out had come to fruition.
“I need you to try and talk him down.” Moringer kept his eyes down until he’d finished the sentence then looked up. Even he knew the lunacy of his request. “We don’t have a lot of options right now.”
“And why in the hell would he listen to me? What, you think we have some sort of camaraderie? That we have a connection? The man is a psychopath.” Dylan jumped up from his chair and then slammed it back under the table. “He has no reason, no understanding. So you and your team better come up with something better than me!”
Moringer took the verbal assault on the chin, waiting for Dylan to finish the rant before he spoke. “Cooper is looking into Perry’s past. She’s had a few leads that she’s tracking down, trying to find something we can leverage against him, but until she has something solid and concrete, we’re dead in the water. We do have other options, but we’d like to keep them as a last resort.”
Dylan pressed both hands against the wall, shifting his weight to lean against it with his back toward Moringer. “Perry keeps saying that we are connected somehow, but I don’t know what he’s talking about. I’d never seen him before in my entire life before he took Sean.” He spun around, his arms sagging in exasperation. “Everything he’s done has been to toy with me. I think that’s what he’s still doing.”
Before Moringer could respond, the guard from earlier stepped inside and informed them that Perry was attempting to call. Moringer dismissed the sentry and walked over to Dylan and gripped him by the shoulders. “I won’t pretend to know your pain, but as long as Perry has his finger on the button of those nukes, your family will never be safe. No matter what you say to try and convince yourself. This is bigger than all of us, Mr. Turk.”
Dylan understood that, but he also knew that he wasn’t equipped to handle something like this. He was a boat captain, not a soldier or an investigator or a field agent. He hadn’t gone to college; he’d barely finished high school. The world had demanded more of him than he was capable of giving. “It’s too big.”
The guards led Dylan down the hallway and into a different conference room than the one before, where another laptop waited for him. Without another word, the guard shut the door, locking him inside.
A voice crackled from a speaker mounted in the corner. “The computer is already set up.”
Dylan took a seat in the chair and examined the rest of the walls. He spotted the camera mounted on the opposite side. “Did he say what he wanted?” But Dylan didn’t receive an answer until the incoming call was transferred to the laptop.
“Hello, Captain.” Perry smiled, but then furrowed his brow in concern. “You look tired. Are you getting enough rest?” But it only lasted for a moment. “I don’t suppose you have the time, do you?”
“They’re still working on your request. You know what you’re asking is beyond the scope of what they can do,” Dylan answered.
“Beyond their scope, perhaps, yes, but not mine.” Perry leaned back. Even in the pixilated image, Dylan could see the insanity that Perry no longer needed to hide. The veil had been pulled back, and Perry relaxed, wallowing in his own self-worth. “The clock is ticking.”
“Why don’t you just speak to them yourself? Why do you have to go through me?”
“I prefer to deal with people familiar to me. We have history, you and I. History that goes back farther than you know.” He leaned back, his hands behind his head and his feet propped up. “Ever been to the west coast, Dylan?”
“No.” Dylan shifted uncomfortably and crossed his arms protectively over his chest.
“It’s beautiful out there. The cliffs along the coast, the waves of the ocean. Good fishing there, too. I’m sure you’d enjoy yourself.”
“You know you’ve locked yourself in a box, right? They know your play, Perry, because you only have one left.”
“That was the problem with you, Dylan. Always looking at the obvious motives, what’s in plain sight. You’ve never been one to look closely unless it’s for your own survival, but even then it’s quick and dirty, glazing it over with the same passion that you’d use to figure out the breakfast options at a fast-food restaurant.”
“What do you think we have in common? You keep telling me that I should look closer. Well, I have. The only extraordinary things that have happened in my life have been my family, and even that was taken from me. You don’t strike me as a family man, so what? What is it?!” Dylan slammed his fist on the table, rattling the computer screen and sending a spray of spit onto the screen that landed on Perry’s pixilated forehead.
“Pain. That is our link. You have suffered, as I have.” Perry leaned closer into the camera on the computer. “And that pain is not over. For either of us. I can promise you that.” He sat back. “Tell Moringer he has twenty-six minutes and thirty-nine seconds to approve my request.”
The connection ended, turning the screen blank. Dylan picked up the computer and slammed it to the ground. The laptop exploded into pieces, plastic shards flying into the air, and the screen completely shattered. The moment the laptop hit the ground, one of the guards came rushing inside, grabbed Dylan, slammed him against the wall, and pinned his arms behind his back.
The pressure in his arm felt like it was going to snap in half, and Dylan let out a hoarse moan. “Get off me!” But Dylan’s demands only made the guard increase the amount of pressure, and Dylan let out another wail.
“Enough! Let him go.”
The guard released Dylan after a spiteful last shove against the wall, and Dylan tried rotating his left arm to have the feeling return. Even after he gave it a rub, it still felt like it would snap in half at any minute.
Moringer ordered the guard to leave, and Dylan and he were alone. “Is there something you’d like to tell us?” Moringer kept his hands on his hips, a stance Dylan normally saw on his high school principal.
“I don’t know what he’s talking about.” Dylan offered an exasperated gesture to the broken computer, as he sat back down. “He’s delusional.”
“Well, right now that delusional psychopath has his finger on the button to launch a nuclear weapon!” Moringer’s face flushed red. “So next time you think about losing your shit try and remember that.” Moringer kicked a few pieces of the computer on the way out and slammed the door behind him.
Dylan knew what was at stake, but he couldn’t take the games anymore. Perry had pulled on too many strings already, and he wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to keep his own sanity.
 



Chapter 7
Moringer looked over the mission details one last time. If anything looked out of place, or if Perry suspected anything, then they were finished. It wasn’t even a guarantee of success, but the only vulnerability that they’d been able to find that gave them any chance of stopping Perry was the lack of surveillance around the bunker’s entrance.
While the security features were locked down tightly, the view from the bunker was limited. The military had never really planned for an invasion of any foreign soldier on the base during the construction, so their plan was in the realm of possibility for being successful. The only fear was that Perry would have the same understanding.
“Well?” The CIA director had been impatiently tapping his pen against the table, the clicking rhythmic noise running in time with the lightning-quick thoughts sprinting through Moringer’s mind. “We’ll need all nods on this if we want to go. The president won’t accept anything less than a unanimous vote.”
Moringer laid the papers down for the hundredth time. “The president wants to make sure he has a finger to point if this goes worst-case scenario. I want to make sure we can be successful.”
“And?” The CIA director offered a sarcastic tone. “What do you say?”
The details of the plan were intricate. All it would take would be one slipup, and Perry would know they were there. “Where are we at with the time?”
“Ten minutes,” the CIA director answered. “All of our resources are in place. All they need is the green light. They can have that base in five minutes.”
While Moringer admired the CIA director’s enthusiasm, he didn’t share the same level of confidence. There was zero room for error on this. It was a tall task for even the elite SEAL teams that were a part of this. He knew Perry wasn’t a man to hand out idle threats. But if they did nothing, he’d still follow through. At least this gave them a chance. “Tell them it’s a go.”
The CIA director slapped the desk and radioed the command. He jumped up and clenched both fists, letting out a wail that reddened his face in excitement. “That fucker won’t know what hit him.”
“Yeah,” Moringer said, sinking back into his seat and glancing out the window. He’d worked in this building for more than two decades, and in all that time, he’d never taken a moment to notice the beauty of the landscape outside. The architecture in Washington wasn’t like anything he’d seen anywhere else. The monuments etched from marble would last long after he was gone. “Let’s just hope we know what’ll hit us.”



 
***
Ozier and the rest of his officers paced around the bunker anxiously waiting for take over of the third and last nuclear base. Perry knew what all of them were thinking: that he was all talk. That in the end, he wouldn’t pull the trigger.
“Less than eight minutes,” Ozier said, repeating the time for the hundredth time since they had gotten within thirty minutes of the deadline and had heard nothing back from the others.
“I do not need your help in telling the time, Ozier,” Perry snapped then turned to the laptop with which he’d been communicating with Dylan. He’d give them a few more minutes, wait until the clock struck zero. Then he’d make sure Dylan knew what his lack of communication would cost.
Most individuals in power didn’t understand or appreciate a threat until it became a tragedy. Perry had seen that time and time again in his work at Homeland. Tyrants, presidents, dictators, generals, rebels—it didn’t matter the nationality, the race, ethnicity, sex, everyone treated it the same. It wasn’t real until it happened. For Perry, that was one of the most exploitable facets of the human mind, and it was something that he’d used to get what he wanted hundreds of times.
And when you were dealing with a country as powerful and grandiose as the United States, the façade of reality was all the greater. The people in this country had been so strong for so long that they had no idea that someone could actually hurt them. To them, it was inconceivable. But Perry could see through the farce, the invisible protective veil these people walked around wearing. It was nothing more than an illusion, one they clung to for dear life.
The clock ticked down to five minutes, and Ozier’s voice was cut off by the ringing of the laptop. Everyone in the bunker edged closer to the device, but Perry picked it up and carried it into his private room, much to the chagrin of the others.
“Dylan, I didn’t expect you to be calling so soon.” Perry checked his watch. “You still had some time, although you’re cutting it close.” He watched Dylan’s face, the stoic poker-like expression he’d adopted when speaking. How much longer will the man last before he self-destructs?
“We need more time, Perry. What you’ve asked us to do is impossible. The military just has too many assets in too many places. You set them up for failure.”
“They set themselves up for failure. They probably haven’t told you about Homebase protocol. In the event of a nuclear strike or severe world casualty, all base commanders are trained to withdraw their troops, assets, and documents in less than twelve hours.” Perry cocked his head to the side. “That’s still almost three cities nuked, but it’s better than three hundred, wouldn’t you agree? I would try and sell the plan harder, Dylan.”
“You know I don’t have any sway with these people.”
“No, but you have just as much motivation. What kind of deal did they offer you? Limited jail time? No jail time at all? Money? Witness protection? Your children?” Perry watched Dylan’s face twitch at those words. The man was on the verge of exploding. Whatever shred of sanity he held onto wouldn’t last much longer. It was almost done. “I would think that it was your penance to try and stop these nukes from killing millions. After all, you’ve already had a hand in killing thousands—tens of thousands, actually.”
And there it was. The bobbing of the throat, the reddening of the eyes, the locked jaw and slight lip protrusion. Dylan was troubled. The weight of everything he’d been involved in was starting to wear down that pillar of resolve that was his justification for all the terrible atrocities he had committed.
“Oh, yes, Captain.” Perry felt the swell of excitement at the sight of Dylan’s shame. “The blood that has been spilled by your hands has soaked you to the bone. You’re dripping with it.”
Dylan kept his voice calm. “You can’t put that on me, Perry. Whatever sick, twisted games you think you’re playing won’t work. You talk about illusions? Well, you have the biggest one of all. The illusion that everything you come up with in your mind will work.”
“What’s in my mind is about to kill over one million people. Less than five minutes, Dylan. I’d go and speak to your handlers. Who knows? The city I pick might just be where the DEA has your family.” Before Dylan had a chance to respond, Perry disconnected the call. He leaned back in his seat, relishing the fact that Dylan was squirming in his chair, but was immediately interrupted by Ozier bursting through his door.
“We have a problem.”



 
***
Captain Neal Typhin waited on the edge of the base, tucked under the cover of camouflage and surrounded by his team of Navy SEALs. His eyes were focused on the scout team of terrorists just two hundred yards north of his location. The three-man team worked the area lazily, and Typhin’s finger itched over the trigger. But his orders were to wait until the official green light. He clicked the radio communication link at his neck. “Status check. All teams.”
“Red team. Check.”
“Green team. Check.”
“Yellow team. Check.”
“Blue team. Check.”
Typhin clicked the radio off. Just give me the go, generals. A cross dangled from his neck, and he clutched it with his free left hand and closed his eyes.
The pendant had been given to him by his grandfather. Typhin had come from a long line of soldiers. His grandfather had stormed the beaches of Normandy on D-Day and lived to tell the tale. Typhin had heard those stories at a very young age. There was so much blood that the ocean waves had turned crimson as they washed onto the shore.
Typhin’s father told stories that gave him worse nightmares, though. The jungles of Vietnam, the traps, the heat, the disease, the hell he found right here on earth. While his grandfather had managed to escape with most of his wits, his father had killed himself with a bottle of whiskey. And a shotgun shell under his chin.
It was Typhin’s mother who found him. His father had done it in Typhin’s bedroom. He was only six at the time, and he couldn’t grasp the concept of his father killing himself, what that meant, or why his mother moved the two of them out of the house.
Once Typhin was older and was able to wrap his head around what his father had done, he made a promise to himself that he would never become that weak. Ever. He brought the cross in his hands to his lips and kissed it then tucked it back under his shirt and Kevlar.
“Captain Typhin.” The radio crackled and broke his concentration on the terrorists in the distance. “This is Command.”
“Go ahead, Command.” Typhin kept his voice low.
“You have a green light. All units are clear to engage.”
“Roger that.” Typhin echoed the orders over the radio, and his unit of six men rose from the earth like the undead, sprinting to devour their victims. The mission called for stealth. Typhin had been debriefed on what the repercussions were if they failed, or if they were caught, and he didn’t plan on letting any of these rag fucks even smell him coming.
Every unit stationed around the base knew their assignment, and it was radio silence until the mission was complete. Typhin brought his team to a stop, letting the terrorists cluster next to a charred Humvee. He kept low, his steps soundless, listening to them chatter back and forth as two of his team members followed in the same footsteps.
All three of the terrorists’ backs were to the SEALs, and in one synchronized motion, the Americans brought their arms over the terrorists’ necks and twisted. With one quick snap, the Egyptians collapsed to the ground. Typhin led his men through the rest of the field, on the lookout for any more perimeter guards.
Each SEAL unit had been stationed strategically to take out the scout teams. The closer they all moved to the center of the base, where the entrance to the bunker was located, the thicker the cluster of terrorists became. The strike had to be in one swift motion. One radio call to Perry below, and the nuke would be launched.
Typhin and his men set up the machine guns, quietly loading the ammo into the automatic canisters and applying the suppressors to the muzzles. They set up four of them, all controlled by one computer, with heat-sensor targeting and enough bullets to take out anyone in their path.
All the units had been instructed to set them up, and with the combined rifles of each man there, they’d take down the rest of the terrorists in one assault. Typhin posted up at the mangled corner of a tank, the armor shredded and crumbly to the touch.
At least eighty terrorists patrolled the area outside the bunker, all of them armed, all of them close to a radio, and all of them looking for an excuse to use both. Typhin checked his watch, the seconds ticking by toward the moment of their strike. And then, with less than thirty seconds before the other teams were in place, Typhin felt his heart sink as he watched a tall, gangly, bearded Egyptian start screaming to his men, sending the base into a panic.
The base came alive with gunfire, the machine guns pumping round after round of lead that connected those bullets with heads, legs, arms, and torsos. Typhin brought the scope of his own rifle to one of the terrorists sprinting toward the bunker and felt the recoil of the shot as he added another kill to his file.
“We need to move to the bunker!” It was Typhin’s team in charge of the infiltration, and with the shitstorm circling them, they didn’t have a lot of time. With protocol already broken, he radioed the other SEAL units. “Cut machine gun fire. My team is moving in for the bunker infiltration.”
“Copy that.”
Typhin sprinted over the corpses on the ground, shooting anyone who was still alive and in his path. He and his team skidded to a stop just before the bunker and started unloading their gear. The blast door itself was easy enough to override, as they had the intel and knowledge on how to break in. The hard part was getting down there before Perry realized what was happening.
Once the lock was broken on the door, a signal would be sent down to the bunker. They couldn’t stop the signal from being triggered, but they could slow it down. Typhin’s lieutenant set the process into motion. “It’s all set, Captain.”
“All right, let’s move!” Typhin charged into the bunker’s elevator, the gunfire around the base still thundering like a terrible storm. All six of Typhin’s men made it inside, and the elevator descended. “Check your weapons. Make sure you’re fully loaded, and have your NVDs ready. Power will be out once we make it down.”
Typhin squeezed the pistol grip on his rifle, the leather of his gloves creaking with each pull. He closed his eyes, trying to control his heart rate. Almost there.
The elevator suddenly jolted to a stop, causing Typhin and his men to waver. “Lieutenant, what the hell was that?”
The computer screen that the lieutenant had used scrambled then went black. “The elevator lost power, and I don’t have a connection into the network anymore.” He worked the keyboard, trying to get something back up, but it was for naught.
“Keep your heads together, sailors. Lieutenant, we need eyes on this now. What are our communications?”
“I can’t get through to Command. We’re too far below the surface now.”
With no contact and no way to reach the bunker, there wasn’t any way to stop Perry from launching a nuke, and he found himself praying that whatever city was hit wasn’t his. “Keep working on it, Lieutenant. Find a way around the problem.”



 
***
Perry watched the SEAL team in the elevator squirm on the security feed. Despite their attempt at slowing the alarm signal, it still managed to get to the bunker before the SEAL team could. Perry had to admit it was a clever play and a dangerous one. Ozier and the other officials eyed the elevator, licking their lips at the promise of such a close kill.
“Ozier,” Perry called out to the terrorist leader. “We’ll let them fidget a while longer before you and your men decide to have your way with them.” Perry pressed his finger to his lips, which then curled into a smile. “But I’m wondering if you would be more interested in prolonging their deaths. Make them feel the burn, so to speak?”
Ozier reciprocated Perry’s smile then barked orders to his men in Arabic. Perry fired up his laptop and reached out to Dylan, who answered immediately. “Captain, I’m disappointed in you.” Perry lowered his eyebrows, shaking his head. “I would have hoped you wouldn’t have seemed so eager to answer. At least wait till the second or third ring. It makes you look desperate.”
“We need more time, Perry.”
“We all need more time, Captain. I need more time on this earth to finish what I’ve started. And you need more time to be with your family. Time is the one constant in life that is endless, but sadly it does not wait for you or me.”
“Dammit, Perry, you’ve made your point. Stop this madness. Now!”
Perry rotated the camera on the laptop to show the full view of the SEALs in the elevator and made sure Dylan had a good look. “Do you remember what I told you about burning flesh when you gave me the key to all of this?”
The color drained away from Dylan’s cheeks, leaving them a pale shade of fleshy grey-white. “Perry, don’t do this.”
“How long did that smell linger in your nose? The first time is always the hardest, but it gets easier the more you experience it. Practice makes perfect, so they say.”
Dylan turned away from the laptop. “Stop the mission! Call them back!”
“Oh, I’m afraid it’s too late for them, Dylan.” The SEALs in the elevator scrambled, searching for a way out. Perry typed a few quick keystrokes, and the elevator restarted its descent. “I have to admit it was a bold move. Only U.S. officials could think they could kill an elephant with a swarm of ants.”
The elevator came to a stop, and the SEALs inside all aimed their weapons at the door, trying to coordinate for their attack. But what the SEALs had no way of seeing or knowing was that Ozier and his men had opened the air shaft of the elevator so they had a full view of the sailors. Nor did the SEALs know about the incendiary grenades clutched in Ozier’s hands.
“I hope you have the stomach to watch, Dylan. It’s the least you could do, since it was you who failed to deliver on my requests.” Perry picked up his radio, hiding his smile behind the device. “Do it.”
“Perry, no!” But Dylan’s screams were quickly drowned out by those of the SEALs. The dark screen lit up as the bombs ignited, flames spreading through the elevator. Orange, yellow, red, devouring everything inside. Some of the SEALs shot themselves, no longer able to withstand the heat and fire that consumed them, while the rest were too blinded with pain to be able to end it themselves.
The fires burned until the cloth and bodies had charred to black, leaving nothing but smoke and death in their wake. Perry watched Dylan’s reaction. To the man’s credit, he never looked away. Perhaps it was his way of punishing himself.
The clock on the wall finally beeped to zero, signaling the end of the two hours that Perry had given the government to withdraw the troops. “Captain, it looks as though our time is up. So have the officials come through with my request?”
Dylan’s eyes were red and wet. His face and body were frozen. “No.”
“Well, then, I’ll tell you what.” Perry pulled out the Taipan, the device still hooked up to Perry’s computer and in control of every nuclear missile on the base. “Since you’ve been such a good sport about all this, I’ll let you pick the city. That way you’ll know that your family is safe, at least for another two hours.”
“Fuck you.”
Defiance. The final emotion in a hopeless situation. When everything else was beyond your control, you could still denounce any affiliation to your fate. “Even though you join us, you do not come willingly, even until the end. Commendable, Captain. You’re stronger than your ex-wife let on.”
A map of the United States was laid out on the table next to Perry, and he looked it over, tracing his fingers over the east coast then across the Midwest, until they finally rested on the California Coast. “I suppose San Francisco is as good a place to start as any.”
Dylan remained motionless as Perry entered the coordinates. Even through the hundreds of feet of earth and concrete, when the missile launched, Perry could feel the vibrations through the bunker. He closed his eyes, smiling, as he knew the people of San Francisco would soon feel the life-altering vibrations of the nuclear blast that would kill more than one million American citizens.
 



Chapter 8
Any evacuation protocols were useless. In less than sixty seconds, the entire city of San Francisco was leveled. Moringer struggled to keep his food down as news channels started broadcasting the story, and Homeland’s dirty laundry was now national news.
Moringer and the other directors did their best to dismiss a conspiracy, saying it was an isolated incident, but it didn’t take long for eyewitness reports just south of the North Dakota base from which the missile was launched to say that it had come from an American military base.
“When I saw the smoke, I figured it was some test. I knew about the Air Force base out there. But when I heard about what happened in San Francisco, I knew it wasn’t any drill.”
News broadcasts were full of townspeople, on air, giving their testimony of what they had seen. In the end, Moringer and the rest of the directors had no choice but to offer the media something in exchange for cooperation in helping restore order to the rest of the country.
News soon got out that it was Perry, a high-level deputy director from Homeland Security, who was behind the attacks, the one institution that was supposed to stop terrorist threats from coming to fruition. It spun well into the narrative of Dylan’s involvement and Perry’s manipulation. 
Homeland had spawned a lunatic with his itchy finger on the button. While Moringer and the rest of the officials conceded that it was Perry who had taken control of the base, they did not let the media know of the other nuclear missiles still within his control.
The CIA director slapped another folder onto Moringer’s desk. “We’ve got three more disarmed.”
“Where does that put us on the timeline?” Moringer and the rest of the directors knew that trying to get to Perry now was fruitless and they’d begun the arduous process of disarming the nukes at the military bases. While Perry controlled them, he couldn’t stop U.S. officials from disarming the weapons at the surface level.
“We’re bringing in more crews from around the country, as well as some international allies—”
“Where does that put us on the timeline?”
The CIA director let out a slight sigh. “We’re still at twenty-four hours.”
Moringer slammed his fists onto the table. “Dammit, Perry is not bluffing! That is twelve more nukes he’ll launch, and God knows what’ll happen if he changes the deadline or the number of targets.”
“Well, unless you have some sort of secret playbook that tells us what to do next in this situation, we’re doing what we can.”
Stress, lack of sleep, and an increased diet of caffeine and fast food lunches had left everyone on edge and out of patience. Moringer rubbed his eyes.
“I’ve been in this job for thirty years, and in all that time, I’ve never had anything like this happen before,” the CIA director replied. “I don’t think anyone would have thought about this in their wildest nightmares.”
Moringer leaned back, thinking of Perry, all the years he’d been planning this, all the death and destruction he’d brought to millions of innocent lives and what he would continue to bring if they didn’t stop him. “I know of at least one person who has.”
The CIA director leaned in and lowered his voice. “You want some free advice? Shut it off. That part of you that connects you to all of this. It’ll help you distance yourself from it. And you’ll need that.”
“If we distance ourselves from it, we make ourselves more like Perry. Disconnected.”
“Trust me. Perry is more connected than any of us right now. For him, this is as personal as it gets.” The CIA director tapped Moringer’s desk then left, leaving the disarming reports.
Moringer turned the pages, looking at all of the data he now had access to. Data he never even wanted to know. Nuclear codes, waste disposal, computer components, classified documents—all of it was too much. He’d spent the last thirty minutes just processing what he’d seen on the news, what he’d already known the moment the clock hit zero. And now it had restarted, counting down to another attack on another city, killing more innocent citizens. Moringer picked up the phone and dialed Cooper, hoping she’d made some headway into the investigation. “Cooper, tell me you have some good news.”
“Perry manipulated some of his family tree. Melvin Perry was only his step-father, and I managed to find a step-aunt that he’s been taking care of. I think Dylan and Perry are connected more than we think.”
“Yeah, I’m starting to get that feeling too. Any way we can use the aunt to our advantage?”
“No, she’s on her way out, and she hasn’t seen Perry in a long time. But from the sound of it she was the only one in Perry’s past that tried to help. She also mentioned a half-brother Perry had. I put in a file request to get his information, but with everything that’s happened it’s been hard getting some of the documents. If you could get Jimmy to speed it along over there that’d be helpful.”
“I’ll make sure I talk to him about it. Where are you now?” 
“Boston. I’m on my way to check out some files with the DCF Headquarters. According to the step-aunt Richard’s step-dad was pretty abusive, and the case workers assigned to him didn’t do much in terms of stopping it.”
“You think that has something to do with Perry’s attacks?”
“I think Perry covered a lot of this up for a reason, and I’m going to find out why.”
“Keep digging.”
“Yes, sir.”
Moringer hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair, the weight of the day leaning with him. Sitting there, he wasn’t sure if he’d have the strength to get back up again. The television was still broadcasting the news from around the country. Every single network that still had the ability to send out a signal was on the air. He reached for the remote to turn it off but stopped when one of the reporters was standing next to an older gentleman, covered in dirt and dust, accentuating the lines of time on his face. Behind the old man and the reporter, fire fighters worked on putting out the flames. Columns of smoke rose high into the sky.
The reporter jammed the microphone into the old man’s face. “Sir, can you tell me what happened here?”
The old man shook his head, dust and ash falling from his eyelids. “We didn’t know what was going on with San Francisco, but my wife and I were at dinner there in our hotel when a bunch of people came rushing in and trashed the place. A few of them had guns, some had knives, and anyone who had a weapon started using it. People were screaming, crying. I grabbed my wife and ran. I just got out of there.” He looked back to the burning building. “Once I got my wife to the car, the building caught on fire. With everything that had happened, I wasn’t sure if help was on the way or not, so I dashed back inside and just started getting people out.”
“It must have been quite an experience, a lot of fear and panic.”
The old man started to tear up. “I just—” His voice caught in his throat, and he stopped. “I have three boys, and for some reason I just thought that maybe someone else had a son or a daughter inside and had to get them out. I’d want someone to do that for my children.”
The reporter clapped the man on the back, and a cloud of dust whirled in the air behind him. “A brave man in a treacherous time. We’ll throw it back to the studio. In the mean time, I’m—”
Moringer turned the television off and tossed the remote onto the desk and jumped from his chair. The old man was right. There were still people out there who needed help, people who could still be saved.



 
***
The piece of wall Dylan had stared at for the past thirty minutes hadn’t changed. It was the same solid white it’d been since the beginning. He blinked his eyes, feeling the dryness of the long stare. The news played in the background on the television they’d put in his room. The anchors were still tallying up the death tolls. Dylan wasn’t sure if the television was placed in the room as a gift or a punishment. Right now it felt closer to torture.
Pinched between Dylan’s fingers was the faded picture of his children, the one he’d taken with him on so many fishing trips and kept through the missions with the terrorists. His thumb moved slowly over the crinkled lines that made up Sean’s and Mary’s faces. How many parents had just lost their children? All of them dead, so Dylan could save his own.
Dylan broke his stare at the wall and looked down at the worn paper. It was his burden and his weight to bear now. But, even then, he knew it would crush him. No man could pull himself out from under that type of weight. Millions of lives lost, and each and every one of those souls was on him. He barely recognized the knock at the door, and it wasn’t until Moringer was standing in front of him with his hand on Dylan’s shoulder that he understood what Moringer was saying.
“It’s Perry.”
Dylan nodded, and Moringer walked out, leaving Dylan circling the faces of his children with his thumb in silence. For them. Keep going for them. Dylan pushed himself off the edge of the bed and followed the guards that escorted him to a room where the laptop waited with Perry’s signal.
A calmness washed over Dylan like an eerie fog over a lake at dawn. His mind had quieted, and when he moved his arms and legs, they felt like they moved in slow motion, yet when he looked down at them they were moving at a normal speed.
“Captain,” Perry said, once Dylan had answered. “You look tired. Have you been sleeping all right?”
Dylan remained quiet and watched Perry’s face offer the façade of sympathy and concern. It was all part of Perry’s sick game. The psychology, the mental torture that had stretched his mind to its limits, pushed him beyond what any normal human being should be allowed to handle.
Perry leaned in close to the camera on his computer. “Well, perhaps you just need a change of scenery. From what I’ve seen so far of the people who have you captive, I don’t feel like my demands are being taken seriously, but perhaps I was asking too much.”
“You knew exactly what you were asking for. Just like you know what you’re going to ask now. But whatever endgame you have planned, whatever you think you’re going to accomplish, you won’t win.”
“And why’s that?”
“You’ve tried to control too much, and you’ll slip up. You’ll overlook something small, something you didn’t believe to be important.”
“Pride comes before the fall, doesn’t it, Captain? Well, be that as it may. I want to still give you a fighting chance. Perhaps this will be your opportunity. Rising to the occasion to vanquish me. Tell your captors that in place of withdrawing their troops from around the world, I’ll accept you and Kasaika.”
No feeling of shock or fear gripped Dylan, simply an acceptance that this was what Perry had wanted. This was the price of all the debts Dylan had accumulated over the past weeks. The moment he went into Perry’s custody, he would die. But if he could get close enough, he might be able to save what was left of his soul and his family. “Okay, Perry. I’ll see you soon.”



 
***
The pain had mostly subsided, with the exception of any sharp movements of his shoulder, knee, or lower back. Kasaika paced around the cell like an old man without a cane. He chose to walk rather than sit. The pain reminded him that he was alive. He needed that pain; it fueled him.
But when Kasaika’s cell door opened and he was hauled away, he believed that life was going to be taken from him. They’d finally decided to end it, and while he knew that fate was inevitable and he’d accepted that long ago, the burning desire for revenge still glowered in his heart.
The guards tossed him into a room, barren of furniture and decorations, but white with the false light of a shopping mall that blinded his eyes. Kasaika stumbled around until his hand found one of the walls, and he used it to prop himself up.
“Hello, Kasaika.”
Kasaika whipped around, his eyes still adjusting to the light, but he recognized Dylan’s voice. “Is this who they send to finish me? A traitor to kill a murderer?”
Dylan’s body finally came into view. “I didn’t kill anyone. That debt is on you.”
“Negligence is not an excuse in your country, unless you have something better to offer your captors.” Kasaika spit on the ground. “And I would guess that’s why you’re here.”
“Perry set off a nuke in San Francisco.”
Kasaika froze, unsure if the boat captain was telling the truth. Had he done it? Had his people finally succeeded in paying back the infidels for Egyptian suffering all those years? When the captain showed him the images of the aftermath, he had his evidence. “Why would you tell me this?”
Dylan kept a phone in his hand. “To build trust, because what I’m about to tell you now is important. The CIA found the old warehouse where you and the rest of your men were hiding out. There were a few bodies there, marked and buried out back. One of them was your brother-in-law. Sefkh.”
 
The slight twinge of pain that flashed across Kasaika’s face was the only emotion he would let the infidel see. “He is with Allah now, in a far better place.”
“Perry killed him.”
Kasaika’s control over his expressions melted away as his face grimaced at the news. “Lies.” It was all a ploy to try and get more information from him.
Dylan extended the phone so Kasaika could see for himself. Kasaika slowly reached out his hand and took the device. The first image on the screen was Sefkh’s body. His skin was dirty and pale, but Kasaika recognized his brother-in-law. “The only thing this proves is that he’s dead. Your government probably killed him.”
“Swipe left.”
Kasaika moved his index finger across the screen, and a video appeared. The first shot was an overhead picture in the warehouse.
“Perry had security cameras installed,” Dylan said. “Probably because he wanted leverage in case things turned south.”
Kasaika’s finger hovered over the image, hesitant to press play. “Why are you giving me this? What does this do for you?”
“It’s not what it will do for me. It’s what it’ll do for you.”
Kasaika pressed play. The video was void of any sound. He watched the bodies move and jerk around as Perry pulled Dylan’s son out of the shipping container while Sefkh and a few of the men who’d been his comrades watched. Then, the moment Sefkh went to grab the boy, Perry jammed something into the side of Sefkh’s neck, stabbing repeatedly.
Sefkh’s body twitched and slowly collapsed to the ground, blood pouring out through his hands as he tried to stop the blood loss while the men around him did nothing but watch him die. Kasaika’s hands tightened around the phone, and the plastic case cracked from the pressure as he watched Perry step over Sefkh’s lifeless body. Kasaika tossed the phone away from him. “You think you can get me to cooperate after showing me that? I’ve watched Americans kill my people my entire life. I told Sefkh not to trust Perry. I was right.”
“The rest of your men still follow Perry, at least the ones he took with him,” Dylan said.
“They’re cowards.” Perry was powerful, and the men that had rallied to their cause latched onto that power like parasites, draining as much blood and life as they possibly could. The words of Allah only went so far in the minds of men before promises of the material earth outweighed those of the afterlife.
“Well, you’ll be able to call them whatever you want to their faces,” Dylan said.
The words caught Kasaika off guard. He took a step back, unsure of what the infidel meant. “What game is this?”
“No game,” Dylan answered. “This is an opportunity for both of us. We can bring Perry down.”
“We?” Kasaika tilted his head to the side. It was then he noticed the captain’s demeanor for the first time. He’d spent a lot of time with the captain during the transportation and delivery of weapons, and in all that time, he’d seen the pensive look in the man’s eye, but now the man had no look of fear or doubt. “You know, there is a school of Islam, true Islam, where I am from in Egypt, in which we teach young children from the very beginning of the treacherous ways of the Western world. It is during those early years that the foundation of our future is cemented. When those children are grown and have become men, they are hardened and strong. They understand that their sacrifices are for the greater good.”
“Hate. That’s all you’re teaching them.”
“I have looked those men in the eyes before they are sent out on their missions. Dozens of them. Their souls are covered in serenity. It’s a look you’re wearing now.” Kasaika had made his way across the room, so close he could almost touch Dylan, but even though Kasaika was within an arm’s reach of being able to choke the captain with his own bare hands, Dylan refused to flinch. “Is that your mission? Are you going to sacrifice yourself for your country’s greater good?”
“Not the country’s greater good. My family’s.”



Chapter 9
Cooper sat hunched around piles of faded and worn papers and folders. The lack of computer files had forced her to search through hundreds of filing cabinets with records dating back to the early sixties. The Department of Children and Family records hadn’t become digitized until three years ago, and anything older than twenty years wasn’t uploaded into the system.
It was a large web that Cooper had tangled herself in, and she was doing her best to try and piece it all together. Until she had something more than the word of a ninety-year-old woman living in an assisted-living facility, she wasn’t going to jump to conclusions, but the more she looked into it, the clearer the picture became.
The medical records Cooper looked into on the doctor who had examined Perry the night his father tried to burn him alive also supplied a psych evaluation on the father. The small town had lacked the necessities of modern medicine, so the doctor had often lent his services to anything medical related.
Perry’s father had had a history of alcoholism and had been sentenced to life in prison after he’d burned eighty percent of Perry’s body. Bipolar disorder along with severe depression were thrown into the diagnosis as well. It all added up to a very troubling childhood. And the burns weren’t Perry’s first trip to the hospital. Cooper also found medical records showing broken arms, legs, severe lashings to the face, back, and buttocks, as well as missing teeth and a gash to the back of the head that required sixteen stitches. Perry had been nothing more than a punching bag to his father.
The investigation into those dealings had also been incredibly poor. When Cooper searched for any filings during the years of Perry’s abuse, she found that a handful of case workers had looked into the domestic abuse but never followed up with any authorities, even after several nurses from the hospital where Perry was treated went to them personally with evidence of the abuse. All the documentation needed to put Perry’s father away had been there long before the boy was burned.
It was little wonder what had twisted Perry’s mind so much. Cooper leaned back and rubbed her eyes. Power had gone out in the archive room, and she was forced to look over the documents by the glow of flashlights and lanterns, which strained her eyes after staring for too long.
“Agent Cooper?” The old clerk snuck up from behind her, and she jumped from his sudden appearance. “Sorry, but I found those case worker files you wanted.”
“Thank you.” The clerk nodded, and Cooper took the thick reams of paper. Dust flew up into the air when she set them on the table and opened the first page. While there were more than a dozen DCF employees who had laid eyes on Perry’s case during his childhood, there were two particular workers who had consistently overlooked what was happening at home.
Neither of the employees had ever climbed the ranks of the government agency, and they’d seemed content on doing as little work as possible, waiting for their retirement dates to collect their pensions. Bernie Campton, the first worker she looked up, had retired more than ten years ago, while the second, Duncan Hostler, had retired three years ago.
Cooper jotted down their names and then swiveled over to the laptop she’d brought with her. The battery was nearly gone, but she had enough juice to do a quick search of the names, pulling up their current addresses. The wireless network struggled to populate the data, freezing on her twice. She leaned back, waiting for the screen to load, glancing back down at the files.
The screen finally beeped, and Bernie Campton’s retirement information popped up. When she scanned the monitor she nearly fell out of the chair when she saw his current address. San Francisco. She quickly typed in Duncan Hostler’s name and learned that he lived there as well. “Jesus Christ.” 
A shot of adrenaline pumped through her heart as she checked her watch, looking at the quickly fading time until the next deadline, and fidgeted in her chair, the burst of energy too much for her to handle at the moment. The fact that San Francisco just so happened to be the residency of where two of the case workers lived that ignored Perry’s child abuse that he bombed wasn’t a coincidence. She reached for the other files of the case workers that had been attached to Perry’s situation, and found that the others were also retired, and living in Washington, D.C. 
Cooper immediately grabbed her phone and dialed Moringer, her leg bouncing up and down as she hovered over the papers. “C’mon, c’mon, pick up!”
“Director Moringer.”
“I know where Perry is going to target next!” The words exploded out of her mouth like a gunshot, fast and loud. “It’s Washington, D.C.”
“What? How do you know that?”
“The child abuse that Perry’s aunt told me about was true. There were dozens of documented statements from nurses and neighbors stating that Perry’s father hit him, and his mother, a lot. The medical records alone could fill an encyclopedia. Two of the case workers that ignored those claims lived in San Francisco.”
Moringer paused for a moment. “You think Perry was targeting them?”
“It would make sense. The level of psychological damage that Perry went through as a child would trigger that need for revenge. And the three remaining case workers are all currently living in Washington, D.C.”
“But why all of this? What’s the bigger play?”
Cooper leaned back, shaking her head. “I don’t know, but this gives us something to work with. You need to get that city evacuated as quickly, and quietly, as possible.”
“Good work, Cooper. Keep it up.”
“I need one more thing. I need to speak with Dylan.”
“Give me a minute.” 
Cooper’s heart was pounding at one hundred miles an hour. She chewed her nail nervously, hoping to god that she was on the right track. 
“Hello?”
 
“Dylan, what was the name of your father’s ship? The one he captained when you were a kid.”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“I’m looking into Perry’s past and I think your dad had something to do with Perry when he was younger. If I can find the old harbor records and manifests from the port authorities I might be able to piece a few things together.”
Dylan let out an irritated sigh. “The Fish Bowl. That’s what he called it.”
“Thanks.” Cooper hung up before he asked any more questions. She didn’t have time to explain everything, not now. The adrenaline in her body continued to pump and she quickly gathered some of the files and headed out the door. She had one more stop to make.



 
***
The small handheld radio in Mark’s palm shook slightly as the reporter added another hundred thousand to the death toll that was well over two million due to the surrounding suburban areas effected by looting, fires, and fallout. The longer he listened to the broadcast, the harder he gripped the wooden railing out on the porch. By the time he turned the radio off, his hand ached.
“Did my dad do that?”
Mark spun around to see Sean standing sheepishly at the doorway to the balcony. “Sean, I thought you were still sleeping.”
Sean walked over to the small bench next to the railing and sat down without a word. Mark had been watching the boy closely, and it didn’t take a shrink to know that the kid hadn’t worked through everything he’d seen. Mark wasn’t sure if he ever would. He took a seat next to Sean, still rubbing his aching hand, and then put his arm around the boy. “Did I ever tell you the story of the first time I went fishing with your dad?”
Sean shook his head, the dark circles under his eyes shadowing his face. The boy was too young to have such a burden hanging over his head.
“Well, your dad had just purchased his first fishing boat, and let me tell you, he was so excited, I thought he’d fall overboard from all the running around he was doing.” Mark chuckled and managed to get a grin out of Sean. “We left before dawn that morning, and I spent most of the trip getting everything ready, while your dad was charged with trying to find the fish. And boy, did he find them.” 
Mark held out his arms wide, hovering over Sean’s head. “I tell you, we caught monsters that could swallow you whole!” He bent down over Sean like he was going to eat him, and he shied away, giggling. Mark tousled the boy’s hair and smiled. “By the end of the day, we couldn’t fit any more fish on the boat. When we decided to turn back, we saw a storm heading our way. We thought we’d be able to outrun it, but it just came up too fast. The waves rolled over the side of the ship, trying to knock us over, and the wind howled like a freight train. Lightning flashed in the sky and thunder boomed like cannons as the rain tried to drown us from above.”
Sean’s eyes widened as he looked up at Mark with his mouth gaping. It was the first time Mark had seen the boy so engaged since he was taken. “Was it scary?”
Mark nodded. “Oh, it was terrifying. The seas were so rough that I could barely keep my feet under me. The boat rocked back and forth, almost tipping us over. I went down below to grab some life vests, but on the way a wave knocked me overboard. I wasn’t sure if your dad had seen me and I thought I was going to die right then and there. The waves toppled over my head and I could feel the salt water rush down my throat and fill my belly. But just when I thought it was done I felt a hand reach down and grab my arm. Your father lifted me out of the sea with one mighty pull.” He watched Sean smile and felt his own face mirror the expression. “After that I held on for dear life inside the cabin, wrapped in a blanket and shivering. But I knew your dad wasn’t going to let us sink; he was going to make sure we both made it home alive.” Mark pointed at Sean’s heart and gave it a light nudge. “That’s the type of man your father is. He saves people. He doesn’t hurt them.”
Sean looked back down at his feet, dangling off the edge of the bench. When he finally looked back up, he raised his eyebrows. “So my dad isn’t the bad guy?”
“No,” Mark answered. “He is definitely not the bad guy. Your dad is the best man I know, and he’s going to make it back to you. He always finds a way home.” Sean jumped into Mark’s lap and hugged him, burying his face in Mark’s shirt. Mark squeezed the boy back tight then finally let him down.
“What are you guys doing?” Mary stood at the doorway in her pajamas, one of her thumbs in her mouth and her other hand dragging a doll.
“You need to get back into bed as well, little missy.” Mark set Sean down off the bench and gave him a little push toward his sister. “Why don’t you tell her that story about your dad and how brave he was.”
Sean looked back and smiled then led Mary inside, leaving Mark alone on the balcony. He looked out onto the vast wilderness that was upstate New York. It was a far cry from the cities and even farther from the ocean that Mark had called home for so long. He closed his eyes and wondered where Dylan was, how he was doing, and whether he actually would make it home.
Mark didn’t mean to lie to Sean, but he understood the odds that were stacked against the boy’s father. If Dylan couldn’t deliver on what the government needed him to, then Dylan would be the poster child for every attack on the United States over the past few weeks, including the bombing of San Francisco. And once that was the case, the country would demand justice.
But Mark had to believe that Dylan would make it to the other side. He’d watched the man battle extraordinary odds, overcome more than any other person he’d met in his entire life. But the storm Dylan was currently dealing with was another beast entirely.
 



 
***
The room was quiet, yet Dylan felt all the energy focused on him. High-level security officials, scientists, engineers, people who were considered the best of the best, top experts in their fields of study, all feeding Dylan the necessary information to shut down the Taipan that Perry controlled.
One of the engineers who had helped design the weapon walked Dylan through the shutdown sequence. He was a much younger man than Dylan had expected, barely into his late twenties, but there wasn’t any denying the man’s knowledge. “You’ll have to enter the access codes in the correct order all under three minutes. If it takes any longer than that, or if you enter the wrong code in the wrong order, the security features will kick in and lock you out. If that happens, it’ll shut you out for an hour.”
Time was the most important resource at the moment, and Dylan knew that he only had a small window of opportunity to shut the device down. If he had to wait another hour after the process was started, he’d be dead. “What about any security features Perry might have installed to prevent anyone but him from tampering with the device?”
“There are three buttons at the bottom of the Taipan. If you hold down all three at the same time, it will prompt you for a verification code.” The engineer added the code to the growing list of numbers Dylan needed to memorize in the next forty-five minutes during his trip to North Dakota. They couldn’t risk giving him a cheat sheet for fear of Perry finding it. “Once you enter that code, it will restore all the original security features. From there you’ll be able to follow normal protocol.”
“Right.” Dylan set the paper down to hide the shaking in his hands, which he tucked under the table.
One of the military personal extended him three pills: one yellow, one green, and one white. The officer pinched the yellow pill between his fingers. “This is a poison gas. You crunch this up, and it’ll fill the whole bunker, killing anyone and everyone inside in thirty seconds. The green one you need to take right after to fight off the effects of the yellow pill, and trust me, you’ll want to do it quickly. The white one…” The officer trailed off then found the grit to keep going. “The white pill is the easy way out. You won’t feel a thing.” He pushed all three pills across the desk.
Dylan picked up the suicide pill. If he took that, the mission failed. He set it down, trying to drown out the thought, and picked up the yellow one. “What does the gas do?”
“It sends the individual who breathes it in into cardiac arrest and breaks down the capillaries of the body. You’ll bleed from every orifice until there isn’t any blood left.”
Dylan regretted asking and set the pill down as one of the nurses collected the remaining pills and placed them in a hidden compartment in the heel of his shoe, barely large enough to hide them.
Moringer was the last to speak with him, and once Dylan had everything he needed to disarm the guards and the Taipan, he ordered everyone out. “Mr. Turk, I don’t have to tell you what’s at stake here. What type of consequences will happen if you’re unsuccessful. Perry could lose his mind at any minute, and I’d rather not have him at the helm of a nuclear arsenal when he does. Now, we have a good idea what city he’ll hit next and we’re working on evacuations now, but it’ll take time, and if he decides to advance his deadline a lot of people are still going to die.”
Dylan squeezed his hand into a fist to control the growing tremor then forced his hand back onto the top of the table. “What about my children?”
“We’ve got the signal set up for you right here.” Moringer pulled the laptop over and let it rest on the table. He patted Dylan’s shoulder and gave it a light squeeze that almost had a fatherly touch to it. “I’d like to give you as much time as you need, but—”
“I know.”
Moringer nodded and left Dylan alone. Despite the time crunch, Dylan sat there by himself for a moment, trying to gather the courage to speak to his children for perhaps the last time. Finally, he flipped the laptop’s lid open and clicked the number on the screen. A few seconds passed, and then both Sean and Mary’s faces appeared.
“Dad!” Their voices and pixelated smiles burst onto the screen at the same time, and Dylan had to force back the tears from his eyes.
“Hey, guys.” Dylan gripped the laptop with both hands. He wanted to hold them one more time, but this was as good as it was going to get. “How are you doing? Are you liking the cabin?”
Sean nodded, but Mary gave a frown. “There’s no TV, and Peter left all of my toys at home.” She fidgeted uncomfortably at the thought, but Sean tried to offer some encouragement. 
“There’s lots of stuff to do outside, but Peter doesn’t really like us to be out there by ourselves. He seems really nervous. Are you gonna be coming home soon?”
“Yeah, Dad! When are you coming here?” Mary bounced up and down.
“It shouldn’t be much longer.” Dylan’s voice quavered as it escaped his throat, but he tried to hide the grief with a smile. “But you two need to listen to Peter, all right? Don’t give him too much trouble.” As much as Dylan didn’t like the man, he knew his children would be well taken care of, and with Mark watching over them, he knew at least they would have something familiar to hold onto. “And make sure you listen to Uncle Mark as well, okay? Don’t give him a heart attack; he’s old.” That caused both of them to laugh. He’d miss that the most. “You guys know how much I love you, right? I love you so much, and I always will.”
“We love you, too, Daddy,” Mary said then blew a kiss to the screen.
“Yeah, we love you too, Dad.” Sean gave a smile and put his arm around his sister. They’re going to be all right.
Moringer poked his head back into the room. “Dylan, it’s time.”
Dylan gave a nod, and Moringer disappeared. “Hey, Sean, you take care of your sister, all right? You two are family, and family is the most important thing in the world. You hear me?”
“I will.”
“Good. I have to go, but I love you. I love you so much.” Dylan pressed his fingers to his lips then pressed them on the screen. Sean and Mary waved good-bye, and then the call disconnected. Dylan sat there gazing at the reflection of his own face in the blank screen. His heart had crumbled into a million different pieces, eroding away like the sands of a beach after the beating of a thousand waves. He felt the tremor start in his stomach, and it spread to the rest of his body until he couldn’t hold back the tears anymore.
Dylan sat there alone in the conference room, sobs escaping his face and tears slipping through his fingers to dot the tabletop. He let the moment pass, and once he regained his composure, he pushed himself off the chair and walked out the door. He had one more job to do, and then it would be done.
 



Chapter 10
The plane landed at the Minot AFB in North Dakota without incident. Perry had cleared the runway for Dylan’s arrival, and a cease-fire was called for what ground troops still remained on the surface level of the base. Despite Kasaika’s protest, he was still left in restraints, and Dylan was charged with taking him the rest of the way to the bunker.
Perry’s threats were simple yet effective. If anyone tried to rush the bunker’s elevator or Perry got any whiff of something fishy happening, he’d nuke another city, or maybe all of them. With San Francisco leveled to the ground, the administration wasn’t in the mood to test their limits.
The military troops that escorted Dylan and Kasaika to the base hung back by the plane, which was instructed to take off immediately once they were clear of the runway. The jet’s engines howled, and Dylan took a moment to turn back and watch his last bit of hope disappear into the clouds above, and once it was gone, the terrorists revealed themselves from the wreckage.
The carnage that was spread across the base was a combination of metal and meat that the buzzards circled, croaking out in delight as they took greedy turns swooping down and picking apart the bodies of the fallen. The stench of death ran across Dylan’s nose as one of the terrorists led him through the valley of death.
Smoke and fire still ravaged parts of the base from the previous battle, and the acrid fumes stung Dylan’s eyes as he coughed and hacked his way through the wreckage. The sole of his shoe slipped twice in puddles of blood still fresh and preserved from the summer heat.
Kasaika shouted at the terrorists that were his former comrades, but none answered him in English or their native tongue. Whatever alliances Kasaika used to have seemed to have fallen by the wayside. No doubt they suspected him of giving up some of their people since he’d been captured.
 
Dylan’s consciousness kept pulling his thoughts down to the light weight of the pills tucked away in the compartment of his shoe. He could feel the light bump under his heel as he walked.
The terrorist who gripped Dylan’s arm held him back as they approached the bunker’s gate and didn’t break eye contact with him until they were inside the elevator, which was only large enough to fit six of them inside at a time. They stood, huddled like sardines, and Dylan was forced right next to Kasaika. The tension suffocated the room, and Dylan found himself counting the number of guns that surrounded him, all loaded, ready to kill him if he made any type of movement they didn’t like.
The ride down felt slow until the elevator finally came to a stop, and Dylan felt the inertia of the elevator slowing and his stomach struggling to catch up. The doors opened, and Dylan took a step inside the compound. He was led through the narrow halls, and he did his best to take in his surroundings, looking for cameras, doors, rooms, anything he could use to his advantage.
Sweat rolled down the back of Dylan’s neck as the reality of the situation dawned on him. The room for error was nonexistent, and when Dylan turned the corner and saw Perry’s smiling face, the crushing weight of the tall odds stacked against him caused his knees to buckle.
“Captain, so good of you to join us.” Perry held out his arms and gestured to the rest of the room. Thirteen men surrounded him, all armed, all grimacing, and all of them with a look of death in their eyes as they watched Dylan. “Welcome to our humble abode. I’m afraid it’s no Four Seasons, but I’m sure it’s better than what Kasaika has been living in.”
Dylan was patted down and pinned against the wall. Sweat beaded on his palms and face as the terrorists’ foreign hands groped his body, and his heart raced faster as the man made his way down to the shoes. The brief moment of reprieve only lasted as long as it took the second terrorist, waving a wand across every inch of Dylan’s body, to walk over and inspect him. But after a good three minutes of examining him, the terrorists nodded to Perry, who seemed satisfied with the results.
Kasaika was also searched but remained silent as Perry slowly walked over to him then embraced him gently with both arms. Dylan scanned the room and noticed the monitors with maps of the United States, the major cities of the country represented with blinking red dots that peppered the screens like chicken pox. And then, in the center of the room, resting on a table, Dylan saw the Taipan. It looked exactly like the pictures he had been shown earlier. Now all he needed to do was find a way to disarm it before Perry had a chance to use it again.
“I see you’ve located the crown jewel.” Perry slapped Dylan on the shoulder, breaking him out of the daze that had consumed him, and Dylan felt a jolt of adrenaline rush through his body. “I’m sure Moringer and the rest of them told you all about it.” Perry ran his fingers over the top of the device, caressing it gently. “Would you like to test it out?”
Before Dylan’s face flushed red, he stepped forward, which caused the terrorists to reach for their weapons. “Perry, we need to speak in private.” If Dylan could just be alone with him long enough, he might be able to do it right here and now. His mind raced with the code sequences, but he wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to remember them.
“Leave us.” When Perry gave the order, a stout man with a thick black beard stepped forward, whispering something in his ear. Perry turned on him violently and shoved him backward. “I said leave us! And take Kasaika with you.”
The short, portly man stood his ground a few seconds longer before finally conceding. After a few quick barks of the slurred Arabic tongue, the rest of his Egyptian brethren followed, leaving Perry and Dylan alone in silence after the door sealed them tightly into the main room.
The silence of the room was only broken by the soft beeping of the computers. Perry sat himself next to the Taipan and leaned back leisurely, propping his feet up and resting his hands behind his head. “So, what have you brought for me?”
“I’ve been giving a lot of thought to your question.” Dylan stepped lightly, mindful of the pills in his shoes now that they were so close. “I think it has something to do with my father.” He stepped behind the table, shielding his legs and feet from Perry’s view.
“Ah ha!” Perry thrust his right index finger into the air, smiling. “Impressive, Captain.” Perry removed his feet from the table and leaned forward eagerly. “But what does your father have to do with your current predicament?”
“That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out.” Dylan picked at the heel of his left shoe, trying to loosen the compartment to grab the pills. “My father never had any political ties or even served in the military. Neither did my grandfather.”
“It’s not what your father did but what he didn’t do.” The playfulness vanished from Perry’s face. “You’ve heard the old proverb that the wicked prevail when good men sit and do nothing? Well, your father was that man.”
“My father never would have stood by if something bad was happening.” Dylan was surprised by the defiance in his voice. While his father hadn’t been a bad man, no one would have said he was the father of the year. Dylan couldn’t even remember a time when his dad had said “I love you.”
“You’re wrong!” Perry slammed his fist on the table, and the surprising show of strength rattled the Taipan on the desk and caused Dylan’s foot to slip from his grip and bang against the table. He froze in fear, praying Perry hadn’t heard it. “You know how many people have tried telling me that? How many people told me that growing up?” Perry jumped from his seat, walking around in angry circles, talking to himself. “It’s none of our business.
We shouldn’t meddle in someone else’s affairs.
Who are we to judge?” He stopped then slowly turned to Dylan. “Judgment. It’s something we all do, yet we are condemned for it as long as we are in the minority. The powers that be enjoy staying in power, Captain. That sense of purpose that comes with it is intoxicating. It drives men to lunacy, though.” Perry nodded his head emphatically. “Oh, yes, it does.”
Dylan almost had his left heel to his right hand. He picked at the compartment but couldn’t get it open. The seal was meant to be secure, and one of the soldiers had told him that it could be difficult to remove. Perry walked around the corner of the table, and Dylan was forced to quickly lower his foot.
“You will know your father’s failures,” Perry said. “But not now. Ozier!” It took less than a second for the portly man from earlier to enter once his name was called, and he was followed by the trail of terrorists, who still escorted Kasaika in his restraints.
The terrorists circled Dylan, trapping both him and Perry within. A few of them moved the center table that held the Taipan off to the side, opening up the floor space in the center of the room. Perry walked over to Kasaika then set him in the recently cleared space. He clasped his hands over Kasaika’s shoulders. “I killed your brother-in-law. It was a necessary death for our cause to continue.”
Kasaika’s nostrils flared, and his chest heaved up and down from his heavy breathing. His muscles tightened against the restraints, and he looked around to the rest of his fellow Egyptians. “This is the type of men you have become? Letting a Westerner lead you? Letting a Westerner kill one of our own!”
“We know you sold us out to the feds, Kasaika,” Perry said, his voice solemn. “A number of our groups were hit in Boston, locations that you knew about.”
Kasaika spun around, his face reddened with anger. “You left me there to die! You killed my brother-in-law! The men I gave up weren’t even true to the cause. You put our fate into the hands of an infidel!” He pointed at Dylan but couldn’t extend his hand past his waist. “You brought this upon my family!” Kasaika attempted a charge, but one of the terrorists held him back.
“You have forsaken the cause, Kasaika,” Perry said. “You will die, but before you do, you will have a chance to redeem yourself.” Perry snapped his fingers, and one of his men handed him the keys to Kasaika’s restraints. “In the eyes of your people, and of your god.” The metal cuffs around Kasaika’s wrists dropped to the floor, followed shortly by the cuffs around his ankles.
Dylan took a step back as Kasaika was now freed, rubbing the flesh around his wrists then clenching his hands into fists. Perry stepped between them and looked back and forth at the two of them as he spoke. “You will fight in hand-to-hand combat. No weapons will be used. And this will be a fight to the death. Kasaika, if you win, you shall be killed mercifully and given your burial rights. Dylan, if you win, I will tell you why you’re here.”
Perry faded back into the circle, and the surrounding terrorists grunted and shouted as the excitement grew, shifting back and forth on their legs, snarling at the scent of potential bloodshed. Kasaika eyed Dylan with laser intensity and sidestepped around to get a good angle on him, crouching low in anticipation of a strike, both his hands in the air.
Dylan mirrored Kasaika’s movements. He had no idea the type of training his opponent had, but Dylan hadn’t been in a fight since grade school, and despite the win, it wasn’t bringing much confidence to his situation. He backed into one of the terrorists on the edge of the circle and received a shove in the back that jolted him forward, closer to Kasaika, who made a lunge, which Dylan quickly sidestepped.
The consequences of this fight were much farther reaching than just the bunker. All it would take would be one false move, and Dylan’s life, along with any chance of stopping Perry, would be over. Dylan attempted to clear his mind, focusing on the fight at hand, but his children clouded his concentration. The images of their faces struck quick, like lightning.
Dylan’s heart beat through the fabric of his shirt and struggled to escape the protective casing of his ribs. The adrenaline coursing through his veins offered a layer of protection against the aches and bruises he’d accumulated over the past two weeks. His eyes were glued to Kasaika, carefully watching his movements, looking for something, anything that he could use against the man.
And then Dylan saw it: the slight twinge at Kasaika’s stomach where he had been shot the week prior on one of their missions. The wound and scar would still be fresh, and it could be Dylan’s one shot at beating him. If he could get close enough, it wouldn’t take much to bring Kasaika to his knees.
The shouts from the crowd grew intense, the storm of anger and pain rising deep beneath the surface world in their small bunker nestled under hundreds of thousands of pounds of earth. The seedy epicenter of this human volcano was ready to burst at any moment.
Kasaika suddenly swung his fist, connecting to Dylan’s right cheek, sending a hot pain through the rest of his head, and he stumbled backward. Kasaika tried to follow it up with another quick strike with his left, but Dylan veered out of the way, putting distance between himself and Kasaika.
The two continued their dance, circling around the fighting pit, Dylan trying to buy time for the throbbing pain in his temple to subside. When he finally got his feet back under him, Dylan made a charge for Kasaika, keeping his hands up to guard, but sacrificed a shot to the right side of his ribs in order to connect with the old gunshot wound on Kasaika’s stomach.
While the knife-like pain rippled through Dylan’s body, the sacrifice seemed to work as Kasaika barreled backward, clutching his stomach and curling over like the handle of a cane. Dylan stepped forward, and each time his foot connected to the floor, another stabbing spasm filled his senses. He chased Kasaika down and sent another shot into Kasaika’s stomach, who blocked it with his left arm then countered with a hard right to Dylan’s chin that sent him to the floor.
Kasaika capitalized on the hit and tackled Dylan onto the hard concrete, where Dylan’s head snapped back into the floor with a loud crack. The blow caused a flash of white light that blinded Dylan’s vision and triggered a deafening, high-pitched whine in both his ears. He grappled with Kasaika, who struck repeated blows to Dylan’s body.
Each blow from Kasaika chipped away at what was left of Dylan’s strength, the strikes coming at him faster and faster until Kasaika’s fist was nothing more than a blur. One of Dylan’s ribs finally snapped in half, triggering a primal scream from Dylan and a powerful reactionary shove with his legs that catapulted Kasaika off him and across the floor.
Dylan wallowed on the ground, each breath shredding his lungs with a thousand tiny knives. The room spun, and when he looked over to Kasaika, who was already on his feet, he scrambled to get his legs under him. Once he was able to stand, he tried straightening his back but was hindered by the pain in his ribs. His body trembled, the blinding pain overriding the pride that spurred him to keep going.
Kasaika pawed at his stomach, which was bleeding. The violent movement had caused his stitches to tear, and blood soaked the fabric of his shirt, but he gave no tell of pain except the light twitch in his left eye. The shouts from the surrounding crowd began to turn in Kasaika’s favor, and in the moment of cheers, his ego swelled large enough to push through the pain, and he stood erect. “I hope you’ve prayed to your false god, Captain. Because after I kill you and you come face to face with Allah, you will burn in the seven hells for all your sins.”
The shouts and jeers from the increasing hysteria of the surrounding men reached a crescendo as Dylan tried to gather what spit was left in his dry mouth to force a swallow. “That’s not gonna happen.” Dylan took a sidestep as Kasaika circled him, going around and around, waiting for his chance to pounce.
“If you’re worried about being there alone, you shouldn’t be.” Kasaika flashed a wicked smile across his face. “That slut you were married to will be there waiting, her screams just as loud as the rest of the whores. And then we’ll send your son and daughter to meet you, where they’ll be cut into a thousand pieces, and the devil will finish what Perry started!”
The surrounding chants and cheers slowly faded from Dylan’s ears. While he could still see their mouths moving, their fists shaking, he could no longer hear them. A white-hot flash of rage consumed him, cauterizing the pain in his ribs, his face, and the rest of his body. He suddenly became aware that his feet were moving, quickly steamrolling toward Kasaika, who started his own charge.
At the moment of collision, Dylan used his weight to knock Kasaika to the floor. Kasaika tried protecting the bleeding gash on his stomach, but Dylan punched the wound repeatedly until he felt the stitches break, and his fist entered Kasaika’s stomach to wails and screams of agony.
Dylan brought his bloody fist across Kasaika’s chin and slammed it down like a hammer on a nail until the screaming stopped then continued even after Kasaika’s body went limp. Dylan was blind to the pain in his hand, blind to the fact that Kasaika was motionless, blind to everything but the bloody stump of bone and flesh that Kasaika’s head turned into. Each punch, splat of blood, crunch of bone only fueled his rage, and it wasn’t until an army of hands and arms pulled him off Kasaika that he stopped.
Once the terrorists had moved Dylan away, they dropped him in a corner of the room, where the surge of energy left him, and he collapsed like a wet noodle. The sharp stab in his side returned, along with the shallow breathing. He looked down at his hands, bloodied and trembling from the adrenaline and pain. He lay on his right side, curling up into a ball, making himself as small as he could, melting into the floor. All the pain, all the loss sank him deeper into the earth until another pair of hands lifted him up and dragged him past Kasaika’s lifeless, bloodied body and through the narrow halls of the bunker until they flung him inside a room.
When Dylan looked up, Perry was standing in the doorway, shaking his head, a sad smile plastered across his face. “Oh, Captain.” He squatted to the floor, balancing on his toes while still gripping the doorframe. “You’ve come so far, given so much. I know how tired you are.”
Dylan wanted to spit in Perry’s face but couldn’t muster the strength to do it. His only response was another tremor as he lay on the floor and a wheeze from his lungs as he drew breath. Perry reached out a hand and placed it gently on Dylan’s leg, which Dylan pulled away.
“It’ll be over soon. That much I can promise you.” Perry pushed himself off the ground, but before he turned away, Dylan found a whisper of his voice.
“Why?” Dylan had won the fight, and with the totality of the pain of everything that had occurred, he desperately wanted to know why this was happening to him. He wanted to know why his ex-wife had died, why his son had been tortured, and why he held the weight of millions of dead lives over his head. “Why me?”
But Perry only offered a smile. “Soon.” And with that the door was slammed shut and Dylan was left alone in the cell with only the tortured pain of his body and mind. The tsunami of pain that followed cast his consciousness into shadows, and he drifted off into a realm of nightmares of fire and death—nightmares he hoped would stay in the realm of his mind.



Chapter 11
The maritime records building in Boston was in worse shape than the rest of the city, and Cooper didn’t think it was because of the attacks. The dilapidated structure had long since been abandoned, and whatever files were still inside were sealed and locked up.
Cooper parked the car in the abandoned lot and made her way up the steps to the boarded-up doors, blocked off with crisscrossed two-by-fours. The crowbar hung loosely in her hand as she stood there. If the records to Dylan’s father’s ship weren’t inside here, then they were lost. This was the end of the road, the last piece of the puzzle she needed to put together.
Cooper wedged the flat end of the crowbar behind a slat and levered down. The nails slowly pulled out from the clutches of the building’s side, and with one last push, the board cracked in half then tumbled to the floor. She followed the same motions for the second board, which came out more easily than the first. She used the keys for the lock that she’d obtained from the offices downtown, and the door creaked open as she stepped inside.
The building smelled of musty walls and decaying paper, and trash littered the floor, along with the distinct stench of rat droppings that stung her nostrils. Cooper lifted the collar of her shirt to cover her nose and flicked on her flashlight, which only illuminated more decrepit features.
Cooper made her way to the back of the building, where the records keeper had told her to look for the ship logs. She found the room and, inside it, hundreds of boxes, stacked and sagging on top of each other, covered in thick layers of dust. Her light shone into a corner, and a rat scurried back behind the boxes, its small feet scratching against the floor, retreating until she couldn’t hear it anymore.
The boxes were alphabetized, and she searched for the Ts, finding them in a cluster at the back end of the room. She ripped off the lids and started combing through the old ledgers, scanning page after page of the yellowed strips of paper.
Faded names, cargo lists, dates, all recorded with pen and paper long before the invention of anything digital. Some of the handwriting was hard to see, and after an hour, her eyes began to strain from the dim lighting.
The stacks of books piled up as she searched for the name of Dylan’s father’s ship. She had an idea of the range of dates of the trip but started from the beginning of the year when Perry had been burned. She slowly and methodically went down line by line, searching for her needle in the haystack.
With the piles of books reaching a tipping point next to her, she closed another journal then started a new pile. Cooper leaned back in her chair, which squeaked, and cast her back into the shadows, away from the lantern on the desk. It has to be here somewhere.
Cooper reached for the next book and opened it, a slide of dust falling down the slanted sheets as she did. Her fingers had dirtied from looking through all the papers. And then, with her finger pushing through the thick layer of dust on the old page, she stopped. At first she thought it was just her eyes playing tricks on her, but after rereading the name, she knew it was real.
The Fish Bowl had an entry for departure with a crew of five, and the date of the trip was a week before Perry’s father had burned him alive. Cooper shifted her finger and the light over to the list of manifested names in the details, and there, in faded black cursive, scribbled nearly to the edge of the paper, were Richard and Melvin Perry.
Christ. Dylan’s father had taken Perry and his own dad on a fishing trip nearly thirty years ago. This was the connection, the possible link as to why Perry had chosen Dylan. But what happened on the ship? Did Dylan’s father strike Perry? Was he hurt on the ship? Was something said? She’d only know if she could speak with the crew that had been on board, and right now the only living survivor of that trip was sealed in a bunker a thousand feet underground.
The phone in Cooper’s pocket buzzed, and in the quiet of the hot warehouse, lost in thought, she jumped. It was Moringer’s assistant, Jimmy. “Hey, is Moringer with you?”
“No, he’s in the situation room with the other directors. They’re waiting on any word from Dylan about the mission. So far it’s been radio silence. I did get that report back on Perry’s step-brother though.” 
“Let’s have it.” Cooper double-checked the names on the manifest one last time, just to make sure she wasn’t imagining it.
“Alex Shearer was born August 12th, 1952, enlisted in the Army in 1970 after his eighteenth birthday, and then was killed in action in 1978.”
Cooper perked up in her seat. “The brother was military? Where was he KIA?”
“Well, that was what was taking so long. Alex’s file was listed as classified, and the only public information that I could find was what I just told you. So, I had to use the director’s clearance level to access the file, and found out that Alex was killed in a top secret assassination mission of Anwar Sadat.”
“The Egyptian president?” The connected dot triggered another surge of adrenaline. “Perry would have had access to that file with his clearance level at Homeland.” Cooper jumped from her chair and ripped the manifest page out of the book, leaving the lantern where it stood in her rush. “I need you to get me Moringer, now.” Cooper tripped over boxes and pinballed her way to the front of the building, knocking into walls and doors until she was out in the parking lot fumbling with her car keys.
“I can’t. The room is locked, and they’re not to be disturbed unless it’s an emergency. The Secret Service is here.”
Cooper cranked the car’s engine to life and tossed the manifest page into the passenger seat. “I don’t care what you have to do! I need to speak with him.” The tires spun out as she slammed the engine into reverse, and she peeled out of the parking lot. “Tell him it’s about the missiles, tell him it’s about Perry, tell him whatever you need to, but get him on the phone!”
 



 
***
Moringer had undone his tie and the collar of his shirt, rolled up his sleeves, untucked his shirt, and tousled his hair to the point of chaos. His eyes kept flitting back to the clock on the wall, as did everyone else’s. There was nothing more frustrating for an intelligence operation than having a lack of information. They wouldn’t know if Dylan had succeeded or failed for another thirty minutes. That was when the next two-hour mark would pass.
Every government official in the room had calculated the odds, and the chances of Dylan being able to accomplish what they asked of him were slim to none. But what was more troubling than waiting was the knowledge of what would happen if Dylan failed.
While they had never told Dylan about the alternative, they’d had it planned as a last resort since the beginning. Right now, off the Atlantic Coast, one of their nuclear submarines was poised to launch a nuclear strike, one that would decimate all three military bases now under Perry’s control via the Taipan.
The calculated blasts would destroy what was left of the nuclear arsenal at Perry’s disposal. However, it would come at the cost of more American lives. The fallout in the areas around the bases would kill hundreds of thousands. And if the winds decided to act accordingly, they could carry fallout to millions of other Americans that could affect their health for years to come.
Not to mention the riots in the streets from protestors once it was brought to light what had happened. There would be coup against the government, looting, plunging the country into further chaos than it already was. The thin thread of civilization and humanity that was still holding everything together would be cut, and the country would descend into insanity.
The thought made Moringer sick to his stomach, and he fought once again to keep down the diet of coffee he’d been living on for the past forty-eight hours. He folded his forearms on the desk then rested his forehead on top of them, closing his eyes and trying to calm the flurry of fear and stress that plagued his mind.
“We’ve just received word that the rest of our personnel on the ground around the bases have been evacuated,” the CIA director said. “And half of D.C. is on the move. All we have to worry about now is the fallout. Where are we at with a statement to the press?”
Moringer tilted his head up at the news, and the FBI director chimed in. “The president will be addressing the nation as soon as it’s over. We’ve coordinated with local law enforcement in the major cities. We haven’t given them all the details, just that they should be on alert for another attack and that looters and riots should be dispersed at all costs.”
Moringer let out a sigh, shaking his head and doing his best to try and rub the weariness out of his eyes. “Perry’s getting what he wanted after all.”
“We’re not going to let that bastard have the last word.” The CIA director’s voice had an edge to it, and he smacked the table defiantly, like a child who had no other course of action but to lash out.
“Perry put us between a rock and a hard place,” Moringer said. “He wins even if he loses. All he wanted was for us to cause more havoc, wreak more destruction, and look at what we’re doing.”
“We’re saving lives.”
“We’re launching a nuclear strike on our own country!” Moringer shot up from his chair. “We’ve descended to the level Perry wanted us to sink to. You’re just too stubborn and idiotic to see it for yourself!”
The tempers in the room flailed, and before any of the other men could interject, the CIA director lunged across the table and tackled Moringer to the floor. Both men rolled over one another until Moringer finally had the upper hand and sent a hard right cross against the CIA director’s cheek. But before he could give him another welt, a rush of hands peeled him off the floor and separated the two of them.
“You’re out of line!” The CIA director’s face turned red from both the hit and the anger rising up within him. “We are not like Perry! We will never be like him!”
The brief burst of adrenaline was quickly fading from Moringer. His breathing was heavy, and his voice cracked when he spoke. “Yeah, you just keep telling yourself that.” Moringer shrugged the hands off him and walked over to the door, letting himself out.
The Secret Service men posted outside were holding back someone who was waving his arms, trying to get inside. “You don’t understand! I need to see Director Moringer now! It has to do with the missile crisis!”
“Jimmy?” Moringer pushed past the guards and made his way over to his secretary, his eyes distraught in hysteria. “What are you doing here?”
The Secret Service agent finally let him past, and Jimmy gripped Moringer’s shoulders, digging his fingers hard into his flesh and trying to control his labored, excited breathing. “Cooper called me. She needs to speak with you. I have her on the line now.”
Moringer snatched the phone out of Jimmy’s hand. “Cooper, what do you have?”
“Perry’s half-brother was an Army Ranger and was killed in action during the late seventies.”
Moringer wrinkled his face in frustration. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“The mission was a classified assassination attempt on former Egyptian president Anwar Sadat.”
Moringer circled the facts in his mind, trying to put it all together. “Then why recruit them? Why try and help the same people that killed his brother?”
“It’s a smokescreen. Think about it. Everything Perry has done has been for misdirection. From day one he’s been pulling the strings. The kill list for those former DCF workers, his father who was mysteriously murdered in prison. He brings his enemies close to keep an eye on them then kills them when he’s done. And if the only other people he needs to get rid of live in D.C., then the only other explanation for the other nukes would be—”
“The Middle East.” Moringer almost dropped the phone from his ear right then and there. With all the attention focused on a domestic attack, none of the directors, intelligence officers, or advisors had even considered the possibility of Perry using the missiles on anyone else. If Perry launched any nuclear strike in the region, it would trigger an international conflict that could unravel the rest of the world. “Cooper, I need you to get your ass here, now! I don’t care how you do it, just make it fast.”
Before Cooper could answer, Moringer hung up the phone and rushed back into the room, where the CIA director was nursing his chin. “We need to get on the phone with the UN.” Everyone in the room looked to each other, their faces squinting in confusion. “Perry’s going to start World War III.”
 



Chapter 12
It was the seventh unsuccessful attempt to rise from the ground in just as many minutes, but no matter how hard Dylan pushed, he couldn’t summon the energy to get up. His body continued to shake, and his breathing was reduced to shallow, sharp breaths.
Dylan had checked the room for any access points for vents but came up empty. The door was sealed airtight. If he crushed the yellow pill now, he’d be the only one to die. He was locked in the room alone, with no way to get out and no more time. For all he knew, Perry had launched the nukes, and the entire country had been leveled.
Dylan lifted his shirt, examining his ribs, and saw that the flesh had turned a light shade of green and red. When he picked at one of the ribs, it nearly crippled him to the point of vomiting, and it took a few minutes to regain his composure as he lay on the floor.
This was what his life had become: a broken body, lying on the cold concrete, waiting for the end. Dylan had no control over any of this; he never did. He was nothing more than a buoy tossed out to sea and left to fight the currents of the ocean with no paddle, engine, or sails.
Lying there on the floor, Dylan remembered the mornings when he’d wake up and be in a place with no recollection of how he got there. The long nighttime alcoholic binges that had been meant to dull the pain of losing his first-born son only added fuel to the fire. Of course, there had been moments where Dylan felt the release, the freedom of abandonment of his memories, but for the most part, it only heightened the sense of fear and pain in his nightmares.
All that wasted time he spent getting drunk in bars, hotels, his car, the marina, anywhere he could have a drink, he could have been spending time with his family. He could have been with his wife, helping her through the same hurt he was going through. He could have played with his children, taking Sean fishing and catching butterflies with Mary in the yard. Could have, should have; those good-intention thoughts didn’t matter anymore. There wasn’t anything Dylan could do to change the past.
Dylan picked at the heel of his shoe once more, trying to open the compartment of pills inside. He could end all his pain, his thoughts, his life in one swift stroke. It wouldn’t take anything more than the crush of a pill. He fingered the shoe more ferociously, his lip curling in frustration and anger.
The thought of ending it all brought with it a sense of relief and shame. Relief that he wouldn’t have to suffer, shame in that he gave up at the very end, succumbing to the stressors that others had overcome and failing those who had needed and wanted him to succeed.
Dylan tore off his shoe and smacked it violently against the wall. “Come on.” He gritted his teeth, repeatedly banging the shoe against the concrete, his knuckles turning white from his tight grip. Each blow fell harder than the one before it, trying to free the pills from the hidden compartment underneath. The muscles along his shoulder and arm burned, and the blows became faster, the loud banging in the room turning from separate thumps into almost a single, streaming noise. “Come on!”
The heel of the shoe popped open, and all three pills spilled to the floor. The yellow, green, and white bounced to the far end of the room. He crawled to the other side, each movement causing a stab into his chest as he struggled for breath.
He passed the yellow pill and the green and kept crawling until he hovered right above the white pill, the pill reserved for the loss of will, the one to end not just his life but the lives of millions of Americans—hundreds of millions—because of his failure.
Dylan pinched the pill between his fingers gingerly as he picked it up and examined it. All he had to do was swallow, and it’d be over. His hand shook, the white pill vibrating back and forth in a quick blur. He brought the pill to his lips, and the moment they touched, two faces flashed in his mind. He saw Sean on his bike, circling Mary in the driveway of their home while she played with her dolls and laughed at the faces Sean made.
Dylan dropped the pill and fell backward, his body shaking from the effort and pain of moving so quickly. He lay on his back, hyperventilating. His mind spun, and he couldn’t escape the thoughts of his children, his resolve. He couldn’t stop. Not now. They weren’t truly safe until Perry was dead, and that wasn’t going to happen with him slipping a pill down his own throat. He rolled to his side, moaning from the pain, and collected the yellow and green pills, which he stuffed into his pocket.
There had to be another way out. There had to be something he could use. Dylan fumbled his hands along the wall, looking for any panels he could peel back, any hidden compartments that might lie underneath, but after exhausting every square inch of the walls he could reach, he found nothing.
Suddenly gunshots echoed outside Dylan’s door. His heart jumped at the hope of rescue. Maybe Moringer had found another way in? Perhaps they’d found another way to disable the Taipan remotely? His thoughts were interrupted by the screams of the Egyptians on the other side of the door. The thunderous exchange of gunfire continued for several minutes until he heard what sounded like the muffled cries of surrender, cut short by another gunshot that left nothing but silence.
The door handle to Dylan’s room turned, and whatever hope had filled his heart disappeared as quickly as it had entered when Perry stood in the doorway, holding a pistol in his hand aimed right at Dylan. “Hello, Captain.”
Blood speckled Perry’s shirt, pants, face, and hands, with larger concentrations on his right hand, which held the pistol. His long fingers curled around the weapon, and he motioned for Dylan to exit. “It’s time.”
Dylan pushed himself off the floor, each step forward slightly lopsided from the loss of his shoe. When he stepped out of the room and into the narrow hallway of the bunker, he saw that the floor was littered with bodies and blood.
Most of the Egyptians had been shot in the head, leaving their faces unrecognizable. Dylan stepped over the collection of lifeless arms and legs that crowded the hallway, looking back at Perry, who had his eyes glued on him with his finger on the trigger.
Dylan continued to walk until he made it into the main room. The Taipan still sat on the table, and the portly, black-bearded man who had looked like he was Perry’s number two was sprawled out on the floor with his neck cut open, covered in fresh blood, his eyes glued to the ceiling above.
“Most of them tried to put up a fight,” Perry said, watching the expressions of fear and disgust wash over Dylan’s face. “Some of them surrendered. I’m sad to say that Ozier was one of them. Such a shame. I’d hoped he would have given more than what he did to stay alive.”
Perry stepped around Dylan, sure of foot, with his eyes still glued on him. Dylan could barely stand, and it took all his strength not to keel over on the floor. The effort to keep his back straight created a constant pulse of pain that started at his ribs and rippled to his head and feet. He kept his hand close to his pocket, waiting for his moment for Perry to break his concentration so he could crush the pill.
“You’ve waited a long time, Dylan.” Perry’s voice was soft, calm, which almost gave the dead bodies that surrounded them a moment of respect. “I’ve been watching you for a very long time. At least a decade, give or take a year. I looked you up when I first gained access to detailed records at Homeland.”
It took Dylan a moment to summon the strength to speak. “Why did you pick me?”
Perry leaned against the table, his muscles relaxing a bit but his eyes and pistol still aimed right at Dylan. He rolled up the sleeve above his right hand, which held the gun, revealing the disfiguring marks and scars. “My father was a troubled man. A wicked, evil man. Whatever demons tormented him unleashed their wrath on my mother and me. He’d hit us with whatever struck his fancy: beer bottles, hammers, his fists, wrenches, chairs, cans; anything and everything could be used as a weapon.” Perry tilted his head to the side. “Your father never struck you, did he?”
“No.” Dylan took a step forward, trying to use the table as cover to retrieve the pills from his pocket. He moved slowly, watching Perry closely. His captor’s finger never moved from the trigger.
“It’s a terrible way to grow up,” Perry replied. “Messes with the head. Stunts emotional growth and hinders attachment in relationships. A ‘cold and distant environment that triggers anxiety,’ if I remember the psychology reports correctly.” Perry paused, the tension in his body relaxing slightly and the barrel of the pistol dipping with it. “I did have one protector, though. My stepbrother. Whenever he was around, my stepfather never laid a hand on me or my mother. When he joined the army, he was commissioned to head overseas to the Middle East. He promised me that when he came back, he’d have a place for me to stay, so I’d never have to feel the harsh sting of punishment on my body again.”
The stiffness returned, and Perry took an aggressive step forward. “Before he could come back, he was killed on some mission in Egypt. The administration in the seventies wanted a different leader in power, and my brother was killed because of this country’s intrusion! We think we have to police the world, and we do so at the sacrifice of everything we hold dear!”
Dylan reached his hand into his pocket, his fingers slowly fumbling over both pills. He couldn’t see which was which, and if he crushed both, he’d die with Perry. “So that’s what this is about? Revenge?”
Perry’s eyes widened, and he shook his head. “Oh, it’s much more than revenge. When I was burned as a boy by my stepfather, I thought my life was over. And I wished for death. I prayed for it. The pain I felt went on for weeks, and to this day I can still feel the heat of the fire in my dreams. But I learned something from the fire. It left a very valuable lesson that I’ve never forgotten. Fire can cleanse you. It is the great equalizer, bringing everything back to zero.” Perry rested his hand on top of the Taipan and rubbed it lovingly. “All those souls in San Francisco, burned and brought back to the earth from which they came.” He looked back over to Dylan. “Including the two DCF workers who ignored the complaints against my stepfather. As will the three others living in Washington, DC.”
“All this for two cities?” Dylan held both pills in his fist now, outside his pocket. All he had to do was separate the two, crush the yellow pill then swallow the green before the deadly effects of the poison kicked in.
“I would hope you didn’t think I would be so shortsighted as that, Captain. The rest of the nuclear arsenal will level the Middle East, sending the region into chaos and sparking an international conflict that will burn the world. Bringing it back to zero. Bringing it to a balance. That’s what my stepfather made me the night he burned me, Captain. I became the equity of the world.”
Dylan deftly passed the pills between his hands, separating the two without looking down. He continued his shallow breathing, each dagger of breath further crippling his ability to stand. Just a little longer. Wait for your moment.
“And of course there was your father,” Perry said. “When my step-brother left for Egypt, he managed to threaten my stepfather into sobriety for almost a week. To celebrate the milestone, my mother booked both me and my stepfather on a trip. A fishing charter that was set out of Boston. She and I both knew he loved to fish when he wasn’t drowning in alcohol, so he agreed. It was an overnight excursion, and we slept on the boat. I can’t remember what time it was—late I know—but my stepfather had found his way into some of the liquor on the ship and stumbled into the cabin stinking drunk, waking up everyone. He grabbed me by the back of my head and pulled me onto the deck. He slapped my face a few times, and each time I tried to get away, he’d snatch me up and hit me harder than before. The commotion woke up everyone on board, and when your father walked out, he ordered my stepfather to stop. But once he started drinking, there wasn’t anything that would stop him. He was like a freight train. The next hit knocked me out, and I woke up in a hospital with my stepfather hovering over me. It wasn’t till I started working at Homeland that I learned the truth. Instead of filing a police report that my stepfather had beaten me, your dad said it was a fishing accident.” Perry scoffed. “A fishing. Accident. He could have told the truth, but just like everyone else, he swept it under the rug!” Spit flew from Perry’s mouth, and he jammed the pistol into Dylan’s chest, bringing the two men nose to nose. Dylan could smell the blood on Perry’s breath, warm and fresh. “A few days later, my stepfather got the bill from the hospital stay in Boston, and he went on a bender. He pulled me from my bed that night and taped me to a chair. I could already smell the gas that was on his hands when he tied me down, and when I saw him pick up the can in the corner of the room, my heart started to beat out of my chest. I just screamed, louder than I’d ever done before, but no one came. He dumped the gas over me, the floor, and furniture until it was empty, and then tossed it aside. He smoked like a chimney, so he always had matches on him, and when he struck the match head against the striker, I watched the flame flicker in his eyes in the night. Right before he dropped the match, he looked me in the eye and said I wasn’t worth the price of saving.”
Perry took a step back, all the way to the Taipan, and pulled it toward him. “I’ve experienced the flames that gave me these marks, Dylan. And now I will be the one to put the final mark of man on this Earth, using the very weapons they designed to protect themselves. The sins of both our fathers will be on our hands.”
The moment Perry looked over to the Taipan to type something into it, Dylan looked down at his left hand, which held the green pill. He quickly squeezed his right hand, crushing the yellow pill, and then tossed the dust into the air. The motion caused Perry to quickly squeeze the trigger, and a bullet connected to Dylan’s right chest before he had a chance to swallow the antidote.
Dylan smacked to the floor, and the yellow dust wafted into the airflow of the room. Perry watched the particles float and dance. “And what is this, Dylan? A last attempt at—” Perry dropped the pistol and fell to his knees, clutching his throat.
The pain from the gunshot seared through Dylan’s body. That combined with the broken ribs left him paralyzed on the floor, but he tilted his head up long enough to see the blood pouring from Perry’s nose and eyes.
“You’ve… already… lost… Captain.” Perry coughed up blood, falling to his knees. His body seized up, the blood pouring steadily out of his ears and mouth now, adding to the rivers falling from his nose and eyes. His pupils turned purple, and his skin grew pale. He choked and spat blood, gargling in pain, the seizures increasing until he collapsed into a pile of his own blood.
Dylan brought his finger to his nose and saw the shimmer of blood. He felt his organs seizing up, his heart hammering to the point of bursting. He tilted his head to the right, and there on the floor was the green pill, just out of arm’s reach.
Dylan pulled himself to his side, blood steadily pouring from his chest and the first few drips oozing from his eyes. He could feel the gurgle of blood rise in his throat as he dragged himself across the floor, the knife like pain in his side digging deeper into his body with each movement. He reached out his left hand, and his fingertips grazed the pill. He was losing dexterity in his hands and fumbled the pill once then twice.
Tremors ran through his body as the effects of the yellow poison took full effect. Dylan lay there, convulsing, blood pouring from his eyes, nose, and ears. He coughed, spitting up blood, just looking at the green pill that would be his salvation if he could just grab it.
Finally, he reached out his shaking left arm one last time, gathered what was left of his energy, and scooped his hand around the pill, pulling it toward him. He leveraged the pill between his hand and chin then flipped it into his mouth. He crunched down hard with his molars, and it exploded into dust against his tongue. He shut his eyes, focusing all his strength and energy on chewing.
The taste of chalky, gritty blood flooded down his throat and into his stomach. Dylan rolled from his side to his back and lay there on the floor, the tremors in his body slowly subsiding. He awaited his fate, bloodied on the concrete, the strength sapped from his body.
Dylan closed his eyes and felt the blood collect on his eyelashes. When he opened them, the tremors had stopped, and he no longer felt the draining of blood from his body except from the wound on his chest. He tilted his head up, and saw Perry’s lifeless, drained body. But above Perry, on the screen of the Taipan, a clock was counting down.
It took a moment for Dylan to realize what it meant. Perry had already set the nuclear strike, and there were less than three minutes before the nukes launched. Dylan lay there on the floor, trying to push himself up but struggling.
When Dylan made it to his side, a waterfall of blood cascaded from his face and body, dripping onto the floor. His hand slid in the warm liquid, and he managed to get a shaky right leg underneath him. He groaned in pain and exhaustion as he pushed himself up and slammed against the counter for support. He pulled himself along the edge, the clock at less than two minutes now as he reached for the Taipan.
Dylan’s mind was fuzzy and lost as he tried to recall the code sequences to shut the device down. He found the entry settings on the device, and the screen prompted for the first code. Dylan reached a bloodied hand onto the keyboard and slowly typed.
The clock ticked below ninety seconds as the code cleared then prompted for the second and then the third and fourth. Dylan found a rhythm, pushing through the pain as the clock flashed thirty seconds and started to beep an alarm on the final stretch of the countdown. 
Dylan’s knees buckled and whatever blood and consciousness that was left in his head felt like it rushed to his feet as he collapsed to the floor. He eyed the bullet wound on his chest with a dazed confusion and pressed the palm of his hand to the oozing liquid. His mouth felt dry, his body exhausted, and his mind fried. But the beeping alarm continued its hounding and he forced himself back up to the counter to finish the codes.
Finally, with only twenty seconds left, the Taipan prompted the last sequence. Dylan started typing the nine-character piece of data, his bloody fingertip smearing on the keyboard, but when he made it to the last number, he froze. The last digit escaped him. He shook his head, trying to rattle loose the last piece of data he needed, typing a two then deleting it, and replaced it with a nine, his fingers shaking with each stroke.
The clocked wound down to ten seconds, and Dylan shut his eyes, trying to remember the last number. Seven? Six? The clock was under five seconds now, and just before it hit three, the number flashed in his mind. “Eight!” He typed it in then pressed enter, and the clock stopped at 0.7 seconds.
Dylan collapsed to the floor and leaned his back against the counter. It was over. Perry was dead. The device was deactivated, and he would be left to die. He didn’t think the rescue team would make it down in time to save him, but at least he’d die knowing he’d made it. Even when there wasn’t anything left in the tank, he had the grit to push through. At last, his family was safe.



Chapter 13
Sean and Mary sat on the leather couch on either side of Mark. The three of them watched the news stories roll across the television’s flat screen in Peter’s house. Cleaning crews had fixed the damage done by the terrorists that had attacked and killed Evelyn.
All three of them were dressed in nice clothes, Sean in a small suit, Mary in a dress, her hair braided as best Mark could do it, and Mark had even managed to put on a tie.
It’d been nonstop coverage over the past seventy-two hours, and it was all the nation could focus its attention on. Mark had never been one to be glued to the television, but the events that had unfolded three days ago were too extraordinary not to be riveting.
“Relief efforts continue in San Francisco as search-and-rescue crews scour the city in search of any survivors of the nuclear blast that leveled the iconic California town. It was released a few days ago that former Deputy Director of Homeland Security Richard Perry had orchestrated the most intricate plot in United States history to terrorize our country. Perry had spent the last eight years smuggling Egyptian extremists into the United States using his resources in the Homeland department to create fake passports, drivers’ licenses, and permits, all in preparation for the attacks our nation has experienced over the past few weeks. The plot culminating in Perry’s attack on the Minot, North Dakota, AFB, where he launched the nuclear warhead that killed more than two million Americans.”

The reporter choked up on her last words, and the cameraman quickly pivoted to her co-anchor, who took over.
“Perry was killed in a raid on the AFB before he could launch another nuclear missile, which was believed to be aimed at Washington, D.C. The motives behind Perry’s intentions are still being investigated. With the coordinated efforts of the CIA, FBI, and DEA, government officials are sniffing out the remaining sleeper cells of terrorists still believed to be at large. And while these individuals still pose an immediate danger, the current administration has stated repeatedly that there is no longer a nuclear threat. The recent allegations of the breakdown in Homeland Security have led to a complete overhaul of the operations of all intelligence agencies. Congress will hold a special hearing in two weeks to address these breakdowns that led to the tragedies over the past few weeks.”
Mark reached for the remote and turned off the television. It was all too much to take in. He’d been close enough to the epicenter of all of it to be done with it forever. He put his arms around the kids and pulled them close to his sides. “How are you two doing?”
“Okay,” Sean answered, twiddling his fingers and not looking up.
Mary looked up at him and batted her eyes. “I’m hungry. Can I have a snack?”
“Sure,” Mark answered. “But no candy. We’re going to be having a big dinner later.”
Mary smiled and scooted off the edge of the couch, and her feet pattered against the wooden floors on her way to the kitchen. Mark looked back down at Sean, who was still playing with his fingertips. He knew Sean was nervous, and Mark didn’t blame him. After everything he’d been through, the boy had aged well beyond his young years. “You all right, Sean?”
Sean was quiet for a moment, but Mark could see the questions turning in the boy’s mind. He shifted on the couch so he was facing Mark then finally looked up. “What’s going to happen now? Are me and Mary going to have to live with Peter?”
“We’ll get that sorted out after today, okay, buddy?” But the truth was everything had already been decided. But it wasn’t Mark’s place to tell him, not after everything that had happened.
 



 
***
Cooper fidgeted nervously outside Moringer’s office. She’d been sitting there for more than an hour, and the people inside with Moringer weren’t the kind to bend easily. The longer she sat waiting, the less likely she thought it was that a deal would be put into place. She bent over in her chair, resting her elbows on top of her knees, and clasped her hands together, letting out an exhalation.
The door was flung open, and Cooper jumped to her feet as a handful of senators and congressmen marched out of Moringer’s office. The faces that stared back at her gave no indication of their decision, but the few grimaces she managed to catch didn’t help her confidence.
Moringer was the last out, and he lingered by the door for a minute until all the politicians had left. When they were finally gone, he motioned her inside. “Have a seat, Cooper.”
“You were in here a while,” Cooper said, pulling up a chair right in front of Moringer’s desk. “I still don’t know if that’s good news or bad news.”
Moringer gave a slight nod of his head without indicating which way everything was leaning. “There was a lot to talk about. The new protocols that are being put into place are changing the way we handle our internal affairs. And in the current climate, you can understand how sensitive any radical changes might look in the public eye.”
Cooper’s stomach was doing back flips. “I understand, sir.” It wasn’t going to happen; she knew Moringer was right. The climate was too delicate for something like this, especially with her involvement and close proximity to both Perry and Dylan during the entire affair. But still, she held out the hope that what she’d been able to unearth about Perry would give her the edge she needed.
“However,” Moringer added. Cooper perked up in her seat, scooting to the edge and nearly falling off. Moringer reached for something on his desk, a piece of paper that he held close. “The appointment committee was impressed by the way you handled yourself. Even when no one else believed your story, you still stuck to your guns. That’s a rare quality that should be celebrated.” Moringer extended the paper to Cooper, and she grabbed it hesitantly. “Congratulations, Deputy Director Cooper.”
The document in Cooper’s hand was her confirmation from the appointment committee granting her the title and position of deputy director of the DEA, effective immediately. A swirl of emotions flitted through her as she reread the paper three more times before looking up. Moringer had his hand extended and a smile on his face. “Thank you, sir.” She grabbed his hand and shook it vigorously, trying to find more words but too happy to speak.
“Jimmy’s setting up your office now,” Moringer said. “We have a meeting this afternoon at two, when it will be announced publicly. I’ll need to get you up to speed on a few things, but why don’t you take a walk down to your new office. You’ve earned it.”
“Thank you, sir.” It was all Cooper seemed able to say. When she left, she felt like she was floating more than walking. She kept glancing back down at the paper in her hands and wondered if all of it was real. When she saw her name on the door of her new office, complete with title, everything became cemented in reality. She ran her fingers over the raised letters on the door then stepped inside.
Cooper leaned back in her chair and picked up the Deputy Director title holder that had been placed on her desk, twirling it around in her fingers. She couldn’t wipe the smile off her face no matter how hard she tried. She closed her eyes and took a moment to savor the accomplishment. She knew the trials that still lay ahead, but there, in her new office, having earned the position her way, she believed there wasn’t anything she couldn’t do.



 
***
The car pulled up to a large building, where crowds of people were dressed in suits and waving flags and taking pictures. It was more people than Sean had ever seen in his entire life. Mark helped him and Mary out of the car. Sean took his sister’s hand as an opening formed in the crowd, and the two walked up the large marble steps that fronted their nation’s capitol.
Sean had never been to Washington; in fact, he had barely been out of Boston. He didn’t understand why he was so nervous or why there were so many people. Mark had tried to tell him that they were there because of his dad, because of what he had done, and that was why they were going to Washington.
But even with all that, Sean still couldn’t rid himself of the anxiety. He just kept a good firm grip on his sister’s hand, while she smiled and used her free one to wave at the people they passed. She didn’t seem to be as nervous as he was.
Once they made it inside the building there weren’t as many people, which Sean was glad to see. The only people allowed inside were Sean, Mary, Mark, Peter, and a few of the security guards that had driven them to the building.
The carpet had designs on it and felt stiff and crunchy under his shoes. The walls stretched high into the ceiling and were decorated with paintings of old men. He recognized a few of them from the history class he took at school. George Washington, Abraham Lincoln… they all looked solemn, unhappy.
The guards leading them stopped outside a door, and Sean looked back up to Mark, who gave a smile and nodded. It was nice having him here since Dad had left. It wasn’t that he didn’t like Peter; it was just different now that his mom was gone. It felt too foreign with Peter. Sean wanted something familiar again. Something that felt like home.
The guards opened the door and this time ushered Sean and Mary inside, along with Mark and Peter. There were a bunch of people with cameras, and the moment the family stepped inside, the reporters all turned and started taking pictures. The bright flashes blinded Sean, and he held up his hand to block out the light.
“That’s enough, everyone.” Sean didn’t recognize the voice that boomed through the room, but it made the pictures stop. Sean and Mary walked to the front past the people with cameras. When they rounded the corner of the crowd, Sean saw two men standing. The first man he didn’t recognize, but Mary and he must have seen the second at the same time because she let go of his hand and ran.
“Dad!” Mary shouted.
Dylan sank to one knee as Mary collided into his stomach. He wrapped her up tight and lifted her off the floor. The cameras started snapping pictures again, but Sean stood there, frozen. It was everything he’d hoped for, seeing his dad again, but he couldn’t find the courage to take the first step.
When his dad set Mary down and looked over to Sean, he felt his body jolt forward. Before he realized it, his feet were stepping one after the other, faster and faster, until he crashed into his father’s arms just like his sister had. He squeezed his dad’s neck tight and felt hot tears burst from his eyes.
“It’s okay, Son.” Dylan patted Sean’s back. “We’re okay.”
Sean couldn’t hold anything back anymore. He let the tears flow from his eyes. Everything that had happened, all the pain he’d felt, poured out of him right then and there. He wouldn’t let go, and his dad had to pick him up and carry him out of the room. He could hear the shouts from the people with cameras, but he kept his eyes squinted shut, sobbing, holding on to his dad. All he could think about was not letting go.



 
***
It didn’t take long after the events at the capitol building ended for both Mary and Sean to pass out. Despite the sensitive stitches that ran along his chest where Perry had shot him and the sheer exhaustion that still plagued him from his healing ribs, Dylan insisted that he carry both his children to bed by himself. Both of them were still small enough that he could manage.
Dylan put Sean down first then went to tuck Mary in. Once she was under the covers, she rolled to her left side, and her thumb popped right into her mouth. It was a habit he, Evelyn, and Peter had been trying to break her of, but the events of the day had probably left her exhausted. He gently kissed her forehead and flicked the light off on his way out, shutting the door behind him.
When Dylan passed Sean’s room again to tuck him in properly, the boy was still sprawled out in the same position as when he’d left him, lying diagonally across the bed with his arms and legs out like a starfish. Dylan rotated his son and stuffed him under the covers in a more suitable sleeping position. He brushed the dirty blonde hair off his forehead, gently. “I love you, son.” The words left his mouth in a whisper as he kissed the top of his boy’s head.
With both children sound asleep, Dylan descended the steps of the townhouse the government had lent him until they could figure out a good place for relocation. The president’s pardon had mingled well with the media efforts to help clear up his name that was dragged through the mud over the past two weeks, and the man whom people had called to hang was now cheered during parades and rallies. 
But after everything that had happened, all the loss, the pain, Dylan just wanted something different for his family. Someplace quiet, safe. There were a few locations the CIA had tossed around, some of them in Europe, others in Canada, even a couple in Alaska, as well as the midwest United States. Regardless of where they landed, all that mattered was that they were together.
Dylan eased onto the couch, his muscles and bones still sore from the past few weeks. He rubbed his hands together, feeling the calluses he’d worked hard for over his life, a life he had lived mostly at sea. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever get to captain a boat again, and after what had happened, he wasn’t even sure he wanted to.
The medal the president had given him at today’s ceremonies rested on the table in front of him. Dylan picked it up by the thick ribbon and dangled it from his fingertips. It felt heavier than he thought it would. 
He knew it was all just a show. The administration needed a bad guy to blame, and Perry fit the bill just fine. And they needed a hero, an average Joe who had gotten caught up in the middle of a war on terror through no fault of his own. “I never asked for this.” But you got it.
The voice that uttered those words in the back of Dylan’s mind was familiar, yet it was one he hadn’t heard for a very long time. It was his own father’s. Something Perry had said just before Dylan passed out had been plaguing his mind ever since he had woken up. “The sins of the father.”
Dylan knew it was biblical, but the fact that Perry had said it to him just before he died made him edgy. All the things that Dylan had done, all the terrible experiences of his life—had they been passed on to Sean? Had the boy seen too much to grow into a normal life, to become a good man?
No. Dylan knew his son. He knew how much better Sean was than him. He had his mother’s brain and Dylan’s will, but without the burdensome storm cloud that had plagued Dylan all his life. Sean would not share the same fate as him. He could see it in his son’s eyes. There was a brightness there that refused to diminish. Sean was stronger than he was.
Dylan leaned back on the couch, resting his head on the cushion, and closed his eyes. He felt the weight of sleep press down upon him, but for the first time in a very long time, he no longer felt the burden of doubt and fear. His family was safe. His friends were safe. He was safe. He knew it would still be a long time before everything was truly back to any type of normal, but for now, the simple fact that he was under the same roof as his children worked just fine.
 



Sleeper Cell
 



Closing In
 
I'm only here to make sure we get these bastards. And to make sure it's done right. Too much time and too many resources have gone into this case to screw it up now. Patterson is driving like a maniac. He's nervous, I can tell. He's got that look. Silent and focused. I have to admit, I'm a little nervous, too. We’ve got our SWAT team following us and after them, about a dozen unmarked cars trailing behind. With any luck, no one has tipped them off already. With any luck, we take 'em without a fight and find out who's funding them. With any luck, the money leads us to the big fish. Easy as that. 
But it's never that easy. With all the data mining and agencies and bureaucracies and politics and money, these terror cells still grow and thrive. You take one group out, another moves right in and takes its place. I want to think I'm making a difference—that when it's all said and done, the terrorists will lose and we will win. At least I want to believe that.
Special Agent Craig Davis sat in the passenger seat of an unmarked Dodge Charger, barreling down the road at least twenty mph over the posted speed limit. He ran his hand across his short, brown hair then reached for his handheld radio. Instructions to the FBI agents and SWAT team members trailing behind had to be kept short, but even so, his mind raced with thoughts about the approaching raid. There was little room for error. Then again, that was always the case with anything in his job. 
For six months, the FBI—in conjunction with Homeland Security—had been building a case against a suspected terror cell of Syrian refugees in a Minneapolis safe house on the outskirts of the city. Both departments had a vested interest in the outcome, but the case belonged to Agent Davis. He had fought to investigate and he had fought to keep it. 
He didn't fully trust Homeland Security either. They were, after all, the agency currently allowing Syrian and Libyan refugees temporary asylum with the press of a stamp. They were the agency aware of American citizens traveling abroad to the Middle East and returning back home. And they were the agency that seemed least concerned about it. But at the moment, the FBI and Homeland shared a common goal: taking down a Syrian sleeper cell with links to ISIS.
“We move on my command,” Craig said into his radio. “No one goes in until I say the word.”
He held up a map of the neighborhood and focused on the area in question. A city block was circled on the map in magic marker, pinpointing the house where the suspected sleeper cell operated: 1513 Sandhill Drive. The owner of the house, an elderly man who lived out of state, had gone through many tenants over the years, but the current occupants were a mystery, even to him. There was only one name on the rental application: Saaheb Najmul. 
Craig had his doubts that the man even existed. There was nothing on Saaheb in their database. No record whatsoever. Through surveillance, they had discovered that at least ten men were living in the house. Nothing too out of the ordinary. Intel, however, suggested an imminent attack in the works.     
“Remember your points of entry,” Craig continued. “Stay alert to movements from nearby residents. We want to bring as little attention to ourselves as possible.”
Agent Patterson shook his head in disagreement with his eyes concealed behind black aviator lenses. His mop top of gray hair down to his ears and thick mustache made him look like a relic from the 1970s, but he, like Craig, was only in his thirties. 
Craig looked at his partner, taking notice of his disapproving head shake. “What?”
“We're gonna bring attention to ourselves no matter what we do,” Patterson said.
Craig glanced out the window as they passed cars parked along the sidewalk. Run-down houses passed by, packed too closely together, with small yards surrounded by chain-link fence. Drugs and crime were evident in the area. It was early morning, but the neighborhood operated on its own terms. The residents knew when the police were coming, and they knew when to flash signals, run, or hide.  
Craig spoke into the radio. “This is going to be a quick, clean bust. I don’t want any casualties. Not from us or them.”
“Count me out, then,” Patterson said. “I’ll wait in the car.”
Craig lowered his radio. “That’s very funny.”              
“Not as funny as traveling all the way from D.C. to Minneapolis to find a sleeper cell.”
Craig gave him a puzzled look while loading the magazine of his 9mm Beretta. “I thought you’d be glad to get away from D.C. for a little while.”
“I am. But Minneapolis? Come on.”
Craig slapped the magazine into the 9mm and pulled back the slide. “Tell you what, if I hear of any in Costa Rica, you’ll be the first to know.”
“Fair enough,” Patterson said.       
The Dodge roared down the street as a convoy of unmarked vehicles followed. Patterson swerved the Charger to the left through an intersection just as Craig turned on the switch for the siren lights atop the rear-view mirror. The car jerked to the side. Craig gripped his armrest. Tires squealed against the pavement. He looked to the GPS on the center console. They were three and a half miles from the house with the convoy remaining steadily behind. Craig slouched over and picked up a blue bulletproof vest from the floor. He raised his arms and put the vest on, pressing the Velcro into place. He was ready.
On the corner, less than a block away, they came upon a small one-story, faded-yellow house surrounded by a banged-up fence bent in on all sides. The lawn on both sides of the cracked cement walkway leading to the front door was filled with weeds and sporadic patches of dirt. 
The gray sky above showed signs of an approaching storm as they continued to close in on the desolate house. The only two windows in the front were covered by thick curtains. There was no garage, no driveway, and no definitive way of telling which cars on the street belonged to which house.    
“All right, slow down,” Craig said, signaling toward the corner. “Pull up right along here.”
Patterson, already wearing his vest, coasted the car to a halt and jammed it into park. A SWAT team van pulled to the side of the house in front of them. A line of three unmarked black SUVs systematically followed, covering the rear of the house on the other side. 
Craig gripped his radio tightly in one hand and his pistol in the other. Patterson scanned the house from the driver's seat. There was no one outside and no signs of life from inside either. The neighborhood was fairly quiet as well, though it was still early morning, and they hoped to catch the men off guard.
“All teams go,” Craig said. The back doors of a police van swung open and several SWAT team members jumped out, rifles in hand, in uniform: ammo vests, gloves, helmets, goggles, kneepads, elbow pads, and boots. “SWAT” was affixed across the back of their vests in large white lettering. 
Two team members held a battering ram. They advanced to the house in careful tactical movements, past the front gate and onto the lawn, as the other half of the team split up and went to the back. They knew their points: the front and back doors. Several plainclothes FBI counter terrorism agents surrounded the house. 
Patterson looked at Craig in anticipation. “You ready?”
Craig looked around. For a moment he thought about his wife Rachael and their son Nick. They were always on his mind right before a bust; a reminder to not get shot. 
“Let's move,” he said.     
They stepped out of the Dodge simultaneously as a gust of wind blew through their hair. A rumbling in the sky followed. Dark clouds coasted above like floating blankets concealing the sun. The storm was close. Craig spoke into his microphone. “Hold your positions.” 
The first SWAT team advanced to the front door while the second team held tight in the back. They briefly listened for the sound of movement inside and then searched the doors for wires and explosives. Craig drew his gun and moved along the sidewalk with Patterson following. A woman in a bathrobe walked by with two young children, observing the scene with curiosity. Craig waved her past and told her to keep moving. Once she passed, Craig and his partner moved in lockstep through the gate with their pistols aimed forward. 
The dilapidated house was just ten steps away. It looked vacant. Once both teams confirmed that the doors were free of wires, Craig spoke into the small mic attached to his headset. “All teams move.” 
 
The first team knocked the front door open with one thrust of the battering ram, splitting it from its frame like a matchstick. Following the crash, the team rushed in with the beams of their rifle lights moving wildly around the room. They were quick to notice a man lying on one of two couches in the dark and stuffy living room. 
“Down on the ground. Now!” the lead SWAT member shouted. 
“Get down!” another officer commanded, with his rifle poised, ready to fire. 
The bearded man jumped up with eyes wide and his face stricken with panic. 
Suddenly, the back door to the kitchen busted open. More SWAT members rushed in. The lights on their barrels moved across the room systematically. Shouts came from every direction.
“Move, move, move!”
“Three o'clock! Suspect at my three!”
The confused man leapt off the couch and tried to run down the hallway. Two bulky SWAT team members rushed him like Spanish bulls, tackling him to the ground and knocking the wind out of him. Their knees and elbows dug into his frail, skinny body just as he felt a pop in his arm. His muffled screams drained into the green carpet. His hands were pulled behind his back and zip-tied as the rest of the SWAT team rushed past the living room and adjacent kitchen, into a short hallway with three closed doors.  
“Moving!”
“Entry points on my nine, twelve, and five!”
The FBI agents searched the kitchen as Craig took a quick glance around. The counters and sink were full of dirty dishes. A kitchen table sat in the middle of the vinyl floor, littered with fast-food wrappers, empty pizza boxes, and Styrofoam cups. The place looked no different than a trashy college dorm, until something in the living room caught his eye. 
As he moved to follow the SWAT team, he saw a flag pinned to the wall in the center of the living room, directly above the television stand. It was the black flag of the Islamic State. Craig knew its symbolism well. He had been studying the extremist militant group for some time. Adorned with white Arabic lettering, the top read, “There is no God but Allah,” while the center seal in the middle read, “Allah, Prophet, Muhammad.”
A part of him held on to the hope that the suspects in the house were little more than wannabes with no real association with the Middle Eastern terrorist organization. He had no time to contemplate his concerns as more shouting came from down the hallway.
The SWAT team had split into smaller groups and lined themselves against both sides of the hallway. In unison, they kicked open the flimsy doors to each room in startling succession. 
“Get down!” the officer shouted into the first room.  
As they entered, two men jumped up from their slumber from mattresses on the floor, pistols in hand, and went immediately for a nearby window. 
“Down on the ground now!” another officer shouted. 
The room was barren aside from some clothes strewn on the carpet next to three thin mattresses. An old air conditioner rattled against the window sill. Realizing that they couldn't escape the room in time, the men held their pistols to their heads, but were pummeled into the wall and thrown to the ground at breakneck speed. Their weapons flew onto the carpet as they cried out in Arabic, alerting the others in the house.
Craig ran down to the first bedroom, trying to get a glimpse inside. He heard the shouts of the subdued men—repetitive chants calling on Allah to take them away.
The other SWAT officers stormed inside the other rooms, only to find more men scrambling to get away. The noise, shouting, and flashlight beams sent the startled and confused men jostling into each other in a desperate attempt to get away. The SWAT team subdued them immediately. 
“I want them taken alive!” Craig said into his mic as he strolled past the rooms with his pistol raised. At the end of the hallway was a small bathroom.    
The SWAT members continued to communicate with each other.
“Suspects down, room clear!”
“I got two males in the first room. Both were armed.”
“Second room clear. I've got three males. One had a knife.”
Craig made it to the third room just as some officers knelt on the backs of two struggling men. Next to them, on the floor, were prayer rugs and open luggage. The place, if anything, looked to serve primarily as a transient house. The cries of the captured men grew louder until one of the officers stuffed balled-up T-shirts from the floor into each of their mouths, muffling them. 
Patterson searched through the living room and kitchen just as the first suspect was being escorted out of the house. 
He opened some curtains, letting light into the room from the cloudy skies outside. The agents stared at the ISIS flag pinned to the wall in the center of the room. No matter how many times they had seen the flag in the news and on TV, it was just as unsettling to see one hanging in front of them. 
As he approached the bathroom, Craig could see white fabric of a shoulder poking out behind the bathroom wall on the other side, near the door. 
“Step out of there! Hands up!”
The shoulder disappeared into the bathroom. There was no response. 
“Do it! Now!” 
The SWAT team members heard Craig's commands and stepped out of the bedrooms, rifles drawn. 
Without warning, a disheveled man bolted out of the bathroom and charged at Craig. He was unarmed, only a few feet away, and quickly advancing. With only a second to respond, Craig aimed downward and blasted the man in his left leg. The shot tore through bone and took him to the ground. He tumbled in agony and fell face first, inches from Craig's boot.  
SWAT team members quickly descended on him as the man screamed out in pain. They held his hands behind his back and pulled the zip-tie over his wrists. Craig stood with his gun still aimed, having not fired at someone for more than three years. An officer ran past him into the bathroom to conduct a search. He scanned the empty bathtub, toilet, and sink with his weapon light.
“Bathroom's clear!” 
“Now it is,” Patterson said, placing his hands on Craig's shoulder from behind him. “You guys were a little late on that one, Sergeant.”
“Yes sir,” the leader of the SWAT Team, Sergeant First Class Rivera, said. He took off his helmet and ran his hands through his sweaty hair. 
Craig lowered his gun and looked down at his feet. His attacker moaned on the ground with a puddle of drool under his mouth and a thick pool of blood soaking into the carpet from his leg.
“You all right there?” Patterson asked.
“Yeah,” Craig said nodding his head. “Let's get these guys out of here.”
He lowered his pistol and put it in its side holster. The SWAT team officers filed out of the separate bedrooms leading their suspects outside. Craig counted them. There were nine total. He walked through the bedrooms with Patterson, surveying the scene as the men were led beyond the gate and herded into a holding van. 
“Not much to look at, eh?” Patterson said as he stood in one of the bedrooms. He rested his hands on the hips of his blue jeans near where his badge was anchored to his belt.   
The rooms was mainly barren with the exception of a few roll-up mattresses and some bags of clothes tossed in the corner of the floor. 
“Looks like they were getting ready to leave,” Craig said. “Trying to get a head start.”
They joined the other FBI agents in the living room. One man was taking pictures of the ISIS flag, while a female officer dusted the kitchen counters for prints. Outside, police were running yellow tape around the yard while three Homeland Security agents, just showing up and dressed like Secret Service men, approached the house and strolled right inside. 
“Look who finally wants to get in on the action,” Patterson said to Craig while signaling out the door. 
From the kitchen, Craig looked up as the men walked into the house. “This is our scene, and I don’t care what they say.”
He leaned closer to Patterson, talking into his ear. “And let me tell you something else. I think that man in the bathroom wanted me to shoot him. None of these men wanted to be caught. They would have preferred to die, had we used lethal force.”
              “If that’s true, I bet he’s rethinking the decision now on a gimpy leg,” Patterson said. 
The Homeland officials paced around the living room and looked up at the ISIS flag above them. 
“Agent Davis, can we have a word?” A blond-haired man with a thirtyish baby face and sunglasses looked over impatiently.  
Craig held up his index finger, signaling them to wait. “The answers are here, Patterson. Somewhere. We're missing one suspect.”
“Maybe we're not searching well enough,” Patterson said.
“I don’t know, but keep your eyes open.”
Patterson continued his search through the kitchen, the cabinets, and the pantry as other agents again searched the rooms, hall closet, and everywhere else. 
Craig approached the Homeland group in the living room.
“Good work, Agent Davis,” the blond man said, smiling through his sunglasses. He was flanked by two stern-faced men who remained quiet. Blondie was the deputy assistant to the Homeland director, Alfie Jenkins, of whom Craig was not a fan.        
“Thanks for helping us out,” Patterson muttered, walking by.
“Pardon me?” Jenkins said. 
Craig turned to him. “Nothing, nothing. The bust went well, Deputy Jenkins. However, this house needs an extensive search. There's still another one out there.”
“I heard you shot one of the suspects in the leg.”
Craig nodded. “He rushed. I was perfectly within bounds to defend myself.”
“Careful,” Jenkins said, patting him on the shoulder. “You’re sounding a little defensive there.”
“This operation isn’t over,” Craig said. “We’re still looking for one more.”
“Interesting,” Jenkins said. With that, he turned to walk away, taking a quick glance at the large ISIS flag hanging on the wall. Jenkins called to his men as he walked out the busted front door.  
“Wait!” Craig said, chasing after them. “Where are you going?” 
Jenkins stopped and turned around. “Yes, Agent Davis?”
“This is my case, and those are my suspects,” Craig seethed. 
Jenkins nodded in understanding but with the self-satisfied smirk that had continually gotten under Craig’s skin. “You'll have to take that up with your chain of command. We have specific instructions to take possession of the prisoners. I’m told that the president made the request himself.”
“Bullshit,” Craig said. “You can't do this.”
Jenkins walked away without saying a word, leaving Craig aghast in confusion. 
Homeland pushed the last prisoner into a separate van and closed the doors. Before Craig could even register the very thought of his entire case being ripped from under him, they sped off, leaving only a thin trail of exhaust in their wake. 



Homicide Bombing
 
When the Homeland Security Department had been formed, several different agencies were placed under the department, including the U.S. Customs Service and Border Patrol. Investigating terrorism fell largely on the shoulders of the FBI, while the CIA continued foreign and overseas intelligence collection. The NSA also widened its scope of data collection. With so many departments and agencies dedicated to fighting terrorism, it seemed that sleeper cells would become a thing of the past. This assumption, however, had become less accurate over the years.
Craig had tried to keep up with all the changes through his ten years with the FBI, and for the most part, he took his job seriously. And like most field agents, he loathed the bureaucratic red tape and political posturing that plagued the agency. He just wanted to capture the bad guys. After the Minneapolis sleeper-cell bust, one thing was clear: the concept of the agencies working together in harmony, sharing information, and helping the United States fight domestic threats was more of a myth than a reality. 
 
The raid had gone reasonably well. No casualties. But also no hard evidence of terrorist activities other than an ISIS flag hanging in the living room. To get to the bottom of the case, Craig needed to go back to the evidence from his original investigation, the information that brought him to the sleeper-cell house in the first place. 
While discussing their next move with Patterson in the front yard of the house, he noticed a white van idling at the end of the street watching them from behind a long line of a dozen other cars parked along the way. He could make out the shape of the driver sitting inside. 
“What is it?” Patterson asked, noticing Craig’s distraction. 
Without response, Craig moved past the front yard to the sidewalk. He walked toward the van, where it sat roughly a block from the house, exhaust fuming into the cool morning air. It could have been nothing, just a man sitting in his van, but Craig didn’t want to take any chances. 
Patterson ducked under the yellow police tape and trailed behind, not sure where Craig was heading or why. But he knew that whatever it was, his partner was on to something. Their team continued the search for evidence inside and outside the house, while Homeland had already departed with their main suspects.  
“Agent Davis!” Patterson said.
Craig drew his gun and signaled ahead. Patterson pulled his pistol from his holster and looked up the road to see an idling white van. In the driver’s seat, he could see movement. The driver had spotted them. Without warning, the van flew back in reverse, smashing into the front end of a station wagon parked behind it. The loud crash brought several other field agents rushing outside.  
Craig ran toward the van just as it maneuvered out of the tightly packed space, where it was wedged between the station wagon and a Mustang. The van then lurched forward with overcompensation and rear-ended the Mustang with a crash. Bits and pieces of the van’s front grille and headlights fell onto the pavement as it drove out into the road. 
Tires screeched as the van barreled down the road at full speed in their direction. Craig jumped directly into its path with his gun aimed at the windshield. The driver showed no intention of slowing down as clouds of exhaust billowed out into the air.
Craig stood directly on the divider line of the two-lane road, and held his pistol firmly into the air. Déjà vu consumed him as if he had done the same thing only moments before. Only this time, it wasn’t a man running at him—it was two tons of unstoppable plastic and metal, headed right for him with murderous determination.     
“Craig!” Patterson shouted from the sidewalk. “Get the hell outta the way!”
Craig aimed right for the driver and fired two successive shots, both at the driver’s head as shell casings flew into the air. The van took an immediate shift to the right and crashed into the long line of vehicles on the street. Patterson rushed onto the street and tackled Craig into some nearby grass just as the van exploded into a fiery ball. Flames spread over the tops of the cars as Craig’s head knocked into a phone pole. Then everything went black. 
 
The FBI team ran outside and watched in astonishment as the blast erupted onto the street. One agent jumped back as another hit the ground, covering his head. 
A huge orange ball of fire erupted in the sky as the ground shook. Car windows shattered as scared residents rushed outside to witness the ball of bright orange morph into mounds of thick, black smoke rising into the air. 
The SWAT team ducked behind their van with their weapons drawn and their eyes fixated on the blast. For a moment, time appeared to have stopped, and no one was sure what to do but find cover. Patterson lay on the ground far too close to the blast while shielding Craig. A shaking sickness gripped him. He hadn’t seen anything like it since Iraq during his time with the Military Police. Now, an FBI agent, he hadn’t expected he’d ever have to face something like it again.



 
 
***
 
Craig awoke in the back of a parked ambulance. The smell of charred metal still hung in the air. He was on a stretcher with an IV bag in his arm and a bandage around his head.
“How are you feeling, sir?” an eager young paramedic with shaggy hair asked him. 
It took a minute for everything to settle in, but when it did, his mind was clear and focused. Craig didn’t believe in coincidences. Perhaps the driver had been their tenth man. It was impossible, from where they were, to discern any real answers about the explosion. He knew, however, that whatever it was, the attack was linked to their raid. 
Craig pushed up from the stretcher and called out to his team outside the ambulance. “I want SWAT to keep a guarded perimeter around the house so that we can continue our sweep of the house. Top to bottom!”
“Please calm down, sir,” the paramedic said. 
Agent Thomas, a mustached FBI man, approached the back of the ambulance as Craig shifted his legs off the stretcher. 
“What the hell happened here?” he asked as smoke billowed from a fiery heap of metal behind them. 
Patterson walked up. “Looks like a VBIED.” He then looked at Craig. “How you doing?” 
“Fine,” Craig said, feeling his head. “Looks like I took quite a hit there. Thanks for…saving my life, I think.”
“Don’t mention it. We’re damn lucky.”
“What the hell’s a VBIED?” Agent Thomas asked. 
“Vehicle-borne IED,” Patterson said. 
“Holy shit…” he said, long and slow. 
“That was a planned attack all the way,” Craig said, standing up. “We need to question the nine other suspects. Charge them with conspiracy to commit terrorism, for starters.”
“Homeland took ‘em, remember?” Agent Patterson said.
“Sir, you should really take it easy,” the concerned paramedic said as Craig walked past him.
“Later,” he replied. “Thank you for taking care of me.” Craig hopped out of the ambulance with Agent Patterson and Thomas following.
              Police and fire trucks swarmed the area of the blast site, where practically everything had been destroyed within range. Cars on the street had been torched to a crisp, their frames still smoking. The area was a mess of uprooted pavement and glass, metal, plastic, and wires everywhere. 
Residents stood outside their homes, scared and concerned as the sirens of additional emergency responders rang from all directions. The flames in the street were hypnotic. 
 
Craig couldn’t remember all the details, but he knew that, if not for Patterson, he would no longer be standing. For a moment he felt dizzy and touched the bandage on his head. His face was swollen and discolored. 
Once out of the ambulance, he snapped into action. “Agent Patterson.”
Patterson managed to pull his eyes away from the flames as thunder rumbled in the sky.
“Yes?”
“We need to get control of this scene quickly,” Craig said. 
Local law enforcement were already out in full force as raindrops began to fall onto the ground. 
“Perfect timing,” Patterson said, looking up. “You got an umbrella?”
Craig ignored the question and pointed to the side. “Rope the area off starting here. And keep the media as far away as possible.” Several news trucks had pulled up from down the street. 
Patterson looked at Craig and noticed the stark grimace across his face. “You’re pissed about Homeland, aren’t you?” he asked. 
“Of course I’m pissed.”
“You think they’re going to take the whole case from you.”
“The thought had crossed my mind.”
“Well, don’t be surprised when they do,” Patterson continued.
The rain fell steadily onto the blast site, causing even more smoke. And like an eternal smoke stack from an industrial plant, the thick clouds of carcinogenic fumes folded into one massive layer. Multiple sirens and lights flashed all along the street. An abundance of police surrounded the area, blocking it off on all sides. 
Craig held up his badge to get through. As he walked down the street with Patterson following, he came across a police barricade four feet high and approached the first officer he could find. 
“Agent Davis, FBI. We’re conducting an operation dealing with sensitive national security matters, and we need your full cooperation.”
The male officer nodded his head in agreement. “What can I help you with, Agent Davis?”
“We need our scene back, for starters,” Craig said.
The officer thought to himself. 
 Craig continued. “The driver of that van attempted to terminate our investigation by any means necessary, including vehicular homicide.”
“It was a VBIED,” Patterson added. “Like a suicide bomber. By the looks of it, I’d say he had about 200 pounds of explosives.”
 “I want to speak with the officer in charge,” Craig said.  
The young cop turned and shouted to a group of men in blue, huddled under the tree on the side of the road taking temporary cover from the rain. “Lieutenant Harvey!”
A tall, clean-shaven man emerged from the group with his hands to the sides of his utility belt. Like the other officers, he was wearing a rain jacket and hat. 
“This is the FBI. Said they were conducting an operation,” the young police officer began. Craig gently pushed past him and approached the lieutenant with a handshake. 
“Special Agent Davis, FBI. I want to get to the point, Lieutenant, because I know you’ve got a lot on your plate right now. We have reason to believe this explosion is related to a terrorist sleeper cell we just apprehended. The van drove straight at me, I fired two shots, causing the driver to swerve to the side, and, in my opinion, prematurely detonate his explosives.”
Patterson cut in. “What Agent Davis is trying to say is that this is our crime scene, and we want all nonessentials cleared out.”
 “Gentlemen,” Lt. Harvey said, “please, walk with me.”
Craig nodded as they followed. Multiple officers held back gawkers, preventing them from taking pictures of the blast site. Everyone kept a careful distance while a fire team finished extinguishing the flames. 
Chunks of metal, plastic, and shattered glass lay strewn along the residential street, interspersed here and there with the numbered, lettered markers indicating a crime scene. There were also body parts scattered across the pavement, now concealed under white sheets. 
“How many casualties?” Craig asked.
“Only the driver that we know of,” Lt. Harvey answered.
“Holy shit,” Patterson said. “That’s a miracle.”
“Do we have an ID on the van? License plate? Driver identification?”
Lt. Harvey nodded, flipped open his notepad, and calmly spoke. “From what we know, the driver of the van was parked on this road for some time, according to an eyewitness. But it’s also the same van two of our officers reported only a few hours ago.”
“What? Why?” Craig asked.
“The van was parked on Tilford Lane, a road blocked off due to tomorrow’s parade. A patrol car noticed the vehicle and told him to move along.”
“And they didn’t get his driver’s license and registration?” Craig asked.
“Unfortunately, no. But they did get a license plate,” Lt. Harvey said.
Craig and Patterson looked at each other with renewed hope. 
“Have they ran it yet?” Patterson asked.
Lt. Harvey stopped and coughed. The smoke in the air was getting noxious. “Yes, they did.”
Craig quickly pulled out a small waterproof notebook and pen. The rain had nearly soaked his head by then. “And?”
“It’s a rental,” Harvey said. 
Craig paused, pen in hand. 
“Are you sure?” Patterson asked.
“No doubt in our minds,” the lieutenant said.
Patterson seemed enthused. “Well, that’s it then. We get the rental information and make a connection to our sleeper cell.”
“It may not be that easy,” Craig said. “I don’t think any of our suspects are who they say they are.”
“And this crime scene?” Lt. Harvey asked.
“We’re taking it,” Craig said. 
The lieutenant looked around. “You want it, it’s all yours. Let me inform my men.” He walked away to join a group of uniformed officers huddled together near some barricades. 
“Well, this seems to be tying itself together,” Patterson said. 
Craig looked around, the responsibility for taking the crime scene just beginning to weigh in. “Let’s hope so.”
“At least he’s helpful,” Patterson said, pointing to Lt. Harvey. “Sometimes County gets their panties in a bunch the minute the feds steps in.”
Suddenly, from the opposite end of the street, past the burning wreckage, they saw two black SUVs pull up in haste. 
“Speaking of which,” Craig said. 
They could recognize the vehicles anywhere: their friends from Homeland Security. A group of agents immediately exited the SUVs and moved through the police barricades with ease and authority. Leading the pack was none other than Deputy Jenkins.
They descended on the scene wearing dark matching raincoats, snapping pictures, and issuing instructions to local officers left and right. Jenkins took notice of Craig and Patterson and approached them with his men.
“The plot thickens, I see,” Jenkins said.
Saying nothing, Craig wiped the rain from his eyes. 
“What are you doing here?” Patterson asked.
“That’s enough,” Craig said, cautioning his partner. He then looked at Deputy Jenkins. “We’re taking jurisdiction over this crime scene.”
“Crime scene?” Jenkins asked.
“Yes. At this moment, it’s an attempted homicide investigation.”
“And we want to speak with our suspects,” Patterson added. “So cut the bullshit and let us do our job.”
Jenkins stepped forward, nearly expressionless as Craig attempted to conceal his contempt. “There’s no reason we can’t work together on this. We both want the same things.”
“Do we?” Patterson asked. 
“Yes,” Jenkins said. “Terrorism is our number-one priority right now. We have special instructions from the president to take charge of this thing.”
 “What are you talking about?” Craig asked.
“This is an official Homeland Security operation now.”
Stunned, Craig and Patterson stood frozen.
Jenkins continued. “Of course, we’d be happy to keep you on as advisors.”
Patterson shook his head. “This is bullshit.”
Craig stepped forward into Jenkins’s face. “I want to talk to our suspects, and I want to talk to them now.”
Jenkins backed away with the other officials as if losing interest in the confrontation. “I’m sorry, Agent Davis, we have work to do at the moment.”
As the Homeland officials walked away, Craig and Patterson remained motionless. 
Craig’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He held the phone up and saw that it was an incoming call from Agent Thomas. He walked over to a nearby canopy recently set up by the police and answered his phone.
“Agent Davis.”
“We’ve found something of interest in the house. After we removed the flag on the wall, we came across a lengthy message written behind it.”
“What’s it say?” Craig asked. 
“Hold on, I’m sending you a pic.” 
Craig felt the phone vibrate against his ear, lowered it, and saw an image on the screen of black Arabic lettering over the wall where the ISIS flag used to be. 
“What does it say?” Craig asked, holding the phone back to his ear. 
“We’re working on getting it translated. Will let you know ASAP.” 
“Copy that,” Craig said. 
“What’s the situation there?”
Craig looked up and saw Patterson waving him over. “Gotta go. We’ll be back at the house in a moment.” He hung up and hurried over to Patterson, who was standing next to three police officers.
“They’ve got some new information on the license plate and rental car company,” Patterson said. 
“You FBI?” a thick-necked, nearly chinless officer asked.
“Yes. I want you to share whatever information you have with Agent Patterson here.”
“Yes sir,” the officer said. 
The phone vibrated in Craig’s pocket again. He pulled it out, swiped the screen and opened the text message. Thomas had sent him the translation of the words written on the wall:
 
“We are the Islamic State and our caliphate is real. You will never see us. You will never stop us. We are in your cities and in your streets. We are here. Waiting. We will not rest until drowning you in your own blood. Praise be to Allah, your time is about to come.”

 
Noticing Craig’s distraction, Patterson tried to look over his shoulder. “What is it?” 
Craig handed Patterson the phone. “Message left on the wall. Behind the ISIS flag.”
Patterson held the phone close to his eyes and stared at the message in disbelief. 
“This isn’t over,” Craig said out loud to himself. “Not by a long shot.” 



Red Tape 
 
Washington, D.C.
 
“This case is over,” the FBI deputy assistant director, James Calderon, said. He slammed a large plastic file folder closed, leaned back in his chair and rubbed the temples of his wide, pale forehead. As assistant director, Calderon had a no-nonsense reputation, but he was also known to stand by his agents when needed. Craig was shocked to hear the dismissive words coming from the deputy assistant’s mouth. 
On the third floor of the FBI building, suited officials sat around a long table with a glass surface. The well-lit conference room—with its flat-screen teleconference system mounted on the walls, snack bar, and coffee station—offered privacy and comfort for meetings among the bureau’s agents, supervisors, and directors. 
Their current meeting was as sensitive as any they had held in quite some time. The room was made up of Craig’s superiors, who had requested to speak only to him. Craig had figured the meeting was his opportunity to urge expanding the FBI’s role in the case, to explain the hard work he and the other agents had done, and to reaffirm their commitment to the case. The last thing he’d expected was to be shot down in less than five minutes. 
Calderon pulled the square-rimmed glasses from his puffy face and set them down on the glass table. His silver wristwatch jingled above his sleeve as he brought his hand back to his face to rub his eyes. 
“At this point, we need to talk damage control.” He pushed aside the report in front of him while trying to think of the words. 
They were also joined by one Homeland Security representative, sent in to observe the proceedings. Homeland Security Chief Advisor, Lisa Parks, sat next to the FBI deputy director. Craig sat at one end, while the deputy director sat at the other. On each side were the stone-faced people who he believed were there to help soften the blow of their dismantling his case. 
Calderon took a long drink of water from his glass, set it back down on the table, hard, and then leaned toward Craig. 
“Your report is very interesting, I must admit. You make a good case justifying the time, resources, and money you’ve spent over the last six months accumulating evidence. And at the end of the day you successfully captured the sleeper cell. This agency has not determined the motive of the driver yet, but finds it entirely plausible that he was connected to the nine captured men.” 
“Sir, if I may—” Craig began.
“I’m not finished!” Calderon barked. 
Craig slid back in his chair. He knew then that little good was going to come from the meeting, which had been called just two days after the raid. In that time, they had been trying to figure out what to do with the case, and it already looked like they had reached a conclusion.
“After making a positive ID on the driver, your theory about the driver’s association with the sleeper cell has been confirmed. He was the tenth man you were looking for. His name: Sayid Awad, Syrian refugee. Twenty-five years old. We don’t know why he chose an empty street to detonate the van. We can assume that the driver was planning on attacking the Fourth of July parade but, for whatever reason, changed his mind, perhaps after being confronted by two local officers.”
Calderon pushed Craig’s report to the side. “So the remaining suspects are in custody, their counterpart perished in a suicide bombing, and their organization is no more. The White House wants closure, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”
Craig stared ahead, clearly not satisfied. He pulled on his red tie and fidgeted. “Mr. Deputy Director, if I may?”
“Yes, Agent Davis, go ahead.”
Craig placed his palms flat on the glass table and slowly rose from his seat. “While I respect your opinion, I would think that this agency has faith enough in its field agents to know when to close a case. Because this is far from over.”
An uncomfortable silence came over the room. Calderon didn’t look happy, and Craig knew he was stirring the pot. 
“We have new evidence. Something that could lead to a wider cell network.”
Calderon leaned forward in interest. “Oh? And what evidence is that?”
Still standing, Craig looked around the room, making eye contact with the icy-looking female Homeland rep. He shuffled around in his pocket and pulled out his phone, holding it up to the curious faces around him. “We found this message written behind the ISIS flag we took down in the occupants’ living room. It’s a clear warning that this is far from over.”
Calderon waved Craig off. “I trust your judgment, Agent Davis, but the Islamic State has been making outlandish threats against us for years. And while we don’t take such threats lightly, we cannot spend the extra man power on a closed case when the White House wants us to move on.”
“And why can’t I speak to my suspects?” Craig asked. “I led the bust, and at the end of the day, Homeland just snatches them from me like it’s nothing.” 
The Homeland rep suddenly cut in. “We obviously have a mutual interest in the case, and at the same time, we have to respect national security protocol. We can’t disclose where they are being held, but safe to say they will most likely face trial or deportation within the next few weeks.” 
Craig couldn’t believe his ears. “Deported!” He regained his composure and leaned against the table, facing the Homeland rep. “Ms. Parks, with all due respect, we need to interrogate those men to get information about their network. They’ve clearly waged war against this country and should be treated as foreign combatants.”   
Parks didn’t seem fazed. “The CIA has been handling that arena.”
“And what have they found out?”
“It’s too early to say,” she answered. 
“No,” Calderon said, interjecting. “It’s not. Agent Davis, the case is closed on our end, and that is final.”
“You can’t do this,” Craig said. 
An FBI man with a comb-over, who was sitting on Craig’s left, suddenly cut in. “Just tell ‘em the truth, James. The administration wants to keep terrorism off the headlines.” He then looked at Craig. “Now you either play ball or go home.”
Craig turned toward the comb-over man with anger. “I’m not lying down on this one.”
“That’s quite enough, Agent Davis,” Calderon said, signaling him to sit. “This agency, as well as Homeland, values your input.”
Craig slowly lowered himself back into his seat, feeling sick inside.
Calderon continued, “That’s why we’re putting you on a special task force to capture one of America’s most wanted fugitives.”
Craig looked on, confused, as Calderon pushed a manila folder along the glass to his end of the table. 
“Fugitive’s name is Robert Clyde Garrison. He’s been on the run since 2005 after killing his wife and three children with a hammer. Real sicko, this one.” He then turned to Craig. “You’ve been appointed to lead the task force to bring this man to justice.” 
Craig flipped through the folder which showed a 6 x 9-inch black-and-white head shot of the man wearing a polo shirt and smiling. The next photo was an older family photo. All smiles. Craig closed the folder and tried to contain his conflicting emotions as best he could. 
He stood up, took the file, and tapped it against the table. “Thank you, sir. I think I’ll get to work now.” With a nod, he left the room quietly as chatter followed. 
“Good luck, Agent Davis,” Calderon called, just as Craig was about to close the door.
 



News Cycle
 
From the top of a small crate in a minimally furnished living room, a television flashed images of the evening news. As the news carried on about a recent FBI report detailing a series of thwarted Fourth of July terror attacks, two brothers sat in the next room, deeply focused on their work at the kitchen table. Rasheed carefully turned his screwdriver, fastening a clip around a small aluminum tube. His dark, curly hair hung over the frame of his glasses while his pursed lips twisted to the side, making the face he always did when deeply concentrating. 
His younger brother, Darion, sat across from him counting a line of hollow-point 9mm rounds. Just out of high school, Darion had traveled to America from Chechnya to visit his brother for the summer. An observant and generally mild-mannered boy, Darion looked up to his older brother and was eager to please him. His visa had expired the previous week, but he knew, as did Rasheed, that he had no intention of returning home. 
They had a job to do, a mission more important than anything his friends back home were doing. More important than going to college, chasing girls, or hanging around the soccer field. He had been told by Rasheed of an important task assigned to them. They were going to strike a fatal blow to the enemy. The news on the television continued:
 
“Officials state that a wave of recently thwarted Fourth of July terror attacks have shown that the Islamic State is losing its battle to inflict terror domestically. Homeland Security Chief Ralph Wilson stated that the terror group has grown desperate and that the planned attacks show that they are clearly on their ‘last leg’ of launching domestic terror attacks. New calls to re-examine federal immigration laws in the wake of more than 500 suspected foreign ISIS sympathizers in the U.S. from a leaked FBI report, have sent Capitol Hill into a frenzy of heated political rhetoric.”  
 
The brothers didn’t seem distracted or bothered by the claims made by the government. They were focused and driven by the mission at hand. Darion picked up a small GoPro camera from the table and turned it on, checking the battery power. A closed MacBook sat in front of him, next to the pistol ammunition, with a USB cord connected to its side. He stuck the cord into the camera and set it down. 
Rasheed looked up. “Is it charged?”
“Halfway,” Darion replied.
“Keep it plugged in, then.”
“Okay.”
Rasheed went back to fidgeting with some wiring protruding from the second of five tubes he had on the table. 
“You know how to upload the video properly, right?”
“Yes,” Darion said, loading pistol rounds into a magazine. 
Rasheed looked up again and dropped his screwdriver.
“Darion, look at me.”
Darion raised his head and was met with the familiar, unblinking stare from his older brother. 
“This is serious,” Rasheed said. 
“I know.”
“One mistake, no matter how minor, could screw up the entire mission. Our brothers are counting on us. This is a war.”
Darion nodded along.
“You’re going to have a minute, maybe less to upload the footage after the attack. It has to go directly to the website I gave you. You cannot be distracted in the slightest.”
“Of course,” Darion said.
“And I want you to practice, all night if you have to. Shoot some footage here and upload it. The diner, as you know, has free Wi-Fi, but have you asked yourself what you’re going to do if their Wi-Fi is down?”
Darion thought to himself. “Um.”
Rasheed slammed his fist on the table, startling Darion. 
“That’s exactly what I’m talking about! This is not a game, dear brother. Allah willing, you will be guided by his hand, but you have to consider everything that could go wrong.”
“Okay,” Darion said. “I will.”
“So what are you going to do if the Wi-Fi is down in the diner?”
“Go somewhere else and upload it?”
“Exactly. You will have little time, so you must react quickly.”
“No room for error,” Darion said, memorizing the slogan. 
“That’s correct. There’s a coffee shop next door. A Laundromat next door to that, and so on. I’m counting on you, Darion, and so are all of our brothers.”
“I will not fail.”
Rasheed’s stare lightened. He began to blink. “You know I love you, right?”
“Of course.”
“And I’m very proud of you.”
“Yes.”
“And so is our mother.”
Darion nodded. 
“Tomorrow morning you will become one of our most honored martyrs in history.”
Rasheed screwed the top of the tube shut and set it carefully down—five pipe bombs in all, ready to be used against the enemy.



 
 
***
 
After the meeting with his superiors at the FBI, Craig drove home feeling defeated and frustrated. The radio was on a news station that had just gotten back from commercial break. 
 
“The day before the Minneapolis July Fourth parade, a van carrying 200 pounds of explosives prematurely detonated. The driver, Sayid Awad, a Syrian refugee, was killed in the blast. An investigation underway reports all individuals with links to the planned attack have been detained and held in a undisclosed location due to the sensitive nature of investigation. 
 
“Residents are urged to remain vigilant despite authorities’ claim of a decline in potential terror attacks. In response to the parade's success and that of celebrations all over the country, the president spoke earlier today to reaffirm his stance that terrorists are losing at home and abroad.” 
 
Craig turned the dial off and drove in silence from the FBI headquarters to his quaint home in the Maryland suburbs—just outside the city of Rockville. He missed his family and had been away from them the past week while conducting the investigation in Minneapolis. Being away from home was always the hardest part of the job. 
And while he'd always wanted to work for the FBI, as far back as high school, he had never been so felt quite so disillusioned with the bureau. After reuniting with them upon returning, he wanted to see his wife, Rachael, and son, Nick, again more than ever. He just hoped he could put on a happy face. 
 
Rachael taught seventh grade at Robert Frost Middle School, while Nick was just about to begin eighth grade at the very same school. Since leaving the FBI building, Craig hadn't called Rachael to say that he was coming home. He didn't want to dump his problems on her or anyone else. He stared ahead at the road, thinking of a solution—some kind of way around the roadblocks his superiors had placed around him.
He came to his neighborhood street adorned with maple trees and their Crimson King-colored leaves. Upon seeing the familiar houses passing by, Craig gradually began to feel better. His home was in view on the cul-de-sac at the end of Tilford Lane—the street they had lived on for the past five and a half years. It was a one-story brick home with blue wood paneling and a garage. 
Their freshly cut lawn had a walkway and concrete steps that led to a front porch consumed with potted plants. His wife's red four-door Kia Sportage was in the driveway, a welcome sight. He pulled into the driveway, next to her car, and turned off the engine to be alone with his thoughts for one more minute.
 
When Craig walked in, Rachael was in the kitchen, heating up some lasagna in the oven. Nick was nowhere in sight. Craig passed the living room. The television was on, and the evening news narrative had shifted back to terrorism. 
Images of the black flag of ISIS followed by militants riding down the streets of Iraq waving guns in the air consumed the screen. Next came a picture of hooded, uniformed men standing behind a line of prisoners on their knees in orange jumpsuits with rifles to their heads. 
 
“The Islamic State or Islamic State Iraq and the Levant, otherwise known as ISIS or ISIL, has spread across the Middle East at an alarming rate against most analysts' predictions. The president today concluded that the Islamic State has made troubling gains in the region, but that the long-term strategy to defeat the militant group is in fact working.” 

 
“Hello, dear,” Craig said, stepping into the kitchen. 
Rachael turned around from the refrigerator, startled. “It’s about time you got home.” 
She was wearing black slacks and a blue cardigan jacket. Her long black hair spilled down over her shoulders. Her tired gray eyes looked back at him. “Well, don't just stand there, give me a hug,” she said.  
Craig dropped his briefcase onto a stool by the kitchen counter and strode quickly across the tile to embrace her. 
“Where have you been all day?” she said, hugging him back. 
“I’m sorry. I just needed to clear my head about some things.”
They pulled away, holding each other’s arms. “Well, you’re just in time for some lasagna,” she said. 
“Smells good.”
Rachael walked over to the counter, where a pile of cut carrots rested on a cutting board. “Now go say hi to Nick while I finish this. He’s barely seen you the past couple of days.”
Craig took off his suit coat and gave her a salute. He then turned and walked past the dining room and into the hallway where Nick's door was closed. Craig knocked.
“Yeah. It’s open!” Nick called out from inside. 
“How ya doing, buddy?” Craig asked, opening the door.  
“Hey, Dad,” Nick said, playing his Xbox. 
“Dinner’s almost ready, so go get washed up,” Craig said. 
Nick nodded with his eyes locked on the screen. Craig looked around at the comic book posters on the wall and the magazines and dirty laundry on the floor. It was Nick’s room all right, and for Craig, it felt good to be back home.    



 
 
***
 
By dinner time, the family was seated around their circular dining room table with a tin of lasagna in the middle, a bowl of carrots, and basket of toasted garlic bread to the side. The night air was soft, drifting in from an open window. Outside, the only sounds were of crickets from the lake nearby. 
“And how was school for everyone?” Craig asked, from the head of the table.
“It's summer, Dad,” Nick said. “We don't have school.” 
“That's right. Sorry. Well, your mom still has to be there, I see.”
“Summer school,” Rachael said, taking a bite of lasagna.
“Are you excited about starting the eighth grade?” Craig asked.
“I guess so,” Nick said with a shrug. 
“You haven’t told us much about Minneapolis assignment. How’d it go?” Rachael asked. 
Craig suddenly realized he hadn’t told her much of anything yet. Nothing about the suicide bomber, the van explosion, and the sleeper cell. 
“It went fine.” 
Craig stopped there. At the sudden silence, he clasped his hands together with enthusiasm. “Hey, let’s all take a walk after dinner!”
              “Sure, honey,” Rachael said.
              Nick looked up, intrigued. “A walk?” His interest had been piqued. 
 
After the table was cleaned off and the dishes done, Craig led his family down the steps of their wooden deck in the back yard toward the lake at the end of their property. He was carrying a box, but didn’t say what was in it. Nick anticipated something more. 
“That's why you're taking us here, right?” he said, as they walked down the grassy hill. “Some secret FBI information?”
“Not quite, son,” Craig said.
              They reached the darkness of the lake. The moon reflected over the calm water that slapped against the wooden dock nearby. A small motorboat, tied to the dock from the cleats at the bow and the stern, was covered under a blue tarp. It floated up and down with the small, rippling current. Once they reached the end of the dock, Craig turned around to talk. 
“I brought you both out here to discuss our plan.”
“Plan? What plan?” Rachael asked. 
“Our emergency evacuation plan,” Craig said. “I don't have any secret information to share, just good old-fashioned intuition.”
Nick sighed.
“We need to be ready to leave at moment's notice,” Craig continued.
“What's really going on, Craig? Something has been troubling you since the minute you walked in. I could see it on your face,” Rachael said. 
“I think there's going to be an attack on our country and that it's going to be big. If it happens, I want you and Nick to take our boat and hide out in our cabin until further notice.” 
Their cabin, roughly thirty miles up the lake and deep in the wilderness, was their retreat from the city, stocked with supplies and equipment. 
“Do you have any specifics?” she asked. 
“Like when and where?” Nick added. 
Craig shook his head. “Let me show you something.”
He set the box he was holding on the dock and opened it. He grabbed two handheld radios from inside and stood up, handing them to Rachael. 
“First things first. We have to discuss communication. Cell phones are crap in emergencies. Satellite phones are a little over our budget. These are your standard two-way GMRS radios, the same kind we use at work. If something goes wrong, we need to be able to communicate with each other.”
The news hit Rachael hard. She tried to make sense of it. “If we’re not safe here, then we need to go somewhere else. My parents’ house in Utah, for starters. Don’t you think?”
“For now, the cabin is our most practical option,” Craig said in a frank tone.



 
 
***
 
After their meeting by the dock, Craig sat at the foot of their bed studying the screen on his laptop. Rachael walked in from the steamy bathroom wearing a towel around her head, a white shirt, and boxers. 
“I thought you were going to bed,” she said.
“I am. I just have to look at some things real quick,” he answered with his back to her. 
She lay next to him on the bed. “I’m confused, Craig. Scared and confused. I don’t know what to say.”
Craig shut his laptop, turned to her, and held both her hands in his. “Something bad is in the works. I can feel it. No one is taking it seriously. And if they are, they're not doing enough to stop it. That’s why I need to investigate these sleeper cell leads.”
Rachael sighed. “This can’t be good for Nick.”
“He’s a tough kid, and we can’t sugarcoat things for him any longer.” 
“He’s just a child,” she said. 
Craig stared into her eyes. “He’s my son. And I’m going to do everything to make sure that the both of you are safe.” 
“Okay,” she said, with a look of understanding. “When the time comes, we'll be ready.”
As their lips pressed together, his phone began to vibrate on the nightstand. For a moment, he ignored it, but the incessant buzzing became too distracting. 
Craig broke away, climbed off the bed, and grabbed his cell phone. It was his fifth missed call from Patterson. 
“I have to make a call,” he said, standing up. He went into their bathroom, shut the door, and swiped the screen of his smart phone, calling Patterson back. 
“Yeah, it's me,” he said, once Patterson answered.
“Harry Houdini. Where in the hell have you been? I've been calling you all day.”
“Family time. Look, I'm sorry. You get anything yet?”
Patterson cleared his throat. “Well, while you've been ignoring me all day, I've been running some records on the rental van—”
“Patterson, wait,” Craig said, interrupting. 
“What? What is it?”

Craig looked at himself in the mirror. His disheveled hair. The bags under his eyes. His wrinkled, untucked dress shirt. His silver watch. The dark scruff building on his face from not shaving for a day. A conflicted man stared back at him. 
He hadn't told Patterson that the case had been closed and that they had been assigned elsewhere. Patterson asked what he wanted again, waiting for a response. 
“Nothing. Go on,” Craig said. 
“The van was rented under a different name, not the driver's.”
“An alias?”
“No alias,” Patterson said. “The name's legit. Or at least I think it's legit. And get this: whoever rented that van lives close.
Like, Richmond, Virginia close.”  
“What’s the name?” Craig asked in eager anticipation. 
“Rasheed Surkov, a Chechen immigrant.”
“What would a Chechen nationalist be doing linked up with Syrian ISIS members?” Craig asked. 
“Don't ask me. Why did Cheech team up with Chong? Common goals, I imagine.”
“Or Mussolini and Hitler,” Craig muttered.
“What was that?”
“Nothing. We need to get on this before Homeland blows us out of the water.”
“What’s the plan?” 
Craig cracked the bathroom door open. Rachael lay in bed, staring at the TV at the foot of the bed. Some late night talk show was on. She looked unhappy. He hoped that she would understand. She usually did. 
“Where are you?” Craig asked. 
“I'm still at the office. Been here all day, no thanks to you.” 
He slowly pushed the bathroom door closed again. “I'm on my way.”
He hung up with Patterson and took one last look in the mirror. The road ahead was uncertain, but he didn't see it any other way.



Going Rogue 
 
Under the night sky, Craig's Taurus sped down the windy roads of his Rockville suburb onto the interstate toward D.C. He hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in ages, it seemed, but didn't feel the least bit tired. He was on edge—one hand on the steering wheel and the other clutching a large thermos of coffee to get him through the night. 
Caught between keeping the details of his investigation hidden from both the FBI and his family, he had assured Rachael that he'd be back soon. Many things were at stake, he explained, and he didn't have a choice. She understood. At least he thought she did. 
 
He pulled into the underground parking garage, swiped his card at the gate sensor, and shuttled into a parking lot. The clock on his dashboard said twelve forty-five. After another swig from his thermos, and Craig got out of his car and hurried to the building. The halls inside were quiet and empty. Most of the offices had their lights off. There were a few agents roaming about, and Craig tried to remain low-key and kept his head down, not making eye contact with any of them. 
He took an elevator to the second floor where he and Patterson had adjoining offices. He moved down the carpeted hallway that served a wide area of cubicles, most of them empty. During the day, it was a different story. As Craig walked in Patterson’s office, he saw his partner sitting with his head in his arms resting on the desk.
“Snap out of that wet dream. We’ve got work to do,” he said. 
Patterson's head jerked up. He looked at Craig through squinted eyes. “You bastard. It was getting really good.”
Craig didn't waste any time. “We need to get to this address quick. No time to spare.” 
He walked into his office and grabbed some files from his desk, an old mahogany fixture with lots of history. Patterson was noticeably exhausted, yawning and stretching intermittently. Craig walked in again, holding his files, and patted Patterson on the back. 
“I'll drive, buddy. Don't worry about a thing. Two and a half hours tops.”
“Taking the squad car?” Patterson asked.
“That's okay,” Craig said. “We'll take my car.”
Patterson gave him a funny look. “Driving around on your own dime?”
Craig shot past him toward the door. “It’s better that way.” 
Patterson rose from his desk. “If you say so.”
 
They walked down to the parking lot and left in Craig's car. 
“What’s the plan?” asked Patterson. “I mean, once we get there?” 
Craig laid out the details of the plan the best he could. They were going to watch the place. Patterson groaned. It was a quarter past one when they passed the Washington Monument, the World War II memorial, and the Reflecting Pool and merged onto the south I-95 ramp exit leading to Virginia. Patterson's head was already bobbing up and down. At some point, Craig knew he was going to have to tell him that nothing about what they were doing had been authorized. 



 
 
***
 
An hour later, they stopped for some coffee after making it across the Virginia state line. Patterson seemed attentive and ready as Craig turned down the volume on the light rock playing over the radio.
“There's something you need to know. Something I haven't had the time to go into detail about,” Craig said. 
“That this job sucks?” Patterson asked, taking a sip of coffee from a steaming Styrofoam cup.
“Yes and no. You see, I had a little meeting with the assistant deputy director today.”
“Calderon? What did that ballsack want?”
“He took us off the case.”
“What case?”
Craig paused slightly. “This case.”
Patterson looked confused. Then it hit him. “I knew it! I told you we couldn’t trust Homeland. So what does that mean? Why are we doing this?” 
Craig’s eyes were steady and locked on the road. “You know as well as I do that we have to pursue this lead. There’s too much at stake.”
“We could lose our jobs here. Our pensions. Everything. I have a family. You have a family. You're gonna throw all that away over this?”
“If you want out, that’s fine with me. No hard feelings.”
Patterson scoffed. “How considerate of you. You should have told me this right after your meeting. We're partners, and
we're supposed to look out for each other.”
“I know, and I'm sorry. That's why I want to give you a chance to walk away.” 
Patterson shifted in his seat uncomfortably and then scratched his head as if trying to come to some decision. 
Craig continued. “Whatever you want to do. It's up to you.”
“What authority do we even have here? Say we stumble on some organization. What are we going to do, blow them a kiss?”
“We gather evidence and take it back to the station, convince them that we need to re-open this case.”
Patterson's fist slammed onto the dashboard. “You really think you can get through to them? Are you that dense?” 
Craig didn't respond as he steered the car through the Virginian landscape. 
Patterson calmed himself. “I guess I'm in too deep now,” he said, shaking his head.
“You do whatever you think is best,” Craig said. “I’m not stopping. We’re too close.” 
Craig checked his GPS. They were thirty minutes from the address: 20 West Dupont Circle, Apartment 308, Richmond Virginia 23218. Once the city was in range, Patterson objected no more. 
 
It was half past three in the morning. Skyscrapers towered overhead as they drove through the metropolitan areas, the Richmond port, and then deeper into the urbanized, diminished west side. Craig assured Patterson that their unexpected arrival so early in the morning would work in their favor. After many side streets and turns, they found themselves near a high-rise apartment complex. 
Graffiti covered nearly every wall, alleyway, bridge overpass, and newspaper stand around. Cars were parked on both sides of the street. Taxis passed by every so often. Things were quiet. Some shadowed figures huddled inside a fenced-in basketball court looked over as they pulled up.  
“Apparently, we’ve stumbled upon a Boy Scout meeting,” Patterson said. He examined the apartment complex in question. “And what kind of intel are we going to get watching a fifteen-story building?”
Craig parked between two other cars facing the building. “Our sleeper cell link awaits.”
“Needle in a haystack,” Patterson replied.
Craig leaned forward and popped the trunk. He then walked out onto the sidewalk directly to the back.
Surprised, Patterson turned to him. “What are you doing?”
Craig dug into his pocket, put some quarters in the parking meter, and turned around. “Going to find our needle.” He went to the trunk and pulled the lid up. Inside was a steel carrying case. He grabbed the case and closed the trunk as a police siren wailed in the distance.
Patterson opened his door and stepped outside. “They’re gonna throw you in a mental institution one day.” 
Craig walked along the cracked sidewalk under the buzzing street lights overhead, examining every parked vehicle he passed. Patterson caught up to him as he got closer to the building entrance. 
“Are we going in?” he asked. 
“I don't see any other option,” Craig answered. 
“What happened to waiting? Biding our time?” 
Craig looked at his watch. “There's still plenty of time for that.”
Patterson stepped in front of Craig, blocking him. “I thought we had an agreement. You're supposed to tell me everything. No more surprises.”
Craig held up the case. “We're conducting surveillance. A simple hidden camera outside the door to the Surkov residence.”
Patterson was impressed. “Hell, why don't we just shoot a tracker chip into his brain.”
“I would if we could,” Craig said, walking off. Patterson followed him into the dimly lit entrance to the towering apartment complex, keeping one hand on his pistol, raising its holster around his waist.
 
Past the front entrance, unlocked but ironically protected by iron bars, they walked into the lobby, a wide-open room furnished with a few chairs knocked over, and a stained, green carpet with flickering long ceiling bulbs hanging overhead. The front desk was closed—indicated by a rolling aluminum door locked over the counter. The building, and the neighborhood for that matter, didn't look like the kind of place anyone would want to be caught alone in at night. There was an elevator to their right with an “Out of Order” sign on it. Across from the elevator was a door leading to the stairs. 
Patterson stopped and looked at Craig. “Third floor, right?”
“Yep. Apartment 308.”
Patterson pushed open the door and led the way as they ascended the dimly lit stair-case. The walls were stained and covered with decades’ worth of overlapping grit. “I'd hate to see the ratings for this place on apartments.com,” he said as they climbed up the second flight of stairs.    
“I think our suspect chose this building for a reason,” Craig said.
“Because he’s poor?”
“Because the authorities are less likely to bother him here.”
“Could be a little of both,” Patterson said. 
 
They pushed past the entrance to the third floor and slowly crept along the glossy concrete floor of the hall. Doors covered in thick, brown paint with tiny peep holes were aligned along each side, and at the end, the hall split off into two directions. Craig followed the number on each door. They were in the three twenties. Most of the overhead light bulbs were either burnt out or flickering. Patterson drew his 9mm from his holster. 
“What are you doing?” Craig asked. 
“This place looks like something out of a damn horror movie. I'm not taking any chances.”         
“Just keep it low key.”
They followed the hall as it angled right, nearing the teens. Black bags of trash were piled up outside one apartment they passed. “Nice,” said Patterson, who then nearly tripped over a beer bottle, sending it rolling down the hall. “Shit. Sorry,” he said. 
Craig flashed him a glance of disbelief and frustration and then shook his head. They came to 308 near the end of the hall, on their left. 
“Well. Should we knock?” Patterson said, jokingly.
Craig knelt down, wasting no time, and opened his case. “Keep an eye out for me.” 
Inside the case, resting on foam padding, were a laptop, battery and several cords. He pulled out a small device, about the size of a domino, and turned on both the laptop and the camera device to make sure they were synchronized and running. Once everything was in order, he pointed the camera at Patterson, who stood guard.
“Smile, you’re on America’s Most Wanted.”
Patterson looked at the laptop and saw himself on screen.
“I’m impressed. The FBI finally invested in webcams.” 
“They prefer to call them spy cameras.” 
“It does sound a lot cooler,” Patterson conceded. 
Craig examined the walls behind him and across from apartment 308. He looked at his watch again. It was close to four. Not a soul was around. There were no sounds of movement from inside any of the other apartments. The time was right.
He planted the spy camera as high as he could above the frame of the door directly across from 308. All it took was one quick turn from his mini-electric screwdriver and the camera was in place. Its lithium battery could keep it powered for up to eight hours. 
Craig did another system check, shut the carrying case, and stood up. As tempting as it was to bust down the door of 308, they had other ideas. They exited the building as quickly as they had entered, went back to the car, and waited.



 
 
***
 
Morning came, and Craig hadn't taken his eyes off the screen in his lap. On his third cup of coffee in three hours, Patterson did his best to remain attentive. The street had come alive with movement left and right. A garbage truck roared past. City buses made their stops. People shuffled onboard while others moved along the sidewalks, taking little notice of the two FBI agents sitting in a parked vehicle on the side of the road. 
“Two hours and not a single person has walked by that hall camera,” Craig said. Just as Patterson was about to respond, Craig perked up. “Hold on,” he said.
A woman walked past the grainy frame with four young children following. 
“Never mind. False alarm,” Craig said.
“Let's hope that Mr. Surkov isn’t a late sleeper,” Patterson said. He looked ahead and noticed a diner on the corner of the street. He could smell the bacon and eggs in the air. “How about I go over there and pick us up some grub?”
“Sounds like a plan to me,” Craig said, staring at the screen. 
Patterson opened the door. 
“Wait!” Craig said intensely.  
On screen, a young man exited the apartment and walked out into the hall. He was wearing a hat, an orange summer jacket, and a black backpack over his shoulders. He didn't look a day over seventeen. 
“That's our sleeper cell mastermind?” Patterson asked in astonishment. 
“I don’t know,” Craig said. “Looks a little too young.”
An older man now exited the room, taller and with facial hair. He had on jeans, a blue summer jacket, and a small backpack as well. 
“The tall one. That’s Rasheed,” Patterson said. He fished in his pocket and unraveled a folded print-out of Rasheed’s driver’s license.
“Yep. That’s him,” Patterson said. 
Both men had similar square-jawed facial features and thick, curly dark hair, though much of the younger one's hair was matted under his ball cap. Rasheed appeared to be examining his counterpart from head to toe. His mouth moved, but they couldn't hear anything he was saying.
“You got audio on this thing?” Patterson asked.
“Just video,” Craig said. 
The younger one unzipped his jacket, exposing a small bulletproof vest with a camera attached to it. 
“What the hell is that? A camera?” Patterson asked. 
After closing and locking the door, Rasheed pulled a green Adidas ball cap from his pocket and placed it on his head. Both men then walked out of the frame. 
Craig shut his laptop, turned and placed it on the back seat behind them after telling Patterson to keep watch. 
“We might have to split up,” Craig said. “There’s more than one exit to that building.”
Suddenly Rasheed and his companion walked out the front exit of the building, just as Craig had hoped. Their suspects moved quickly with their heads down, right toward the diner Patterson had suggested going to. 
“Ready to do a little legwork?” Craig asked. 
Patterson nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”
“Let's move.”   



The Chase
 
Craig and Patterson kept a careful distance, moving around people and approaching the corner of a crosswalk where Rasheed and his companion waited for the walk sign to flash. Craig could see Rasheed’s green Adidas hat in the small crowd and stopped. Ideally he wanted to keep as much distance as possible and simply observe their activities and where they went. 
The light changed, their suspects crossed the street, and Craig and Patterson followed closely behind. Once they reached the next street, Rasheed and the other man stopped in front of “Lee’s Diner”—the same diner Patterson had expressed interest in. 
Craig watched from about ten feet away as their suspects talked to each other.
“They stopped,” Patterson said, leaning on a newspaper stand. 
“I know.”
              “Why?”
              Craig looked at Patterson in disbelief. “I don’t know!”
Rasheed hugged the boy, pulled away, and said a few more words with an intense, un-blinking glare. 
Craig tried to looking inconspicuous while keeping a careful eye on their suspects. 
Rasheed walked off farther down the sidewalk as the young one took his backpack off and dropped it to the ground in front of the diner. Craig bolted from the newspaper stand and moved quickly in pursuit of Rasheed as he blended into a group of people walking by a Laundromat.
“You watch him, I’ll follow Rasheed,” Craig said, walking off.
Patterson gave him the thumbs up as they split up. Craig moved quickly down the sidewalk, moving as fast as he could without running. He didn’t want to make a scene or have to pull his badge out. Cellphones were everywhere. Anything he did, every movement, could be captured and put on the Internet in an instant. Ahead in a crowd, he could see the unmistakable cap bobbing along.



 
 
***
 
Their other suspect remained knelt at the entrance to the diner, digging through his backpack with his back turned. Patterson approached slowly while looking inside through the wide windowpane in front of him. The tables were full, as was the counter. Patrons—young and old—sipped coffee, drank orange juice, and munched on eggs, bacon, grits, and toast over conversation and the alluring aroma in the air. Servers and busboys moved about in their aprons and hats, trying to keep up with the morning rush.  
As he watched the boy, Patterson thought of the bulging weight of the bag and the vest he was wearing underneath his jacket. The camera. It all made sense. He watched as the boy pulled out two handguns from the bag—one in each hand and stood up. 
Patterson immediately pulled out his pistol. “Freeze!”
The boy whipped around, completely startled, wide-eyed and panicked, and fired multiple shots at Patterson without hesitation. Shots flew everywhere: through the diner's glass pane, into the diner’s walls, and directly into a patron’s head. Two rounds hit Patterson right in the gut, taking him down instantly.
Shocked but pumped with adrenaline, Patterson fired back in precise succession from the hard pavement as shell casings fell around him. Onlookers screamed and dispersed in a frenzy at the vivid blast of gunshots. The boy took several shots to the chest and fell down, stunned but not injured. The wind had been knocked out of him, but his vest had protected him. He struggled to his feet, legs shaking, gasping for breath. He then brought himself up with pistols in hand and ran into the diner, right through the swinging doors.   
Patterson lay flat on the sidewalk, looking up into the sky and trembling, trying to get up. Blood gushed from his abdomen like a tapped reservoir. It was like a punch to the stomach that grew more painful with each passing breath.   



 
 
***
 
Craig heard the shots and turned around. About a block down, he could see people running toward him. He then looked for Rasheed, who was standing ahead taking great interest in the shooting behind them. Craig didn’t want to waste another minute. He rushed after Rasheed, pushing his way past pedestrians. 
Rasheed’s eyes locked on Craig. He spun around and sprinted in the opposite direction, away from the gunfire, and down the nearest alley. Craig chased him and nearly tripped over an elderly woman directly in his path. Rasheed was out of sight, but Craig continued his fast pursuit with his gun drawn, ready to take him down. 



 
 
***
 
              As Darion rushed into the diner, terrified diner patrons rose from their tables and ran to the back of the room. His GoPro camera was recording everything in front of him: the terrified expression of a group of woman ducking under her table, the chaotic and confused movements of a mob of people trying to find another way out, and the screams of a woman at the sight of her male companion lying dead on the table with a bullet through his head. 
Darion spoke loudly and calmly, instructing everyone to line up against the wall. “I will not ask you again. Please do not try to escape.”
              More than twenty frantic people huddled together, out of their chairs and away from their tables, trying to keep their distance from their approaching attacker. Servers joined the petrified customers just as a group of cooks came out of the kitchen after hearing the commotion. 
              “What the fuck?” a large, bearded cook shouted out, clutching a butcher knife. 
He made a quick run toward Darion and was shot three times in the chest. More screams followed as the cook’s body slumped to the ground and the knife skidded across the tile floor. Two other cooks tried to run back to the kitchen but were shot in the back, moments from reaching the door. Cries and screams erupted through the room. No one knew what to do. A shaking, sweaty manager stood up from behind the counter with his arms up.  
              “What do you want?” he cried out, emptying the cash register. “Please. Take it all. Just don’t harm us.”
              Darion looked at the crumpled bills clutched in the manager’s pale, shaky hands. 
              “I have come to deliver a message from the Islamic State. Because of your country’s continued aggression against my people, you are no longer safe to eat in your restaurants, to go to your movies, and shop at your malls. The day of reckoning for your crimes begins now.”
              With the GoPro capturing every moment, Darion fired two shots into the manager, sending him spiraling into the stack of dishes behind him. A tower of clean plates fell over, crashing onto the floor. Darion pointed his pistols at the crowd as their screams intensified. Several people jumped out of the way, hid behind chairs, and some under tables. Their behavior and reactions fascinated Darion.
              “Remember, please, that this is nothing personal. But it is necessary.”



 
 
***
 
Craig continued his chase down the alley, closing in on Rasheed just as his green hat flew off. Craig drew his gun and shouted at him to stop. Rasheed instead turned left at the end of the alley and ran to the next block in open view. He then bulldozed between a couple and pushed them out of the way as they tumbled onto the sidewalk, shaken and confused. 
“Stop! FBI!” Craig shouted. 
He pointed his pistol up into the air and fired. Rasheed ran across the two-lane street and jumped over some bushes into the yard of a nearby house. Exhausted, Craig pushed on. Rasheed climbed over a wooden fence into the backyard and ran on. Craig clenched his aching sides and then pulled himself over the same fence, only to see Rasheed rushing through the backyard and hurdling a divider. 
Craig fell into the backyard and maintained his pursuit. Once he made it over the same divider, he watched Rasheed run out into a residential street with such frenzy that one of his shoes flew off. He lost his balance and suddenly rolled onto the pavement. His backpack flew off his shoulders, bursting open onto the street and revealing several pipe bombs. 
Craig closed in with his gun drawn. “Put your hands above your head! Do it now!” he shouted. 
Rasheed seemed undeterred. He recovered, jumped up with one shoe on his foot, and sprinted off twice as fast as before. Craig heard little faint pops from a distance and stopped. He turned again and yelled for Rasheed to stop, just as the man darted out in front of a large red pickup truck.
The truck's tires screeched across the pavement about ten seconds too late. Its front end struck Rasheed, tossing him into the air. The truck skidded to the side of the road and rammed into a phone pole. After a blaring crash, glass, metal, and plastic erupted on the scene flying across the road. The phone pole tilted to the side with heavy cables dangling in midair.   
Craig ran to the scene, slowing traffic as he held his pistol and badge in the air. Cars abruptly halted in the middle of the road, giving Craig the chance he needed to get to the other side. Responder vehicles’ sirens wailed in the distance. Smoke billowed from the front of the smashed truck. Blood covered the cracked windshield. Rasheed’s body lay in the street, unconscious. The driver sat slumped over the wheel knocked out. As he heard the police sirens getting louder, Craig knew something had gone terribly wrong with the entire mission, and that it had all happened very fast. 



 
 
***
 
Darion continued his siege of the diner, terrifying the men and women backed up against the wall, holding each other. Some had their eyes closed and were praying. Others pleaded with the shooter to let them go. Darion heard sirens and realized that he was running out of time. 
He swung around his backpack, pulled out his MacBook, and placed it on a nearby table next to a plate of half-eaten eggs and spots of blood. A USB cord dangled from the MacBook’s side input. Darion was about to plug it into his camera and make the upload, when he realized that he wasn’t quite finished with the carnage. One of his pistols was empty. The other still held rounds. He dropped his empty pistol to the ground and scanned the faces of the people along the wall as their screams rose. 
“You have meddled in the affairs of the Islamic State far too long. And we condemn you to death!”



 
***
 
From outside, Patterson suddenly came to. He could hear the wailing of terrified patrons from inside the diner as he struggled to get up. The pain in his stomach was almost too much to bear. A puddle of thick, sticky blood had formed around him on the dry, hot pavement. Most people had fled the area, not sure who Patterson was or why he had been shot. 
He struggled to stand. His legs felt as frail as toothpicks and unable to support his weight. He vomited on the ground and gasped for breath, dizzy and quickly losing consciousness. Despite his injuries, he pushed himself to move. The screams from within the diner intensified, and even with the emergency sirens getting louder, he knew he had to do something before it was too late.
With one hand against the side of the building, he moved to the entrance, wobbling ahead, one foot in front of the other. He hunched over as blood dripped from his wounds, leaving a trail along the sidewalk.
He pushed his way inside through the swinging door just as Darion was delivering his final messaged to the terrified patrons. 
“Allahu Akbar!” Darion shouted, pistol aimed and ready.
Patterson raised his pistol in the air with all the strength he could muster and fired. More screams pierced the air. Then silence. He watched as the blurry figure in front of him collapsed. Darion had taken a shot to the head and joined his victims who lay dead and dying on the bloody tile floor. The boy never knew what hit him. 
After some confused commotion and tears the room went silent, as people clung to one another sobbing softly. Patterson stumbled forward and fell face-first to the ground right at the feet of the shooter. The emergency responder sirens outside grew deafening. Police surrounded the building. Patrons remained low to the ground, aghast in their hiding spots. Patterson felt himself drifting. The pain became less intense, and soon everything went black. 



Fallout
 
When Detective Harper entered the scene, he hadn’t ever seen anything quite like it in his thirty years with the Richmond PD. Eight people lay dead in the diner. Three cooks. One manager. And four patrons. The police quickly herded everyone out of the diner and to safety. Paramedics were quickly on the scene and overwhelmed by the carnage. Richmond hadn’t experienced a mass shooting of such size in recent memory, or probably ever. 
Every casualty was pronounced dead on site except for one man with shaggy gray hair and an FBI badge affixed to his belt. He had a steady pulse and was breathing slowly, but had lost a lot of blood. Identified as Agent Josh Patterson, he was promptly taken to an ambulance and rushed to the emergency room. The perpetrator was a young man wearing a camouflaged bullet-proof vest.
“He should have been wearing a helmet too. Eh, Detective?” one of the officers said to Harper.
Harper scratched his scruffy face and knelt down to recover a small GoPro camera amidst a bag of hundreds of rounds of ammo. He was astonished that the boy had killed only eight. The presence of a lone FBI agent only complicated the situation more. What had he been doing there? Eyewitness reports of a brief firefight outside before the massacre only piqued his curiosity. A frenzy of reporters and news cameras had flooded the scene outside, held at bay by tight-lipped crowd control officers.  
Detective Harper noticed that Darion had failed to upload his video in time. After recovering the busted-up GoPro, he viewed the recording and was met with gruesome scenes of the carnage—death captured in real time. 
Harper placed it in a sealed evidence bag to be transported to the evidence room with everything else. The detective did a Hail Mary and then tried to get some ID on the shooter. Nothing on the scene directly linked him to a terrorist network. He had no identification on him. Suddenly, Harper heard on his radio that another man, who resembled the diner gunman, had been hit by a truck, not far from the diner.  



 
 
***
 
Craig tried his best to maintain control of the crash site. He called Patterson repeatedly but only got voicemail instead. A sick feeling brewed in his stomach as he heard sirens blare from a few blocks over. 
Police were everywhere on the street around him. Paramedics had the driver of the truck—an unconscious white-haired man—on a wheeled stretcher and fitted into a neck-and-shoulder brace. As they pushed him to the ambulance, one EMT held an oxygen pump over the man’s face and pumped intermittently. 
Rasheed lay in the road unconscious among broken pieces of the truck’s front end and a backpack full of pipe bombs. It was a surreal scene, the second time Craig found himself in the middle of the street amid destruction and chaos in a matter of days. The tide seemed to be turning against him. 
He forbade investigators to touch the pipe bombs and demanded that the paramedics handle Rasheed with the utmost care. If he died, Craig didn’t know where he would start. 
“That man is under the custody of the FBI.” He looked to some nearby police. “I want you to escort the ambulance to the hospital and keep guards posted around his room.”
He tried Patterson’s cell phone again and again and then pulled his two-way radio from a clip on his belt. Patterson didn’t answer. 
The police were still blocking off traffic as a tow truck pulled up to haul away the pickup truck that had been destroyed against the light post. Craig took pictures of the pipe bombs—five in all—on the pavement. He didn’t know where Rasheed had been headed with the bombs and why, but he was relieved to find a brown leather wallet in Rasheed’s backpack. Inside were Rasheed’s Virginia driver’s license and some credit cards. Nothing more. 
Two police officers had just approached Craig for further instruction when his cell phone vibrated in his pocket. Craig pulled his phone out expecting to see Patterson’s number, but instead he saw that it was Assistant Deputy Director Calderon. Everything began to hit him at once: the surveillance, the chase, the diner shooting, the police, the ambulances, and the news media. It had no end. Craig hesitated but then answered.
“Agent Davis.”
There was silence on the other end before Calderon’s noticeably restrained voice began. “Your name came on my radar a minute ago, and I don’t know why. But it seems you have a little situation out there in Richmond.”
“That’s correct, sir.”
“I’m seeing it on the news now. A total bloodbath. Is this you?”
“Bloodbath, sir? I don’t think so.”
“I just received word that we have an agent in the hospital. Your partner.”
Craig was speechless. “I-I don’t know. We were apprehending two suspects on foot and got split up.”
“What the hell are you doing out there, Craig?”
“Rasheed Surkov. He’s connected with the sleeper cell in Minneapolis.”
“And?”
“And we have reason to believe that he was planning an attack here in Richmond.”
Calderon sighed. “We’re sending a field agent team out there. Counter-terrorism. We have no choice now but to show a presence.”
“What happened at the diner? Where’s my partner?”
Craig said, dreading the answer.
“I was hoping you could tell me that,” Calderon said. 
Craig began to move quickly away from the scene. He ducked under the yellow tape and ran back toward the diner. 
“You’re to come to D.C., Agent Davis,” Calderon said. “Immediately.”
Craig hung up the phone without responding and ran to the diner. Surkov, the pipe bombs, and Calderon were no longer on his mind. All he could think about was Patterson. 
“Please let him be okay,” he repeated to himself.
When he arrived on the scene, he was unsettled to see so many people gathered around the perimeter of the building. There were more news trucks than he could count and what looked like the entire Richmond police department out in full force. Bodies were being wheeled out of the diner on gurneys with white sheets covering them, stained with blood. 
Craig held up his badge and pushed his way through, trying to get a better look at the diner. 
“Officer!” he shouted to a detective standing amid the chaos. 
“Yes?” His name tag identified him as Detective Harper.
“Special Agent Davis, FBI. I’m looking for my partner, Agent Patterson. We were in the middle of tracking two suspects. Mine ran away on foot. The other one was here. What happened?”
Harper looked pale and queasy as if he was suffering from food poisoning, no doubt related to the crime scene directly behind them. The glass had been shot out. The air reeked of gunpowder. Pools of dark red blood were everywhere on the floor of the diner. 
“There was a shooting here, and yes, an FBI agent was involved.”
Craig’s heart sank.
“But he’s still alive,” Harper said. “They took him to the emergency room a few minutes ago. Had him listed in stable condition last time I checked. Many others weren’t so lucky.”
Craig felt relief for his partner but distraught to hear that so many had died. There wasn’t much more to say.
Surkov’s young counterpart had been sent into the diner to spray the place with bullets. Surkov himself had probably been on his way to a larger target. But where? 
Just as he was about to ask Detective Harper about what hospital Patterson had been taken to, Craig noticed several black SUVs pull up near the building, tires screeching. Several men in suits jumped out of the vehicles and quickly moved in.
Unbelievable, Craig thought.  
Deputy Jenkins led the pack, wearing dark shades and his typical three-piece suit. He approached Craig and addressed him with a serious tone. “You’re wanted back at FBI headquarters, Special Agent Davis.” 
“You guys move fast,” Craig said. “And what division of Homeland am I answering to now? Secret Service? Coast Guard? Immigration and Customs?”
“Counter-terrorism,” Jenkins responded. “I’m glad to see that you find this massacre amusing.”
Craig stared into Jenkins’s dark sunglasses, enraged, and raised a finger in his face. “You’re out of line, Deputy Jenkins. And I don’t answer to Homeland any more than I would the Peace Corps.”
Jenkins seemed amused. “Well, since we’re out here cleaning up your mess again, I say that makes us the authority in the matter.”
“Get out of my way,” Craig said, pushing past him. 
Jenkins turned around. “You look a little angry, Agent Davis. Need a ride back to headquarters?”
Ignoring him, Craig found Detective Harper and asked him where he could find Patterson. 
“Richmond Medical Center. ‘Bout ten miles from here.”
“Thank you, Detective.”
Without saying another word, he left as the Homeland agents took immediate control of the scene. Even with all his work slowly crumbling in front of him, Craig could think only of Patterson. Still light on the details, he ran to his car and drove off, leaving the madness behind. 



 
***
 
Washington, D.C., Tuesday
 
Craig sat in the small downstairs meeting room with only his Supervisory Special Agent Vince Walker and Assistant Deputy Director Calderon sitting across from him. All blinds in the room had been drawn shut over the glass window looking out into the halls. 
It was a tense two-on-one—the first grilling from his superiors since his return from Richmond. He had little idea what to expect. Calderon had been vague on the phone, but Craig was prepared for disciplinary action. 
Calderon sat at one end of the rectangular table with a file in hand while Walker sat in the middle, examining a copy of the same file. Seated at the other end, Craig patiently waited for their verdict. 
He had written a report detailing every aspect of the Richmond investigation. In it, he took responsibility for the outcome, while claiming that their presence had prevented the Surkov brothers from fully carrying out their plans.
Calderon came across Craig’s conclusion in the report. He shook his head, looked up, and folded his hands together. 
“You make a compelling case, Agent Davis. And your report clearly tries to justify your actions.” He raised one hand and pointed out the window, beyond the blinds. “I was wondering if you happened to catch Mrs. Patterson out there.”
Craig looked over.
Calderon continued, “She’s patiently waiting in the lobby for some answers on how her husband took two hollow-point shells to the gut. She wants the bureau to be held responsible.”
“Kathleen,” Craig said under his breath. In all the commotion, he had yet to talk with her face to face, although she was one of the first people he had called after arriving at the hospital.
“The doctors tell us that Agent Patterson will be eating from a tube for some time now,” Calderon continued. “But I guess we can thank God that he’s alive.”
Craig thought back to his brief hospital visit, before leaving Richmond. Patterson had still been in surgery. Craig waited for hours, making calls back home and to Patterson’s wife, apologizing for everything. 
Post-surgery, Patterson was unconscious, on a million drugs, and being closely monitored. Their main concerns were infection and internal bleeding. Now back in D.C., Craig was ready to answer for everything.
His supervisor, Agent Walker, spoke up. “Your intended target was Rasheed Surkov, but you seem to have completely disregarded his younger brother, Darion. Why was that?”
“Because we didn’t know who he was,” Craig answered. “And you are correct. Rasheed was our main focus.”
Walker continued. “And this was after explicit instructions from the assistant deputy director not to pursue further investigation into this case.”
“Yes and no,” Craig answered. He appeared calm and unshaken, his palms resting flat and at ease on the table. 
“What do you mean by that?” Calderon interjected. 
His superiors were hard to read. They looked prepared to distance themselves from Craig, and he could understand why. Politics had infiltrated the bureau from top to bottom. The current climate did not tolerate rogue agents, despite the results of their actions.  
“My partner and I discovered evidence prior to the case being closed and decided to pursue our lead without direct involvement from the FBI.”
Agent Walker cut in. “Which could be understandable, Agent Davis, but the diner shootout should be a stark reminder of what happens when you work outside your chain of command.”
Calderon was more blunt. “We’ve got bodies in the morgue. A suspect in critical condition. A driver in a coma. Your partner being fed through a tube. Families mourning their loved ones. Thousands of dollars in property damage. And no evidence linking these men to the Islamic State or any other terror organization.”
“Did you search their apartment?” Craig asked. 
“Yes. We came across your spy camera still implanted on the wall outside, and you better hope the Justice Department doesn’t hear about it.”
“What did you find inside?”
“Nothing,” Calderon said. “A big fat nothing.”
“That’s impossible.”
“Look, we know that these two were up to no good. We can assume that had you and your partner not intervened, things would be even worse, but we’ve got a big problem on our hands.” Calderon took out his smart phone and scrolled down the screen and began reading. 
“FBI Bungles Terror Attack. Diner Shooting Rocks Richmond. Eight Shot in Cold Blood after Botched Raid. You see where I’m going?”
“Why don’t they print how Darion Surkov was here on an expired visa? That goes right back to Homeland. Yet you’re closing the entire case at their behest.”
“That’s just how it is, so you better get used to it,” Calderon said. He then signaled to Agent Walker. 
Walker looked up and adjusted his glasses. “Agent Davis, we wanted to talk to you privately as a courtesy, just to get everything out in the open.”
Craig remained quiet as Walker took a deep breath and continued. “But there will be an internal investigation into this matter. You will need to have your answers ready to give to an investigative panel in the next couple weeks. And no more accusatory language against other departments.”
He knew it. They were going to try to bring the hammer down on him. He only wished he had gotten more evidence against the Surkov brothers prior to the shooting.  
“In the meantime, you’re being placed on administrative leave until further notice.”
The blow was quick and painful, but not unexpected. Craig nodded. “Very well.” 
“We will keep you posted on the details of the investigation, and you are hereby suspended from duty.”
Craig cleared his throat. “What about Patterson?” 
Calderon interjected, “The bureau isn’t currently pursuing action against him but will determine that upon his recovery.”
“His wife?” Craig asked. 
Calderon shook his head. “She’s looking into a lawsuit. So I hope you see why we have to do this.”
Craig nodded. He felt defeated. 
“You’re dismissed,” Walker said, shutting his file. 
Craig rose from his chair. He thanked his superiors and began to walk out of the room while keeping his head high. 
“Oh, Davis,” Calderon said. 
Craig stopped at the door and turned. 
“The Surkov brothers have a mother. She’s flying all the way from Chechnya, under supervision from our embassy, to identify her youngest son. She has already publicly condemned her sons’ terrorist actions, and could be a voice in discouraging other youths from following their paths.”
Craig remained with his hand on the doorknob waiting for Calderon to get to the point. “We don’t want you anywhere near this woman, understand?”
“Yes sir.”
“And you’re not to talk to the media about any of this. You know the rules pending an internal investigation.”
“Yes sir. Not a peep.”
“Dismissed, Agent Davis,” Walker said again. 
Craig turned and exited the room, holding his file. He was glad to have gotten the reprimand over with but also knew there was more to come. He could see Kathleen Patterson sitting in the lobby. Her face was exhausted with anguish and looked streaked with tears. He took a slow breath and approached her. She looked up in a daze. 
“I’m sorry, Kathleen. And I promise you this isn’t over.”
Her eyes were red and puffy. She had a nice black dress on, but her red, curly hair, usually one of her remarkable features, was disheveled. She looked confused, even angry. She stared at Craig, her lips quivering. Then she spoke. 



 
 
***
 
Craig made it home that evening, back to his wife and son, feeling relieved, but riddled with guilt at the same time. When he walked into the house, briefcase in hand, the absence of his pistol on his belt felt even stranger. Was he finished with the FBI? It was hard to tell. The news was on TV again, and the lead anchor’s report stopped Craig in his tracks.
 
“Authorities have released few details about the Chechen brothers, Rasheed and Darion Surkov, and their affiliation with terrorist organizations. Witnesses in the shooting reported that the younger brother, Darion, delivered a lengthy screed against ‘American aggression in the Muslim world’ to terrified patrons as he recorded the attack with a GoPro camera. 
 
“Surkov was shot by an FBI agent who had apparently been pursuing the seventeen-year-old. A half mile away, Darion’s older brother was fleeing from another FBI agent on foot when he was struck by a moving vehicle and found with a backpack of explosives. 
 
“An investigation is underway into the attack and its link to a web of sleeper cells discovered around the country. The FBI agent who stopped Darion Surkov from fully carrying out his attack has been listed in stable condition after being airlifted to a D.C. hospital. 
 
“Rasheed Surkov has been listed in stable condition as well, and is being held in an undisclosed location.”
 
Craig set his briefcase on the hardwood floor of the foyer and looked up to see Rachael standing beyond the living room in the kitchen. She was wearing plaid pajamas and had her arms crossed like a disapproving mother. He approached her, not sure what to say. There wasn’t much more drama he could handle that day. 
“Hey.” Somehow he managed a small smile. “Where’s Nick?”
Her lips were pressed in a straight line. Without saying anything, she pulled out the GMRS radio he had given her. “I called your cell phone and tried the radio. You didn’t answer.”
Craig approached her. “I’m sorry. It’s been a hell of a day.”
“We were worried sick about you.”
Craig took another step forward and wrapped his arms around her. She raised her arms and finally wrapped them around his back. 
Craig looked up at her, distraught. “Everything fell apart so quickly. We had them. We were closing in, but…” Craig stopped. “I think I’m finished.”
Rachael could hear it in his voice. He sounded utterly defeated. “It’s okay. We’re just glad you’re back home.” 
Craig looked up at her with hollow eyes. “Patterson. His wife. He trusted me, and I feel like I let him down. Him and his family. I was so damn set on cracking this case that I didn’t see the danger I was putting us in.”
“Why don’t you come lie down?” Rachael said. She walked with him back to their bedroom, where Craig sat on the bed, rubbing his eyes. 
“They’ve suspended me, Rachael. Pending investigation.”
“We’re gonna get through this. I know it. You need to take a step back, clear your head, and relax.”
He looked into her concerned eyes and felt true comfort. “I don’t know what I’d ever do without you.”
“You’d be a sad old man, taking selfies with your gun in front of the mirror for dating sites.”
Craig laughed and put his arm around her. “I suppose you’re right.”
Suddenly his cell phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and looked at the screen: Supervisor Walker. He looked at his wife apologetically. 
“Here we go again.”
She nodded, understanding, and got off the bed as he answered. “Agent Davis.”
“There’s been some new developments, and things just might turn around for you,” Walker said. 
“What is it?” Craig felt a moment of hopefulness. 
“The mother of those Surkov boys. She flew in tonight and so far has been very cooperative. Her name is Malaka Surkov, fifty-eight-year-old widow.”
“Okay?” 
“She’s very distraught over what has happened and wants to provide additional information that she has about their activities. Things they sent her in letters. There’s only one catch.” Walker stopped and sighed.

“And believe me, Calderon tried to fight this all he could. This Surkov mother, she requested to talk to you and only you. She claims that our government has been infiltrated by the very people her sons worked for. She says the information she has can only be trusted to you.”
Craig paused. “ISIS?”
“That’s her claim.”
“So what does that mean?”
“It means get your ass to headquarters, pronto.”
The call ended, and Craig still held onto the phone in bewilderment. His work, it seemed, was never done. 



Mother Surkov
 
Patterson’s wife, Kathleen, looked at Craig almost as if he was a different person. She looked hurt and betrayed, distrustful of the man standing in front of her. Craig gave her a knowing look, prepared to take whatever she had to throw at him. He thought of Rachael and how distraught she would be had it been him in that hospital bed, unconscious, sedated, with tubes coming out of his stomach. Patterson was in a bad spot, and his family was obviously upset and had every right to be. 
“He would have done anything for you,” she said, eyes down, her voice quivering. 
“I know, Kathleen. He always went above and beyond. He’s the best field agent I’ve ever worked with. And he’s going to get better, I know it.”
She shut her eyes and shook her head as tears rolled down her cheek. “What were you two doing out there? Just the two of you?”
“We were conducting surveillance. Neither of us thought it would escalate like it did. Believe me, if there was anything I could do…”
Her body was shaking, and she looked ready to collapse. 
“You should sit or something. Can I get you something?”
Her eyes opened, and she pointed a finger right in his face. “I haven’t been able to talk to my husband in two days. Your department better give him the best care available. If anything happens to him, so help me God, I’ll…”
Her voice drifted, and she started to cry, keeping her head down and eyes closed. Craig brought a hand to her shoulder and then pulled her close. 
“I’m sorry. I’m going to make everything right, okay? I promise.”
“It’s all your fault,” she said, pulling away. “You put my husband in danger, and I’ll never forgive you.”
Craig kept his hand locked on her shoulder. “It is my fault. You’re right. Someday you will forgive me, though, I’m sure of that. He’s going to get better. He’s a strong person. A fighter. And so are you.”
With that, Kathleen turned away, sobbing, and walked toward the public restroom. Craig knew she needed some time, and he was more than willing to take the brunt of her pain. Seeing her so upset, he had to admit, was no cakewalk. The Surkov brothers came to mind. They were a vessel for an ideology of hate, and Craig was certain it didn’t stop at them or at some terror cell in Minneapolis. For the first time in his career, he felt true vengeance in his heart.



 
 
***
 
It wasn’t just Kathleen’s words that had unsettled him that day. There seemed to be so much more. The world felt like it was coming apart at the seams, and there was nothing he could do about it. He didn’t remember the last time he had gotten a good night’s sleep, but there he was, strolling back into the FBI building after being placed on administrative leave. The Chechen mother of suspected terrorists, one dead and the other in a coma, was waiting to talk to him. 
He felt suspicious of her true intentions, though he hadn’t even met her yet. Why the mother of the Surkov brothers would insist on talking only to Craig alone baffled him. Assistant Deputy Director Calderon and the top heads of the FBI seemed to share his sentiment. 
A group of FBI officials were huddled together with Supervisory Special Agent Walker outside a secure room where Malaka Surkov was said to be. As Craig approached them, Calderon was the first to take notice, and he didn’t look happy. 
He stepped away from the group, with Walker at his side. “Listen to me, Agent Davis. You’re on thin ice here. The fact that this Surkov mother wants to talk to you changes nothing. The internal investigation is still underway. In the meantime, I suggest that you get whatever information you can, share it with us, and go home.”
“Gladly, sir,” Craig said. “I just want to help however I can.” 
The group of high-level staff remained quietly huddled together. Craig knew who they were: the bureaucrats who called the shots. Their presence alone made him question the FBI’s true interest in the case. At any moment, he expected Homeland Security to burst into the room and take everything over. 
They were in a darkened hall below ground level, standing by a waiting room of sorts with very few other people moving around. Personnel needed a special security badge to even walk the halls. 
Walker leaned in close. “Mrs. Surkov has been waiting for you. We have her set up in a hotel downtown for later. Rooms for both her and her Chechen escort.”
“Escort?” Craig asked. 
“Her nephew, Husein. A teenager, like the Surkov boy, and very quiet. Don’t expect much from him.”
Craig was astonished. “What kind of background check did we do on them before letting them into the country?”
“Their trip was arranged by our embassy in Chechnya. They both have valid passports and are cleared for air travel,” Walker answered.
“So you’re trying to tell me that this is some kind of, what? Diplomatic mission?”
“That’s the idea,” Walker said. 
Calderon stepped in, annoyed. “Go in there, talk with Mrs. Surkov, and find out what she knows. We’d all like to go home at some point tonight, herself included.” 
Craig shrugged. “I have nothing to offer this woman. Why would she want to help us?”
“Does it matter? Just go talk to her,” Calderon said. 
Walker interjected, “Please, Agent Davis. Work with us here. She insisted on no audio recording devices. We just spent the last hour convincing her that the room isn’t bugged.” He handed Craig a notebook and pen. “Here, take these.” 
“Good luck,” Calderon added.
Craig walked to the door, past the crowd of balding, straight-faced FBI brass, and stopped. He turned around and examined Walker and Calderon, both of whom nodded back and gave him a thumbs up. He slowly turned the knob, opened the door, and went in. 
 
There was a woman sitting at a table in the center of the room, dressed in a black robe and black-and-white head shawl or hijab. Next to her was a boy with curly black hair, some facial hair, a beige sweater, and blue jeans. On the table sat two Styrofoam cups. 
Craig shut the door, holding the notepad in hand. For a moment they just looked at him. The small room had four blank white walls. In the center of the room sat a round table and three chairs. Nothing more. 
“Not exactly the most exciting place to be, is it?” Craig asked, trying to lighten the mood. 
Neither of them responded. Instead, they examined Craig carefully. As he approached the table, he returned the favor and tried his best to read them. They offered no smiles or any reassurances that they didn’t consider him the enemy. He shifted gears and got right to the point. 
“Mrs. Surkov, my name is Special Agent Craig Davis. I was told that you wish to speak to me. That you have some information to share.”
Malaka narrowed her black eyes as Craig leaned against the back of the chair across from them. She offered a single nod and spoke in a calm, quiet voice. “My English is none too good. My nephew will help translate.” She had tan, olive skin, and not a single hair was exposed under her tight hijab. 
“That’s quite all right,” Craig said. “Whatever makes you comfortable.” He looked at their cups on the table. “Can I get you anything? Water? Tea? Coffee?”
“We are good, Agent Davis,” the boy said. 
Craig opened his notebook and looked toward him. “You’re Husein, correct?”
“Yes, that is correct.”
“I assume you’re aware of who I am, but what I don’t understand is why you want to talk to me. I must admit, I have my suspicions and am not here to play games.”
“Neither are we,” Husein said. 
Malaka’s eyes appeared to be burning holes through Craig. Her vengeful expression was something he could ignore no longer. 
“Let’s get it all out in the open,” he said, placing his hands on the table. “Your eldest son’s name was on an application for a rental van used in a suicide bombing that nearly killed a dozen federal agents. As of now, I don’t know what connection he had, but when we tracked Rasheed and your other son, Darion, they were in the middle of trying to launch separate terror attacks.” 
Stone-faced, Malaka said nothing. 
“Rasheed ran from me carrying a backpack full of explosives. Pipe bombs. God only knows what he was planning to do with them. Darion attacked a diner full of innocent people, killing eight. My partner intervened and stopped him before he could carry out the rest of his massacre.”
Malaka looked at Husein, who then looked at Craig. “We’re well aware of my cousins’ actions. They sent us a letter detailing them.”
“They did?” Craig said, scratching his chin. “Do you have a copy of the letter?”
“We gave it to the FBI,” Husein said. “We received it the day of the attack. After it had already happened.” 
“So if you could have, you would have alerted authorities and tried to prevent the attack?” Craig asked.
“Yes,” Malaka said.
Craig looked down at his notebook as the air conditioner hummed above. 
“Well, we certainly appreciate your cooperation.”
“You speak Chechen, yes?” Malaka asked. 
“No,” Craig answered. “I don’t.”
She turned to her nephew and they immediately began to talk to each other in their native tongue. Craig’s suspicion grew. 
“She wants to know if you are wearing a wire,” Husein said, looking to Craig. He was a polite, intelligent-sounding boy. Charming even. But Craig wasn’t there to make friends. He was there for information. 
“No,” he said without hesitation. 
“You have to show us,” Husein said.
Craig sighed and stood up, lifting his shirt and displaying his bare torso. He plopped back down in his chair. “Happy?”
Malaka spoke to Husein in Chechen. Her words sounded fast and sharp. Craig couldn’t make any sense of it. 
Husein turned to Craig. “You have to understand, sir. My aunt has put her life in danger to come here and tell you these things. If there is any recording of her words made available, she believes they will kill her.”
“Who?” Craig asked, intrigued. 
Husein hesitated then spoke. “The Islamic State sympathizers in your government.”
Craig leaned back in his chair, making it squeak. He couldn’t wrap his head around it. He had heard some conspiracy theories in his time, but Husein’s comments took the cake. He held his pen over the notebook and looked up at them. “Whom in our government are you referring to?”
Husein was about to answer, but Malaka cut in. “State Department,” she said in broken English. “Homeland Security. The White House.”
Craig shook his head. “What’s your proof?”
“She only knows what she’s heard,” Husein said. 
“Give me something then,” Craig said, in a frank tone. “I want to know what she knows, and I want to know how she knows it.”
Malaka appeared to get the message. She looked at Husein, then Craig. “Attack. Big attack,” she said. “Is coming.”
“Where and when?” Craig asked. 
“The caliphate. It’s real,” she said. 
“Details!” Craig said. 
Husein held his hand up, urging restraint. “Please, Agent Davis. This is not easy for her.”
“I understand,” Craig said. “But you can see why I would be skeptical of all this. I hardly believe I’m at the top of your aunt’s favorite persons list.”
Husein continued as Malaka appeared to grow upset. 
“You have to understand. My cousins, they brought shame to our family. We’re devout, practicing Muslims who reject the Islamic State. ISIS uses Sunni Muslims in Chechnya to urge solidarity to the Sunni Muslims in Iraq who run ISIS. It’s like a cancer. And it will continue to spread. She plans to speak out against ISIS this week. But there’s going to be a backlash, we’re certain. They’re going to want to kill her. She asked for you because you seem to be the only one who is as hated as she is going to be within the next week.” 
“So your cousins were involved with ISIS?” Craig asked. 
“Yes,” Husein answered.
“I want details about this attack. Now. And I don’t care about her reputation any more than I care about my own. But I will do my best to prevent whatever attack is planned.”
Husein and Malaka turned and talked to each other in Chechen. After about two minutes, Husein finally turned to Craig.
“The Washington Metro train,” he said. “That will be the first target.” 
“The first?”
Calmly, Husein continued. “Yes. The sleeper cells are supposed to attack various targets. They’ve been instructed by ISIS commanders to wait for a signal.”
“What other targets?” Craig asked. 
“At approximately nine a.m. the first attack will happen.”
“And the second?”
“The New York City Subway. Nine thirty a.m.”
“Then what?”
“Chicago train, 9:45 a.m.” Husein stopped. “That’s all she knows. Rasheed told her in a letter of these attacks. The diner shooting was the first signal. Rasheed’s planned attack on the mall was supposed to be the second.”
Craig scribbled this down in this notebook. He wasn’t sure what to make of it—what he could believe and not believe. “And the third signal?”
“We don’t know,” Husein said. 
“What day is this supposed to happen?”
Husein took a deep breath and looked Craig directly in the eye. “Tomorrow.”
Craig rose from his chair, making it squeak underneath him again. 
“If you will excuse me,” he said. 
Husein and Malaka looked confused. 
“Yes. Certainly.” Husein nodded.
Craig’s heels clicked against the linoleum as he left the room, disappearing before they could say another word. 



Preventative Measures
 
Craig walked into the hall where the FBI heads were restlessly pacing. Calderon and Walker stood off to the side, scrolling through their cell phones. They looked up expectantly when Craig came through the door, eager to hear what he had brought them.
“Well? What’d the old bag say?” Calderon asked.
He, like many of the top bureau officials, had a lot riding on Malaka’s words. Terrorism was back in the news and there was a lot of pressure from the White House to get the subject out of the public eye. Stop the attacks and stop them quietly. Those were the FBI’s instructions from higher up the chain of command.
Craig held up his notebook, out of view from wandering eyes. He looked around, tried to regain his composure, and spoke quietly. “Mrs. Surkov provided information about potential terror attacks she claims to have gotten from her sons, sent in a letter that detailed a series of planned attacks against the United States.”
“Where’s the letter?” asked Assistant Director Holloway, a burly, mustached man with bags under his eyes and acne scars on his cheeks. 
 “Gentlemen, please,” Walker shouted out. “Let Agent Davis speak.”
Everyone looked at Craig, silent now with anticipation.
Craig cleared his throat. “I’m not done with her. And just for the record, I don’t trust her.”
“Quit screwing around and get to the point!” one particularly impatient FBI head blurted out. It was Bill Roswell, the FBI Director’s personal assistant. His outburst didn’t faze Craig in the least. 
Craig held up his notebook and continued. “She could be using us, gentlemen. I see hatred in her eyes toward me. If I were her, I would feel the same way.”
Roswell scoffed. “What are you suggesting, then? That we do nothing?”
Walker cut in to defend Craig. “I think he just wants us to avoid running around with our heads cut off. Isn’t that right, Agent Davis?”
Craig nodded. “That’s correct, sir. I understand that we have to take all threats seriously, especially such detailed plans for an attack. I just want to urge caution in doing so. How would we even begin to verify her story?”
“These attacks,” Roswell stated. “Where and when are they supposed to take place?”
“Train stations and subways. At least three of them,” Craig said.  
“Then we should take this woman at her word,” Roswell said. 
Assistant Director Holloway cut in, nervously scratching his mustache. “What about that son of hers? The one in the hospital? Have we talked to him yet?” 
“He’s still in a coma,” Calderon answered. “Doctors can’t say for how long.”
“Just great!” Roswell shouted, spinning around. 
“Will you put a cork in it, Roswell?” Holloway snapped. 
Craig looked around to make sure he wouldn’t be interrupted again, before continuing. “According to Mrs. Surkov, the attacks are planned for tomorrow.” 
“Tomorrow!” Roswell gasped. Murmurs grew into several side conversations. 
“Please. Let me continue.” Craig looked down at his notes. “One attack is planned on the D.C. Metro, the others on the New York Subway and the Chicago ‘L.’”
“My God,” Roswell said. 
“Who are we dealing with here?” Calderon asked.
“The Islamic State,” Craig answered. “She said that Chechen Sunnis are sympathetic to the ISIS Sunnis in Iraq and Syria.”
“What are we going to do?” Roswell asked. 
“We’re going to compare the intel with that from other agencies. CIA and Homeland for starters,” Holloway said. “And if there we find a pattern, we damn well better get act on it.” 
The men started talking over each other, putting forth their own ideas and plans. 
“Get the Pentagon and military!” 
“Have field teams on site.” 
“Issue an alert. Increase security. Put our resources where they are most needed.”
Calderon attempted to talk over the noise, but he soon gave up and signaled Walker over to him. They walked away from the group, down the hall and out of hearing.
“So you believe this woman?” Walker asked. 
“I’m not convinced of anything yet. I need to talk to her some more.” 
“What does she want in return?” Walker asked.
Craig couldn’t believe he hadn’t considered her terms. 
“I don’t know yet,” Craig said. 
“Well, she must have some. Why else would she be providing this information?”
Craig leaned in closer and asked Walter for his gun. 
“Why?” Walker asked. 
“You want to figure this thing out, it’s the only way.”
Walker hesitated. In a sane world he would have outright refused. But things were no longer that clear. 
“All I’m asking from you is to trust me,” Craig said. 
“What are you going to do?” 
“I’m going to get to the truth of this fiasco.”
Walker stammered, then reluctantly handed over his .38 snub-nose revolver, checking first to make sure no one was looking their way. Craig gave him an appreciative glance and headed back to the room as if he had forgotten something inside. 
“Hey!” Calderon called out. “Where are you going? We’re not done here.”
“I’ll be right back,” Craig said. He opened the door, rushed inside, and slammed it shut.



 
 
***
 
Malaka and Husein looked up, startled at Craig’s sudden entrance. He quickly slid his chair against the door, blocking it from opening. He then walked back to the table and stood within arm’s reach of Husein, staring down at him. Malaka didn’t say a word. They both looked up, unsure what to make of him and the uncomfortable silence in the room. 
“What is it, Agent Davis?” Husein asked. 
Craig eyed them suspiciously. “You’ve been very generous to offer us this information. But I’m not convinced you’ve told me everything.”
Confused, Malaka looked at Husein and spoke to him in Chechen. Husein looked at Craig.
“She wants to know what you’re talking about.”
Craig smirked. “Of course she does. Tell her I want to know what her angle is. What does she want in return for this information?”
Before Husein could repeat the words in Chechen, Craig knelt down and got right into Malaka’s face. “What do you want from us? You can understand me fine, so answer me.”
“Asylum!” she said. 
Craig took a step back, surprised at her response.
“I want asylum,” she continued. “Safety from those who will kill me for speaking out.”
Craig brought a hand to his scruffy chin and thought to himself. “I guess that makes sense,” he said. 
He circled the table methodically and then stopped again next to Husein. Malaka shifted in her chair, rubbing her watery eyes just as Craig pulled the revolver from his back pocket, grabbed Husein behind the neck, and threw him on the ground in one quick, violent jerk. 
He held Husein by the back of his neck and then pulled him back up on his knees. Husein seemed too shocked and scared to resist. As Malaka cried out, Craig held the pistol against the back of her nephew’s head. 
The FBI group pounded on the door from the other side, but they couldn’t get in. Undeterred, Craig stood behind Husein, pistol aimed. 
“Are you through playing games?” Craig shouted. “You’re going to stop bullshitting me, or I’ll shoot your nephew right here.”
Craig pressed the gun harder against the back of Husein’s skull every time he tried to move. 
“You can’t do this!” Malaka cried out. “We have protection.”
Craig looked over at her with wild eyes. “You think my government gives a shit about either of you?”
“Is no lie!” Malaka shouted. The pounding on the door continued. He could hear the shuffling of keys from outside. 
“Tell me what’s really going on here!” Craig demanded. “You think I’m messing around?”
“We’ve told you everything!” Husein shouted. His eyes closed and his body trembled.
“Where are the attacks taking place?”
“The D.C. Metro—” Husein began.
Craig wound his leg back and pushed Husein onto the ground with his foot. “Not from you, from her!”
Malaka reached out to her nephew lying helplessly on the floor. “Please don’t hurt him. He’s all I have left.”
“Then tell me what I need to know!” Craig shouted. 
“D.C. Metro. New York Subway. Chicago Transit. Is all I know!” The words flowed out under her thick accent. 
Craig took a step back and clicked the hammer on the pistol.
“Last chance to come clean,” Craig said. 
“I know nothing else!” Malaka cried out.  
From outside, the agents managed to get the door unlocked and kicked it open, sending the flimsy chair Craig had set up under the doorknob flying across the room. A group of panicked officials stormed into the office. They looked immediately at their two Chechen visitors, relieved that they were unharmed. 
Calderon was livid. “What the fuck are you doing, Davis? You wanna go to jail?”
Walker stood by, quiet and full of concern. Craig knew it was all up to him to explain. 
“You can gamble with people’s lives all day if you want. You brought me in to help out, and that’s what I’m going to do.”
Roswell lashed out. “You were brought in here to gather information, not play Dirty Harry!” He turned to Calderon. “I want this loose cannon relieved of duty, immediately!”
Assistant Director Holloway, the highest-ranking official in the room, spoke up. “That’s enough, Roswell. Everyone take a breather. We have a national crisis on our hands.” He looked at Craig. “Relinquish that weapon immediately, Agent Davis. We’ll take it from here.”
Craig handed the revolver back to Walker. 
“Someone get his notebook!” Roswell cried out. 
“Hand it over,” Calderon said, putting his arm out. 
“She’s hiding something. I know it,” Craig said.
“Well, why don’t you just shoot her, then?” Roswell quipped.  
Walker went over to Husein to help him up. Husein looked at him with utter confusion. 
“Here. It’s okay,” Walker said to him. He pulled a noticeably shaken Husein back on his feet as Malaka sobbed. “Have a seat,” he said calmly. 
Malaka looked to Husein and spoke in her native tongue, shaken and upset. 
“She believes that Agent Davis is crazy,” he said. “And that she is done talking with you and the FBI.”
Craig walked past his superiors, straight to Malaka. “If she wants political asylum, tell her we want the truth.”
Holloway sat next to her and spoke calmly. “The cat’s out of the bag, Mrs. Surkov. You told Agent Davis of these attacks, and now we need your help. If it’s asylum you want, I’m sure we can make that happen. But you have to cooperate. Can you do that?” Husein interrupted several times, repeating what Holloway said, making sure his aunt understood.
A silence came over the room as she looked at Husein.
“You can trust them, Aunt Malaka,” he said.
She nodded. “Yes. Yes, I will help.”  
“Bullshit!” Craig shouted. 
“That’s enough,” Calderon said. “Get him out of here.”
Two men grabbed Craig and escorted him out of the room as the rest of the officials remained inside, looking over Craig’s notes and talking with Malaka. 



 
 
***
 
The FBI heads assembled in a tightly packed tactical operations room. It was filled with monitor screens, teleconference equipment, and a litany of high-tech radio gear to communicate with field teams and other agencies. There was a sense of urgency in the room, the intensity of it second to no other counter-terrorism action in recent memory. 
Homeland Security, CIA officials, and the Pentagon members were brought into the loop and all information was cross-referenced with their intel. Malaka wasn’t the only one to reveal similar information. The very sleeper cell under Homeland’s watch had made the same claim. The Pentagon and CIA had verified that there were credible sources from all over citing a potential attack on the nation’s three major transit systems the next day. They had to take action, and the FBI tried to take the lead in maintaining control of the situation. There was even talk of getting the president on the line. 
The FBI director, Kurt McMillian, soon showed up. He was a seasoned veteran of the department with trimmed gray hair, sunken blue eyes, and a permanent no-nonsense expression. 
              He seemed to be the man in charge, and he called for quiet as officials filed in, took their seats, and stood wherever there was room. Craig leaned against a wall in the back, viewing the projection screen ahead as it displayed the information he had given the FBI from his notes. 
Even with his burning of bridges in the agency, they couldn’t cut him loose. He knew too much. Walker had gone to bat for him and convinced officials to let him stay on the case in an advisory role. Besides, they needed all the manpower they could muster.
Malaka and her nephew were still under close watch in the FBI holding quarters until the supposed attacks were thwarted. A conclave of agencies filled the room, ready to go.  
              The FBI director began. “In the next ten hours, according to our intel, we have to prepare for a series of ISIS-inspired attacks across the East Coast. This is information that has come from multiple sources, from multiple detainees. And now we hear that Mrs. Surkov, the mother of the Surkov terrorist brothers, has verified the same thing.”
              Listening to the director’s words reminded Craig of how much he wanted to be back in the game. Suspended, he didn’t know what to offer them. Something didn’t add up, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. He still couldn’t figure out why Malaka had requested him by name. She could have told the information to any of the FBI officials, and they would have easily bought it over him. Why him?   
His cell phone buzzed, and he quietly took it out of his pocket. There was a text from Rachael asking where he was. He sent a text back. 
 
In a meeting with the FBI now.  
              His fingers paused. He didn’t want to panic her or Nick, but it was time to at least warn them.
Honey, listen to me. You and Nick stay in the house. Do not go anywhere. Terror alert warning in effect. 
              He stopped again, trying to decide how much to tell her. He knew she would want answers.  
If things get worse, I want you to take the boat to the cabin. 
              After he pressed send, he held his breath.
Rachael: OMG. What are you talking about? We need you here. 
Please come home.
              McMillian continued his briefing as Craig hovered over his phone, trying to decide how to explain the situation in a text.
Will call you as soon as this is over. Stay safe. Love you. 
He pressed send once again and placed the phone back in his pocket. It soon vibrated again, but his attention was elsewhere. The officials were planning something. They had just gotten the president on the line. 
              “How can we be sure that this threat is real?” the president asked over the speakerphone. 
              “The information matches the testament of several detainees, and was recently verified by a credible source who wishes to remain anonymous. The informant had expressed concern over ISIS sympathizers in our own government,” McMillian said.
The president continued, “That’s preposterous, but if there are indeed potential attacks, I want every resource we have directed at preventing them. There should be no excuses.”
              “Yes sir, understood,” McMillian said. 
              “What are the targets?” the president asked.
              McMillian looked at the screen in front of him, which presented the details of the attack.
“The first attack is supposed to happen on the D.C. Metro at approximately oh nine hundred hours. We don’t have specifics on where exactly it’s supposed to take place. The next attack is supposed to occur on the New York City Subway at oh nine thirty hours. And then the final attack is supposed to occur on the Chicago Rapid Transit at oh nine forty-five hours. That is what we have so far.”
              McMillan stopped talking. There was a pause, and then the president spoke. “How are we possibly going to cover so much ground? What is your plan?”

              “Field agents at every site. Military and National Guard if needed. Alerts issued to law enforcement across the east coast. Basically we want to pull together all resources we can in a ten-hour time frame, just as you suggested. It’s the only way.”
               The president sighed. “I want this done right. And I want it done quietly. Total control of the areas in question. Shut them down temporarily, but for God’s sake, keep order in the streets. Everyone on alert. Work with state governors and local law enforcement and make it happen.”
              “It’s a delicate balance, sir,” McMillian said.
              “What is?” the president snapped. 
              “Taking control of the areas, keeping people safe, and stopping these attacks without issuing a public terror threat.”
              “I don’t give a shit, just do it! We’ll implement martial law if we have to. I’m meeting with the Joint Chiefs in twenty minutes. I want an update in the next hour.”
              The president hung up before McMillian could respond. The FBI director looked around the room, searching for words that would satisfy the gawking faces looking back at him.
“Well, I think he took it pretty well.” 
              Light laughter followed. Officials began to talk over each other as McMillian held up his hands and asked for quiet. 
“You heard the president. Homeland, utilize everything you have. All thirty or so departments at your disposal. The FBI will be spread out at each location. We need FEMA standing by. We also need to inform the state governors. Each minute is valuable here, so use it wisely. We can prevent this, people, but we have to act smart. No screw ups. There’s people’s lives at stake.”
              After the director spoke, the room erupted in a series of side conversations and movements. Officials pulled out their cell phones and began making calls. Craig had to push his way out of the room just to breathe. He knew it was going to be another long night. Walker approached just as he left the room.
              “We’re doing the right thing, Agent Davis. We have to take these threats seriously.” 
              Craig shuffled around with his hands in his pockets, biting his lip. “I understand that, but think about it. The NYC Subway? Hundreds of miles? Over 400 stations? These tips are too vague. Wouldn’t you agree?”
              Walker didn’t seem to follow. “Listen, we’re doing the best we can. The entire nation is going to be put on a terror alert. Not just in these areas. This is a good thing, not a waste of time. You don’t trust that Surkov woman? Fine. Neither do I. But she isn’t the only one who’s made this claim.”
              Craig nodded and began to walk away. Walker grabbed his arm. 
              “You’re good at what you do. Just suck it up and help us out here. If all goes well, you’ll be reinstated to field work in no time.”
              “Pending my investigation,” Craig said. 
              “Yes. But I’ve seen agents survive worse.”
              Craig looked at Walker closely. “I’ll stay on as needed.”
              Walker nodded and went back into the conference room. As he opened the door, Craig could hear a cacophony of commotion from inside. It was enough to give anyone a headache, and his head was splitting as it was. He pulled his cell phone out and promptly called his wife. She answered immediately and wasn’t happy. 
              “You need to come home.”
              “Rachael, honey. There’s nothing I want more than to be with you and Nick. But I can’t do that right now. The entire country is being played right now, and I have to do something about it.”
              “Where are these attacks supposed to happen? You have to give me details.”
              “That’s just the thing, honey, we don’t have the details. Washington Metro is a potential target, for starters. As long as you and Nick stay indoors, you should be safe. I’ll get home as soon as I can.”
              “But we have to warn people then. Why isn’t the government telling anyone?”
              Craig closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “For now, we have everything under control. Please, just do this for me.”              
              There was a pause. 
“Promise me you’ll stay safe.”
              “I will,” Craig said. He turned to see Walker sticking his head out of the door, signaling him over. “I’ve got to go, honey. I love you.”
              They said their goodbyes, and Craig hung up. He looked at the conference room door and thought of the mass disorder taking place inside. He thought about leaving the building then and there. 
He thought of being with his family and comforting them in their time of need. Something, however, pulled him toward the room. He had to know. He wanted to do everything he could to prevent a terror attack, wherever it might occur.  



Not on Their Watch
 
Tuesday, July 7, 2016
 
The next morning was a tumult of activity, unprecedented in scope. Every federal agency had been alerted of a potential terror attack—everyone from the counter-terrorism agencies, to military departments, to the FAA, the EPA, and farther down the line. No one could accuse the government, or the president for that matter, of not taking the matter seriously. 
The task of infrastructure protection placed most of the weight of preventing the attacks on the FBI. Through the night, their phones lit up with demands for more specific details by other federal agencies. But they had only Malaka Surkov’s initial information to go on. She was their confidential source. 
The intended targets were in major, highly populated areas. Other federal agencies were demanding answers to their questions. What kind of attack was it going to be? Were they looking for bombs? Chemical weapons? An armed terror cell? No one had any idea.



 
 
***
 
Homeland Security prepared a hastily typed memo and distributed it among secure channels:
 
URGENT
MEMORANDUM FOR: Federal Agencies
SUBJECT: Terror Alert Warning—Take Immediate Action
 
The FBI has issued an alert warning, based on information obtained from a confidential source with close ties to the Islamic State. The source revealed that several sleeper cells plan to strike major targets in and around the United States. The president has ordered all federal agencies to utilize every resource available in helping prevent these unsubstantiated, but potential, terrorist attacks. 
 
Based on Islamic State methods, the FBI and CIA strongly believe the attacks will be initiated by improvised explosives, but have no official information on the means of attacks. The following information is not to be shared with any outside parties under penalty of federal law. 
 
Alert Warnings Issued for:
Washington D.C.: Metrorail Service 
Potential attack to take place at 0900 hours 07072016
Plan of action: Metro Transit Police Department, local law enforcement, FBI, counterterrorism agencies, Special Forces, 
SWAT will be deployed to area under high alert status Code Red. Areas to be covered: 117 miles. Stations: 91.
Service will be closed from 0600 hours to 1300 hours by order of the Federal Transportation Authority. 
 
New York, NY: New York City Subway System
Potential attack to take place at 0930 hours 07072016
Plan of action: Metropolitan Transportation, NYPD, FBI, counterterrorism agencies, Special Forces, SWAT, National Guard will be deployed to area under high alert status Code Red. 
Area to be covered: 230 miles. Stations: 468.
Service will be closed from 0600 hours to 1300 hours by order of the Federal Transportation Authority. 
 
Chicago, IL: Chicago Elevated Rapid Transit System. 
Potential attack to take place at 0945 hours 07072016
Plan of action: Chicago Transit Authority, local law enforcement, park security, FBI, counter-terrorism agencies, Special Forces, SWAT, National Guard will be deployed to area under high alert status Code Red. 
Areas to be covered: 100 miles. Stations: 147.
Service will be closed from 0600 hours to 1300 hours by order of the Federal Transportation Authority. 
 



 
***
 
Craig paced the busy operations room, nursing a cup of coffee and directing a field team that had set up camp in and around the D.C. Metro. Holloway, McMillian, Calderon, Walker, and other FBI officials moved past him talking via phone with federal agencies, senators, governors, mayors, city sheriffs’ deputies, and field teams on where best to set up camp. 
Contingency response plans were now at the point of no return. Perimeters surrounding the suspected target areas had been put in place. An array of enforcement agencies had descended on the D.C. Metro, the New York City Subway, and the Chicago “L.” The threats repeated a pattern evident to any investigator. The targets represented the three largest and busiest rapid transit systems in the US.
If at the end of the day it was a false alarm, what did it matter? Craig, however, saw it differently. He wanted the terrorists to be exposed. All the planning and prevention that had gone on through the night had to have a purpose. 
He was asked repeatedly about his knowledge of the terror cells. It seemed they considered him the authority on the matter given his history. Through it all, Craig had two goals in his mind: to help prevent the attacks and to take down the terror cell, end of story.
“We’ve got helicopters over Chicago, now,” Calderon announced to the room. 
“I’ve got foot-patrols and K-9 units covering at least a fifth of the NYC Subway, from East Brooklyn to Manhattan,” Walker said. 
An LED monitor centered in the room listed the number of federal agents on the screen in each area along with the latest updates.
“Homeland confirmed that several surveillance drones have been deployed throughout the D.C. metro area,” Holloway said. 
The president was on another screen via teleconference, sitting in the Situation Room surrounded by cabinet members. Everyone looked disheveled and tired after working through a very long night. 
The updates kept coming in. Officials covered a sizable portion of the city in a short amount of time. But it wasn’t easy. The media fallout quickly turned into a frenzy as questions abounded on all major networks about the unprecedented shutdown of the busiest transit facilities in the country. Craig followed the news on several screens in the operation room. Most had guessed right about what was happening.
“No, just keep a field team at each station,” he said into a dispatch radio set up along with other high-tech equipment at a small communications station. “I know there are ninety-one stations. Spread out if you have to. We need eyes on the ground and eyes from above. It’s the only way we’re going to get a handle on this thing.” 
It was hard for Craig to hear anything over the other conversations taking place in the room. There had to be at least thirty other people packed inside, shouting orders into their radios and cell phones. He glanced at the television news again. All major networks had postponed their normal morning coverage and were discussing the mass transit shutdown taking place before their very eyes. 
Reports recounted the swift militarization of the three major cities in question. Other reports claimed that martial law had effectively been declared, though Craig knew nothing about that. The number of state and federal agents, police, and military personnel involved seemed overwhelming. But there was a reason for their presence, and it didn’t take long for the media to catch on; the headlines on TV changed from “Mass Transit Shutdown” to “Terror Attack Warning Has Officials in Panic.” 
 



 
***
 
Malaka Surkov and Husein sat in a different room from before—one less confined and more comfortable. There was a couch, mini-fridge, television, and magazine rack. Whether it was primarily a breakroom or waiting room, they weren’t sure, but they didn’t complain. Husein woke up on the couch to find his aunt staring up at the wall-mounted TV. He wondered if she had even tried to get any sleep. 
“You okay, Aunt Mal?” he said, lifting his head. His black hair was matted and his eyes bloodshot. 
Malaka simply made an “mmm” sound and kept her eyes on the screen. The frantic coverage of the terror threats consumed the news. The latest banner headline read, “Major Cities under Siege.” Husein could hardly believe the coverage once his eyes focused on what his aunt was watching. 
“What happened?” he asked, rising from the couch. “It looks like they took your warnings seriously enough.”
Malaka was seated on one of four upholstered chairs situated around a small circular table. 
“Yes, the American government is on the move,” she answered. 
Husein walked over. “That’s good, right?” 
“Yes.” 
There were no windows in the room, and the door was locked from the outside. They had been told that it was for their own safety. In the back of the room was a single bathroom and shower. 
Husein looked around the room, trying to refamiliarize himself with their surroundings. “Are we prisoners?” he asked. “Why haven’t they let us go? We need to see Rasheed!”
Malaka urged restraint. “Patience. I told the FBI we would give them our full cooperation. This is the price of that cooperation.”
“Yes, but—”
“No. That is the way it is.” She turned to Husein and examined him with her wide, black eyes. “I just want you to be ready.”
“For what?” he asked. 
“For anything.”



 
 
***
 
The city streets of both Chicago’s east and west side were crowded with angry commuters and residents alike wandering along the streets in aimless defiance of the newly placed lockdown. Without the transit system, the city seemed to have come to a halt. 
The police and military presence was overwhelming. The scene was being captured on video from above by news helicopters. A light fog had rolled in, blanketing a restless city that had been given little information and no warning of an impending attack. Mixed messages proliferated, and none of the residents knew exactly where the attack, if there was one, was supposed to happen. 
Officials had effectively cordoned off the entire hundred-mile stretch of the elevated transit system. All stations had been blocked off from public access and given extensive searches for bombs and explosives. Police had been instructed to round up suspicious-looking individuals—primarily Middle Eastern men. And within an hour’s time, they had two police vans full of people who fit the bill. By nine a.m., however, nothing had been found. 



 
 
***
 
In New York, the situation was getting nearly impossible to contain. The NYPD had its hands full trying to keep order as angry commuters mobbed the streets in protest at being turned away from the subways. The atmosphere was loud and chaotic. Legions of helicopters flew overhead. Traffic from the Brooklyn Bridge to Times Square to the Jersey Turnpike was at a dead halt. From early morning, the city had been shut down. Not a single New Yorker or tourist had ever seen anything like it. 
The military was out in full force. Arrests were being made left and right of young people defying police and trespassing in newly restricted zones. The police had arrested so many people, they were running out of room to hold them at the precincts. The NYPD police chief, Ronald Dyson, couldn’t believe it. At the corner of Fifth Avenue, surrounded by other officers, he explained to the FBI director on the phone that they were nearing a potential war zone. 
“I don’t know about no bombs, but we got a lot of pissed-off people around here!”
“You just need to maintain control for the next hour or so. Can you do that?” McMillian told him. 
Dyson looked up just as more officers tackled a man to the ground. Everyone was a suspect. The police had no idea who they were dealing with. As the chief looked into the endless crowds on the street being pushed back, his vision blurred. The task was overwhelming. Police in riot gear joined the National Guard, who had been dispatched to block subway entrances. One soldier had just clubbed a bearded Muslim man in the head with his rifle after the man tried to run away from police. There was little distinction anymore. Anyone who looked the part could be ISIS.



 
 
***
 
The situation was just as chaotic in D.C., but they had the advantage of nearby federal agencies easily at their disposal. The Metro transit system had long come to a halt. Train stations had been evacuated, and residents from all over the area were advised to stay indoors. Schools were closed. Business shut their doors. The district and the areas that surrounded it had simply stopped dead. 
Despite the mass presence of emergency personnel and counterterrorism units, investigators failed to produce any evidence of a pending attack. No bombs had been recovered and no suspects found. Explosive ordinance teams swept the area with mine detectors, along with K-9 units, as drones flew overhead, scouring the area with the latest infrared surveillance technology. The presence of military and law enforcement personnel grew by the hour. They were a force in numbers unseen in the district’s entire history. Capitol Hill was shut down. Closure of the National Mall and all the monuments soon followed, creating a militarized ghost town. If the daily activity in D.C. had a power source, someone had just pulled the plug.



 
 
***
 
Miles away at the FBI building, the countdown clock was nearing oh nine hundred hours. Craig remained on the radio, receiving updates from the field agents on the ground at each location. The TV was reporting more of the same, declaring each city in question “on lockdown.” 
“The president’s going to have no choice but to declare martial law!” Calderon shouted out on his phone. He was apparently in an argument with someone on the White House staff. “I don’t care what political fallout he gets. They’re already saying it on TV anyway. It’s chaos out there, and it doesn’t help our efforts to stop this thing.”
Calderon hung up his phone and punched a nearby wall. Most everyone in the room was too distracted to notice. Calderon shook his limp hand and winced. Craig would have laughed if things weren’t so serious. 
“Five minutes, people!” Holloway announced. All eyes went to the red digital countdown clock in the center of the room. The president was no longer on the teleconference line, as he was tied up with Pentagon. When Craig expressed his concern over the president’s absence to Walker, his supervisor just laughed. “Maybe he’s preparing for nuclear war.”
 
They had three minutes left. All agents were placed on high alert. The moment was approaching that would determine so much of their futures, and it was hard to focus on anything else. With one minute left, Craig thought of Rachael and Nick.  
“Ten seconds!” McMillian shouted. 
“Hey, does anyone know where the president is?” Calderon said, rubbing his injured knuckles. 
They were down to five seconds when the room went quiet. Each passing digit seemed like a lifetime. At exactly oh nine hundred hours, a pin drop could have been heard in the room even as the phones were buzzing. 
McMillian looked at his watch and the countdown clock. “What’s our status?”
Craig got immediately on the line with D.C. officials. There had been no change. No attack. No bomb. Nothing. He looked at the TV and it showed the same aerial images of New York, Chicago, and D.C. that it had been showing for the past hour. 
“Statuses now!” McMillian shouted. 
“I’ve got nothing, sir,” Craig said. The other agents responded in turn; none reported any change or activity. Five more minutes passed and it was all the same. No attacks. A general consensus in the room began to grow: their action had most likely prevented the attacks. How could they believe anything else?
Calderon stood up on a chair to speak to the room. “I don’t want to pat ourselves on the back too early, but it looks like we may have prevented this thing after all.” 
They were tired, overworked federal agents who wanted to believe, at least for a moment, that they had made a significant difference. 
Craig, however, felt it too early to applaud. The sleeper cell had most likely remained in the shadows, and just because they hadn’t hit their intended targets didn’t mean they weren’t going to strike somewhere else. More time soon passed. By nine fifty, it seemed likely that they had won, and saved countless American lives in the process.
At five minutes past ten, all locations reported no signs of terror threats or attacks. The president suddenly came back on the teleconference screen, apologizing for his absence and demanding an update. He was no longer in the Situation Room. He explained that the Secret Service had moved him and key cabinet members to an undisclosed location but then got right to the point.
“The news media is all over this thing!” he protested. “Any thoughts?” 
“Mr. President, so far no attacks have been reported across any intended targets. However, I would recommend keeping a high alert through the remainder of the day just to ensure public safety,” McMillian said.
The president looked perturbed. “I don’t know how that’s possible,” he scoffed. “We can’t keep these cities under indefinite lockdown. It’s unconscionable!”
McMillian stepped forward, closer to the screen. “I understand that, sir, but—”
Suddenly the teleconference screen went black. The president disappeared.
“Mr. President?” McMillian said. He then looked around the room in confusion. No one had any answers to give him. 
A flickering glitch came over the teleconference screen and all other computer monitors in the room. Then suddenly there appeared on every screen the black flag of ISIS. 
The surreal image sent shivers down Craig’s spine. 
“What the hell?” Calderon said. “What the hell is that?”



 
 
***
 
Port of New Orleans, Louisiana 
 
Security had been heightened all over the country, but with most national resources concentrated in three specific areas, no one seemed to notice an unmarked eighteen-wheeler semi-truck parked near the shipping and loading docks of the Port of New Orleans. 
The forty-foot container on the truck bed matched the hundreds of other blue, red, and yellow containers in the rail yard. Operations were moving at a steady pace under the bright-blue sky, with container ships docking, loaders moving in all directions, and cruise ships pulling into the terminal. It was business as usual at one of the busiest ports in the country—just another loud and busy day when news of the terror threats reached the shipyard. 
The driver of the unmarked semi hopped out of the driver’s seat and landed on the rock-covered ground. Pebbles crunched under his boots as he casually walked alongside the truck bed to the rear, clutching a cell phone in his hand. His tan face and thick, short beard were normal for the area. Under his skullcap, his eyes were concealed by sunglasses. He wore a T-shirt, blue jeans, and work boots, resembling a local longshoreman. 
He made a call on his phone while opening up the heavy rear doors of the forty-foot container. A voice answered.
“Yes, it’s Ali. I’m ready.” 
He immediately hung up and looked into the container. The truck was completely full, loaded from back to front with blue, five-gallon drums. At the top of each drum was an electronic receiver with wiring protruding from its side. Ali looked at his work and smiled. He dug into his pocket and pulled out an older-model flip-top cell phone. For him, everything was in order. 
He walked around the truck and surveyed the bustling port, seeing hundreds of people working, thousands of pieces of equipment moving each hour. It was a lot to take in. In the distance, away from the port and on a nearby side road, he could see a van approaching. 
He looked the other way and saw a Port Authority police car coming in his direction. Ali grew nervous and began to sweat under his clothes. He didn’t know who was going to get him first. The van passed through a gate, where the driver flashed a security badge at the guard, and made its way in. The police car wasn’t much farther away and seemed to be zeroing in on the semi-truck, parked all by itself in an open dirt lot. 
“Come on, come on,” he said under his breath. 
The van finally made it, and he jumped inside. They drove off just as the police car pulled up next to the semi-truck. The officer, a man who looked to be close to retirement, radioed it in and said he was going to check out the abandoned vehicle. 
He got out and looked for a driver but couldn’t find anyone. He walked to the back and stopped dead in his tracks when he saw the rows of blue barrels. He clutched his radio and called for immediate assistance but could barely talk as his heart raced. 
The van drove off beyond the gate exit as Ali was thrown from side to side in the back. Two Middle Eastern men up front asked him when he was going to make the call. 
“We’re still in range,” Ali said. “I measured it perfectly.”
They pushed him some more, causing him to lash out. “You want to die too, you fools? I told you, I know when to make the call.”
They had reached the third intersection out of the port, roughly a half mile away. When the light turned green, Ali knew it was time. He held up his flip-top phone and pressed send. Seconds later, the sky behind them erupted in a fiery orange blaze. The van shook and the driver swerved, nearly losing control. 
They pressed on at top speed until they were safely out of range. The explosion engulfed more than a mile of the port like a ferocious wave of hellfire, obliterating any person or thing in its path. 
The barrels had been carefully loaded with advanced radioactive materials with added high dosages of chlorine, ball bearings, and fertilizer added for good measure. The combination had done its job and turned the Port of New Orleans into an inferno. The radioactive fallout was soon to come. Itwas a dirty bomb of the highest order. And it was only the first of many. 
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A Bold Attack
 
 
 To restore our world to its rightful place, we have to destroy theirs... - Abu Omar Allawi, Terror Leader
Tuesday, July 7, 2016
With all attention focused on terror threats elsewhere, a fishing boat about one hundred feet long trolled the calm waters of the Port of Long Beach, California. The unmanned vessel gained no immediate attention or suspicion from authorities, but soon drew the interest of the Coast Guard who were patrolling the area. It was early morning and the port was abuzz with industrious activity. 
Dock loaders, just starting their day, lifted forty-foot containers off ships, stacking them throughout the cargo yard. Forklifts transported pallets of goods from ships to trucks, reverse beeping in concert. 
The port transferred billions of dollars of goods, imported daily from around the world. Cruise lines arrived and departed. Hard hat-wearing union supervisors marched the loading docks calling out orders and directing incoming marine traffic. The bulbous morning sun was shining bright as tourists lined up at charter boats to fish or spend a day out at sea. With all the movement throughout the port, no one saw it coming. Los Angeles wasn't far from the area—roughly twenty-five miles away. And it was as much a target as the port itself.
Ahmed sat on the hood of his car watching the pier from a nearby hill. In his lap was the controller he had been using to guide the fishing boat into one of the busiest loading docks the port had to offer. A vital place for imported goods, the south Long Beach port was an ideal spot for an attack—something that could cripple the Great Satan, leaving it stunned and disoriented. "How did this happen?" they would say. 
Ahmed looked up into the sky to stretch his neck. He closed his eyes and let the morning rays warm his face. The air was crisp and clean, but not for long. Once he got the signal, the boat would unleash toxic chemicals into the air that would kill anything or anyone within one to two hundred feet of the explosion. The initial range and casualties of the chemical attack weren’t as important as shutting the entire port down. 
A protective mask, purchased from military surplus, rested near Ahmed's lap. In front of his red '95 Datsun he’d placed a high-definition digital camcorder, resting on a tripod with its record light flashing. Ahmed had been instructed to capture the attack so it could be used in his group’s next video. Only this time, the video wouldn't be used for propaganda. It would offer the enemy a choice—a choice to meet demands that in reality, could never be met. 
The Americans are weak, Ahmed thought. They'll capitulate to anything, if only to save their own skin. 
Originally from Pakistan, Ahmed had been recruited by Al Qaeda in the early 1990s to immigrate to America to join a sleeper cell. He had done exactly as he was told. He applied for immigration status, kept a clean record, and got a job with the port authority. 
It had taken years of dedication and hard work to get where he was at. He’d purchased a home in the suburbs in a welcoming neighborhood of Pakistani immigrants. He had since adjusted to his "normal life," and attended a mosque regularly while mostly keeping to himself. But his hatred for the enemy never waned. 
The disgust in his heart for "Westernized" Muslims never wavered either. They were even worse than the enemy. For years he heard nothing from his contacts. Not before, during, or after September 11, 2001. Not during the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Then came the rise of the Islamic State, or ISIS, split from the very factions of Al Qaeda. 
ISIS was waging outright war against the Great Satan. They were going straight to the heart of the beast, and that took guts. Ahmed was honored to join their cause. The leader of the American ISIS sleeper cells was a man named Abu Omar Allawi. Ahmed had never met him personally but had heard recordings of several of his speeches. He didn't know what Allawi looked like; no one did. He was referred to as "the invisible sheikh" by his own followers. 
From the smooth baritone sound of his voice, Ahmed pictured a towering man with an impeccably trimmed beard and strong, dark eyes. Sometimes it seemed that Allawi spoke right to him. Allawi, in fact, declared himself the "prophet’s prophet," claiming that the Prophet Muhammad was speaking through him. 
"It is our religious duty to strike at the heart of the world's cancer," he told his followers in a recorded message. "The Zionists in Israel believe that the Americans will protect them. But the Americans, they are ignorant and unprepared. Without America, the Zionists cannot exist. To achieve this goal we must strike first at America, the protector. This is strategy, my brothers. This is war." 
Then the day came when Ahmed got the call. He met two men, Faisal and Zahid, both members of the sleeper cell, who had majored in chemical engineering. They worked relentlessly for weeks to design the self-releasing chemical receptacle, store it on a fishing boat, and modify the boat to be operated remotely. For good measure, the boat displayed the American flag from its stem, flapping in the air—Ahmed's idea. 
From atop his Datsun, he reflected on the significance of their undertaking, the vast network that spread across the entire world. The American military would fight when provoked, there was no denying that, but by then it would be too late. He steadied the controller in his hand while looking down at a disposable phone resting on the hood next to him—the very trigger for the chemicals. Once he made the call, there would be no turning back. 
He set aside the remote control as the boat slowly neared the target and he held up his binoculars. The Coast Guard ship had taken interest in the unmanned boat and headed toward the port from at least a half mile away. 
"Just a little closer," he said, while looking through his binoculars. 
The boat coasted along an open loading dock. Several men in hard hats took notice and began walking toward it as the Coast Guard raced near. Ahmed pitied their foolishness. To him, the men represented the inherent fallacy of the enemy. They wouldn't even know what hit them until their lungs constricted and their eyes burned in pain. Ahmed knew the range of the attack was relatively small, but far more destructive bombs were going to be detonated at various other ports in a matter of moments. For Ahmed and his terror cell, the goal was fear. If they could release an empty 200-gallon water tank filled with sarin nerve gas into one of America's most frequented ports, they could do anything. 
The Coast Guard was close. Ahmed's smart phone vibrated. The camera continued to record. He looked at his phone screen and read the text message: 
Strike the beast by the grace of Allah.
Ahmed looked up and saw the Coast Guard ship descending upon the boat. The text message was very clear. It was time. He set aside his smart phone and picked up the disposable phone, flipping it open. The empty water tank in the boat was designed to release the gas using a rigged electronic device that, when triggered, would send the deadly vapor flowing through a long pipe out into the open air. 
"Allahu Akbar," Ahmed said as he dialed the number. 
Inside the boat, roughly a quarter mile from where Ahmed watched, colorless, odorless gas quickly dispersed from the tank into a long tube that ran outside the boat. The tank hissed as people above began to hover over the mysterious boat, blissfully unaware of what was to come. A bearded dock worker wearing an orange reflector vest and hard hat was the first to go down. His co-workers soon followed. 
Not a trace of the vaporized sarin toxin could be seen, only the sudden collapse of several people on the dock. Within ten seconds, bodies rolled on the dock, convulsing, gagging, and spewing frothy foam from their mouths. A forklift driver drove by, utterly baffled. His lungs seized. His eyes clenched and watered as a crippling paralysis consumed him. His forklift darted left and right, directly off the pier and into the water. Twenty others nearby saw their co-workers fall to the ground, and before they could make any sense of it, they too fell to their knees, clutching their throats and gagging. 
The Coast Guardsmen aboard their ship rolled in agony as their eyes, throats, and lungs burned with an acidic fury. No amount of hacking could alleviate the intense pain consuming their respiratory systems. Convulsions followed. 
Vomit burned their throats as it erupted from them like internal geysers. Blood and tears streamed down their faces as they twitched, jerked, and defecated. Paralysis set in, and in less than a minute, their bodies went stiff. Their eyes, mere slits encrusted with gunk, stared above as their gaping, pale faces remained frozen and horrified. 
Ahmed watched with keen interest as the figures below dropped one by one. He heard screams from the port; people were catching on. They fled as fast as they could, away from the area of the dead and dying. Some didn't make it far before they, too, tumbled over and began writhing in pain. Ahmed could see the numbers. He was trying to count. More than fifty lay motionless on the port dock. 
The gas had spread just as planned. Zahid had explained earlier how the particles of the gas had to be small enough so that they would could be absorbed through the lungs but heavy enough that they couldn’t be breathed back out. That was the trick, Zahid said. Ahmed thanked Allah for the successful deployment of the sarin gas. He had just carried out the first chemical attack on American soil in history. 
The port was in chaos. A crane operator, after breathing in a healthy dose, dropped a forty-foot, ten-thousand-pound container, crushing a group of workers who had stood too close by. More screams followed. Mass panic arose, and no one could see or understand why. Private boats fled in panic, but the bodies kept dropping. A silent killer was in the air, mercilessly turning respiratory systems inside-out. A port siren rang throughout the grounds, and a call for evacuation blared from the outside speakers. In their confusion, boaters crashed into each other. The stern of one lobster boat pierced directly through a yacht. A cargo ship rammed into a fishing wharf. With all the tumult, the waves turned violent, and what had once been a normal, busy morning at the port soon descended into chaos. 



Drones
 
On the east coast, methods of destruction differed in both concept and delivery. While most of the other sleeper cells used dirty bombs to attack the ports, Ibrahim had a more ambitious plan in place. A thirty-three-year-old Libyan, Ibrahim was enamored with the Islamic State and its cause. And like Ahmed, he had a unique vision of how to unleash terror upon the Americans. Not just a dirty bomb in a pressure cooker, but something memorable. 
His team consisted of three other Libyan men, all smuggled across the southern border for a high price and relocated to a community of Middle Eastern immigrants in Boston, Massachusetts. They were given new identities, fake drivers’ licenses, and Social Security cards—all financed by ISIS. After settling in, they waited. 
Sometime later, they were told it was time to prepare. Someone claiming to be Abu Omar Allawi sent them the text message himself under an untraceable name. They wouldn't have even known who had sent it, except for the name "Allawi" at the end of the text. 
That morning, Ibrahim rose from his bed and raced to the door of his room, flung it open and began shouting as he sped past the two other bedrooms in the duplex and rushed out to give his group the news. They were in the kitchen drinking coffee, and froze in place, hearing the excitement in Ibrahim’s voice. “The time has come, my brothers!” he announced. “We have been summoned for action.” Details and instructions were soon to come, he told them, barely able to get the words out. 
"I cannot wait to meet my new bride!" said Nasser, a portly bearded man. He was the youngest of the group and a handful to look after. 
They were under strict orders not to engage in any sinful acts while living among the Americans. That included girls, drinking, drugs, pornography, or any other sinful pursuits so freely indulged in by the Americans. A certain amount of Westernized behavior was deemed acceptable, such as the hipster shirts and designer jeans Nasser wore; justified as being necessary so they could blend in. The young men were promised that if they refrained from forbidden temptations, they would receive brides from among ISIS’s female recruits after the mission. 
"Patience, Nasser," Ibrahim said. "We have a job to do first."
"What do they want us to do?" Sean, an American boy, asked. He had recently been recruited from an online chatroom. Twenty-two years old, he had left his home in Dallas, Texas, and volunteered to join their cause. He was eager to please his new group of friends and had subsequently converted to Islam, changing his name to Ali Qaddafi. 
"I'm waiting on instructions," Ibrahim said.
Jamal and Mahmud entered the room. Both were tall, lanky Libyan men who didn't look a day over twenty. The group settled down, a few returning to their rooms as they waited in anticipation for instructions. Communicating via cell phone was tricky, so their messages often came from disposable phones, written in cryptic language. They knew all about the NSA and its data-collecting practices. Whatever they were going to be instructed to do, it would most likely be told to them in person. 
"Who wants eggs?" Jamal said, slapping his hands together. The anticipation in the air was almost too much to handle, and, as a result, everyone had a hearty appetite. 
On the day of the attack, the group parked their black, rusty Ford F-250 outside the busy Port of Boston an hour before the designated hit time. The truck's cargo bed had a retractable cover that concealed anything inside. If stopped and questioned, they would say they were photography enthusiasts; hence the cameras they brought with them. Ibrahim knew they had to be careful because of the mass-transit terror threat, a planned false leak that had the authorities on high alert.
"Why the ports?" Sean asked as they got out of the truck. The group gathered at the tailgate, ready to unleash their attack. 
"Because it shows that we are synchronized. That this is a joint operation. That we can strike the same targets all over the country," Ibrahim answered. 
He brushed the thick bangs away from his forehead and set down a long, black duffel bag on the ground atop a previously selected mound of pebbles and rocks. Past the barbed-wire fence and the "No trespassing" sign was a vast cargo yard with row upon row of stacked containers and steel-beamed automatic cranes for loading and unloading container ships. 
Aside from the loading docks, there was a line of fishing piers, occupied with fishermen casting their lines into the water. A commercial wharf was also in view, with a line of ferries and cruise boats coming and going. If the ISIS masterminds who had conceived the port attacks had learned anything, it was that morning was the best time to strike—when the enemy were just starting their day. 
Jamal and Mahmud opened the retractable cargo cover revealing five moderately-sized aerial quadcopter GoPro drones. The group moved quickly and positioned the drones on the ground, knowing that at any minute, authorities could be on the scene. Sean and Nasser stood watch, making small talk. Sean had struggled with giving up the music he loved listening to, but today, such a sacrifice seemed trivial. This was a righteous cause. ISIS had rightly taught him to hate his Westernized upbringing. 
"I mean, music was a part of my life, but it’s corrupted me as well. That's what this country does to you. It destroys and corrupts," he said.
"Allah will give you the strength to move past those kind of things," Nasser said.
For the time being, they didn't see any vehicles approaching. It would seem, even with the heightened terror alert in place, that the authorities couldn't be everywhere at once. And that was exactly what they were counting on. 
Ibrahim pulled the drone remotes from his bag and handed one each to Jamal and Mahmud, keeping one for himself. Once the drones were armed, each person would control his own. In the back of the truck was a large industrial latch case. Ibrahim had his two counterparts lift the case out and opened it. 
Inside were blocks of C4 tightly Saran wrapped together. They taped the C4 to each drone quickly and then did a maintenance check. Nothing would be left of the drones once they were done with them. They had packed just enough C4 on each drone, being careful not to overload or weigh them down. Ibrahim took a step back to admire their fleet. Word had gotten back to him that sleeper cell leaders were very impressed with his ingenuity. Nothing could make him happier.
"Get over here!" Ibrahim called to Sean and Nasser. They eagerly ran over and were each handed a control, similar to the other ones he had handed out. They each had small display screens that captured video from the drones’ internal cameras. 
"They'll probably ban drones after this. Like, through the whole U.S.," Sean said to the group. "What do you guys think?"
"Do you remove your shoes before getting on planes?" Nasser answered. 
"Quiet, both of you," Ibrahim said. "I'm waiting for the signal. It is almost ten."
With his phone extended in one hand, he felt a vibration and looked at the screen. It said what he was hoping for:
Strike the beast by the grace of Allah.
The drones, five in all, were good and ready. Each pack of explosives was rigged with a remote igniter, cell phone fuse, and blasting cap. The wait was over. It was time to use their months of drone flight practice to carry out their mission. Ibrahim signaled them to initiate the flight sequence and search for their previously discussed targets: cruise ships, charter boats, groups of people working on the loading dock. No opportunity was too grand. 
The drones hovered off the ground and headed toward the targets. The weight, at first, noticeably dragged the miniature aircraft down, but with careful handling, the men got them flying again. 
The fleet of three dispersed as to avoid drawing too much attention. For the drone operators, their victims weren't human. They were targets, simple as that. And the more death and mayhem caused by their explosive-laden quadcopters, the better for their cause. Their eyes were locked to the screen displays of their controllers. They flew the drones with ease, steering them toward their targets.
One drone steered toward a charter boat leaving the port, and as it hummed in the air above them, the boat passengers—ten in all—looked up and took notice. A group of fishing buddies pointed and appeared to make comments about the drone. Everyone seemed hypnotized by its gradual approach. But as it got closer to the boat, the clearer it became that something was wrapped around the drone with duct tape. 
"What the..." a white-bearded man in a fisherman’s hat started. A loud explosion followed before he could even finish his sentence. The blast tore through the midsection, destroying half the boat in an instant. Other boats took notice. The workers on the dock stopped what they were doing and turned around. What happened? Boat explosion? Ibrahim's drone was no more.
Jamal's drone flew over a pier at which several fishing boats had docked. All attention was focused on the explosion a hundred yards away, where the charter boat had caught fire and was sinking fast. The second drone bypassed all the small ships and went right for an oil tanker docked in the distance. A panicked group of port authority workers carrying fire extinguishers ran to the fiery, sinking charter boat as another dashed for a hydrant. The drone swooped down to the base of the oil tanker, aimed right at the middle, made a steep dive and blew a hole into the boat hull upon impact. 
The crew of twenty on board stood there for a moment, stunned. No one knew what had just happened. Just as they ran to the deck of the boat to investigate, another drone descended upon them—Mahmud's drone. It took a nosedive to the bow deck where the crew had gathered, and blew up with the press of a distant button. The explosion ripped through their bodies like a firing squad. The blast of C4 was enough to incinerate anything in its path. 
The sleeper cell watched the destruction from afar. Ibrahim's heart raced. The first three targets had been an astounding successes. There were two more drones left. He suddenly turned to Sean, who appeared to be having trouble with his controls.
"What are you doing? Guide it into the stock yard where everyone is gathering," Ibrahim said, as the drone dipped down and flew up without direction and away from the target.
"I'm trying," Sean said, getting frustrated. "It's not responding."
Nasser struggled as well. His drone had drifted over the water, away from the boats and the frenzied activity of the port.
"What is wrong with you two?" Ibrahim shouted. "Get it together!"
"I'm trying!" Nasser said. 
"What are you boys doing out here?" a voice shouted to them from behind. 
The group froze. Then Ibrahim spun around. The others turned. A blue-uniformed port authority guard wearing a police hat and lime-green reflective vest stood not ten feet away from them with his palm over the handle of his holstered pistol. His car was parked at a distance up the road as if he had been watching them and decided to confront them on foot. However, he was alone. The handheld radio on his belt blared with cross-chatter. For a brief moment, all they could do was stare at him, speechless. 
"You're not allowed to be here. What are you holding?" the officer asked.
Ibrahim dug into the waist of his jeans and pulled out a 9mm Glock pistol and fired. Just as the officer tried to react, two bullets hit him in the chest, causing him to stumble backward in shock. 
Sean and Nasser jumped back and dropped their controllers. Mahmud and Jamal stood frozen. The red-faced officer returned fire just as quickly as he was shot and put a bullet right through Ibrahim's skull. Ibrahim collapsed in a slump. Sean and Nasser dived to the other side of the truck. Jamal lunged to the ground, picked up the Glock, fired at the officer and missed. The officer fell on his back, hitting the rocky ground hard. Upon impact, he unloaded his pistol on Mahmud and Jamal—striking both through the face, chest, and neck. 
"Officer down!" he shouted, clutching his chest. The officer pulled at his handheld radio, trying to get it unclipped from his belt. Mahmud and Jamal's lifeless bodies lay on the ground next to Ibrahim. Crouched beside the truck, Sean and Nasser watched in horror. 
The officer managed to get his radio loose and held it with one shaky, bloodied hand. "Shots fired! Shots fired!" 
Nasser looked to Sean. "We have to get out of there."
Sean didn't know what to say. Nothing seemed real. He turned to the port in the distance. Their drones were no longer in sight, though there was plenty of fire and smoke. Sirens wailed from afar, getting louder by the second. Nasser placed his hand on Sean's shoulder and shook him. 
"Hey! We have to leave. Let's go!" 
Sean nodded. A sick feeling came over him—a realization of who he was involved with and what they had done. They took one look at the bodies of their friends and, with knowing glances at each other, decided there was nothing they could do but run. Nasser ran to the driver's side of the truck and swung the door open as Sean followed. 
"Hurry! Get in," Nasser said. The officer was no longer screaming for help. He was either unconscious or dead. Sean jumped and crawled onto the passenger seat. Nasser climbed behind the wheel. The keys were in the ignition. He cranked the truck to life and peeled out, leaving the drone controls, bodies, gun, and shells behind them in the dust. 



Black Widow
 
The terror cells had struck a lethal blow to the nation's ports. Long Beach, California. Houston, Texas. South Louisiana. Wilmington, North Carolina. Port of New York and New Jersey. Port of Pennsylvania. Port Everglades, Florida. Port of Boston, Massachusetts. They were all hit on the same day with attacks synchronized to detonate at the same moment: Tuesday, July 7, 2016, ten A.M. Eastern Time, seven A.M. Pacific. Eight ports in all. Six bombings. One chemical weapons attack. And one strike with miniature drones.
The dirty bombs had destroyed an untold numbers of boats and cargo and killed an unknown number of people while spreading radioactive material for miles. When the losses were calculated, it was as if a dozen Pearl Harbor attacks had been inflicted on the country all at once. The United States was overwhelmed. 
Immediately after the carnage, Americans were struck with the very real fear of being under attack by a foreign enemy. Internet and cell-phone services were quickly overloaded throughout the entire country, adding to the already unprecedented sense of fear and disorder consuming the country. News media scrambled to report, while local and state governments deployed emergency response teams to stave off more potential attacks. No one in any position of authority was certain how far the attacks would stretch or when they would end. 
The federal government was dealing with a crisis beyond measure and quickly tried to enact emergency protocols among its myriad of agencies. The enemy who had unleashed the series of port attacks was nameless and faceless. No one initially took credit. The U.S. was dealing with a determined, malevolent force that had inexplicably remained anonymous. 
The Islamic State had done the impossible. After years of establishing itself in the Middle East, taunting and threatening the U.S., they had struck their greatest enemy—just as promised. And they did it through a vast network of sleeper cells. The attacks on the port, however, was only one step toward their greater goal of destroying the Great Satan and establishing a global caliphate. 



 
 
***
At FBI headquarters in Washington, D.C., the atmosphere turned from nervous to chaotic in a split second. The minute the ISIS flag consumed the screens of their monitors, Special Agent Craig Davis knew they were under attack. He tried to tell his superiors that their informant was lying to them, that something wasn't quite right about someone disclosing information so willingly, but they didn't listen. Their prime concern was preventing a terror attack on the three major transit systems. And while the FBI’s intentions were good, the Islamic State had changed their tactics and had taken the bureau by surprise. 
Half the operations room stood motionless as the news flashed across the screen: Thousands estimated dead. Other officials gripped their cell phones, calling their families. 
"What the hell is going on out there, gentlemen? I need answers!" FBI Director Kurt McMillian said angrily. 
Assistant Director Frank Holloway pulled away from his phone in a panic. "Mass explosion at Houston Port in Texas."
Deputy Assistant Director James Calderon interrupted. "Reports of toxic gas at a Long Beach port in California."
McMillian shook his head in disbelief. "What kind of gas and how?" He was lost and confused, trying desperately to stay on top of everything.
"New Orleans!" Supervisory Agent Vince Walker said. "Wires confirm that New Orleans has been hit with a dirty bomb."
Collective gasps filled the room. Craig tried to let it all sink in but still couldn’t quite believe it. It was beyond even what he had thought possible. 
“We’re at war, sir. That’s what’s going on,” he said to the FBI director, receiving only a confused look in response. 
“Well, thank you for clarifying that, Agent Davis,” Calderon said, clearly frustrated.
Craig walked out of the room just as the officials began shouting over each other in unison, like trade brokers on the stock exchange floor.    
The outside halls were much quieter. Craig took a deep breath and then started walking. The heels of his dress shoes clicked along the white-tiled floor as he walked, determined yet stealthy, toward the holding room three halls down. He could hear frenzied discussion from every office he passed. 
FBI officials, clerks, and agents were pacing their offices and cubicles frantically speaking into their cell phones. Their computers, their windows to the outside world, all displayed the same ISIS flag. It wasn’t hard to conclude who was behind the attacks, even given the lack of any terrorist organization taking credit for them. The enemy had managed to hack into their system and cripple it. It was as maddening as it was terrifying. 
Top FBI brass seemed to have little control of the situation. Craig believed that the answers lay with Malaka Surkov, their Chechen informant, who had provided warning of the mass transit attack. She couldn’t have been more wrong, and Craig was starting to feel more and more like a pawn in her twisted game of retribution. 
He traveled to the end of the hall and kicked open the door to the holding room. Malaka looked up from her seat, squeezing and twisting a rag in her hands as if she was ready to burst. Startled by Craig’s entrance, her young nephew, Husein, jumped up. Malaka, however, remained calm. Craig went right to their table and stared at them with intense, furious eyes. 
"All right. Who the hell are you?"
She had claimed to be the grieving mother of two Chechen men associated with a sleeper cell—one injured and one killed—in a thwarted attack. Craig didn’t doubt that she was their mother. He only doubted her affiliations. 
Her information about the transit attack, she claimed, came from a note from her sons. It was also information that had been verified by captured sleeper cell members—men Craig had busted in a raid. He was certain she was part of the conspiracy, and he was going to make her talk. 
Malaka's eyes shifted from the television screen—which displayed aerial images, not of D.C. or New York, but of ports engulfed in flames—to Craig's fierce glare. Her face remained emotionless and indifferent. 
"I don't know what you're talking about. I only give the information that I hear." She pointed at the screen. "You blaming me for this?"
Craig slammed his palms down on the table and leaned into her face. "Cut the shit! We both know you're a part of this thing. You came here to throw us off."
Husein urged restraint with a hand in the air. His striped T-shirt was wrinkled from a night of sleeping on a nearby cot. "Please, Agent Davis. My aunt doesn't know anything."
"Stay out of this, Husein," Craig said, pointing his finger in the boy’s face. "I have a mind to lock both of you up until you tell me everything you know."
Malaka scoffed and waved Craig away. "Shoo, angry man. I have nothing more to say."
She began to rise from her chair, struggling, or at least appearing to struggle. Craig laid his hands on her shoulders and pushed her back down. 
"Is this some kind of game to you?" he shouted. He leaned in closer, right in her face, and spoke quietly. “People are dead, and if our government links this back to Chechnya, we’re gonna blow your entire country off the map."
Malaka shook her head. "Is none of my concern."
Craig backed away and paced around her like a cat. "We've been here before, and you know that I'm willing to do anything to get the info I want. So talk."
"Never," Malaka said. 
Husein got up and backed away from the conversation. He didn't like where things were going. The last time Malaka had refused to talk, only a few hours ago, Craig had pulled a gun out and put it to Husein's head. "Leave me out of this," he said. 
Craig paid him no mind and slammed his fist down on the table again. "Talk!"
Three FBI agents walking by the open door stopped and entered the room, drawn by the commotion.
"What is going on in here?" One of them asked. He had a clean-shaved head and wore a dangling ID badge identifying him as Agent Hicks.
Images flashed on the television of ports aflame. Banners scrolled across the screen declaring the worst terrorist attack in American history.
Craig recognized the agents in the room but didn’t know them personally. He had met the bald one, Agent Hicks, before. He didn’t know the names of the other two. "I'm interrogating a suspect," Craig said. "This woman knew about the port attacks, and I'll be damned if she's leaving this room without talking."
The three agents examined Malaka. Her face was stone cold. "I know nothing," she said. 
"Let’s all take a breather here," a curly-haired agent said. He looked down and shook his head as beads of sweat ran down his face. "I gotta call my wife and kids. This is fuckin' serious."
"I'd like to leave now," Malaka said to the three agents. She turned and looked at her nephew. "Husein!"
The boy climbed off his cot in the corner of the room. "Let's go," she said, rising from her chair.
The three agents looked at her and then Craig. 
"Um. I'm not sure about that, ma'am," said a heavyset agent with slicked-back hair. 
"FBI is on lockdown," Curly-Hair said. "No one can leave the building."
Craig stared at her with anger. Her blank face and utter indifference told him all he needed to know. She pushed past the FBI men and walked toward the door. 
"Husein. Now!"
Husein hesitated then took slow steps to follow her. 
"Ma'am," the heavyset agent said.
Craig watched her walking away. He thought of all the death and destruction on the television. He thought of his family. He thought of the terrorists on TV, celebrating in some far-away place. This triggered something in him. He balled his fist and felt himself shake inside. 
"Get back here!" he shouted, sprinting forward. He grabbed Malaka by the shoulders and slammed her against the wall. He spun her around and gripped her neck tightly with both hands. 
Husein screamed for help. He ran at Craig, desperately pleading with him. "Stop it! Stop it, you'll kill her!"
Craig squeezed as Malaka's eyes bulged and watered. Her face went red and she gasped for air, clawing at him. 
The three FBI agents locked their arms around Craig and tried to pull him away.
"Stop!" Husein yelled again. "Please!"
Malaka gagged, kicked, and thrashed. Craig's thick hands squeezed even tighter as her arms went limp and fell to her sides. Before Craig could finish the job, the heavyset agent punched him in the kidneys. 
Craig fell to the ground, clutching his side in pain. Malaka gasped. A tremendous coughing fit followed as she panted for air and turned to her side. Husein rushed to her aid, stepping over Craig.
"Aunt Malaka, are you okay?" 
She was too occupied with coughing to respond. 
As Craig struggled to get up, the FBI agents surrounded him.
"What the hell is your problem?" Agent Hicks asked. 
Craig offered only grunts. 
"He's crazy," Husein said. "Please keep him away from us. This is the second time he’s assaulted us."
The agents gently helped Malaka stand as she continued to cough and wheeze. 
"Are you okay, ma'am?" the bald agent asked. 
"I do not know. My English is bad," she said faintly. 
She then spoke Chechen to Husein in a raspy voice as she struggled to catch her breath.
"My aunt says she wants to file charges against Agent Davis for assault," Husein said. 
Craig was on all fours. A puddle of drool was on the tile. He could hear Malaka trying to leave. With the last ounce of strength he had left, he rose to his feet and spoke. 
"She's a terrorist!"
The room went silent. The FBI agents around Malaka examined her with sudden curiosity. Husein looked worried. Malaka remained defiant, her stony expression not revealing her emotions. 
Craig hobbled over to them, catching his breath. "This woman is a part of the very terrorist network that just launched attacks against our ports. She has to be taken into custody immediately."
Agent Hicks looked at Craig’s ID badge. "You've been saying that, Agent Davis, but do you have any proof?"
Husein interjected. "Please, she's old and needs help," he said. "She's distraught over the death of her sons. That is all. It's not her fault that the information was wrong."
"Bullshit," Craig said. "She’s a liar. Just like her worthless sons." 
Malaka's eyes widened. She looked at Craig as if she wanted to claw his eyes out. Her English suddenly became more fluent. And her eyes exposed the malice behind her every intention. 
"You killed Darion. You!” Her bony finger pointed at his face. “You will pay for what you’ve done!”
The FBI agents looked at her, confused.
"Ma'am?" Agent Hicks said.
She flashed them a wild-eyed glare and turned to Craig. "ISIS will burn this country to the ground and then, and only then, will I have my justice.”
"I knew it," Craig said, closing in on her.
The larger FBI agent held his arm out, blocking Craig. "That's far enough!"
With all eyes on her, she continued. "I am Malaka Varlmout Surkov. Chechen Muslim and devoted fighter for the Islamic State. I am the Black Widow, and you will remember my name."
"Aunt Malaka," Husein said, visibly distressed. "Why are you saying this?"
The curly-haired agent immediately pulled Malaka’s hands behind her back and handcuffed her. 
Craig took a step back and faced the FBI men. “Next time, don’t interfere with my business," he said.
The FBI agents looked flummoxed.
"None of you will escape!” she shouted. "You will all die! All of you!”
They pushed her out of the room as Craig grabbed Husein by the arms and moved out into the hall.
Her shrieking tirade continued. “I am the Black Widow, soldier for ISIS against the infidels. And I curse every single American to die!" Her lips curled as her eyebrows shifted downward in a vengeful angle. "I curse this country to drown in blood for eternity!" 
As they led her down the hall, Craig knew that words weren't just the ravings of a fanatical lunatic. There was truth to what she was saying. Something was headed their way. He could feel it. 



Deceit
 
It could have been another false alarm, as Malaka’s credibility was already in question. But Craig saw something in her eyes different from her formerly vapid gaze, as if she whole-heartedly anticipated another attack. 
The three FBI agents followed Craig to a separate brightly lit interrogation room, where they brought in Malaka and sat her down, handcuffed. The room itself was bugged with microphones and a single security camera in the ceiling. After she was seated, Craig pulled Husein into the next room over and sat him down at the square table in the middle of a white-tiled floor. Husein shook with nervousness as Craig slapped a pair of handcuffs around one of his wrists and then cuffed him to the table. 
“What have I done?” the boy asked, nervously. 
Craig seemed distracted, his mind racing. He looked down at Husein and got right to the point. “Five minutes. I’m giving your aunt five minutes to talk, and if you think you’ve seen the worst of me, don’t count on it.”
He walked out of the room and closed the door, leaving Husein alone to ponder his fate. The boy looked up and saw a large mirror on the wall in front of him. He assumed there was a room on the other side where they were watching him. He pulled at the handcuffs, but it was useless. The small table he sat at was bolted to the ground. He wondered what they were going to do with him. 
Between Malaka’s room and her nephew’s was a narrow observation room where the FBI could watch both suspects without being seen. The three agents stood huddled together as Craig entered the room. The curly-haired man, Agent Donaldson, was on his cell phone, as was his heavyset partner, Agent Rivers. 
“The building is on high alert,” Agent Hicks said to Craig. “Just about every government facility is, given the circumstances.”
Craig pointed toward the one-way window facing the room where Malaka was sitting. Her eyes drifted onto the table in front of her. “That woman is out for blood, and while she may be delusional, we can’t take her threats for granted. We have to move this up the chain.” 
“What do you plan to do with her?” Agent Hicks asked. 
Craig walked close to the window, keeping his eyes on her. “I don’t know yet.”
Agents Donaldson and Rivers talked rapidly into their phones, trying to get the latest updates on the attacks. The computer server shutdown had brought the entire building to a standstill.
 “I’ve alerted my people,” Agent Hicks said. “Donaldson and Rivers are doing their part.”
Craig backed away from the window, looked at his watch, and began pacing as Hicks’s eyes followed him. 
“So this Black Widow? Who is she?” 
Craig turned around. “She’s someone we have to beat at her own game. Somewhere within her hatred and resentment lies information.”
“But we don’t even know who’s responsible for these attacks yet.”
“It was ISIS, damn it! And mark my word, they’re just getting started.”
Hicks seemed stunned. “How do you know this?”
“I’ve been tracking sleeper cells for the past year. The port attacks were a coordinated effort, but I don’t believe it stops there.”
“Well, my expertise lies more in insurance fraud,” Hicks said. “So I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.”
Suddenly Deputy Calderon entered the room with Craig’s immediate supervisor, Agent Walker, at his side. Calderon, with his disheveled hair and tense, bulging neck, looked to be on the warpath. 
Walker, a short man—just over five feet—with red suspenders, walked in, rolling up the sleeves of his white button-down shirt. He didn’t look very happy either. 
Calderon got right to the point. “What is this about you assaulting this woman? I thought I made it specifically clear that you were to stay away from her.” He looked toward Walker. “You make the call. I can’t deal with your out-of-control agents today.”
“She admitted her affiliation with ISIS,” Craig said, unwavering. 
“Did she now?” Calderon said, stepping forward. “Well, stop the press, we caught ourselves a terrorist!”
Hicks cut in. “Agent Davis is right. And while I may question his methods, the woman did admit to being a member of the Islamic State—one they call the Black Widow.”
 “Sir, I believe that the port attacks were only the beginning of a massive offensive against this country,” Craig said. 
“You have evidence of this?” Walker asked. 
Craig pointed to Malaka as Calderon looked through the glass and examined her. Her checkered hijab was bound tightly to her head. Her black robe, or abaya, went down to her feet. 
“She was wrong, Agent Davis,” Calderon said, turning to him. “So far, everything she told us was wrong. Why should we believe anything she says now?”
“Give me five minutes,” Craig said. “She screwed with our heads. Now it’s time to return the favor.” As he looked at his superiors, he could sense their lack of support. 
“I don’t want you to go anywhere near that woman,” Calderon said. “Period.”
“Sir, if I may,” Walker said. He looked at Craig. “You said she called herself the Black Widow?” 
Craig nodded.
“I’ve heard of a female up in their ranks who goes by that name. Agent Davis could be onto something here.”
Calderon took a step back, sighed, and ran his hand down his face. “Is no one listening to me here?” He thrust both arms out. “The world is on fire, our computers have been hacked, and we’re messing around with Momma Surkov?”
The two agents in the corner of the room, Donaldson and Rivers, got off their phones as things suddenly grew quiet. Calderon looked at the blank faces awaiting his guidance. 
He zeroed in on Craig. “Five minutes. That’s it. But you send someone else in there. And so help me God, they better walk away with something useful.”



 
 
***
 
In a parking lot three blocks away from FBI headquarters, Manuel sat in a rented U-HAUL listening to the news on the radio. The country was in disarray from coast to coast. They were already referring to it as “a new day of infamy.” Big news to be sure, but Manuel’s mind was occupied with other things. He had one task and one task alone. He was to drive the U-HAUL to the south end of the J. Edgar Hoover Building at the specific time scrawled onto his notes. 
He didn’t know what kind of explosive was in the back of the U-HAUL, but he assumed the worst. Whatever it was, it caused the rear of the fifteen-foot truck to sag to the ground. In one hand he clutched a folded envelope with instructions and directions scribbled on it, and in the other, he held a cell phone. 
He put the envelope to the side and grabbed a nearby layout of the FBI building, studying it. If the news reports were right, D.C. was swarming with police and military. How would he have any chance of getting close to the building in the first place? It was an impossible mission. Nonetheless, Manuel didn’t have a choice. 
It wasn’t his battle. He wasn’t in control of the situation. The bomb had a timer. That’s what he had been told. And it was timed to detonate at precisely 11:11 A.M. He looked at his watch. It was 11:01. 
His cell phone buzzed. Sweat dripped from his forehead, and he wiped it from his eyes. He picked up the phone on the second buzz. 
“Yes?” 
The Arabic voice on the other end had a hint of a British accent. 
“Have you reached your destination yet?” 
“I—I’m trying. They have the area blocked off. It’s much harder than you think.”
“You have ten minutes. So you’d better hurry.”
“They’ll stop me before I can even get to the building. Someone must have tipped them off.”
“No more excuses. Your wife and children are depending on you.”
Manuel teared up. His voice shook. “Please. Whatever happens to me, just let them go. They are not to blame for any of this.”
“If you carry out the task successfully, no harm will come to Victoria and your three girls.”
Manuel squinted and clenched his fist, practically crying into the phone. “Please…please, just let them go. I promise to carry out the task.”
“Your word means nothing to us. Results are what we’re after. And once you do what you’re supposed to do, we’ll no longer have an issue.”
Manuel breathed heavily into the phone, nearly sobbing. 
“Better hurry. If you do plan on seeing your family again, you’re going to want to get as far away from that truck as possible.” 
The man hung up, leaving Manuel sobbing into the phone. He felt desperate and lost. He cursed himself for getting involved. If only he had done nothing to begin with. 
Months before Manuel found himself in a U-HAUL packed with explosives, he had been sitting at home with his wife, Victoria, and three young daughters. 
A group of men moved in next door. Watching TV, Manuel got up from the couch and looked out the living room window to see an old moving van parked in the driveway across the street. Five or so men carried boxes into the house. Manuel wanted to give them the benefit of the doubt. He didn’t want to be suspicious, as they were clearly Middle Eastern, but he had heard how important it was to be vigilant ever since 9/11. 
The next week, he watched them come and go, picking up and dropping off boxes. There were other men as well—all Arabs. He figured them to be Muslim, as they often wore white skullcaps, or taqiyahs. Again, Manuel tried to ignore them. They were probably just a group of bachelors and nothing more. Manuel remembered the days of living with friends when he got out of high school. The party house, as he fondly referred to it.
“Maybe you should just talk to them,” his wife told him one afternoon.
“I think I will,” Manuel said. But he never did. 
A couple weeks later, his six-year-old daughter, Maria, told him that one of the men from across the street yelled at her for playing in the street. 
No big deal, he thought. People yell at kids sometimes. 
Though the thought of some stranger yelling at his kids angered him. Then his sixteen-year-old, Lynn, told him something that troubled him more.
              “They asked me how old I was and said that I would make a good wife,” she told him.
              “What?” Manuel said, turning around from his workbench in the garage.
              “That’s what he told me,” she said, shaken. 
              “Well, that’s that.” Manuel tossed a rag on the floor and marched over to the house across the street, ready to confront the men. It didn’t matter who had said it; he was going to give them a piece of his mind. 
It was a sunny, breezy Saturday afternoon, but the closer he got to the three-bedroom home with the patchy yard, the more dread he felt inside. There were several cars in the driveway and one parked in the street. Manuel pushed onward, made it to the front door, and knocked. He heard voices from inside suddenly stop, and a man answered—thirty-something with a trim beard and thick eyebrows. He looked surprised to see Manuel, as if he’d been expecting someone else. 
              “Yes?” he asked with a slight British accent. 
              Manuel’s heart raced. The man seemed polite, and Manuel wondered how long things would stay amicable once they got down to business. 
“My name is Manuel Rivera. I live across the street.”
The man extended his hand. “I’m Jabar. Nice to meet you.”
“A pleasure,” Manuel said, shaking his hand. 
You sell-out, get to the point, he told himself. 
“How can I help you, Manuel?” Jabar asked. 
Manuel glanced past Jabar’s shoulder and saw what looked like pressure cookers lined up on a table in the dining room. There looked to be close to ten or fifteen people inside, quietly speaking to each other in a language he could only describe as Arabic.     
“I don’t want to take up too much of your time,” Manuel began. “But my daughters told me that one or more of your roommates here said some things to them, like, personal questions. I would appreciate them not speaking to my daughters. Period.”
Manuel felt better getting it off his chest. He waited for a response as Jabar’s smile dropped and his brows arched downward as if he were in deep thought.
“I see,” he said, scratching his beard.
“With all due respect,” Manuel added.
“My brother, Raheem, told me about that. He meant no harm. He was just trying to pay your daughter a compliment.”
“I understand, but it is inappropriate, so no more,” Manuel said. 
Jabar looked down and nodded. “Very well. My apologies.”
“It’s quite all right, thank you,” Manuel said. They shook hands and parted, and that was the last he thought he would have to deal with the situation. But it didn’t take long for things to escalate.
A week later, Manuel walked into the kitchen after getting home from work at the warehouse where he was a lead supervisor. He noticed Lynn sulking at the table while his wife was at the stove cooking. Neither of them seemed particularly happy.
“What’s wrong?” Manuel asked. He didn’t even think he really wanted to know. 
His wife turned to him, frowning. A single string of dark-red hair hung in her face. “One of the men from across the street talked to Lynn again.”
“What?” Manuel said, placing his mini-lunch cooler on the counter. He looked at Lynn as she sat at the table with her arms crossed and eyes cast downward. “The same boy? What did he say?”
“He said that he wants me to go back to Libya with him and make me his bride. He said that he won’t take no for an answer.”
“Libya?” Manuel belted out. 
“His name is Raheem.” She put her face in her hands. “He’s thirty-five years old. Dad, what am I supposed to do?”
Manuel rushed over to her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “Nothing, dear. Don’t worry about this man. I will take care of everything.”
“What are you going to do?” Victoria asked, stirring a pot of noodles. Steam rushed up from the boiling water and drifted to the ceiling. 
“Something I should have done from the beginning,” Manuel said, walking to his room. 
Once inside, he closed the door and sat on the bed to gather his thoughts. The men had disobeyed his wishes. It was something he couldn’t ignore. In the closet he had a Ruger .22. Was he a vigilante all of a sudden? He looked at his cell phone sitting on the nightstand, then back to the closet. He felt angry and violated. There was nothing innocent about the man’s comments anymore. 
He’d thought at first that Raheem might have been closer to his daughter’s age, but thirty-five? That was unacceptable. He took a deep breath and grabbed the cell phone without further hesitation. He decided to make an anonymous call—something that wouldn’t make it obvious that it was him. When the sheriff’s office receptionist answered, Manuel said he wanted to report suspicious activity in the house across the street. 
The room was pitch black when Manuel heard a crash at the door. He thought it was a dream. He sat up and looked at his wife, who was sleeping next to him with her back turned. Panic seized his heart. Maybe it was just a bad dream. He remained frozen, his ears on overdrive, listening for any sounds. He heard footsteps and talking. It was surreal. Under the slit at the bottom of the door, he saw lights. It was hard to comprehend what was going on, given his daze, but it become obvious that people were in his home. Once the thought crossed his mind, he looked to his nightstand, where he had earlier placed the Ruger .22, like some ominous premonition. 
How foolish, he thought, to not have it at my side.
The second he came to his senses and lunged toward his nightstand, someone kicked the bedroom door open, flashing a light in his face. 
“Freeze, police!” a male voice shouted.
Manuel instinctively put his hands up in the air as the light remained in his face, blinding him. His wife jerked awake, and rose from the bed, dazed. 
“Let me see those hands!” the voice said.
Manuel put his hands in the air as high they would go, to the point that his arms were shaking. 
“What’s going on?” Victoria asked in a tired voice. 
Suddenly the light in their faces began to flash on and off with laughter following. Then the room went black and Manuel could see several dark figures standing over their bed. 
Someone at the door flipped the light switch, revealing Jabar from across the street and three other men right in Manuel’s room, grinning in hostile satisfaction. Dressed in black from head to toe, Jabar had a pistol in hand while his men brandished baseball bats. Manuel couldn’t make sense of anything. He still hoped he was dreaming. The screams of his children quickly snapped him out of such hope, and he finally sprang into action.
“What are you doing in my house?” he demanded. 
Victoria assessed the situation and let out a hoarse scream. One of Jabar’s men took a step forward and told her to “shut up.” She covered her mouth and held onto Manuel tightly. Half her dark-red hair, parted in the middle, hung down her back on one side, while the other half covered Manuel’s face. 
“Rise and shine, neighbor,” Jabar said with a smile. 
“Get out of here!” Manuel shouted. “Have you lost your mind?” He felt angry, tired, and confused. True fear hadn’t settled in yet. He still wanted to believe that he had some control of the situation. 
“Time for us to have a little talk,” Jabar said, flicking his flashlight on and off in the couple’s faces. 
Once they were both out of bed, Jabar led them out into the hall at gunpoint as his friends continued to turn the room upside down, pulling out drawers and emptying them, opening the closet door and tossing clothes on the floor. 
The terrified couple was prodded into the living room, where they found their three young girls cowering on the couch with pistols aimed at their heads. The guns were held by five other men they hadn’t seen before. Jabar ordered Victoria onto the couch with her daughters and told Manuel to sit separate from his family on the recliner. Once seated, the men with the guns backed off and began to search through the house as Jabar explained to the traumatized family exactly what was going on. 
“Manuel. Look at me,” he said. 
Manuel felt rage building inside of him. He was ready to kill every intruder in his house, in spite of the consequences. After seeing guns pointed at his children’s heads, he shook with vengeance. Jabar adopted a calm, conciliatory tone, which he wrapped around his threatening words. 
“No reason to be angry. We’re not going to hurt your family as long as you listen to me.”
Manuel looked to his three girls—six, ten, and sixteen. They looked shaken and afraid, holding each other, looking vulnerable in their simple T-shirts and pajama pants. Victoria leaned over, and with an arm around all three children, whispered assurances that everything was going to be all right. 
Manuel felt helpless. His helplessness then turned to rage, but there was nothing he could do about it. Somehow he knew. Something clicked. The phone call had been mistake. Everything that was happening was his fault. He would try to reason with the men. Convince them that his family was not worth the risk.
“I did it, okay?” Manuel said, flat out. ”I called the police on you. If that’s what this is about, take it out on me and let my family go.”
“Oh, I know it was you,” Jabar said, pacing the room. “I knew it the second Raheem let them into our home.” He leaned closer to Manuel, pressing the pistol against his face, as Victoria and the children cried out. “I can’t say I was surprised.”
Manuel stared at Jabar, his face burning with rage as he tried to stay calm. “Just tell me what you want!”
Jabar seemed amused. “It’s not what I want, Manuel. It’s what the Islamic State needs you to do.”



 
***
Manuel held the cell phone in his sweaty hand with orders from Jabar to proceed. It was hard for him to even conceive doing something so wrong. Manuel oftentimes considered himself to be a “good man,” in the sense that he had never harmed anyone. Now all of that was about to change, and it was driving him crazy.
In the distance, from the vacant parking lot he could see part of the J. Edgar Hoover Building surrounded by police cars and armed guards. Two helicopters circled the area, hovering by. 
News of the port attacks consumed every station on the radio. Nationally, the death toll had exceeded three thousand. Sarin gas had been deployed against the Port of Long Beach, California. Nuclear fallout had been detected from nearly every other port explosion, which resulted in the mass evacuation of surrounding areas. Manuel had no doubt that the horror unleashed that morning was directly related to the men currently holding his family hostage. 
“Yes, but why the ports, Dr. Coogen?” a reporter asked on the radio program Manuel was listening to.
The expert answered, “These terrorists obviously wish to exploit our greatest vulnerabilities. Ports are vital to trade and transportation.”
“And do you agree, like some others have suggested, that there are more attacks to come?”
“I certainly hope not. But they are clearly organized and could have far greater things planned.”
“And do we know just yet who is responsible for these attacks? I mean, has any group claimed direct responsibility?”
“Not yet, which is baffling to say the least,” Dr. Coogen said.
“There have been reports in Washington of sensitive networks compromised by a massive hack, which seems to have been perpetrated by ISIS. Do cyberattacks make this a battle with two fronts now?”
“I believe that to be the case, yes,” Dr. Coogen said. 
Manuel looked around again with a renewed sense of hope. It had occurred to him that other options were available. He could go to the police and tell them everything—that the FBI building was indeed in danger. There was no reason he had to go through with any of it. There was still a chance to change everything for the better. Jabar had told Manuel they would be watching him, but Manuel wasn’t entirely convinced they were. He could alert the authorities and ask them to save his family before it was too late. Manuel held out his phone and typed in 9-1-1. Before he could press send, however, a text message popped up on the screen. 
Quit stalling Manuel. Your family is counting on you. 
Manuel lowered the phone and looked around frantically. He didn’t see anyone else in the parking lot. He opened the squeaky U-HAUL door and stepped outside, phone in hand. The sounds of helicopters filled the air. He had begun to pace around the truck when he received another text.
What are you doing outside of the truck? You don’t have time to fool around. 
Manuel read the text a few times in sheer disbelief. He lowered the phone and whipped his head around, looking in all directions. There was a Laundromat next to the parking lot, and several high-rise buildings on the other side. Trees surrounded the lot as well, where anyone could be hiding. However, finding whoever was watching him was futile with what little time he had left. Manuel quickly got back in the truck and slammed the door. All the hope that had grown in him for just a moment disappeared. It was 11:07. He typed a text to the unnamed number in his phone demanding to know what he was transporting. Manuel had grown desperate, stalling by any means necessary. He immediately received a response. 
What do you think? A bomb. 2,000 pounds of gas-enhanced urea nitrate.

Another text immediately followed.
Three minutes. If you don’t leave now, you’re not going to make it. 
 
Manuel threw his phone to the other side of the truck in anger. The cover case split open as the phone fell to the floor. He clutched the steering wheel and screamed in frustration. He looked at his watch. It was 11:08. He turned the key to the ignition as tears fell from his eyes. He ran his hands through his tousled, graying hair. A Catholic, he made the sign of the cross on his chest with one finger and put the truck into drive. His foot hovered over the gas pedal. There had to be another way. He could drive the truck into the river. But there wasn’t a river in view. 
“Please don’t make me do this!” he cried out. “You sick bastards!”
11:09. He floored the truck, screeching out of the parking lot. The truck jolted out into the street, bouncing up and down. Full speed ahead, he went over the median, hitting it hard, and flew into the next lane. The truck swerved as he grappled for control. He ran through an intersection just as the light turned red and burned down the road, heading directly toward the gathering of police vehicles blocking the way. 
He passed moving vehicles and steered around parked ones. The building was in view, a quarter mile ahead. Traffic was coming to a dead stop as police directed lanes away from the closed perimeter surrounding the FBI headquarters. He knew that he had less than a minute left to get the truck as close to the building as possible. 
How foolish, he thought, to condemn so many to die just to save my family. 
He swerved out of the line of traffic and barreled down the sidewalk, crashing through waste cans, newspaper stands, and planted trees. To the pedestrians in the truck’s path, screaming and jumping out of the way, the behemoth U-HAUL truck was unstoppable. Manuel raced past a line of gridlocked traffic, determined to stay the course. The police around the building had taken notice of Manuel’s rapid advance. 
They immediately moved into defensive positions and aimed their rifles at the approaching vehicle. Manuel saw the rifles pointed from behind the barricade of vehicles, blocking the building. One shot crashed through the windshield as others followed. Glass flew everywhere. Manuel ducked down behind the steering wheel and pushed on. 
A voice blared through a megaphone. “Stop your vehicle!” More shots came through the windshield. Others hit the hood, the headlights, even the tires, but there was no stopping the U-HAUL racing toward them at fifty-five MPH. 
With the time he had left—a matter of seconds—Manuel knew he wasn’t going to make it out of this alive. Maybe the terrorists had counted on that fact all along. At least they couldn’t say he didn’t try. And maybe, in the end, they would spare his family. Manuel thought of them one last time, just as he took a bullet in the shoulder, closed his eyes, and screamed for mercy. 
 



The Interrogation
 
Craig and Agent Hicks had a brief talk in the hall while the rest of the FBI team waited in the surveillance room. Craig wanted to ensure they were both on the same page and that they wouldn’t stop until they broke Malaka—the Black Widow. They had an intricate plan, with roles they would each have to play. Craig felt he could work with Hicks, but still missed his old partner, Patterson. 
 “Of course, if she turns out to be crazy, this whole thing is a bust,” Hicks said. He leaned against the wall, his hands in the pockets of his black slacks. An observer might say he looked relaxed. Not Craig. 
Craig stood in front of him, talking closely. “That’s just more deception on her part. She’s not crazy. She knows exactly what she’s doing.”
“Let’s say she has control of her faculties, just as you suggest,” Hicks said.
Craig nodded. 
“What if she’s already told you everything she knows? What if she just provides false information instead?” 
“It’s our job to untangle the truth from the lies,” Craig said. 
“Apparently that didn’t work out so well earlier, now, did it?” 
Craig went quiet. He bit his bottom lip and nodded, as if to say, touché. “You wanna work with me on this or not?” he asked. 
“Yes,” Hicks said, in an exhausted tone. “It’s just. With everything going on right now…”
“We need to stay focused,” Craig said. “People are relying on us. Our families…”
His words drifted off at the very mention of family. It suddenly hit him that he hadn’t called Rachael yet. She, like most of the country, was probably terrified. He pulled out his phone. He had missed ten calls from her in the past hour. He hadn’t even noticed. Once Malaka had gotten into his head, it had been hard to focus on anything else. Craig put the phone to his ear and held a finger up. “Gimme one minute, I gotta make a quick call.”
Hicks squinted and shook his head. His eyebrows were so thin, that it barely looked like he had any. Irritated, he said, “I got people to call too, you know.” 
Craig turned and observed the glare on top of Hicks’s shiny bald head, caused by the overhead lights. “One moment, please,” he said. “Then we’ll get to work, I promise.” 
Hicks walked away as Craig paced the middle of the hall, walking in a tight circle. Talking to Rachael was not going to be easy. He knew that her patience with everything he was doing was nearing an end. But he had to take the time, then and there, to tell her what she needed to do: evacuate the house and get to the cabin.
Rachael sat in the darkened living room glued to the television with the blinds drawn and windows shut. Her phone was charging, lying on the armrest of the couch. Her hair was tied in a bun, and she was still in the clothes from the night before. Bags had formed under her eyes as she had gotten very little sleep. There would be no summer school to teach that day.
Worried for Craig, herself, her son, and all her friends and family, she had called nearly every contact on her phone, reaching only half of them. She clutched the TV remote in one hand, watching as the television flashed images of terror attacks from around the country. 
An exhausted anchorman was on-screen amid background aerial views of fires raging at the ports, trying to explain the situation as best he could to the viewers. 
“In addition to these horrific attacks, there have been reports of massive communication blackouts, as cell phone towers and broadband services have reached maximum capacity, and in most cases, a 200 percent increase in use. This adds to the fear and frustration so many Americans are feeling, trying to get in contact with loved ones. Emergency crews have arrived on site, while hundreds of other ports across the nation ramp up security and have, so far, not faced any assaults. The president issued a statement today, as did various agencies such as FEMA and Homeland Security.”
The anchorman looked down at a note and read from it. “The president remarks that the cowardly and devastating attacks on our soil will not go unanswered. He urges calmness, strength and prayers for those lives lost, and prayers for our nation.” 
The anchorman looked up. “The president is also expected to deliver a live television address within the next hour. FEMA urges displaced evacuees to register for temporary housing at shelters in one of the many sites listed in their emergency response brochures being distributed in all affected areas. Homeland Security has issued a statement urging other residents to stay indoors for their own safety while rationing their personal supplies for up to forty-eight hours.” 
The news anchor took off his reading glasses and rubbed his eyes. For a moment he said nothing. The he snapped out of his daze. “Let us take you now to our correspondent. Mitch Anderson, on location in New Orleans, the target of one of the first port bombings.”
Just when she was about to give up hope of hearing from Craig, her phone rang with his name across the screen. She grabbed it so quickly that the phone fell off the sofa’s armrest and hit the hardwood floor. 
“Damn it…” she said, picking up the phone. She swiped the screen and held it to her ear. “Craig! Where have you been?”
 “I’m at the FBI building. Are you and Nick okay?”
Rachael shifted on the couch uncomfortably, then leaned forward while muting the TV volume. “We’re fine. Nick’s in his room. I don’t know how much he knows. We’ve been waiting for you to come home. I’m scared.” 
“This was a major attack. They got us. I’m knee-deep in an investigation right now. I need you and Nick to take the boat to the cabin, just like we discussed before. There’s plenty of food and water there, at least for the next week.”
Rachael closed her eyes and shook her head. Her eyes opened as a tear streamed down her cheek. “Don’t ask me to do this, Craig. We can’t go to the cabin without you.” 
She glanced back at the TV. California, Boston, New York, and several other cities were pictured in various split screens. The streets were filled with an array of emergency vehicles, military trucks, and crowds of people moving slowly in droves. She wasn’t sure exactly what was going on, but it looked like an evacuation, just like the news reporter had been explaining. Would her family be forced to leave their home as well?
“It’s the safest thing for the both of you at the moment. Right now, we can only hope that there won’t be any more attacks. Until then, the best place for you is at the cabin.”              
There was a pause.
She could hear Craig shuffling around. 
“Look, honey, I got to go. I promise, I’ll get back with you soon.”
“They said that cell towers are going down left and right. What if that happens here?” Rachael asked, trying to hold back further tears.
“You remember the radios, right?” Craig asked. 
“Yes,” Rachael said. 
“As long as you keep them charged and ready, we can still communicate.” 
“Okay,” Rachael said solemnly. There was no sense in arguing about it any longer. It was up to her to get Nick and take the boat to the cabin—a last resort on a day she hoped would never come. “I’ll take Nick to the cabin. Please get to us as soon as you can.”
“I will,” Craig said. “I promise. Now I have to go. I love you both. Let me know when you’re safe.”
“Love you too,” she said, looking down at the carpet. 
They said their goodbyes and Rachael set the phone to the side, plugging it back in. She looked past the foyer to where a large backpack rested. She had packed an hour ago but found herself stalling, hoping Craig would call and tell her everything had been a false alarm, that America wasn’t under attack, and that there were no sleeper cells wanting to kill them.
One glance at the TV and she knew that not to be the case. She got up and went straight to Nick’s room, ready to tell him they were going to have to leave. Maybe she could sugarcoat everything and not tell her son their world had drastically changed in the past hour. However, Nick was thirteen years old. He was inquisitive. The innocence of his generation had been lost in a single morning. Rachael understood this only too well. She knocked on his door, and heard him call out. 
“Nick, sweetheart, we need to talk.”



 
 
***
Craig walked into the room to find everyone waiting for him. 
Calderon looked up. “All right, have you two geniuses figured out what you’re going to do yet?” He was leaning against the window through which they could see Malaka sitting on the other side. His sleeves were rolled up, and his red tie dangled in the air as he leaned forward to stretch. 
Donaldson, Rivers, Hicks, and Walker were all waiting to hear what the plan was. In the corner of the room was a surveillance station with two twenty-inch monitors. Malaka was on one screen in black and white; Husein was on the other, fidgeting at the table, and repeatedly tugging at his handcuffs.  
“Agent Hicks is going in there to talk to her,” Craig said. “We’re offering her asylum, just as she asked. But we have to be careful not to play all our cards too soon.”
Hicks stepped in. “Yes. It’s important that we stress the benefits of assisting us. ISIS followers are known for their intense fanaticism and belief in their cause. They are, for all intents and purposes, brainwashed.”
Calderon cut in. “I don’t need a psychological study, I want results. If this woman can provide information about another attack in the works, I’ll personally sign whatever immunity deal she wants. What about the boy?”
Hicks and Craig looked at each other.
“I’m going to talk to him,” Craig said. 
Calderon moved away from the window and held his hands up. 
“I told you that you’re to have no contact with either of them. You’re still under investigation, you know.”
“With all due respect, sir, thousands of people are dead, maybe more,” Craig said. “The boy responds to me. He knows me.”
“He’s scared of you. Congratulations.”
“Good!” Craig shouted. “Now we need to do this my way, or we might as well just stand here and wait for ISIS to hit us again.” 
The room went silent. Normally Calderon would have responded in anger, accusing him of insubordination, but Craig’s words seemed to strike a chord.
“What exactly do you two have in mind?” Calderon said, with a hint of suspicion.
“Her son, Rasheed,” Craig said. 
“What about him?” Calderon asked. 
“I’ve learned something about Malaka. She’s smart and she’s dedicated, but she also has a temper. And when she gets angry, she tells the truth.”
Suddenly a knock came at the door. All heads turned. Craig seemed to be expecting it. He excused himself and went to the door, turning the handle and opening it. The other FBI agents in the room looked over to see who was there. Hicks looked on as if he knew what to expect. 
“Gentlemen, let me introduce Rasheed Surkov.” Craig opened the door completely, revealing Rasheed sitting in a wheelchair with two armed guards at his side. 
His face was covered with a dozen tiny bandages. His dark, shoulder-length hair hung in his face. He wore a neck brace and hospital gown and had a cast on his left leg, which was extended out straight and was propped on an elevated wheelchair leg rest. His right arm hung in a sling. He looked weary and sedated. They knew who Surkov was, but how did he get there, and by whose authority?
Calderon was as stunned, as was Craig’s immediate supervisor, Walker. 
“How did you get him here? On what authority?” Calderon demanded. 
“I had him airlifted here,” Craig said, “with Agent Hicks’s assistance, as a matter of national security.”
“And just what do you plan to do with him?” Walker asked. 
“We’re going to use him to get the information we need,” Craig said.
Calderon shuffled and stammered. He pointed at Craig, obviously frustrated. “Last chance, Davis. Don’t screw me on this.”
“I won’t, sir,” Craig said. 
Suddenly a woman walked in. She had long red hair and blue eyes and was wearing a medium-sleeved blouse and blue jeans. 
“Agent Davis?” she said, shaking his hand. “I’m Amelia Robinson.” A temporary security badge hung around her heck. 
Calderon took a step back. “Who the hell is this?”
“This is our translator,” Craig answered. He turned to her. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Robinson. Thanks for coming on such short notice.”
She nodded and remained in the room as Craig and Hicks left with the guards, pushing a barely coherent Rasheed ahead of them.
Hicks stood outside Malaka’s room as Craig examined Rasheed, who only a few days ago had fled from him with a backpack full of pipe bombs. Now he was a shell of his former self—pale, weak, and defeated. Craig had had to pull some heavy strings to arrange the transport. The two armed guards stood by him with indifferent expressions. They were FBI as well and wore identical hats, blue jackets, and jeans with pistol holsters at their sides.
“I can’t thank you guys enough,” Craig said. “This shouldn’t take too long.”
“The doctors heavily advised against it, I’ll tell you that,” the shorter of the two agents said. 
“We’ll have Mr. Rasheed back in time for supper. Isn’t that right?” Craig asked, looking down at his former adversary.
Rasheed stared ahead, unresponsive. 
Craig stood up straight and turned to Hicks. “You ready?”
“Sure am. I hope you know what you’re doing.”
With that, Hicks unlocked Malaka’s door and walked in. Craig told the guards to keep Rasheed in the hall as he went toward Husein’s cell. Everything was in motion for a risky plan that could either garner them the right information or collapse under its own weight. 
Hicks approached Malaka, calmly took a seat at the table, and set a file down in front of himself, keeping one hand on top of it. In the file were a few sheets of paper, nothing more. But it made his presence look official. She wouldn’t make eye contact with him, even as he sat right in front of her. Hicks couldn’t explain how she did it. It was almost as if she were looking through him. 
“Mrs. Surkov, I’d like to apologize to you for the actions of Agent Davis. We at the FBI don’t condone his behavior one bit. I understand that you might have said some things out of anger to get a reaction out of Agent Davis. We don’t hold you to your claims of being a part of ISIS, because frankly, the idea is preposterous to us.” 
Hicks opened the file and displayed a typed memo, only for a second. “What I have here is a request to grant you full immunity and temporary asylum in the United States. This, we hope, will begin to make things right.”
He noticed her eyes glance quickly down at the form, then jump back up. She then stared ahead with a straight-faced, icy glare. “I have been through the worst kind of pain a mother can go through.”
“We agree,” Hicks said. 
“And I am too tired to play any more games with the FBI.”
Hicks leaned back and cleared his throat. “Again, I understand.” He shifted forward and placed his palms on the table. “We’d like to start over again. Press the reset button, if you will.”
“What do you want from me?” she asked. 
“Agent Davis,” Hicks said, scratching his chin. “Why was it so important to speak to him?”
Malaka’s brows furrowed. “Is this some kind of game?” 
“You seem to be involved in something you want nothing to do with, but there’s still time to turn back the clock.”
“My time is up,” Malaka said. 
“That’s not true. We can help each other out. We’ll provide immunity on the guarantee that you’ll use discretion about what’s happened here today.” 
Malaka’s mouth moved from a straight line to a near smile. “I see. So the FBI wants to play nice now?”
Hicks leaned back as the chair squeaked. “You’re a smart woman, Mrs. Surkov.”
Malaka turned away. “Doesn’t matter. I have nothing more to say. I regret even coming to this country.” She stared ahead, unblinking, with large black eyes full of conviction. 
Craig leaned against the table at which Husein sat with his head down. “Your aunt is going away for a long time. Now you can join her or go a different route. The choice is all yours.” 
Husein looked up. “My aunt is not who she says she is. Yes, she says crazy things, but she’s not a terrorist. She’s just confused.”
Craig moved in closer, staring him down, causing Husein to flinch. “Let me get straight to the point.”
Husein winced and backed away as he felt Craig’s hot breath in his face. His eyes closed, and he prepared for the worst. 
“I believe you,” Craig said, backing away. 
Husein opened his eyes. “What?”
Craig pulled a chair closer and sat across the table from him. “I said I believe you. I believe that you think your aunt has nothing to do with any of this, but I’m here to tell you she does.”
Husein looked down at the ground and bit his lower lip. “No, that’s not true.”
“It is, Husein. Look at me.”
Husein looked up, then shouted, “She took me in when I was five! When no one else would. My parents died when I was young. Murdered by terrorists. How dare you accuse us of being a part of such evil? Just because I’m a Muslim? I know that’s how your country operates, but I have nothing to do with my cousins’ actions.” 
Craig raised his hand. “All right, calm down, Husein.”
Husein’s eyes watered. He rubbed them with his free hand. “I’m just so tired. I want to go home.”
Craig tossed a notepad on the table and pulled out a pen from his pocket. “I’m going to ask you three simple questions. Yes or no. After we’re done with that, I’ll think about removing those cuffs.”
“Okay,” Husein said, eagerly.
“Is your aunt the Black Widow?”
Husein seemed surprised at the question. “No?”
“Are you aware of any imminent attacks following the port bombings?” Craig asked, scribbling. He then looked up and studied the dilation of Husein’s eyes, having some background in deception detection. 
“No, of course not.”
“Was your aunt sent here by ISIS to deceive us?”
Husein stopped, thinking to himself. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”
“One more question,” Craig said. “Is your name Husein?”
“Yes.”
Craig stood up quickly. The chair skidded behind him, rolling across the tile. “Excuse me,” he said, leaving the room. 
Husein lifted his head in surprise. He pulled on his handcuffs. “Hey, wait!”
The door closed before he could finish. 
Hicks was leaving Malaka’s room just as Craig was walking out into the hall. The two guards stood patiently with Rasheed nodding off in his wheelchair. Craig pointed at Rasheed and looked toward the guards. “How much time does he have left before the sedatives wear off?”
One of the guards shrugged. “Not sure. He’s pretty sedated as far as I know.” 
“We don’t have much time,” Craig said to Hicks.
“No shit,” Hicks responded. “Momma Malaka isn’t talking.”
“Did you butter her up for me?” Craig asked. 
“Best I could,” Hicks said. 
The door to the viewing room suddenly swung open. Calderon stood there, arms folded with Walker standing meekly by. 
“What was that all about?” he demanded. “Why are you making false deals with that woman?”
Hicks looked off into space as all eyes went to Craig. 
“Well?” Calderon shouted. 
Walker spoke quietly as he nodded along.
“We’re close, sir. I can feel it,” Craig answered. His hair was standing up on end. His shirt was wrinkled, and his tie hung loosely around his neck. Craig looked like a wreck. But then again, everyone did. 
Calderon looked at his watch. “Whatever Columbo shit you have planned, I’m giving you five minutes to get some info. Then the entire family will be Homeland’s problem.”
Dismayed, Craig looked at both Calderon and Walker. “No, you can’t do that.” 
Calderon spun around and shouted to the other agents in the room. “Donaldson, Rivers. Get Homeland on the line, now.”
Both agents typed wildly on their phones. Calderon and Walker went back into the viewing room. Calderon pulled the door halfway shut, stopped, and held out his hand. “Five minutes, gentlemen. I want to see some progress.” 
The door slammed shut. 
Hicks looked at Craig. 
“Well,” Craig said. “Let’s give ‘em what they want.” He gently opened Malaka’s door as Hicks went toward Husein’s. 
Malaka stared at Craig with unadulterated anger. She seemed honestly surprised to see him. 
“Miss me?” Craig said. He received no response. Her eyes looked away and locked on the glass window in front of her, where she was sure that they were watching. 
“Not the talkative type today?” Craig continued. 
Cool, calm, and collected, her eyes met his. “Why do you keep wasting your time on me, Agent Davis? Don’t you have anything better to do?”
Craig paced around the table, walking in circles around her. “It’s funny how much your English has improved.” He held up his wristwatch. “In the past five hours.”
“I’m a quick learner,” she responded. 
Craig completed another full circle, then stopped on the other side of the table, across from her. His shadow cast a reflection on the wall behind. “Malaka Surkov. The Black Widow.”
She said nothing. 
“Isn’t that what you called yourself when you confessed to being involved with ISIS?”
He took in her steady silence, then smiled slightly. “Don’t worry, your nephew is going to take the rap.”
Her head shot up. Craig seemed to have gained her interest. “Husein? What about him?”
“He confessed to everything. Got caught up with the wrong people. A shame, really. He seemed to have such a bright future ahead of him.”
Malaka laughed. “The boy is no terrorist. He knows nothing.”
“He’s protecting you. And if not him, then who will take the blame? You?” Craig leaned back and howled with laughter. “You think our government wants to disclose that some seventy-year-old woman is the face of terrorism? Think again. Husein makes the perfect poster boy: young, foreign, and deadly. Maybe you can visit him before the sentencing.”
Malaka looked confused. Craig could see that she was getting flummoxed. Finally, she looked at him. “This is ridiculous. Not two minutes ago, an FBI man offered me immunity. What is your game here?”
“Transport truck is on its way now to take Husein to a secure prison.”
Suddenly a knock rattled the door. “Yes?” Craig said.
Hicks opened the door. Husein stood next to him, shackled at his wrists and ankles, tears slowly tracking down his face. “Sorry to interrupt,” Hicks said. “We’re going to take him down to processing now.”
Malaka looked shocked. “Husein!” she shouted. Before the boy could respond, Hicks closed the door. 
Craig stood over her with a satisfied smile on his face. She sneered at him with utter contempt. Her face contorted in anger—a deep frown creased her forehead, and her lips were drawn into a tight, intensified line.
“It’s too bad about Husein. At least there’s always Rasheed.”
He waited for a response and got none. “He’s right out in the hall.”
Malaka refused to look at Craig. He knew she was done talking. However, once she saw her son, he believed things would be much different. With leisurely steps, he went to the door and opened it. There, outside the room, sat Rasheed in his wheelchair, looking as if he had been through some horrible car accident. 
Malaka gasped in shock and apparent relief. Tears welled in her eyes. Craig half expected her to leap up from the table and run to her son, but she remained seated. He signaled for one of the guards to push Rasheed in, and when they did, Malaka held her folded hands in front of her face as her handcuffs clanked. 
“Thank you, Agent Thomas,” Craig said as the guard turned and left the room. Craig walked behind the wheelchair and pushed it a small distance from the table, across from Malaka. 
“Rasheed,” she said in an excited, quiet voice. 
Craig stood between them with his hands on the table. “Rasheed is going away for a long time, too. I’m giving you this opportunity, Mrs. Surkov, because I have children too. This is your chance to say goodbye to your son before we put you on the plane back to Chechnya.”
Craig pushed the wheelchair tight against the table, pivoted toward the door and walked away. “I’ll give you some time.” He closed the door behind him and stood in the hall, where Hicks waited with Husein at his side. 
“Good to go?” Hicks asked. 
“Let’s see if she takes the bait,” Craig answered. 
“What are you doing to my aunt? Why was Rasheed here?”Husein asked. 
Craig looked at Hicks. “Take him back to the holding room.”
With everything in place, Craig and Hicks re-entered the viewing room, much to the confusion of their colleagues. Husein was back at the table in his room while Malaka and Rasheed sat across from each other in their holding room. Craig moved quickly to where Ariel Robinson, the translator, was standing and proceeded to examine the surveillance station, displaying the detainees in both rooms.
“Is this capturing everything that’s going on in there?” Craig asked.
“Yes, it is,” Walker said. “I checked it.”
“Thank you, sir,” Craig said. He turned to Robinson and looked directly into her eyes, intensely focused on the mission at hand. “I want you to tell me everything they say. Every word. Every grunt. Anything.” 
Robinson nodded and moved closer to the window. Malaka’s room was miked to play through the speakers. Craig flipped a switch on the desk, and everyone unconsciously leaned forward to hear the conversation taking place between Malaka and Rasheed. So far, little had been said. The viewing room went quiet, everyone waiting for the conversation they were hoping for. 
“This is where we find out what we need to know,” Craig said softly. 
Calderon looked ready to object. He opened his mouth, but then just slouched forward. 
“Every word,” Craig repeated to Ariel. He pulled his notebook and pen from his pocket and prepared to write. All eyes were on the Black Widow and her son. 
 
Malaka studied Rasheed carefully. For a moment nothing was said, but through the window, Craig could see a hint of emotion across her face. She began talking in her native tongue. Some Chechen words came over the speakers. 
“Idiot,” Robinson said. Craig scribbled on his pad. 
Malaka spoke again as her eyes grew fiery. Robinson translated. 
“You have exposed yourself. You think I want to be here? In the belly of the Great Satan? How could you do this? How could you allow yourself to get caught? How could you let them murder your brother?”
Malaka’s words flew from her mouth like rapid-fire. Her angry tone was unlike anything they had heard from her before.
Rasheed raised his head and moaned something, his voice drifting. 
“I’m sorry, Mother.”
“Shit,” Craig said. “We’re losing him.”
Malaka spoke again. Her anger appeared to have subsided. 
Robison continued translating. “There’s still hope for us. The Islamic State has only just begun the caliphate. I asked for the man who killed your brother. They sent him here. And soon he shall be dead, as will they all.”
Rasheed spoke in a surprised tone. 
“What are you talking about?” Robinson said, translating. 
Malaka’s Chechen poured from her mouth again. She shook her handcuffed arms. 
“They shouldn’t have brought you here. But it does not matter. You and I, Rasheed. We will be martyred. It’s almost better that they’re transporting Husein. There is a very large truck on its way, and Allah willing, it will blow this building into dust.”
Rasheed’s head dipped down again as he moaned in protest. He was losing consciousness fast. 
Robinson continued, “It’s time to be strong, my son. I do love you very much. Now we can be at peace.” 
The observing agents all looked at each other as an unmistakable panic spread through the room. They were hanging onto the translator’s every word. Craig frantically scribbled, trying to take notes and keep up with her.
Malaka continued, “You did your part. After we reach martyrdom, the Islamic State will strike again. Another blow to the beast. By the third strike, they will all fall from the earth. We will look down from heaven—you, me and your brother—and we will laugh.”
Calderon looked at Craig. “Are you getting this?” 
At that very moment a huge blast shook the building. Donaldson and Rivers hit the ground. Craig fell against the wall. Dust and plaster particles of drywall dropped from the ceiling. The lights flickered. Calderon stumbled back with eyes wide. A low rumbling followed the blast as one of the panels fell from the ceiling above. 
Craig stood back on his feet as his stunned colleagues tried to grasp what was going on. “We have to get out of here, now!” he shouted.
In Malaka’s room, her eyes were closed. She was in deep prayer. Husein screamed for help. No one knew for certain if the tremors reverberating throughout the building were a prelude to something more and their own demise. 



Convoy Attack
 
After a startling tremor swept throughout the building, Craig and company reorganized. Dust continued to fall from the ceiling panels above. Several ear-piercing smoke alarms rang throughout the building. It wasn’t clear what had happened or what damage had been done to the building, but no one underestimated the seriousness of the situation.
“We need to evacuate!” Craig shouted, grabbing Robinson’s arm and moving quickly out of the room, crouching low. He called on the others to follow. Dazed and shaken, they wasted no time clearing out. The monitors in the room had both gone out. The lights in the hallway flickered. 
Craig led the group out into the hall and told everyone to stay close. They stood together, hunched over and staying low to the ground. Other personnel on the floor ran right past them, looking for the nearest exit. 
“What are you doing, Davis? We need to get out of here,” Calderon said, moving to the front of the line. 
“Not without the Surkov crew,” Craig answered. “I’ll need some help, but the rest of you should leave.”
“I’ll help,” Hicks said. 
The two transport guards agreed to stay as well. They were, after all, responsible for Rasheed. 
Calderon nodded with Walker at his side. “Okay. Get them out of here, but hurry!”
Calderon and the others moved down the hall and around the corner toward the upstairs exit. The smoke alarms continued to screech as emergency lights flashed from the ceiling. Craig felt around his waist, realizing that he didn’t have a gun. His instincts told him to be ready for anything—from a masked shooter to a pack of militants. He looked to the transport guards.
“Agents Thomas and Mendoza. Stand guard while Agent Hicks and I get the detainees.”
They nodded and watched both sides of the hallway with their pistols drawn. Craig and Hicks separated. 
Hicks opened Husein’s door and moved in, keys in hand. 
“What is happening?” Husein asked. 
“We’re evacuating the building,” Hicks said, unlocking the handcuffs.  
Craig kicked Malaka’s door open and stormed into the room. She could barely hide her disappointment that it was him. 
 “Time to go, Mrs. Surkov,” he said.
              After they made it through the smoke and into the lobby, they saw that all the front windows had been blown out. Shattered glass was everywhere. Craig could see blood, lots of it, as well as dismembered body parts—many of them charred. 
Thick smoke consumed the area outside the entrance to the building. A fire alarm was sounding through the entire building, loud and disorienting. The closer they got to the exit, the more Craig could see of the carnage outside. Vehicles were on fire. Paramedics and firefighters swarmed the area. Concrete chunks lay about the plaza. Broken glass was everywhere. The stench of black smoke filled the air. The extent of the destruction had all the makings of a car bomb. 
Craig pushed Rasheed’s wheelchair over the chunks of rock and glass in the lobby through the double doors, as Hicks pulled both Malaka and Husein by their handcuffs. The outside of the building looked like ground zero. A massive crater was carved into the ground less than twenty feet away from where they stood. The blast had torn through the front entrance, demolished the sidewalk, and uprooted several light poles and trees that had been planted alongside the normally busy street. 
Firefighters were on the scene, spraying the front of the building with high-pressure hoses, five inches in diameter. The thick smoke in the air made it difficult to breathe. Craig pushed Rasheed off to Agent Mendoza and signaled the group to follow him to the other side of the building, where he believed it might be safer. 
Husein looked around in confusion as Hicks yanked him along. Malaka remained silent, expressing only grunts and scowls whenever Hicks pulled on her wrist. She, too, seemed overwhelmed by all the destruction outside the building. Craig reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. He approached Hicks, trying to talk over all the sirens. “We have to set up immediate transportation of the Surkov clan.”
Hicks nodded in agreement. “Donaldson and Rivers were working on that already.”
“This was a synchronized attack that has everything to do with our suspects.” Craig glared at Malaka and squinted his eyes. “She knew this was coming.”
Malaka overheard and seemed to have resisted the urge to smile. They reached the corner of the south side of the building, where crowds of FBI personnel had gathered to escape the smoke. Walker was pacing the outside square, phone in hand, with Walker and the others all on their own phones. Craig walked over to them covered in a light tint of ash and dust. 
“Glad you all made it,” Walker said, his face still stricken with shock.  
“What in the hell happened out here?” Craig asked.
Walker lowered his phone and looked past them to where thick, black smoke trailed endlessly. He shook his head. “Vehicle explosion. Big one. The size of the blast site alone suggests a thousand pounds, maybe more.”
Stunned, Craig ran his hand though his dusty hair. “My God…”
“What kind of vehicle?” Hicks asked. 
“A large truck of some sort. Moments before the explosion, witnesses saw a U-HAUL speeding down the sidewalk. Damn near took out the entire block.”
“What kept it from hitting the building?” Craig asked.
“A tight security perimeter, that’s what. All government facilities have been on high alert since the port attacks.”
“Good thing, too,” Hicks said. 
Walker continued. “Police fired at the vehicle, but couldn’t stop the truck in time.”
“How many did we lose?” Hicks asked.
Walker looked down. “Reports say twenty-three so far. Maybe more.”
Crag looked back at the Surkovs, standing ten feet away, and burned with rage. He then swung his head back to Walker. “They need to have these areas cordoned off like military checkpoints. Trucks. High-powered weaponry, .50-caliber machine guns, not police officers and barricades. Those men were sitting ducks.”
“Agreed,” Hicks said.
“Agent Davis!” Donaldson said, running up with one hand clutching his cell phone.
Craig looked away from Walker. “Yes?”
“The transport is on its way. Armored carrier is five minutes out.”
“Good, I’m going,” Craig said. 
“You’re what?” Walker asked. 
“Agent Hicks and I will accompany the detainees.” Craig signaled Hicks over. “If he’s okay with that.”
Donaldson cut in. “I’m in.”
“Me too,” Rivers said, walking up. 
Uncertainty washed across Walker’s face. “I’m not sure about all this. We should check with Calderon first.”
Craig nearly rolled his eyes, when suddenly Calderon popped up.
“Ask me about what?”
“Agent Davis wants to accompany the Surkovs on the transport.”
Calderon immediately shook his head, but as he opened his mouth, Craig cut in. 
“Sir, I know what you’re going to say, but you can’t expect me to just hand them over to Homeland Security like this. I had to put up with it after the sleeper cell raid, the Surkov brothers, and now this? No. Not happening again.”
Calderon sighed. “All I was going to say is that you better be damn careful out there. And I want them delivered to Homeland Security without issue. You hear me?” 
“Yes sir,” Craig said, sucking in his pride.
“Good,” Calderon said. He then turned away and joined another huddled team of FBI officials.  
Craig looked at Walker. “I’m going to need a weapon.” 
Walker nodded, pulled out his 9mm pistol, and handed it to Craig. “I want this back.”
“You got it,” Craig said, taking the pistol. “Thank you.”
Its weight felt comforting in his hand. Craig then looked to his team, patiently waiting off to the side. “Let’s keep our eyes open, gentlemen. We have some suspects to transport.”



 
 
***
 
Rachael walked into Nick’s room to find him playing videogames with his headset on. She didn’t know if he was aware of anything yet, and almost wished that she could enter his world of escape, now flashing brightly on the television screen, never to come back.  
“We need to talk.”
He sat on his bed with his eyes locked on the TV screen in deep concentration. 
“Nick!” she called out again.
He turned to her with a confused look on his face and took his headset off.
“What is it?”
“We have to get ready to go.”
“What are you talking about? Go where? What’s wrong?”
“We’re going to the cabin,” she said.
Nick’s blue eyes widened. He couldn’t believe his ears. “Now?”
After hurrying Nick to get ready and explaining everything the best she could, Rachael led the way to the dock with a backpack over her shoulders and a son in tow. The sky above was overcast and gray, a perfect match for her mood. She only hoped it wouldn’t rain. Nick was in the dark about a lot of things, but she had explained enough to him that their sudden trip made sense: there was a terror warning nearby. Craig had urged them to take the boat to the cabin. He would meet up with them later. 
“Why can’t I drive the boat?” he asked, trailing behind her wearing his own backpack over a blue jacket. He shifted the cap covering his dirty-blond hair and waited for his mom to answer. 
“Don’t be foolish,” she replied. Their feet moved along the sturdy planks of their quaint wooden dock over the gentle waves of the lake toward their modestly sized motorboat moored to a post. Rachael pulled up on the tarp, and Nick helped her pull it completely off. After tossing their packs in, Rachael climbed in first and tried to keep her balance as the boat shifted. Slightly wobbling, she turned to help Nick get in, but he simply climbed over her. 
“Put one of those vests on,” she said. 
There were three orange vests on the deck of the boat under the middle bench. They each grabbed one and slipped it on as Rachael went to the captain’s seat and started the engine. After a few turns of the key, the engine roared to life, sending foamy white bubbles to the top of the lake. The muffled rumbling made Nick’s heart jump. They hadn’t been on the boat in a while, and he was excited. Rachael, on the other hand, was apprehensive. It had been far too long since she had piloted the boat, and they hadn’t been to the cabin in a while either. Nick cast off and tossed the line back onto the dock. 
“Good to go,” he said.  
After telling him to sit down, she shifted the engine into gear and accelerated. The boat coasted along the waves, bouncing up and down and increasing in speed. As they passed other homes along the lake, Rachael couldn’t believe they were actually leaving. She prayed for guidance and strength. Nick turned around and watched their back yard get smaller and smaller. A life he knew had been unexpectedly interrupted, and he didn’t fully understand why.



 
 
***
              The armored SWAT personnel transport carrier arrived behind the FBI building, barely noticed. Everyone within earshot was preoccupied by the massive explosion on the other side of the building. Craig rushed to the vehicle, waving to Hicks to follow, as helicopters hovered overhead. The militarized truck had two ironclad doors on each side and tiny bulletproof glass windows in the back. Its sheer size resembled the mine resistant vehicles from the wars in the Middle East, while its heavy-duty chassis and lightweight design allowed for fast movement in tight areas. 
With lights flashing on top of its closed gunner hatch, Craig could see his reflection against the glossy black paint that covered the vehicle. If they were going to travel safely through D.C., he hoped the armored carrier would do the trick. 
              Two police cars idled in front of the carrier—their personal escort. Craig feared another strike against the U.S. at any minute. He believed the Surkovs to be high-value commodities to the terrorists, if the explosion outside the FBI building was any indicator. 
              An officer wearing a helmet visor, a bulletproof vest, and an M4 carbine rifle slung around his shoulder pushed open the heavy passenger door and hopped out of the armored truck. Craig immediately approached the officer as the truck’s engine idled like an eighteen-wheeler. 
              “Special Agent Davis, FBI,” Craig said. 
              “Sergeant Toomey,” the officer said. He was dressed in black from head to toe. They shook hands, and Craig explained the situation, not knowing what had already been disclosed. Even he didn’t know where the Surkovs were being taken. He asked Toomey.
              “Someplace safe,” Toomey said. “About ten miles from here. Homeland is pulling out all the stops.”
              “I see that,” Craig said, looking up at a blue-and-white police helicopter flying overhead. 
              “Your team can load them in the back,” Sergeant Toomey said. He looked at his watch. “We got an ETA of 1200 hours.”
              “We’re staying with them. That’s part of the deal,” Craig said. He didn’t expect much resistance from an officer who only partly understood the situation. 
              “Have you been cleared for transport?” Toomey asked. 
              “The detainees are mine,” Craig responded. “Homeland can claim them all they want, but the FBI has as much jurisdiction over this case they do. We’re going with this transport.”
              Sergeant Toomey looked on as his handheld radio blared on with a multitude of conversations. He didn’t seem like a man who had the time or patience to barter. “Get your people in here, but do it fast. We have a time crunch here.”
              “Understood,” Craig said, taking a step back. 
              Hicks approached with Malaka and Husein. She looked every bit as indifferent as Husein looked overwhelmed and afraid. Mendoza pushed Rasheed’s wheelchair closer to the vehicle with his partner, Agent Thomas, following. Donaldson scanned the perimeter with Agent Rivers by his side. 
              Craig looked at Mendoza and Thomas. “We’ve got it from here, thanks for your help. I owe you one. Big time.”
              “Homeland isn’t going to like this,” Mendoza said. “If anything happens to Rasheed—“
              “I’ll take full responsibility,” Craig said.
              He shook hands with the agents and they went on their way, appearing relieved to be cut loose.   
Sergeant Toomey led Craig to the back of the truck, where he unlatched and opened the two hatchback doors. In the back were two benches, one on each side, and an iron cage divider near the front. 
              “Let’s move,” Craig said. 
              Hicks led Malaka and Husein up the steps into the back of the truck as Donaldson and Rivers lifted Rasheed inside. Once everyone was situated, Sergeant Toomey looked at Craig while resting one hand atop his slung rifle.
              “Tell them to hold on and stay down. It’s going to be a bumpy ride.”
              “We’ll manage,” Craig said, climbing in. 
              Once they were inside, Toomey closed and bolted the doors shut. Craig crouched to keep his head from hitting the ceiling, realizing how cramped they really were. Sergeant Toomey then appeared at the passenger side, getting in. The unseen driver shifted the truck into gear as the police cars sounded their sirens and drove ahead. Everyone in the back bounced around once the truck moved forward. Craig sat on the bench next to Hicks, who was seated beside Malaka and Husein. On the other side sat Donaldson and Rivers, with Rasheed in between them still in his wheelchair, groaning intermittently.
              “We should really consider taking him back to the hospital,” Hicks said to Craig. 
              The truck shook and vibrated as it careered out of the back parking lot and down the road. Craig gripped a pulley handle hanging from the ceiling. 
              “He’ll be fine. We’re about ten minutes out.”
              “From where?” Hicks asked.
              “Some bunker across town. Homeland is going to try their best to push us away from this case once we get there, but we’re going to have to stand our ground.”
              “How exactly…are we going to do that?” Hicks asked. Craig could hardly hear him above the loudly reverberating engine. 
              “What do they know?” Craig asked. “Nothing. What do we know? A whole hell of a lot more. If Homeland is in any way interested in getting information from the Surkovs, they’re going to have to go through us. End of story.”
              Craig’s confidence made an impression. Hicks had never dealt with an FBI agent so full of conviction at a time when things were so resolutely beyond his control. The passengers continued to rock back and forth as the carrier truck moved down the busy city streets  through D.C., following the police escorts, who slowly parted traffic with the incessant wailing of their sirens. 
It was hard to see anything from where they sat in the rear of the vehicle. They took the nearest highway exit while Craig stood up, teetering and trying to look out the small, triple-layered Plexiglas windows to see where they were going.
              Sitting next to Husein, Malaka took her nephew’s hand in hers and gently squeezed.  
              Rasheed continued to groan as his head swayed from side to side. The wheelchair had been locked to prevent his rolling around on the aluminum, diamond-patterned flooring. Soon enough, everyone was quiet with tense anticipation. 
The sound of a helicopter flying above them could be heard from above. Craig stood up and moved carefully to the front of the vehicle, stopping at a fence divider. The front windshield had five long protective bars across it, and he could see the two police escorts driving ahead, moving highway traffic to the side. Craig leaned toward Sergeant Toomey, sitting on the other side of the cage, in the passenger seat. 
“I guess you don’t have to worry about anyone hitting this thing.”
Toomey nodded his head slightly. “You got that right.”
Craig tried to get a better look at the driver on the other side. All he saw was another officer dressed in the same gear as Toomey. “Greetings, officer. I’m Special Agent Davis.”
The driver looked back. He wore a helmet with a headset and mic inside it. “Nice to meet you, I’m Sergeant Phelps.”
“It’s a pleasure,” Craig said, shifting in between the two officers. “So can you tell me more about this underground bunker?”
Sergeant Toomey held his finger against his earpiece and listened, momentarily distracted. He then turned his head. 
“What was that?”
“I was asking about this secret bunker.”
“Oh,” Toomey said. “It’s no secret. Just a secure place to hold your friends back there for the time being.”
Craig looked forward as the truck picked up steam and merged onto the highway. The police escorts flew ahead, sirens ablaze. Much of the road was cleared and blocked off in places, as if undergoing construction, only there were no construction vehicles around. The helicopter continued to follow them from overhead. Craig saw that they were driving onto I-95 south, toward Virginia. “Where are you taking us?” he asked, a little more forcibly. 
“The Pentagon, Agent Davis. We’ve been instructed to escort the detainees to the Pentagon.”
              Craig tilted his head back, thinking to himself. What did the Pentagon want with the Surkovs? They zoomed past other cars on the highway, nearly reaching the carrier’s top speed of 110 miles per hour. The police escort ahead seemed to be going even faster. 
“Ten minutes, you say?” Craig said. “Good luck.”
Toomey gave a thumbs-up as Craig released his grip on the cage divider and moved back to his seat next to Hicks, trying to maintain his balance along the way. 
“What’d they say?” Hicks asked. 
Once seated, Craig lifted a leg in the air, stretching it. He responded to Hicks in a quiet tone, trying to prevent any of the Surkovs from overhearing. “Taking a one-way trip to the Pentagon.”
“What?” Hicks said, gaining the attention of Donaldson and Rivers, seated across from them. 
Malaka leaned forward from her seat to talk to Rasheed in Chechen. Drenched in sweat and nearly unconscious, her son didn’t look good.
“What is she saying?” Donaldson asked. 
“I don’t know,” Rivers said. “Does it matter? Death to America. That’s all I hear.”
Donaldson laughed. “She’s a feisty one.”
Craig didn’t find it easy to sit still. He rose again from his seat and looked out the tiny window. The highway zoomed by—buildings, bridges, and monuments grew farther away. He couldn’t even remember the last time he had been to the Pentagon. He suddenly recalled a period when he was training to join the FBI Intelligence Branch. He had spent two months at the Pentagon attending a preliminary course. It seemed like ages ago. Craig leaned forward and looked out the front windshield. The police escorts raced ahead, everything in place for a secure transport.
Then, without warning, something went terribly wrong. 
A massive explosion struck the police vehicle on the left, sending it whirling into the air and tumbling down into the deep, grassy median dividing the highway. 
“Holy shit!” Sergeant Toomey yelled.
Craig moved quickly to the front of the vehicle, clinging to the cage.        
In mere seconds, the first police car had been reduced to a cloud of dust and debris fading in the distance.
Hicks shot up from his seat, jumped up on the bench and cupped his hands to look out the window. “What the hell was that?” 
Donaldson and Rivers looked perplexed, rising from their seats as well to see what had happened. It sounded like a bomb had gone off. Officer Phelps stayed focused on the road, only swerving a little. The voice coming over his headphones sounded frantic. “Officer down! 11-80, we got an 11-80!” 
No one knew for sure what had happened or what had caused the officer’s vehicle to fly off the road and spin into a violent rollover. Before anyone could ask any questions or make any sense of what had happened, a bright explosion hit the second police vehicle, sending it crashing into the highway’s guardrail. It gradually became clear what was happening. The explosions weren’t random; they were precise strikes from a hidden attacker. 
“RPG!” Officer Phelps shouted. 
Toomey jerked his head to the left as the flaming police car crashed and flipped over the side railing into a fiery ball. Phelps floored the gas, pushing the truck at maximum speed. Craig gripped the cage for balance, still in a state of disbelief. The agents in the back were glued to the small windows. Husein tried to get up, but Malaka pulled him back to his seat. 
“No,” she said. “Stay down!”
The helicopter pilot’s frantic message echoed through the headsets of Phelps and Toomey. 
“What he’s saying?” Craig demanded. “What does he see?” He held one hand against the pistol in his pocket. In his other pocket was his two-way radio. 
“We’re under attack,” Toomey said, his tone deadly serious. “We have to get off the road.” 
Several pickup trucks suddenly appeared from the right side of the road, emerging from trees and underbrush, hot on their trail. There were five trucks in all, with armed, masked men dressed completely in black. The two police vehicles burned in the distance as the realization swept Craig that they were under attack in broad daylight.  
“They’re here to get the Surkovs!” Craig shouted. “Do not stop!”
Phelps shifted the carrier into the far left lane on the three-lane highway and floored it on the eerily empty road. Two of the trucks pulled up next to them, on the right, as the others followed from behind. 
“They’re on your three!” Toomey shouted. “Ram ‘em!” 
Before Phelps could respond and react, a man in back of the first truck to their side held up a large green tube with a rocket sticking out and aimed into the air. 
“We got another RPG here! On your six!”
“Take him out!” Toomey shouted. 
Phelps jerked the wheel and flew into the next lane over, missing the truck as it darted to the side and slowed down. The man in the bed of the pickup truck regained his balance and fired the rocket-propelled grenade into the air, hitting the helicopter directly in its side. An explosive blast sent it into a wild tailspin off into the forest as the pilot tried unsuccessfully to maintain control. 
Sparks and black smoke churned from the rotors as the copter quickly descended into the ground, exploding into a large fireball.
Another truck pulled up to their side with masked shooter manning a mounted M60 machine gun.
“On your three!” Craig shouted. 
Phelps swerved to the side but missed. The gunner unloaded a belt of ammunition, hitting their side in rapid succession, but failing to penetrate the thick metal of the transport carrier. Another gunner then pulled along their side and opened fire.  
Craig could hear a hundred different rounds hitting the truck from all directions. The bulletproof glass windows filled with an array of tiny white spots as rounds attempted to blast through. 
“Everyone stay down!” he said.
They fired at the rear tires, but did little to damage them. The protective, thick tread was nearly as impregnable as the transport carrier itself. However, Phelps panicked and swerved between lanes, trying to shake them off. Craig gripped tightly to a pulley as the other passengers bounced around on their seats. From the rear, mounted gunners joined the action, relentlessly firing but doing little to damage the carrier. 
Phelps was quickly losing control. Their transport swung to the right lane, then quickly back to the left. Craig fell, hitting his face on the cold floor. Hicks was thrown from the bench. Donaldson was knocked out cold from hitting his head against the window. And Rivers flew into Rasheed, flipping him over. Malaka held tightly to her seat with her eyes closed as Husein gripped her arms.
Suddenly, a rocket was fired at them, causing a massive explosion at the rear. The carrier shook violently, but it still wasn’t enough to take them down. The deafening explosion caused a high-pitched alarm to go off inside. 
Phelps’s nose was bleeding and he looked disoriented. “Hold on back there!” he shouted as he desperately tried to keep the truck from veering off the road. 
Toomey called into his headset mic requesting immediate backup as fire burned wildly on both sides of the vehicle. Their attackers were unstoppable and relentless.  
Craig rose from the floor as the vehicles swayed. “Whatever you do, don’t stop!” 
The hostile squad of trucks suddenly backed off and slowed down. For a moment, Craig thought they had given up. His relief was short-lived when he looked ahead and saw a masked man standing in a truck bed on the side of the road with his RPG aimed and ready. He fired.
 Like a bug about to hit the windshield, the rocket seemed to move in slow motion. Craig noticed it a split second before an explosion erupted on the windshield, rattling the transport carrier to its core. 
Phelps screamed. Toomey covered his face. The force threw Craig to the floor. Hicks flew headfirst into the bench on the other side, knocking him out. Rasheed was tossed against the cage and rolled over. Donaldson and Rivers were both out. Malaka held firm but lost Husein as the boy was sent tumbling to the floor.
              Their visibility had been completely taken out. In a panic, Phelps overcompensated and jerked the vehicle too far to the left, sending them into a fierce rollover. The passengers in the back were thrown around wildly as their world spun with the force of a high-powered locomotive. Before they knew it, everything stopped, and only orange flames, licking at the windows, provided light into their ravaged transport carrier. 
                          



Shoot-Out
 
The carrier sat motionless, flipped to one side in the grassy median of the divided highway. Large tire tracks ran across the pavement to where it now rested, compromised and vulnerable. The terrorists quickly parked their trucks and jumped out. Crouching low, armed with AK-47s, they circled the carrier. Getting in the truck wouldn’t be easy. It rested on its left side with the rear consumed in bright, yellow flames. 
They knew they had little time, figuring that authorities had already been alerted to provide backup. The first car to be seen in miles was coming down the highway on the opposite side. The apparent leader of the fighters, masked like the others, pointed to the car and instructed one of his men to handle it. 
The car, a blue Volvo, slowed as it drew closer, the driver clearly fixated by what he saw. A masked gunman casually approached, waving to the driver and flagging him down. The female passenger leaned forward, looking worried. She tapped the driver on the shoulder and gestured ahead, apparently pleading with him to drive on. Before he could so much as make such a decision, the shooter raised his rifle and blasted rounds through the car, riddling it with bullets. 
He turned around and walked back to join his group as the car rolled to the side of the road and came to a stop. Its glass had been shattered and blown out on all sides. The inert bodies inside were slumped to the side, mutilated. With a final squeak of the tires, the car halted. 
The leader of the group took his ski mask off, exposing dark, tan features, a trim beard, and long, black hair tied into a bun. He shouted instructions in Arabic, and the men immediately moved into positions surrounding the carrier. Another man approached the leader and took off his mask as well. His head was shaved bald with not a speck of hair. He wore a thin goatee.
“Your brother will be very proud of you,” he said with a smile. 
The bearded man nodded. “You are right, Qadar. He knows that I would never fail him.”
And for the most part, what he said was true. Abu Omar Allawi, the leader of the U.S. sleeper cells, trusted few with the confidence he had in his brother, Ma’mun. Ma’mun was a man dedicated to the cause, but also practical in how they achieved their goals. 
The West was an impatient society, driven by the desire for immediate results and gratification. It had taken the sleeper cells years to get where they were, and now that they had first struck, they believed it would take years, perhaps generations, to complete the caliphate. At the moment, however, he knew time to be critical.
The rear of the vehicle was still ablaze, and the only possible point of entry appeared to be the passenger-side door. Always prepared, Ma’mun looked at his man holding a welder tool and instructed him. 
“Get to work on the door, Haashir,” he said.
Haashir, an un-masked, curly-haired welder, climbed up onto passenger side, squatted down and put a face shield on. As other men doused the flaming truck with coolant from fire extinguishers, Haashir began to weld. Sparks flew in a crackling cacophony. The plan was to weld out the self-locking mechanism of the door and pry it open, and Haashir, after working for a short time on this point of vulnerability, was close to getting there. 
 
Inside the vehicle, both driver and passenger hung to the side, strapped in and unconscious. From the back, lying against the left side where the vehicle had flipped, Craig struggled to get up and on his feet. Hicks was lying on top of him, pinning him to the ground. 
Craig grunted and pushed him aside, and saw the other passengers lying in unconscious heaps. Rasheed was at the end of the pile, slumped over. His head had been cracked open—a large gash oozed with blood. His wheelchair was tumbled over behind him. Craig wasn’t sure about the others, but he was certain Rasheed was dead. He checked Hicks’s neck for a pulse and could feel a slight beating. 
Voices outside the truck were shouting to each other in Arabic. The transport was surrounded. Craig tried to shake Hicks awake. “Get up. We have to move now!”
Donaldson and Rivers began to push themselves up slowly from the floor as they came to. A ruffled black robe lay in the corner of the cab with a leg sticking out. Malaka made no movement. Husein, lying on his back, shot up suddenly as if waking from some nightmare. He looked around frantically in a dazed stupor. Blood trickled down from a cut on his forehead. He felt his head where a large bump had formed. 
“What’s happening?” he asked Craig, his voice raspy. 
Craig rose, crouching to avoid hitting his head, and pulled out his 9mm pistol. He felt around for his radio, but couldn’t find it. He pointed at Husein. “You stay right there and don’t make a move.”
Hicks began to awake just as the two other agents struggled to get on their feet. In addition to the men surrounding the truck, Craig could hear activity at the passenger-side door—some kind of soldering taking place outside. Then it hit him. 
“They’re trying to get in,” he said to a disoriented Hicks. Craig leaned down to help him up. With Hicks’s arm over his shoulder, Craig lifted him up and held him there. 
“You have your weapon?”
“Huh?” Hicks asked, holding his head. 
“Your weapon! They’re trying to get in here now. We don’t have much time.”
Hicks nodded as Craig looked at Donaldson and Rivers. Both their faces were cut and bruised. 
“I want you two to take the passenger door. Even with the cage divider, it won’t take long for them to get in here.” Craig then turned to look at the back of the truck. The rear doors were their only chance of escape. He was surprised that the terrorists hadn’t gone for the most obvious entrance to the vehicle, but he didn’t want to rule it out. Donaldson and Rivers shuffled to the divider cage with their pistols drawn.
Rivers looked down as they passed Husein and Malaka. “Hey, what about them?” he called out to Craig. 
“Don’t worry about them right now. Just man that door.” He turned to Hicks, leaning in close. “We’re going to get those doors opened, you and me, and when we do we’ve got to take out as many of these guys as we can. It’s our only chance.” 
Hicks looked up and saw white vapor from the fire extinguishers float by the small windows. 
“They just put out the fire.”
They moved to the rear, right up to the doors. There was a lever that, when pushed to the side, would unbolt the door. Craig extended his hand, let it hover over the bar and felt warmth caused by the fire. 
“Hand me that,” he said to Hicks, pointing to a rag on the ground. 
With rag in hand, Craig grabbed the handle and took a deep breath. 
“You ready?” he asked Hicks. 
Hicks nodded. 
“Ready?” he shouted to Donaldson and Rivers. The men both gave him a thumbs-up. 
Husein shook his aunt, trying to wake her. He fixed her robe and helped her sit up. “What do we do now, Aunt?”
Her eyes opened. She looked around. Rasheed’s lifeless body lay only a few feet in front of them, with a puddle of blood at his head. 
“My son,” she moaned. “My beautiful son.”
“Aunt Malaka!” Husein said, growing impatient for direction.
She glared at him, her eyes watering. “Do not yell at me, young Husein. Ever. How many times do I have to tell you to remain calm and wait?”
“Who is coming for us and why?” he asked. 
Her face continued to show a hint of sadness. The glimmer of remorse quickly faded when she looked up and saw Craig standing by the rear doors with his gun drawn. 
Standing poised at the door, Craig began to count down. Hicks nodded along. A bolt from the passenger door at the front fell out and onto the ground. Sergeants Phelps and Toomey remained unconscious, hanging in their seats, as the welding stopped and the prying to open the door began. 
“Stay low,” Craig said, hesitating slightly. He knew that once the back doors were opened, there would be a good chance they would both be killed instantly. There was no telling how many armed men were outside. It was a risky move, but their only choice. 
“One…” Craig said. He pulled the latch to the side with one forceful jerk then and pushed the door open. Daylight beamed into the cab and he immediately heard voices outside. Five masked men quickly assembled at the rear, calling to each other in Arabic.
Craig jumped out the vehicle with Hicks at his side. Just as they hit the ground, Craig fired quick head shots, dropping three men instantly. He rolled forward across the grass as the remaining two fired back, missing. Hicks responded and blew a tiny hole in the masked forehead of the first shooter. He then shot the second shooter between the eyes. Their bodies dropped to the grass, next to the others.  
On his knees, Craig looked up. “Nice shooting.” 
“Thanks. You too.” 
The gunfire immediately gained the attention of the rest of the crew at the front of the flipped vehicle, not realizing that two men had just fled out the back. Ma’mun immediately signaled his team to go to the rear. 
“We need to make our way to the front, check on Phelps and Tommey,” Craig said. 
Hicks peeked around the side of the vehicle and saw another group of six coming at them. 
“We need to find cover, now,” he said. “Run!.”
They ran to the line of pickup trucks parked on the side of the road just as the black-clad gunners arrived on the scene only to find the bodies of their brothers lying dead on the grass.
Haashir tossed his welder to the side and picked up his rifle. With the door opened, they could see two officers strapped to their seats with their helmets slightly crooked and headphones blaring with police chatter. The driver began to regain consciousness. His eyes flickered as he lifted his head. Haashir held up his rifle and shot the driver dead, right through the helmet. As the helmet shattered and the driver’s head jerked back down, Haashir stuck his rifle into the face of the passenger, poking him with it.
“Quit playing around, Haashir!” said Qadar, the large man with the goatee. 
Haashir nodded and pulled the trigger, killing Toomey instantly. The blast echoed throughout the vehicle. He then peeked into the vehicle with Qadar, trying to catch a glimpse. There was a cage divider between the front and the back.
A woman’s voice shouted from inside. “In here!” 
 Suddenly, several shots fired from, striking Haashir in the chest, face, and head. His body flew backward and hit the ground. Qadar took a shot to the arm and fell to his knees. A succession of bright flashes followed. 
“To the rear. Close them off!” Qadar shouted as he crawled away. A group of masked men ran to the back of the vehicle, where the door hung open. They approached with caution as other militants cautiously searched the area looking for the mysterious shooters who had killed five of their men. 
Concealed beside the first parked truck in the line, Craig watched, crouching down and clutching one of the dead men’s AKs. Hicks was positioned behind the last truck in the line, from a strategic vantage point. He rose just enough to rest his rifle on the tailgate to steady his aim. Craig was relying on him for cover fire. 
The approaching squad seemed to sense something. They halted ten feet from the line of trucks and started pointing, as if plotting movements and positions, and talking to each other. Craig knew it was now or never. Before long, they would begin to fire indiscriminately on their own trucks, since the vehicles were the only structure within range offering a place to hide behind. 
Hicks fired the first shots from afar. One of the men took the hit to his chest and fell, as the others rushed toward Hicks’s truck and tore it apart with their rifles blazing. Craig stood up and fired as they passed by. 
One of the masked men fell to the grass, a riddled, wailing lump. The relentless firing continued. Hicks tried to take cover but felt the painful shock of a bullet going through his shoulder. The force knocked him to the ground. He struggled to get up. His rifle lay on the ground, just out of reach. He grabbed his pistol from its holster at his waist and pulled it out. By the time he rolled onto his back, gun raised, one of the masked men was already standing over him with a barrel in his face. 
Craig aimed his rifle from afar. He saw a man standing over Hicks behind the last truck and fired a shot through his head. The man dropped instantly. Craig searched everywhere for the last man but couldn’t see him. It was time to close in. 
He heard shots ringing out from the transport carrier and didn’t know how much longer Donaldson and Rivers could hold out. He hoped that Officer Phelps and Toomey were able to fight them off as well. There appeared to be four fighters left, circling the vehicle and trying to find a way in. 
Injured and vulnerable, Hicks struggled to get up as a militant low-crawled alongside the pickup trucks cradling a rifle. Hicks shifted upward and grabbed his rifle, but the crippling pain sent him back to the ground. Blood pulsed from his shoulder, flowing dark red. The militant made it to the end of the truck with his rifle poised just as Hicks rose and fired.
After two separate blasts, the militant went down. Hicks dropped his pistol and gasped for air. He’d been hit. The fresh wound in his chest had stunned and paralyzed his senses. Warm liquid flowed upward, into his throat and out of his mouth. He couldn’t breathe. He was choking on his own blood. He saw Craig kneeling over him. Craig’s words were fading. Everything was drifting away. Hicks felt tired. His eyelids grew heavy. It was too much work to breathe. He felt light-headed, as if floating in the air. 
“Agent Hicks!” Craig’s muffled voice shouted, fading away.
Elsewhere, the firefight continued. The four masked men stood at the rear of the flipped carrier, waiting for the opportune moment to strike. More shots were fired from the inside, followed by female screams and a stream of words in shouted in Chechen. They recognized her voice. It was the Black Widow, the woman they had come to get, warning them, telling them what they needed to know about the enemy. 
Qadar was at the front of vehicle wrapping gauze around his arm, while Ma’mun stood watching the road. “We must hurry and get her. More will be here at any moment.” 
Ma’mun observed the bodies of his men that lay in the grass near their trucks. He aimed his own rifle and looked through the sight. “Some have already escaped. But they won’t get far.”
              “Why don’t we just throw a grenade in there and be done with it?” Qadar asked. He wrapped a black-and-white checkered bandana over his clean-shaven head.
“Not yet.”
Qadar was about to argue, but bit his tongue. “Whatever we do, we must hurry.” Another shot rang out from inside the vehicle. “This could go on forever.”
“It ends here,” Ma’mun said. He pulled a military-issue smoke grenade from his utility belt and crept to the rear hatchback, with the others.
“Why didn’t I think of that?” Qadar said to himself.
Ma’mun called to the four masked men left and then pointed at their dead. “Go and find the persons who did this to our brothers and bring them to me.” 
As the team dispersed, Ma’mun pulled the pin on the smoke grenade and tossed the grenade inside the rear. After a loud pop, smoke billowed out of the rear of the vehicle. Seconds later, he heard coughing and hacking, and Ma’mun knew that it would only be a matter of time. 
Craig remained crouched down, concealed on the far side of the third pickup, as he watched a group of militants advance toward him. With Hicks dead, his only hope was that Donaldson and Rivers could pull through, along with Phelps and Toomey. Before he could make his next move, the passenger door of truck he was squatting near swung open and bashed him directly in the face, knocking him to the ground. His rifle bounced onto the dirt and out of reach. Then came a forceful boot right in his face. As Craig lay there in shock, he saw a bearded man dressed in green army fatigues emerge from the truck. 
“Foolish American. You’ll make a great prisoner,” the man said. Then came another boot kick in the face. 
The smoke continued to consume the inside of the carrier. Husein made a dash for the open door, pulling Malaka along. Donaldson and Rivers were on their knees hacking, with tears streaming from their eyes. No person, no matter how determined, could have lasted much longer. 
Ma’mun stood calmly to the side with his rife raised, waiting for everyone to funnel out. First came a boy. Ma’mun watched in amusement as Husein fell out of the truck and rolled to the ground coughing. Soon came Malaka, with one hand over her mouth and coughing as well. Ma’mun helped her out of the truck and told her to breathe.
“It will pass soon, don’t worry.”
He guided her away from the smoke with her arm around his shoulders. Her eyes were closed, tears running along her cheeks. Her coughing gradually subsided when they got a safe distance away. “Who else is in there?” he asked her. 
“Two…men,” she answered between lighter coughs. “FBI.”
Ma’mun smiled. He helped her down onto the grass. “Sit here. I’ll return shortly.” 
He walked back to the transport carrier just as his men approached with Craig at the end of their barrels. Qadar stepped forward and swung the butt of his rifle into the back of Craig’s leg, sending him to his knees. Within moments, Donaldson fell out and rolled into the grass, violently coughing and wheezing. Rivers soon followed. 
“I would move if I were you,” Ma’mun said to a visibly shaken Husein, who was still on the ground coughing. 
He raised his rifle just as Husein got to his feet and ran away. He fired one shot into Donaldson’s head, splitting it open, then a barrage of shots into Rivers’s chest for good measure. They went silent—motionless and locked in agony. Ma’mun walked closer, tilted his head back and spat. 
Craig raised his head at the sound of gunfire and was gripped with anger and fear upon seeing the two FBI men he had gotten to know murdered in cold blood.
              The gruff, bearded man in military fatigues who had kicked Craig walked up as well, joining the group. He didn’t seem happy and began to chastise the men, even Ma’mun. 
“Too many of your brothers died for this. How could you let this happen?”
Ma’mun nodded but didn’t seem too bothered. “Things got a little out of hand, General, but we took control of the situation.”
The general scoffed. “I shouldn’t have let you do this on your own. You weren’t ready.”
“Of course we’re ready,” Qadar said with his hand gripped on Craig’s shoulder. “Did you see what we’ve accomplished today? We’ve made history.”
“History, eh? Well, maybe if you hadn’t killed the Americans, we’d walk away with more leverage,” the general said. He looked over to Craig and observed the badge on his belt. “This one is FBI. He’s perfect.”
“So what?” Qadar said, putting his barrel to Craig’s head. “Let’s shoot him.” 
“That’s enough, Qadar,” Ma’mun said. He then looked at the general. “You are correct. He’ll be perfect.”
“Let’s just get this over with,” the general said. 
He wasn’t a real general in the sense of military rank, but he did have a military background and was one of the top strategic ISIS planners.  
 He had the notoriety of having served in Saddam Hussein’s personal military guard as a member of the Baath party. He had long ago disavowed his Shiite ties and joined the Sunni-based ISIS faction in Iraq. Somewhat a relic, he offered young recruits knowledge and a wealth of stories from his many years. 
Ma’mun called out for Malaka to join the group. She had wandered away, trying to get away from all the smoke. Husein walked next to her to make sure she was okay, while trying not to look at the bodies of the American FBI men lying on the ground as they passed them. 
Looking satisfied, the general walked in front of Craig and pulled out a long hunting knife. Craig lowered his head, preparing for the worst. The general lifted up his foot and tapped Craig in the shoulder with his boot. “Hey. You. American.”
Malaka approached the group with Husein at her side. “When do we leave?” she asked. “I can hear sirens coming.”
“Yes, we should definitely leave soon,” Qadar added. 
“Oh, we will,” the general said, taking a look back at Ma’mun. “There’s some unfinished business we must take care of first.”
He handed Ma’mun the knife. “I’ll give you the honors.”
Craig looked up, squinting at the group as the sunlight hit his eyes. He saw the silhouette of a man standing over him ready to strike. 
“Wait!” Malaka said, running to them. “This man has taken everything from me. I want to see him dead, but not like this. We should take him with us. Show him the worst kind of pain each and every day until he can feel no more.”
Husein looked around the group, confused. “Let’s just go,” he said to Malaka. “You and me. We can go back to Chechnya before they catch us. Put this behind us.”
The general looked over to Husein and laughed. “Your boy here, he’s not very bright, is he?”
The other men joined in the laughter. Malaka’s face went red with anger as she lashed out at them. “Leave him alone! Who do you think you are?”
“It’s time,” the general reiterated. 
Malaka began to protest once again, when suddenly Ma’mun grabbed her by the arm, pulled her in front of him, and ran the sharp blade across her throat. Her eyes widened in horror. She gagged as blood flowed out of the gaping wound. Ma’mun pushed her away and her hands immediately gripped neck as she choked and gasped, lurching forward and stumbling over. 
Husein screamed and ran away in a panic. 
“Get him!” the general said. Two of the masked men ran off toward Husein. They caught up with him in no time and tackled him to the ground. Husein kicked wildly into the air and screamed as they carried his small body back.
Malaka continued to stumble forward, past Craig and the others, hunched lower to the ground with each step. Her wheezing grew louder as fresh blood ran down her robe and trickled on the grass below, leaving a trail. Her eyes were full of unadulterated shock. Blood spewed from her mouth as she fell to her knees with a gargling cry. 
Her hands still gripped the open wound but did little to stop the blood flow. Her face quickly grew pale as she hacked in stunned disbelief. With another hissing gasp, she finally collapsed face first into a puddle of her own blood.
Craig looked on just as confused as the general flashed him a self-satisfied smile. Two masked men carried a screaming Husein past Craig and toward their trucks. He cried out for his aunt repeatedly even as she lay propped in the grass on her knees and twitching toward her last breath. 
              The general then stepped forward and hovered directly over Craig. “The Surkov family line is dead now, my friend. Now you have nothing. And we…have you.” 
Craig’s body trembled despite his attempts not to show any fear. “What do you want from me?” he asked. 
“In time,” the general said. He looked toward the men. “That’s Americans for you. So damn impatient.” They laughed.
Ma’mun stood by silently, the bloody knife still in his hand, as he looked down at Malaka’s still body.
“You did the right thing,” the general said with a hand on Ma’mun’s shoulder. “Now cut that bitch’s head off and leave it at her feet.”
Ma’mun looked up with hesitation. 
“Do it!” the general shouted. 
Craig tilted his head back and watched as Ma’mun approached Malaka’s body. He turned away just as Ma’mun pulled her up by the hair, dug the knife in, and began cutting around her neck. The faint sound of the long blade sawing into bone followed, filled with pops, cracks, and hisses. Craig closed his eyes as the brute force of a rifle butt struck his head and knocked him cold to the ground.         



Hostage
 
The boat ride to the cabin took more than an hour, and the further they traveled across the lake, the more it became apparent that they were fleeing civilization—if only for a few days. It had been a month since the last time they had been at the cabin, and already Rachael was feeling sentimental. Times had been easier times back then. Going to the cabin without Craig saddened her. What were they going to do once they got there? Sit and wait? Her mind was flustered with questions, and there were no answers in sight.
As she navigated the boat, the wind blowing through her hair offered a comforting, cool peace. As always, she found a kind of tranquility in the lush trees and foliage passing by on both sides. Yet, her handheld radio didn’t leave her side. They passed several lakeside homes with their own boats tied to docks. Oddly enough, no one else was on the water. She pictured them all, glued to their televisions or computers, desperate for answers. She thought of all the family and friends she needed to call, and hoped that, once they got to the cabin, she would get a signal. 
Their backpacks rested on the deck of the boat, filled with whatever they had been able to fit into them. She had no real concept of how long they would be staying at the cabin. Craig had told her a couple days, but with the port attacks, anything was possible. 
Inside her pack was a week’s worth of clothes, an emergency radio, and most importantly, her .38 Smith & Wesson. When they had first married, Rachael had been adamantly opposed to firearms. In time, her views had changed, and as they coasted along the Hudson shoreline, having a weapon made all the difference to her. 
The ride had been quiet, with little conversation between her and Nick. He hadn’t asked many questions, and she didn’t feel like providing many answers. A map rested near the steering column, but she hadn’t needed it. She had navigated on instinct. It was familiar trip with most of it a straight shot through the narrow channel of the river, past the riverside homes, and then into a sanctuary of undisturbed nature.
She steered the boat to a stream off the river. The GPS navigation screen had pinged the location of the cabin, not too far off. Nick looked around as they neared the cabin. Rachael guided the boat to the shore, apprehensive about what they would find once they got there. 
The boat steadied against the bank. They had arrived. She shut off the engine and coasted to shore. As the boat slowed, she took off her life jacket and tossed it to the deck. Fear grew within her as she kept trying to convince herself that they were safe. It had been a month since they had seen the cabin. Craig had since stocked it with canned and preserved foods and installed a fresh-water pump. She just hoped that their supplies hadn’t been pillaged.
“Let’s go,” she said. 
As he jumped on shore, Nick looked eager to get to the cabin, though Rachael didn’t fully understand why. She stood up and tossed him the rope. He tied the boat to a nearby tree, knotting it the way his father had taught him. Rachael climbed out with her pack, and they began the short walk to the cabin.
She still hadn’t told him everything. She almost felt ashamed knowing that the world he knew would no longer be the same. She wished there was something she could have done to change things, but she was helpless. 
Under the cloudy sky, they walked into the forest with their packs on. The cabin was a half mile ahead, and surrounded by a natural concealment of trees and brush. 
“How long do we gotta stay out here?” Nick asked.
She clutched the radio at her side, hoping to hear back from Craig at any minute. 
              “Not long,” she replied. 
              They strolled through the open forest under large, encompassing oak trees, the quiet broken only by the sound of foraging squirrels and birds. The cabin awaited them ahead: a small two-bedroom log structure sitting atop four piers that positioned it above ground. The water heater to the side of the cabin glistened in the sunlight. As they approached, it seemed as if no other soul was around. Exactly how Rachael wanted it. The place looked just as they had left it a month ago. 
              “Mom,” Nick said.
              “Yes?” 
              “When’s Dad getting here?” 
              “He’ll be here soon,” she said. 
              “I heard about the terrorist attacks,” he said.
              Rachael could feel her heart sinking. 
              “You did?” 
              “Yeah. We’re gonna get through this, right?”
              “Yes. Of course,” she said. 
              “Why are they attacking us?”
              She stopped and turned to him, trying to think of the right answer. “Because there are evil people out there who don’t like us.”
              “Why?” he asked. 
              “Because of who we are and how we live.”
              “Yeah, but what did we do to them?”
              Rachael sighed. “It’s complex. To some in the world we’ve done plenty of bad things.”
              “Like what?”
              “It doesn’t matter. Nothing justifies these terrorist attacks. Nothing.”  
              Nick seemed out of questions, or at least perplexed by his mother’s answers. They stopped at the steps leading to the front deck, and Rachael half anticipated that some sort of creature would jump out of the cabin and attack them. It was strange to be out in the wilderness alone.
The cabin was dark inside. Before they walked up the wooden steps, Rachael told Nick to stay back as she pulled her revolver from her backpack.
“Whoa!” Nick said. “Since when did you get a gun?”
“Just wait here,” she said, holding it in the air. 
She went up the steps and looked through both windows. No movement inside. She went down the steps and then walked around to the back of the cabin. No recent footprints. No one there. The coast was clear.  
              “Everything is going to be okay,” she said as she returned. “I just want to check the place out first.”
              Nick nodded in agreement as Rachael pulled out her keychain and unlocked the front door. She walked in and scanned the small living room and adjacent kitchen, looking for any signs of intrusion, only to see a small, stuffy living space covered in dust. Their amenities were limited: a sofa, a table, mini-fridge, sink, underground septic system, portable water heater, and generator—all the luxuries of an RV.  
Nick entered the cabin and ran off to claim one of the two small bedrooms. His footsteps clomped across the planks of the hardwood floor. 
Rachael yelled out after him. “Don’t get too comfortable. We have a lot of cleaning to do.”
From the first bedroom, Nick groaned. 
Rachael sat on the stiff armrest of a nearby couch and tried to not worry herself about Craig. The situation was bad enough without him. But Craig was protected. He was FBI. That was what she thought, anyway. The government wouldn’t let anything bad happen to him. With that comfort, she picked up her backpack and went to claim the other room.



 
 
***
 
Craig awoke lying on his side with his hands tied behind his back. There was a burlap sack over his head, blinding him except for some spots of light that came through the bag’s tiny holes. He gasped, choking on the dry air. The hard ground beneath him was slightly cool, like a basement or underground cellar. His face was sore all over. One eye was swollen shut. He tasted blood on his chapped lips. He tried to get up, but it was hard with his hands tied the way they were. 
He believed he was alone, hearing no one and nothing else in the room, and he rolled onto his back. Every muscle ached, and the bag was tied tightly around his neck, making it hard to breathe. Moving his head from side to side did nothing to shake the bag off. His first thought was to escape. He pulled at the nylon rope binding his hands together, but couldn’t get it loose. He grunted and struggled while trying to find a way to regain his feet. The claustrophobia-inducing bag disoriented him, and he tried to control his breathing and not panic. With one big push, he rolled again onto his side and sat up, hunched over his lap. 
“Okay,” he said under his breath. “You’re almost there.” 
The stitching of the bag was all he could see. If there had been someone else in the room, he believed they would have spoken by then. A painful knot on the back of his head throbbed as things started to come back to him. At first it felt as if he had just woken up from a bad dream, but he quickly knew that everything was very real. He had been captured. And he knew far too well how ISIS handled prisoners. 
His first instinct was to escape. Naturally he had been disarmed and, to the best of his foggy memory, he was the only one to survive the shootout. The blurry image of Malaka’s head being cut off and ripped from her body came rushing back. Ma’mun had held it high as blood dripped down and veins dangled from the bottom. For some reason, they had taken him alive, but he knew he had an expiration date. The horrors he was certain they had planned filled him with dread.
Craig readjusted and got to his knees. Footsteps suddenly sounded from overhead. Craig froze, convinced he was in some kind of basement. Through the bag, the room was dark, but he could see the light of a single bulb from above. There was no indication of any outside light or windows. In the little time he figured he had left before someone came down the stairs, Craig rose carefully, using only his legs, and trying to maintain his balance. Once he got to his feet, he felt less vulnerable and more in control. He listened for more footsteps but didn’t hear anything. 
With careful steps, he walked forward to investigate. There were no obstacles in his path or anything blocking him until he came to a cement wall. He turned and moved along the wall to the corner of the room. There was still nothing in his way. The hope of coming across something that could help him free his hands burned inside. Doing that came first, and then he could rip the bag off his face and prepare to fight for his life. 
He moved along the other side of the wall and tripped over an empty urine-smelling bucket, causing it to roll across the floor with a sound that made his heart leap. Footsteps from upstairs resumed, filling him with panic. All the captive training he had taken rushed back to him. They had taught him to resist divulging any sensitive information and to simply wait for hostage negotiations to play out. He wasn’t supposed to try to escape. He wasn’t supposed to fight back against his captors. All these steps seemed ludicrous when dealing with a group like ISIS. 
His only chance of getting out alive would be to escape, or so he believed. He finally reached the handrail of a staircase. He turned around and felt along the wooden steps and handrail for any kind of sharp object sticking out: a screw or nail. His hands moved wildly as he walked back and forth against the midsection of the steps, as high up as he could reach. He struck the tip of a nail sticking out from one of the risers. Some careless carpenter would never know what his oversight meant. Carefully, he moved his arms to position the knot of the rope against the nail. 
With painful awkwardness, he dug the nail into the rope and was forced to shift his arms to the point where he thought he might dislocate his shoulder. The knot job was sloppy, and he could feel the tightness loosening around his wrist. Getting the bag off his face was his primary motivating force, making him work the rope more frantically. Just as he dug the nail tip into the knot further, he heard the door swing open and footsteps clomping down the stairs. He moved his arms, desperately trying to loosen the knot. The rope was slipping. He could move his wrists. As the footsteps got closer, he could hear Husein’s voice calling out. 
“I don’t know anything. Let me go!”
Then came a cry, followed by what sounded like a scuffle and a push, and he heard Husein tumble down the stairs and hit the ground moaning.
“Shut your mouth!” a man yelled. His voice seemed to come from the top of the stairs. 
The rope on his wrists finally came loose. He went right for the bag, and then he heard a second voice. Two men were talking, as Husein continued to sob. He then heard two sets of footsteps coming down the steps.
“Where’s the other one? The American?” one of them said.
Craig crouched under the stairs, grateful for the darkness, and yanked at the thin rope of the bag. Once it was loosened, he tore it off completely from his sweat-drenched head and took a deep breath. His vision was blurry on account of his swollen eye, but he could see the figures of two men searching through the darkened room. There were a bookshelf and some boxes in the other corner where he hadn’t ventured. The bucket he’d tripped over rested upside down in the middle of the room and, most chillingly, a black ISIS flag hung on the otherwise bare walls. 
“There he is!” one of the men said, pointing at the stairs. 
They immediately rushed over as Craig balled his fists, ready to fight. He punched the first one, a short, portly man with a thick, messy beard, in the face. The man fell back, holding his nose in agony. Craig leaped out and went for the second man, a slender and muscular tattoo-covered thug who looked as if he had just gotten out of prison. Craig swung at him but missed. The man jumped back, hopping around on his heels, smiling as he pulled a pair of brass knuckles from his jeans. 
“I’m gonna have some fun with you,” he said. 
“That’s enough!” a voice called from the staircase. 
It wasn’t the portly man. He was still on his knees holding his nose. Craig heard the clicking of a weapon and knew it was time to quit. He slowly held his hands up as the footsteps came nimbly down the stairs, approaching him. The tattooed man smiled again, exposing a missing tooth on the top row. 
“Why is he up? Who untied him?” the voice behind Craig asked.  
Tattoo Man shrugged. “I don’t know. We came down here and he got free somehow. Must think he’s some kind of superstar.”
“Tie him back up. Now!” 
Tattoo man took a step toward Craig. “No problem.” He swung his arm back and punched Craig in the face with his brass knuckles. The force sent Craig tumbling back, near Husein. Tattoo Man’s laughter was the last thing he heard before hitting the ground.
When Craig came to, he was sitting against the wall with his hands tied behind his back, much tighter than before. Whoever had done it this time, had done it right. His legs were out in front and bound at the ankles. His only relief was that they hadn’t put the bag back on his head. His face throbbed with pain. It hurt to move his jaw. He feared that something might have been broken; however, broken bones were currently the least of his problems. 
He was in the same basement, but things had changed. At least ten feet away in the corner, a set of tripod lights illuminated the ISIS flag from either side. In between the lights was a digital camcorder atop its own tripod. It was no secret to Craig what the setup was all about. ISIS was notorious for their snuff-film propaganda. He couldn’t believe that, for him, it had come to this. 
Sitting on the other side of the room, across from him, was Husein, bound at his hands and feet as well. He was awake and looked diminished in size and spirit.
“Where are we?” Craig asked in a hoarse voice.
“Detroit,” he answered. “That’s all I know.”
“Detroit?” Craig said loudly.
“Shhh. Keep your voice down.”
Craig looked up at the ceiling. “What is this, some kind of dungeon?” he asked.
“We’re in a warehouse. Some kind of factory. This is the basement.”
From afar, Craig examined Husein. He had bruises all over his face. Dried tears streaked his cheeks. “Why do they have you tied up? Why did they kill your aunt?”
“I don’t know,” Husein said in a pained tone. “I don’t know anything about them. I tried to tell you that. I told you my aunt had mental issues. That she was no terrorist.”
“Open your eyes, Husein!” Craig said. “She was in league with the sleeper cells. They killed her so she wouldn’t talk. It’s not hard to figure out.”
Husein responded with silence. His eyes dropped with an expression of pain and sadness. Craig realized that his harsh words were not helping. Husein apparently had no one left.
Craig dropped his aggressive tone. “Look. We have to get out of here. These men mean to kill us. ISIS isn’t exactly known for trading prisoners for ransom.”
“And how do you propose we do that?” Husein asked. 
“I’m not sure yet, but we have to.” He looked up again. “So you’ve been up there? What kind of warehouse is it?”
“A place where they, like, run their operations or something. There are lots of people. They were watching the news and celebrating. Ma’mun, the man who…” Husein stopped and looked down again. He took a deep breath and looked back at Craig. “The man who killed my aunt. He said that they’re going to deliver a message to the world soon, taking credit for the attacks.”
“What else did he say?” Craig asked. 
“Something about a phase three,” Husein answered. “But I didn’t ask.”
“And they brought you up there to, what? Show you around the place?”
“They wanted me to join them, but I refused.”
Craig nodded as Husein squeezed his eyes shut, releasing a tear down each cheek. “Now I’m as good as dead.”
“That’s not true,” Craig said. “We’re going to get out of this. The terrorists don’t win, starting now.”
Husein shook his head. “Doubtful,” he said. 
The door to the stairs opened, and Craig could hear the chatter of several different voices. Leisurely footsteps came down the stairs, and soon Ma’mun himself, Qadar, and another Middle Eastern man were standing in a cluster. They seemed amused and self-satisfied, ignoring Husein and going straight to Craig. 
Ma’mun stood in the middle, holding something concealed in each hand. He knelt on the floor and began placing the items one by one in front of Craig. The first was Craig’s pistol—the loaner from Walker, his supervisor. 
“This is your gun,” Ma’mun said. 
He then set the next item down, as in a line. “This is your wallet with all your identification.”
Next came his cell phone. “You cell phone needs to be charged. Imagine all the calls you’re missing.” He then placed a handheld radio next to it.
“And last, we have your radio.” Ma’mun leaned in closer. “Do you want to know how we knew it was your radio?”
Craig provided no response. Ma’mun turned the radio to its side. “Because you wrote your name on it.” He pointed to Craig’s name written in blue permanent marker. 
“Craig,” Ma’mun added with a laugh. The other men laughed along as well. 
“I show you this, Agent Davis, just to let you know that we know who you are. We know everything about you. It would seem that you’re the only person in this country who tried to stop us, and now that we have you, things don’t look so good for everyone else.” 
His English was impeccable. He had a slight British accent, high cheekbones, and stern, serious facial features. 
Sometimes it was better to say nothing at all, but Craig couldn’t contain himself. It was as if the face of evil was staring right at him. Cold. Remorseless. And sinister. 
“You’re the monster who cut that Surkov woman’s head off, aren’t you?” Craig asked. “That’s loyalty for you.”
Ma’mun stood up and crossed his arms, smiling slightly. “I know her death must have deeply bothered you. Allah willing, you might just meet her soon enough.”
“In paradise?” Craig asked. 
“Not quite,” Ma’mun said. 
Craig was done talking, although he had many questions. His survival instincts kicked in. The less said the better. There was no need to add fuel to the fire. His only hope was to stall them as long as he could and try to escape. It felt like a possibility, even with his hands and feet tied. 
I got loose once. I can do it again, he thought. 
He scanned the room for anything that might be of use. Unfortunately the room was barren except for the camera and lights. The boxes had been taken out, and only an empty bookshelf remained. 
Ma’mun signaled to his men. “Take the boy out of here. I want a private moment with our guest.” The men complied and walked over to Husein, who showed resistance. 
“Don’t touch me!”
The men kicked at him as he tried to squirm away. Qadar leaned down and lifted him up. The other man grabbed him by the feet, and they carried him up the stairs as he tried to twist and turn out of their grip. 
“Give him some time to reconsider his decision on joining us,” Ma’mun said. The door shut, and Husein’s objections could be heard no more. The room went silent.
“You know, Agent Davis, you are more valuable to us alive than dead. I had planned to deliver a message today explaining the attacks and what’s to come, but I am seriously considering you for the role instead. What do you say?”
Craig looked up and tried to answer as respectfully as he could. “It’s against my oath as a federal agent to be used for the purposes of propaganda. I’m afraid I’m going to have to decline.”
Ma’mun raised his foot up and tapped Craig on the chest of his bloodstained white button-down shirt. His tie had long ago disappeared. “You do realize where this is going, don’t you?”
“Torture,” Craig said. “It’s what your cult is known for.”
“We prefer the term motivational applications.”
Craig shook his head. “I can’t break my oath. I’m sorry, that’s all there is to it.”
Ma’mun took a step back. “Every man has his breaking point. An American prisoner in Syria refused us as well. He was even former Special Forces. Within two hours we had him converting to Islam and reading from our script.”
Craig felt angered. His attempt to remain calm and collected with his captors was fleeting. “Does that make you proud?” he asked.
“Does what make me proud?”
“Forcing people to do things by inflicting pain upon them?”
Ma’mun locked his hands behind his back and paced the room like a professor. “Man has inflicted harm upon his fellow man since the beginning of time. We’re no different today.”
“You assholes are living in the wrong century, that’s your problem.”
Ma’mun stopped and raised a cautionary finger. “Disrespect will not get you anywhere, Agent Davis.”
Craig glanced at the items in front of him, just out of reach. The pistol had been cleared and emptied. His eyes moved up as Ma’mun turned to look at him. 
“Because if you are unwilling to do these things for us, you serve very little purpose. You may not care about your own life, but surely you care about those of your wife and son.”
Craig seethed with rage at the mention of his family. He pulled at the rope tying his arms together, thrust himself onto his knees, and attempted to get up and rush Ma’mun.
Ma’mun flashed a pistol from his jacket. “Don’t get carried away like a typical hotheaded American. Think before you act and have a seat.”
Craig slowly lowered himself back to the ground. 
“Listen carefully. We know where you live. So that’s that. Our network is large and wide. We can have a team at your house…” he stopped and looked at his watch. “In ten minutes. So I think you should reconsider where your oaths lie. Rachael and Nicholas are relying on you.”
In a way, Craig felt relieved. Relieved for the cabin and that they had fled in time. He still had some cards left. 
“Just think about what I’m telling you,” Ma’mun continued. 
Craig looked up at him. The light bulb affixed to the ceiling created a shadow on his face. He asked, “Who’s running this organization? Is it Allawi?”
Ma’mun seemed genuinely surprised. “How’d you know?”
“I’ve done my research,” Craig said. “That particular Al-Qaeda reject has been on my radar for some time.”
“Abu Omar Allawi is my brother,” Ma’mun said, his eyes flashing with anger. 
“No offense,” Craig said flippantly. 
Ma’mun grabbed Craig’s possessions, stuffing the pistol and the radio in his pockets, and then turned to walk back up the stairs. He stopped with one hand on the railing. “This will not end well for you, Agent Davis. That much I can guarantee.” He exited the room and walked upstairs. 
Alone, Craig’s mind raced while he considered his options. There had to be a way out. There had to be something he hadn’t thought of yet. If nothing came to him, he knew he was living on borrowed time. The door opened again, and Ma’mun’s two henchmen brought Husein back and threw him on the ground. The two men laughed and walked up the stairs, not even acknowledging Craig. 
Husein lay there motionless, breathing heavily, his hands and feet still tied.
“What happened?” Craig asked. 
“They’re going to kill me,” he answered. “I know it. They’re going to kill you, too.”
“That’s why we have to escape.”
Husein rolled over to face Craig. “How?”
“I haven’t figured it out yet, but you have to help me.”
Husein shook his head. “It’s pointless. They gave me one last chance to join. Said I was a special asset being from Chechnya.”
“What did you say?” Craig asked. 
“I told them to fuck off,” Husein answered. 
Craig couldn’t help but laugh a little. 



 
 
***
The upstairs warehouse floor was abuzz with activity. Television screens, monitors, and workstations were set up everywhere. They contained ISIS sleeper cell members of all ranks and backgrounds, now gathered at one of their main operations depots hidden away in the heavily industrialized and mostly abandoned area of Detroit, Michigan. 
It was where most of their planning took place, hidden behind the legitimate front as a plastics factory. At night, the machines were turned off and the warehouse floor was converted into a strategic headquarters.
The news of the attacks was on nearly every screen in the room. Rifles, machine guns, grenades, explosives, and tactical gear lay on tables like wares at a gun show. The factory was heavily guarded outside, and the men had been trained to destroy all computers and equipment and flee the grounds at the first sign for trouble. No one was allowed to get caught. They were instructed to fight to the death if it came to that. 
Too many of their brothers had already been caught by the American authorities, and it was considered unacceptable to join the ranks of prisoners. To dispel any notions of surrender, the men were constantly inundated with images of Abu Ghraib prisoners being degraded in Iraq by U.S. soldiers during the American occupation. 
“That is what the Americans will do to you if you’re caught,” their leader, Abu Omar Allawi, told them in a recorded briefing. “A humiliation worse than death.”
With protocol established, operations seem to run smoothly for some time. The day of the port attacks marked a milestone for ISIS. To their contacts all over the world, they reported with glee the first significant strike against their greatest enemy, the United States. It had no doubt raised morale and recruitment in their ranks. No one, not even Russia or China, had the guts to hit America like ISIS had done, and Abu Omar Allawi couldn’t have been more proud. 
Ma’mun sat at his desk, typing away on his laptop, sending encrypted updates to ISIS commanders in Syria, Libya, Lebanon, and Iraq. Sometimes even he felt overwhelmed with how vast their organization had become in a relatively short amount of time. The momentum was there, heightened by the cheers of his men every time the news displayed graphics speculating about ISIS’s involvement in such bold attacks on the homeland. Qadar approached him, pulled up a chair, and sat.
“We better take credit for this before someone else does,” he said.
“Patience,” Ma’mun said. 
Qadar shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Why wait any longer? The damage is done. We have to drive fear into the hearts of the Americans. Isn’t that the point?” Qadar leaned in closer. “Today on one of the cable news programs, one of the pundits speculated that this attack could have come from anywhere. He even mentioned Iran. Are we going to let someone else get the credit for this? It’s madness.”
Ma’mun turned to face him, picking up his cell phone and scrolling. “Strategy requires careful planning. The Americans want answers. They’re waiting. The longer we keep them waiting, the more our message will resonate with them.”
Qadar seemed to have conceded to Ma’mun’s point with his silence. The news had already speculated on the “ISIS-inspired attacks,” but they seemed confused that no official statement from the terrorist organization had materialized. Ma’mun set down his cell phone and looked at Qadar, confiding in him.
“My brother gave me the responsibility of handling our current phase and of delivering our message to the world. A true honor. And I want nothing more than the American FBI man’s cooperation. Imagine…” Ma’mun tapped the side of his head with his finger. “Imagine if our message was delivered by our American hostage. Can you see how significant that would be?”
“No one is preventing you,” Qadar said.
“Only his own refusal. This is the man responsible for stopping our mall attack in Richmond. If not for him, Darion would have completed his mission. And now we have him. This is destiny, my brother.”
Qadar nodded in understanding. “So what do we do next?”
“He will refuse us. We will torture him and eventually break him. Or we can figure out another way. I noticed a connection between him and our Chechen prisoner.”
“Husein?”
“Yes. I’ve already had a team raid the American’s house. His wife and son are nowhere to be found.” Ma’mun thought to himself for a moment, then looked up. “Of course, he doesn’t know that. We can always tell him that we have his family. How would he know any differently?”
“Ah. Brilliant,” Qadar said. 
“If that doesn’t work, then we’ll use Husein.”
“You really think he cares about the boy?”
Ma’mun leaned forward with a satisfied expression. “Whether he does or not isn’t the point. We have to discover his weaknesses, exploit them.”
Qadar shifted in his chair, trying to consider the effects of Ma’mun’s plan. “I will only say that there’s a lot riding on this. I hope you’re right.”
“I’ve seen proud men reduced to blathering infants before my very eyes. I think I know what I’m doing.”
Suddenly cheers erupted throughout the room. Ma’mun and Qadar looked up. The news had proclaimed the attacks as perpetrated by ISIS, linked to their hacking of government networks. 
“So much for speculation,” Qadar said. 
It’s all just meaningless noise until we deliver our message.”
“Fair enough,” Qadar said. 
“Go get the general. We have work to do.”
Qadar nodded and stood up from his seat. He looked around the warehouse floor, searching among the men—some dressed in black, others in desert combat fatigues. The general was talking, seated in a circle with several young men, not a day over twenty. He never missed an opportunity to reminisce about his past as a personal guard to Saddam Hussein. 
Many of the ISIS fighters were too young to remember the dictator who had ruled Iraq for two decades. The general provided them a fascinating insight into what it was like working for the insatiable tyrant. They hung on his every word. When Qadar approached to tell him of their plan to use the American FBI agent to deliver the fatwa against their enemy, the general couldn’t have been more enthused. It was a done deal. 
Ma’mun watched them from afar, feeling satisfied with everything they had accomplished thus far. Tomorrow was a new day, and it was best to leave the American public hanging. They would receive all the answers they needed soon enough. 



 
 
***
Hours, it seemed, had passed. Craig had no idea what time it was or whether it was daytime or night outside. The darkness of the basement was disorienting. He wanted nothing more than to talk to Rachael. Fear told him he might never see her again. He yearned to hold her, to look into her eyes and kiss her. Through it all, he could still feel her, no matter how great the distance. He thought of Nick. Had he failed his son? What kind of world were they living in now? 
He was supposed to have stopped the terrorists and prevented the attack. Patterson was still in the hospital, and the last FBI agents he had worked with were all dead. As doubt crept in, Craig fought against it. Now was not the time to feel hopeless or defeated. He had to fight back, if not for anything other than seeing his family again. A plan had begun to take shape. He looked at Husein, lying across the room. The boy was nodding off.    
“Husein, listen to me.”
He lifted his head. “What is it?”
“We have to get them to lower their guard. Trick them, much like your aunt tried to do with the FBI.”
“How on earth do you expect to pull that off?”
Craig took a breath, hoping what he was about to say sounded convincing, and began. “This is our story. We’re enemies. You hate me and I hate you. I’m distraught over the safety of my family. I’ve lost it. You, on the other hand, have seen the light. You don’t blame them for what they did to your aunt; you blame me. You have information to give them, things Malaka told you in confidence, and you insist on talking to Ma’mun alone.”
Husein was trying to follow his line of thinking. “Then what?”
“You earn Ma’mun’s trust, then kill him.”
Husein recoiled and shook his head. “I can’t do that.”
“Husein…”
“I can’t physically kill someone. I’ve never even been in a fight before.”
“You’ve survived so far,” Craig said. “You’re stronger than you think.”
“But such a thing will be impossible. If one thing goes wrong…”
“Then we die. If we do nothing, we die. Our options are limited here.”
Husein continued to shake his head in doubt with a conflicted, torn expression. 
“Just get me loose and give me a weapon. I can do the rest.”
Husein leaned forward, astonished. “There’s over fifty men up there. How are you possibly going to fight them all? What if they don’t believe us?”
“We have to make them believe. Starting now.”
Craig took a deep breath and looked at Husein with searing anger and then shouted. “You worthless piece of trash!”
Husein looked confused.
“I’m going to kill you!” Craig shouted again. Husein’s expression seemed to change. Craig shifted his position and struggled to get up on his knees.
“You’re a coward!” Husein yelled, with him now. 
“Louder…” Craig whispered.
`              “I said you’re a coward!”  
              “If I wasn’t tied up right now, I’d come over there and beat the life out of you!” Craig shouted.
              “I’d like to see you try!”
              Craig moved on his knees along the cement floor, yelling at Husein along the way. “I’m gonna rip you a new asshole!”
The upstairs door suddenly opened. The general started to rush down the stairs with three armed men close behind him, dressed in desert combat fatigues, vests, and scarves—ready for war. 
“What the hell is going on down here?” he shouted, his accent thick and heavy. 
Craig moved toward Husein on his knees, shouting obscenities, just as the men stormed down the stairs. 
“You killed my aunt! It was you!”
“I wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for you and that bitch!”
Husein felt genuine anger at Craig’s words and did not have to extend himself much to play along. “Go to hell, you American scum!”
“You wanna say that to my face?” Craig shouted, moving in.
At the bottom of the stairs, the general crossed his arms and shook his head. “All right, break those two up.”
His men moved forward and began to kick Craig away from Husein. Their boots came down on him hard and fast, knocking him to the ground. Next thing he knew, two arms were around his own, dragging him to the other side of the room. 
“Get that American pig away from me!” Husein shouted. 
The general towered over him and raised a hand. “That’s enough. What has gotten into you, little one?”
The general looked old enough to be his grandfather. 
“I don’t want to be in a room with him any longer,” he said. 
The general ran his hand over his face and sighed. “We don’t have time for this nonsense. Both of you need to calm down, or I will do it for you.”
“My wife!” Craig cried out as the men dropped him on the ground on the other side of the room. “What have they done to my wife?”
“What is he talking about?” one of the men asked. 
“Ma’mun sent a team to get the American’s family.”
Craig looked up with a distraught expression. “Did they take them?”
The general hesitated. “Uh. Yes…”
Craig lowered his head. “This can’t be happening. Please don’t hurt them.”
“No harm will come to them as long as you do exactly what we say.”
“Don’t trust the American,” Husein said. “He’s a liar and a fool. He was just telling me how he’s going to try to escape and kill you all. He threatened to kill me.”
“That’s enough out of you,” the general said. “I know enough about Mr. FBI, thank you. Real slippery, this one.” 
The militants looked at Craig in confusion. They had been told of a proudly defiant man who would resist their every demand. The sad lump before them wallowing in tears was not at all the man they had expected to deal with. 
“I need to talk to Ma’mun,” Husein said.
The general turned to him with a raised brow. “What did you say?”
“I said I need to talk to Ma’mun. Now.” His tone was forceful and full of conviction.
The general took a step forward, raised a boot in the air, and pushed down on Husein’s chest. “You are to make no demands of us. Who the hell do you think you are? You are our prisoner. Nothing more.” He pulled out a long knife sheathed on his belt and held it in front of Husein’s face. “I could cut your eyes out right now, and no one would object. Be careful who you shout demands to.”
Husein tried to look unafraid even as his heart beat rapidly. “I have information my aunt told me in confidence. About spies in ISIS. She had a list. I still remember their names.”
The general tilted his head back and laughed. “Why should we believe anything that you say? An hour ago you refused to join our cause. In a very vulgar way, if I can recall.”
“I don’t know what I want,” Husein said. “But I know that I don’t want to die.”
The general smiled as if realizing Husein’s motivation. “Ah. I see. You hope that this information will spare your life.”    
“Yes,” Husein said. 
“And you hope that we’ll be so grateful for the information that we’ll take you back in with open arms.”
“No.”
“No?” the general said, perplexed. 
“I don’t want to join you. But I don’t want to die. The information for my life. That is what I want.”
The general scratched his scruffy beard, trying to assess Husein’s angle. “You really don’t know what you want, do you?” He looked over at Craig and pointed. “What about him? Do you think we should spare his life as well?”
“I don’t give a damn about him. Because of him, my aunt is dead.”
“You blame him?” the general asked, surprised.
“Yes. With every ounce. Now please, let me speak to Ma’mun.”
“Tell you what,” the general said. “Tell me the names and I’ll see what we can do about this arrangement of yours.”
“I need to speak to him and only him. By telling you the information, I forfeit any collateral I have.”
“A negotiator, I see. Trust me, boy. You have no collateral.”
“Just get that piece of shit out of my face before I kill him myself!” Craig shouted.
In a flash, boots came down on him, kicking him in the ribs. Craig howled in pain and thrashed and scratched the ground like a dog.
The general looked back to Husein, the knife still gleaming in his hand. “I will tell Ma’mun of your request. Whatever he wants to do is up to him.”
He then shouted at his men to stop kicking Craig. “That’s enough. We don’t want him unconscious on camera.” 
The men stopped, then lifted Craig to his knees and slammed him against the wall. The general walked over to Craig and thrust a sheet of paper bearing lengthy typed paragraphs in front of his face. Craig glanced at it and then stared up at him.
“What is that?”
“The words you will read if you want your family to live.”
Craig looked at the sheet through his good eye. They were words he could never imagine himself saying. He only hoped his plan would work before he was forced to do the unthinkable. 



A Message to America
 
The show continued downstairs, and like a choreographer, the general instructed his crew where to stand, their spacing, and the direction in which their weapons should be pointing. Qadar had arrived to operate the camera, accompanied by a lighting technician, the same portly, bearded man Craig had punched in the face hours ago. His tattooed counterpart was nowhere to be seen. The man had a bandage over his nose and bruises under his eyes. He looked at Craig with a contemptuous smile. 
“Yassif, make sure the lights are positioned correctly,” Qadar said, from his position behind the digital camcorder. The camcorder was to record their many takes and capture the best one for posterity. Everyone was getting into position: three masked fighters stood in front of a black ISIS flag, brandishing AK-47 rifles pointed in the air. The rope around Craig’s ankles had been cut, but his hands remained bound. They led him in front of the camera and put him on his knees, directly front and center of the three masked men. Craig sobbed the entire time, pleading with them not to do anything to his family. 
“Please, just let them go. They’re innocent.”
“Stop your sniveling,” Qadar said, framing the shot from behind the camera.
The men in the room marveled at the supposedly “unbreakable” FBI agent Ma’mun had told them about. Watching Craig, the general turned to Yassif and spoke in Arabic. 
Yassif laughed and then went stone-faced at the sight of Ma’mun walking down the stairs observing everything. He signaled to the general, who turned. 
“Ah, Ma’mun! So glad you could finally make it,” the general said. “Everything is going according to schedule so far.”
Ma’mun walked forward, out of the shadows, and examined Craig with suspicion. He motioned to the general, walked toward him and leaned in to whisper in his ear. “I would like a quick word with our prisoner. Take a break.”
The general looked at his watch. “We have a time schedule here.”
Ma’mun lost patience. “And who do you think makes the schedule around here, you oaf?”
The general stared back, unblinking, then looked at his crew. “Ma’mun wants to have a word with this sniveling crybaby. Give him a minute.”
The men walked away from the set, went to the other side of the room, and exchanged glances. The three masked fighters all took their ski masks off and set their weapons down. The general remained in his same spot, biting his tongue as Ma’mun approached Craig. 
Ma’mun stared down at the kneeling FBI agent before him, examining him carefully. Craig looked distraught, sleep deprived, and defeated.
“Husein is upstairs waiting,” Ma’mun said. “Says he has some information for me and wants to speak one on one. Do you know anything about this?”
“No,” Craig said. “I only heard him just mention it.”
“You two are enemies now? That’s strange.”
Craig maintained eye contact. “Words were said. He insulted me, and I insulted him.”
“You’re worse than children.”
“What have you done to my family?” Craig said. “I have to know that they are safe.”
“They told me you’ve been going on about them the past hour, nonstop.”
Craig choked up. His voice trembled as he spoke. “It’s my fault. I did this to them. Don’t blame them for my actions.”
Ma’mun seemed to revel in Craig’s breakdown. “You have forgotten something in our message. You are all guilty of the same crimes. Whether it’s one individual or several thousand, there are no innocents. However, if you pull yourself together and read what we want you to read, I will ensure that nothing happens to them.” In his hand Ma’mun held the paper. “I want you to memorize this. Every word of it. It has to look natural and from the heart.”  
“You expect me to read this with no guarantees on my life and my family’s?”
“You’re far too valuable a prisoner to simply discard, Agent Davis. For now, this is all practice. You will be doing multiple takes until you get it right. Until it’s perfect.”
“I suppose I have no other option than to take you at your word.”
“You don’t,” Ma’mun said, turning away. He took a step, stopped, and turned back to Craig. “Husein, the boy.”
“What about him?”
“I want you to know that after he tells me this supposed information, I’m going to cut his neck from here to there.” Ma’mun mimed a line across his neck with his finger. “Wipe out the Surkov bloodline for good.”
“Why do you hate them? Aren’t they one of you?” Craig asked. 
“They weren’t real ISIS. They were pretenders. We differed on a lot of things, small stuff mainly. We used them to get this far. Malaka devised the plan to attack the FBI building. With vengeance in her heart, she lured you in. Our plan was to eradicate the entire building, but something went wrong and she survived. With her in FBI custody, we knew she had to go. The sensitivity of phase three is such that if any word gets out prior to the attack, it will ruin everything.”
Just by hearing Ma’mun reveal such things, Craig knew he was marked for death. They were never going to allow him to leave that basement, let alone the warehouse, with his head intact. They’d had their minds made up the minute they took him prisoner. His only hope was that Husein would follow through with his side of the plan.
“Will Abu Allawi be making an appearance?” Craig asked. 
“No,” Ma’mun said.
“Does he even exist?”
Ma’mun grimaced. “Of course he exists. Just as our struggle is real.” Ma’mun shifted gears. “So little Husein will soon go the way of the knife. Does that satisfy you?”
Craig shrugged. “I don’t care either way.”
Footsteps came down the stairs and another person emerged, enraging Craig the minute he stepped into the light. It was the tattooed man, looking as cocky as ever. He approached them smiling, missing tooth exposed. Ma’mun put his arm around him and looked at Craig.
“You’ve met my cousin, Adam. He’s American like you. I heard you two hit it off earlier.”
Craig said nothing. The pain in his jaw was still fresh.     
“Too bad I had to check you like that, but you asked for it,” Adam said. 
Ma’mun spoke proudly. “Adam here is one of our proudest success stories. After a rough life of foster homes and trouble with the law, he discovered Islam in prison and turned his life around.”
“Adam? What kind of name is that for a jihadist?” Craig asked. 
“It just fits him. He’s an Adam!” The two men laughed as Craig looked on. While pretending to be engaged in the banter, Craig was searching for something, anything that might help him. He lit on a nearby electrical cord that led to one of the floodlights. The thought of delaying the production by any means possible was his modus operandi.
Ma’mun’s laughter subsided, and he looked down at Craig. “Since you two have already been acquainted, I’m going to give him the honor of holding the knife to your throat.”
Craig’s heart seized, but he tried to remain calm. 
Ma’mun laughed again. “Don’t worry, he’s not going to actually do it. This is make believe, Agent Davis. Propaganda.”
Adam shrugged. “Maybe I will, maybe I won’t.”
Ma’mun slapped him on the shoulder and laughed. “Quiet. You don’t want to scare our prisoner, do you?” He looked between Craig and Adam. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have business to attend to. Remember your lines, Agent Davis. I’ll be back momentarily.”
Ma’mun waved and walked away. He shouted for the crew to get back to work. The general dropped his cigarette to the ground and put it out under his boot. Adam’s attention was elsewhere when Craig arched forward, dug his knees into the ground, and pushed himself closer to the power cord with his bound hands. He bounced back and pulled the cord as fast as he could. The tripod light tilted to the side just as Craig dropped the cord and Adam turned back around. It fell to the ground with a thunderous crash of sparks and flying glass, gaining the attention of everyone in the room. 
Halfway up the stairs, Ma’mun stopped and turned around. “What was that?”
The crash caused Adam to jump. When he turned to look, he saw that one of the light sets had fallen over and shattered on the ground. Glass shards had flown everywhere. An exceptionally sharp piece slid directly underneath Craig’s knees. He grabbed and concealed the piece in his bound hands. 
“Yassif! You idiot, what did you do?” Qadar shouted, looking at the broken light. “You have one job and you screwed it up.”
“I didn’t do that. Those lights were locked in and standing fine just a moment ago.”
“Quit your bickering and get back to work,” Ma’mun shouted. He then went back up the stairs. Craig looked around. The men were at each other’s throats about who was going to clean up the mess. Naturally Yassif took the blame, but he wasn’t without his share of defensive remarks. No one had suspected Craig of a thing.



 
 
***
 
Husein waited patiently at the table in an otherwise empty room while two guards waited outside. It was some kind of unoccupied office that reminded him of being back at the FBI building. His hands and legs had been freed, and only minutes earlier he had been led through the warehouse, examining the terrorists’ activities as they brought him into the room to speak with Ma’mun. He felt sick, more nervous than he had been since being captured. He would be speaking face to face with the man who had killed and decapitated his aunt. 
Craig had insisted that Husein get a weapon at the first chance available. But details of what came next were vague. They, in fact, had not been discussed at all. As the guards had pushed through the warehouse floor, past a table of assorted weapons, he had managed to swipe a retractable pocket knife. It wasn’t much, but it was something. 
In the empty room, he sat in silence when it hit him that Ma’mun would be expecting information from him. His mind raced with people he knew from Chechnya. Younger men, who had been friends with Rasheed and Darion. 
Five names, he thought to himself. If I can come up with at least five. That’s a good number.  
He went over it in his head a dozen times, saying the first five names he could think of again and again: Eldar, Imran, Yusuf, Salman, and Varg. They were real people. They existed. But would any harm come to them once he gave up their names? Would Ma’mun be content with just five? What if Ma’mun had armed guards with him? Husein was in too deep. Even with his doubts, it was too late to turn back. He had to remind himself of the purpose of the entire plan: kill or be killed. 
He had a knife and had to be ready to use it. There was a small windowpane on the closed door of the room and he could see someone walking down the hall toward him, alone. It looked to be the man himself—the one man Husein truly hated above all. 
Ma’mun opened the door and walked inside. He had a pistol holstered at his side and a large knife resting in its sheath on his other side. Like many of the others, he was in military fatigues, different from the all-black tactical clothes he had worn during the convoy assault. 
He said nothing as he entered the room, not even making eye contact. He pulled a chair out from under the table and sat across from Husein. As their eyes met, Husein quickly looked away. He could feel his heart beating on overdrive. Sweat formed on his forehead. Ma’mun examined him in silence and then spoke.
“I don’t have much time. As you can see, running operations is a very busy task.” He folded his arms together on the table and leaned forward. “We’re moving on to greener pastures, young Husein. As a Muslim, you should be proud of us.”
Husein flashed a look of incredulity. “If I don’t know what you’re doing, how can I be proud of it?”
Ma’mun leaned back and tapped his head. “You’re a smart one. Already probing me for information.”
“No, it’s just—”   
Ma’mun raised his hand. “No, no. It’s quite all right. You’re curious. The truth is that ISIS is on the move, and for our organization to be successful, we must constantly move across the country or risk of being caught. Two weeks at this warehouse, two weeks somewhere else. By the time we’ve completed each and every phase of our jihad, there’ll be nothing left of this country. And then the next battle begins.” He looked at Husein and could see confusion. 
“The next battle will be erasing the very history of America’s existence—over two hundred thirty years of history wiped out. The black flag of ISIS raised in place of the oppressors’ red, white, and blue. Think about it.” Ma’mun tapped his fingers against the table. “That is what we’re after. Complete annihilation of the enemy. And ISIS will win, Allah willing.”
Husein wasn’t sure what to say. He just kept repeating the names in his head. Ma’mun took notice of his distracted appearance. “I’m sorry, sometimes I get carried away. You said you had some information you wanted to share with me.”
“Yes,” Husein said, trying to maintain a calm, confident tone. “But I only trust you with the information. No one else.”
Ma’mun nodded, waiting. 
Husein pointed to the door. “I fear that the guards outside may hear.”
Ma’mun turned his head slightly to the door then back to Husein. “Don’t worry about them. They can’t hear a thing.”
Husein fidgeted, staring at the table. “I would really feel more comfortable if they weren’t there.”
Ma’mun rose from his chair as it squeaked against the tile floor. He looked angry. “You make plenty of demands for a boy in your position.” He walked to the door shaking his head and muttering, “And I thought I was paranoid.”
He opened the door a crack and told the guards to go back to the operations. As he closed the door, Ma’mun came back to the table and slumped down in his chair. “There, happy? Now quit wasting my time and tell me what information you have.”
“I have names,” Husein said, not giving too much away.  
Ma’mun seemed to get the picture as he leaned back in his chair. “If there’s one thing we loathe within our ranks, it’s spies. I have to be honest with you, I never trusted the Chechen ISIS faction too much. Which is one of the reasons I had to do what I did. It was nothing personal, but once trust is gone, only suspicion is left in its place.”
Husein felt anger boiling from within. From under the table, he pulled the knife from his pocket, leaving it folded for the time being. 
“What are these names you speak of? What is your proof?”
“Friends of my cousins, Rasheed and Darion.”
“Ah, so your cousins were in league with traitors and spies?”
“No,” Husein said. “They were in the process of trying to weed them out. My aunt told me their names in case anything ever happened to her. Like an insurance policy.”
Ma’mun folded his hands. “I have to say, I’m very intrigued.” He pulled out a pocket-sized notebook and a pen and slid them across the table. “Write their names down. First and last. And any other information you can provide. Street addresses. Other family members. Employment.” 
Ma’mun stood up suddenly as Husein began to scribble. The boy’s eyes darted between the paper and Ma’mun walking around the table. He couldn’t remember all their surnames. In fact, out of five names, he only remember two. He scribbled random addresses down off the top of his head. Nothing matched. The information was flimsy, but at best, he was using it to forestall the inevitable. He could sense Ma’mun behind him. 
“The general told me that your interest in providing these names was to stay alive?”
“That’s correct,” Husein said, writing the last address he could think of.
“How many names do you have there?” Ma’mun asked, leaning over him and looking at the sheet.
“Five,” Husein answered. 
“Impressive. And you’re certain they’re spies?”
“That’s what my aunt told me.” From under the table, Husein’s free hand clutched the knife. His fingers fidgeted to unlock the blade. 
At the same moment, Ma’mun slowly pulled his Bushmaster knife from its sheath. 
“She was wise to give you this information. You can tell her that I give my thanks.”
The intent of the words immediately registered with Husein. He whipped around and lodged the small knife directly in Ma’mun’s gut. Ma’mun screamed and dropped his knife to the ground. Husein stood up, yanked the knife out and drove it into Ma’mun’s chest. His captor’s eyes were wide with shock. He fell back against the wall, clutching the wound, as Husein pulled the knife from his bloodied chest. 
Husein held the knife in his shaking hand. Ma’mun tried to keep his balance and breathe, despite his sudden pallor and his waning consciousness. As he slid down the wall to his knees, Husein thought the stabbings efficient enough. Just the same, something triggered in Husein—a burning rage he had suppressed against Ma’mun for the suffering he had inflicted and the future evil he intended. 
He stepped toward him, closed his eyes, and thrust the knife deep into Ma’mun’s neck. The blade slipped in easily past the skin, the deep muscles, and blood vessels. Husein opened his eyes to the sound of gurgling. So much blood had already flowed out of Ma’mun’s neck, and Husein quickly dislodged the knife, surprised. Ma’mun’s wild eyes displayed complete shock. Nothing else. Husein backed up as Ma’mun waved his arms, trying to grab him, and then he fell face-first against the floor. There was a muffled, choking sound then silence. Husein shifted his attention to the door. Miraculously, no one was around. He checked his own T-shirt and jeans for blood spots and moved his sneakers away from the growing pool of blood under Ma’mun’s face. The murder had happened so quickly and had been so surreal that Husein hardly remembered doing it.  
He knelt down next to Ma’mun, wiped the blood off his knife on the back of Ma’mun’s coat, retracted the blade, and stuffed it into his pocket. As he looked down at the pistol on Ma’mun’s belt, he remembered Craig’s words: Just get me a weapon. 
He unlatched the holster and pulled out a Desert Eagle 9mm pistol. It had some weight to it. He held it up and aimed it, just to get its feel. He then yanked the black bandana off Ma’mun’s head and put it on, hoping to blend in with the other men in the warehouse. 
The most urgent question then entered his mind: What next? Ma’mun lay dead at his feet. If caught, Husein had guaranteed his own quick and brutal execution. The only option he had was to fight on. But he couldn’t do it alone. He needed Craig. He observed the eerily quiet room. It was time to move on. With pistol in hand, he slipped out the door, hoping to get to the basement undetected.



 
***
              
The video preparation was complete. The broken light had been cleaned up and disposed of, and everyone was in position. They would have to make do with one light—a fact that yielded constant harassment directed toward Yassif. Craig’s knees ached. His discomfort, however, was the last thing on his captors’ minds. 
One large stage light shone on Craig, the three masked men, and the ISIS flag backdrop. If they had to have Craig announce their propaganda, he would milk it for all it was worth. His survival rested on the shoulders of a seventeen-year-old Chechen boy. The glass shard in his hand was a last resort. 
He had been digging the blade of the glass into the rope around his hands since he’d grabbed it. The muscles in his wrist and fingers were cramped almost beyond movement. Once free, he figured he’d be able to take out one, maybe two men, before they gunned him down. But it would all be recorded, and they wouldn’t have the satisfaction of sawing his head off as they had done to so many other unfortunate souls in their last seconds of life.
“Are we finally ready to do this?” the general asked the group as he paced in front of them. He sounded agitated and impatient. “Unbelievable! You would think this is the first video you people have worked on.” 
Qadar manned the camera as Yassif stood guard by the remaining light they had. Craig shifted his weight between knees, cringing from the pain. Behind him, the three masked men stood together, like mirror images, with their rifles angled into the air. 
“Where’s Adam?” Qadar said, looking through the camera viewfinder. 
The general circled around, tossing another cigarette butt to the ground. “Adam! What are you doing?”
“Relax, I’m just getting my neckerchief on,” Adam said. He had changed into full military fatigues and was taking his spiteful time getting adjusted. 
“It’s called a keffiyeh, you idiot,” Qadar said. “Hurry the hell up.”
“Go fuck yourself,” Adam said. 
Qadar quickly stepped away from the camera, but the general put his arm out, blocking him. “Both of you stop it right now. Keep messing around, and you’re going to have answer to Ma’mun.” He glared at Adam. “Relative or not.”
Qadar stepped back behind the camera, shaking his head. He had never cared much for Adam—from his American name to his Western upbringing. He hoped to see him kneeling in front of their camera one day. 
Adam put his black ski mask on and walked over to the set. Like the others, his mask had a long slit across the eyeliner. Uniformity was important down to the very last detail. 
“Any day now, princess,” the general shouted. He was worn out and hungry, and the filming hadn’t even started yet. “Why did I agree to do this?” he said under his breath.
Adam moved into position right behind Craig and placed a gloved hand over the back of his neck. Inside, Craig seethed with anger, mingled with fear. Having sudden doubts about Husein, he continued to cut at the rope with as little movement as possible.    
“Is everyone ready?” Qadar asked.        
“I’m ready,” Adam said. 
The three masked gunmen nodded. 
“Hey!” the general shouted, causing Qadar to turn around. “I’m in charge, and I’ll tell you when we’re ready.”
Qadar shrugged. “Whatever you say, General.” He wasn’t too fond of the old man, either. 
“Are you all ready?” the general asked. Noticing Craig’s head drooping, the general yelled to Adam. “Wake him up!”
Adam smacked Craig on the back of his head. “Stay lively there, FBI man.”
“Head up and level, and eyes to the camera,” the general said, standing behind Qadar. 
Craig lifted his head and tried to look as defeated as possible. Inside, however, he was exploding with anticipation. 
“All right, we start recording at my command. Adam, remember your lines. And you, American. Start talking when I say so,” the general said. 
He held up a finger and counted down. Qadar began recording. The general pointed to Craig with a forceful, thick finger. Earlier, they had taped the paper to the wall and made Craig read it again and again until he’d memorized it. The words were what he expected: sinister, twisted, and delusional. Now it was time for him to recite them.  
“My name is Special Agent Craig Davis, and I am an American citizen, captured in my home country illegally harassing innocent Muslims, detaining and torturing them. I am a part of the criminal cabal known as the Federal Bureau of Investigation which has, for the past century, terrorized its own citizens and others. I am here today to deliver a message to America on the part of the Islamic State. It is this: Your government’s domination of world affairs ends today. Throughout history, your government, duly elected by its people, have committed unspeakable atrocities against people of different…” Craig suddenly stopped, trying to remember the words. 
Qadar looked up from his camera as the general watched with his mouth open.
“Uh…” Craig said.
“Stop!” the general said. “Stop recording.”
Qadar sighed and pressed the stop button on the camera. 
The general stepped forward and shouted. “Unspeakable atrocities against people of different faiths and backgrounds for over two hundred years! Get it right or we’ll be here all night!”
“Maybe we can start from there and splice it together,” Qadar suggested. 
“No,” the general said. “Have him at least say it through in one complete take before we start doing different cuts.”
Adam leaned down and held the knife in front of Craig’s face. Its sharp nine-inch blade glistened in the light. “Maybe you just need the right motivation.”
Craig stared at the blade with his non-swollen eye, saying nothing.
“Okay, let’s try this again. Go!” the general said, pointing. 
“My name is Special Agent Craig Davis, and I am an American citizen…”



 
 
***
Husein walked carefully down the hall with the heavy pistol in his hands. He passed several darkened, unoccupied offices, getting closer to the warehouse floor, where he could hear several different televisions and see the shadowy movement of militants moving around at the eleventh hour. 
He stopped before reaching the end of the hall. The door to the basement was across the way, and it would be nearly impossible to walk through the place without being seen. Some of the ISIS men would recognize him, question him, and most likely detain him. 
              He peeked around the corner of the hall and looked out to the busy warehouse floor. There were about thirty men in all, their backs to him, eyes glued to the television monitors displaying the carnage of the day. Calls for war were being shouted by pundits as solemn news anchors offered a complete timeline of where and when the port attacks had occurred. Almost everyone was dressed in desert combat fatigues, similar to what U.S. Marines wore. Husein wondered where they had gotten such uniforms. 
Months ago, he could remember hearing on the news that much of the equipment in the possession of ISIS was stolen from the American-backed Iraqi and Syrian rebel armies. It could have been the case. 
He saw men walking around with cell phones to their ears, talking rapidly in Arabic, a language he did not understand. Bright lights from overhead illuminated the warehouse floor. There were large industrial machines everywhere and bins and bins of empty plastic bottles.   
The militants were occupied with their seemingly urgent tasks, with no apparent shortage of technological devices at their fingertips. What did ISIS want? Did they really think they were going to defeat the Americans? Although his own country was no paradise, there was no place, at that moment, he would rather be.      
              He didn’t dare stand there much longer. Craig was waiting for him. His legs froze in place, preventing him from moving. He closed his eyes and said a quick prayer. It was time to move. With one step, he walked out into the bay, open and exposed. The basement door was only about fifty feet away, near a plastics molding machine, but as he moved—eyes on the 
ground—the door seemed farther and farther away. 



 
 
***
Craig was on his third run-through. He had stopped halfway through the second time. Three paragraphs of rambling ISIS propaganda were not the easiest to remember and recite. Adam held the knife in Craig’s view again and promised to cut him if he messed up again. 
The general slapped his hands together amidst all the grumbling from his crew. “Let’s quit the whining and do this already. The American is bound to screw it up a few times. But we’re close, I can feel it.”
For Craig, the issue wasn’t so much reciting the message verbatim, as was the fear that once he did, they would kill him. He knew how mock executions went. He had studied their videos before. Captives were convinced everything was just an act, a piece of propaganda. For when a person knows they are going to die, it’s harder for them to concentrate on whatever message their captors want them to deliver. ISIS 101. 
Craig knew their game and was trying to make it as difficult as possible for them. No matter how many times Adam flashed the knife in front of his face, Craig believed they would not kill him until he delivered the entire message.
“All right, let’s try this again,” the general said, lighting up another cigarette. “Go!”
Craig recited the first part without issue, and then continued.   
“Your government’s crusade throughout the Middle East has murdered hundreds of thousands of innocent Iraqi and Afghanistan people, all through a misguided, imperialistic campaign of lies. You have since been at the forefront of the aggression toward the Islamic State, interfering with our affairs, which should be no concern of yours. Your day of reckoning has now come. You will answer for the crimes of your government, the atrocities of your people, and your wrongdoings against Islam, in a just manner as dictated by the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him.”
Craig stopped. All eyes focused on him in anticipation. He was close to finishing. The general’s cigarette dangled in his mouth as he stared at Craig, frozen and waiting for him to finish. Instead, Craig began coughing.  
“Can’t I just do it?” Adam shouted out. “Why are we even wasting our time with this American? Let me say the words and let’s be done with it!”
The general stepped forward. “Because this is what Ma’mun wants. And what Ma’mun wants is what Allawi wants. Got it?”
There were no objections from the group. The general tossed his cigarette and spat on the ground. “Now from the top. Let’s go!”



 
 
***
Husein moved quickly across the bay, behind any machine he could hide behind, trying to remain invisible. No one seemed to take notice of him, but he didn’t want to look around to find out. He was close, the door was a quick sprint ahead, when suddenly a man he did not know walked out of a nearby restroom and made direct eye contact with him. Husein looked immediately to the ground and tried to walk past the man. His hand went to the pistol stuffed into the back of his jeans, and he went on, staying as inconspicuous as possible. 
              A hand touched his shoulder, causing him to stop. He could barely bring himself to look up. When he did, he saw the stern face of a man with a chin beard, thick eyebrows, and glasses. The man spoke in Arabic as Husein stared blankly ahead. On a gamble, Husein spoke back in his native tongue. To his surprise, the man smiled and responded in Chechen.
              “You’re from Chechnya?” he asked. “My mother was from there. What part?”
              “Grozny,” Husein said. 
              “Ah. Mother was from a small town. Argun. Are you Russian?”
              “No,” Husein said. He had always been taught to hate the Russians.
              The man looked intrigued. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Ismael.” The man stuck his pudgy hand out. 
              Husein shook it. “I’m Husein.”
“What are you wandering around for? There is much work to be done. Walk with me.” He grabbed Husein by the arm and pulled him in the opposite direction.
Husein resisted, thinking of the first name that came to mind. “The general requested my presence in the basement.”
Ismael stopped. “Hm. What would he want from you?”
“I don’t know.”
Ismael turned and pulled Husein around again, back to his original direction. “Let’s find out then. I don’t trust him, myself. Did you know that he was a former Shiite? They never change, if you ask me.”
Husein yanked his arm free, causing Ismael to stop. His face went from friendly to offended and angry in an instant. 
“No offense, brother,” Husein said. “He asked for me and me alone.”
Ismael gripped his arm and pulled Husein toward him. “Maybe he did, maybe he didn’t. Let me talk with him.”
Husein swallowed. His throat had long been dry. He didn’t see any way out. He looked toward the operations area of the bay. The men remained fixed at their monitor screens.  
“Very well,” he said. 
Ismael pulled him along as they approached the basement door, certain to surprise those involved in the production taking place downstairs. 



 
 
***
“Can we do this sometime today?” the general asked in an exhausted tone as he leaned against one of the basement pillars. 
              “I told you what the problem is,” Adam said, pointing at Craig with his knife. “Let me do the lines. I’ll explain it to Ma’mun.”
              “Not happening,” the general said. “Now, let’s take it from the top.”
              All eyes went to Craig. His distant, vapid stare showed them a man who had mentally checked out. 
              Adam could take no more. He swung his leg and kicked Craig directly in the back, sending him to the ground. Craig saw a white flash the moment his face struck the cement. He lay there in a puddle of drool, all the while holding onto the shard of glass.
              “Enough!” the general said. “You kick him around anymore and we’ll get nothing from him.” 
              Adam looked at the general and shrugged. 
              “Get him up!” the general shouted. 
              Adam reluctantly lifted Craig up by his arms, leaving him wobbling in front of the camera. Then he pushed him down onto his knees.
              “From the top…once again,” the general said. 
              He gave the go-ahead and Craig tried again. He had neared the final paragraph last time and didn’t know how much longer he could stall. He began from the start and went through it without issue. As he neared the final sentence, Adam gripped the knife tightly in his hand and got ready. 
“The port attacks on Long Beach, Houston, South Louisiana, Wilmington, New York and New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Florida were intended as a wakeup call and nothing more. Now that you know we’re serious and that war is upon you, we welcome your aggression. But we will not subject ourselves to your indiscriminate drone killings, responsible for the daily deaths of innocent civilians. You will not play judge, jury, and executioner any longer. We are fighting back, and we’re taking the fight directly to your shores as a matter of unilateral action. 
“We are everywhere. In your towns, neighborhoods, and communities. We are in your shopping malls, movie theaters, and restaurants. We’re already here, and there is nothing you can do about it. We will, however, give you one option. If the U.S. abandons all military bases overseas and agrees to stay out of the affairs of our people, we will end our jihad. If you choose not to comply, you will suffer a fate far worse than today. For what we have planned next is certain to reduce the United States to a crumbling pile of ash.”
Craig stopped. He had one line left. The general leaned forward in deep anticipation.
“Come on…” Qadar said quietly from behind the camera. 
Craig continued cutting the rope. He was almost there. It was nearly split in half. 
“In closing…” Craig began. He stopped and waited. He could feel Adam’s looming presence above him, knife in hand. “In closing…” he repeated. 
The upstairs door opened. All heads turned. They figured it was Ma’mun, for he was the only one who could get away with interrupting a video shoot. But as the two pairs of legs descended the stairs, the general became annoyed. 
He was even more surprised to see Ismael come down the stairs with Husein at his side. He immediately walked over to them. 
“What the hell are you doing down here?” he seethed. 
“Husein here says that you asked for him. Do you not understand how much work there is to be done? You look like you have plenty of people here. What on earth are you bugging a young man like this for?”
Whatever their relationship, Husein didn’t know. He saw Craig in the corner of the room on his knees and with a knife at his neck. There were three masked fighters standing behind him like statues with rifles in hand. 
Craig shot a knowing look at Husein and nodded. No one seemed to take notice. 
“Get the hell off my set,” the general said to Ismael.
“Don’t you dare disrespect me,” Ismael said. “Wait until Ma’mun hears about this.”
“Should I stop?” Qadar asked, rolling his eyes. 
“Keep filming,” the general said, waving him off. 
The shard of glass made one final cut, slicing through the last strands of rope. Craig could feel himself free. He took a breath and glanced again at Husein. "I was saying,” he began. 
To their collective astonishment, he pulled his hands free from behind his back and jumped up in the air. 
“God bless America!” he shouted. 
He turned to Adam and jammed the shard of glass up into his throat. Adam stumbled back, gagging. Blood poured from his mouth. The onlookers in the room were stunned. Craig kicked Adam to the ground then turned to Husein. “Weapon, now!” 
Husein pulled the pistol from the back of his jeans and tossed it over the general’s head directly into Craig’s waiting hands. 
Before the others could even comprehend the situation, Craig turned around and fired the pistol into the head of each masked gunman. The blasts sent the general and Ismael scrambling to the stairs. Husein wisely jumped out of the way and crawled to the corner of the room.
He looked up just in time to see Qadar take a bullet between the eyes. Yassif ran from his guard position near the lights toward the stairs. The back of his head split open with one shot, and he went down. Like a steady assassin, Craig moved toward the two men left. He shot Ismael in the back without hesitation. The large man’s body slumped to the ground. His head hit the bottom stair and went motionless. Craig adjusted his aim and fired two shots into the general’s leg.
The general screamed in agony and crawled toward the stairs. Craig approached him slowly, confident he had enough rounds to finish the job. Husein squatted in the corner of the room with his hands over his ears. 
“You American pig,” the general said, crawling away. “You’ll never make it out of here alive.”
Craig hovered over him with the pistol aimed at his head. “I haven’t gotten a chance to repay you yet for kicking me in this face.”
The general grunted and inched desperately toward the stairs. “Go to hell.”
“You lose,” Craig said, firing a single shot into the back of his head. The general went limp as blood and brains and bone flew from his skull. Twenty seconds after Husein had tossed him the pistol, there wasn’t a man left alive in the room.



The Will to Survive
 
It was evening, and the planned ISIS video never made it to prime time television. Craig had won the first battle, but knew that he had a long way to go if he expected to survive. 
“How many upstairs again?” he asked Husein while moving quickly through the room and grabbing the weapons of his dead captors. The pistol was out of rounds, leaving him with three AK-47s. He checked the magazines for each rifle and did a quick functions check. Afterwards, he handed one to Husein, who then nearly dropped it. 
“You expect me to shoot this?” Husein asked. 
Craig pulled him to the side, under the stairs, as footsteps sounded from outside the door. “Listen,” Craig whispered. “We’re sitting ducks here. There’s a good chance they heard the shots. We have to be ready.”
“I’ve never shot a gun before,” Husein said. 
Craig gave him a cockeyed look. “Never? Well, there’s nothing to it. You just point and shoot.” He slung one AK over his shoulder and held up the other one. “Just don’t shoot me.”
Husein struggled with the weapon, trying to find the right placement for his hands. 
“Here,” Craig said. He took the rifle, pulled the charging handle back, and locked the bolt back to the rear. He then released it with a loud snap. “That’s all you have to do. Just pull the trigger and you’re ready to go.”
Husein couldn’t have imagined that Craig, who—only a day ago—had put a gun to his head, was now giving him one. He reluctantly took it back. It felt big and awkward in his hands. 
Craig could sense the hesitation. “All I need you to do is cover me. Don’t just shoot into the air, because we need every last round.”
Husein scanned the room, observing all the limp, lifeless bodies. It had been a massacre. He didn’t know how much more he could take. His ears rang, and the gunsmoke in the air gave him a sick feeling in his stomach. He did, however, understand that in order to survive, he’d have to follow Craig’s every instruction.
Craig stood up straight, poised and ready to make their escape. “The only way out of here is through the front door. Are you ready?”
Based on what he had seen of the warehouse, Husein racked his brain to think of any other exits but couldn’t come up with anything. “There’s just so many of them up there. I don’t know how we’re going to do it,” he said.   
“We’ll find a way,” Craig answered.
Husein took a deep breath and followed as Craig carefully approached the stairs and moved up each creaking step with the rife aimed steadily toward the door. Once the door was opened, there would be no turning back. 
“Stay low,” Craig whispered. 
They came to the last step. The blank door stared back at them. Craig gripped the door handle with one hand, turned it, and slowly pushed it open a crack. He could see what comprised a busy operations area, with large ISIS flags hanging in the rafters above. Nobody was waiting for them. Apparently the noise from all the TVs had masked the gunfire from the basement. With concrete walls and floors, there was nothing to absorb the noise of the equipment and TVs. 
“There’s a table,” Husein whispered. 
“What?” 
“There’s a table with weapons of all kinds on it. That’s where I got the knife. The knife I used on Ma’mun.”
Craig turned his head back. “So you? You killed him?”
“Yes,” Husein said.
“Where is this table?”
Husein told him. 
Craig examined the area. Workstations were aligned in columns like a classroom. Television monitors set up on large stands broadcast news from stations all over the world. Militants in desert combat fatigues filled the area—some walking around, others on their laptops. Craig did a quick count. There were more than twenty. Each of Craig’s rifles had thirty rounds, full magazines. It was plenty of ammo if they used it right. 
The time came to make a move. He pushed the door open and emerged, walking low to the ground and slowly toward the open bay. Even with his adrenaline rushing, his legs felt like heavy weights. Husein followed behind and tried to mimic Craig’s careful movements. 
They took cover behind an assembly machine and continued moving. Craig wanted to get as close to the unsuspecting militants as possible. He observed their operations area closely, abundant with computers and laptops. Acquiring that equipment would be critical to the U.S. in figuring out their next move. 
“Try not to shoot any of the equipment,” he whispered to Husein. 
Husein nodded. If he could help it, he planned to not shoot anything at all. They watched the militant group. Some were armed, with pistols mainly. With others, it was hard to tell. Craig could see the table ahead that Husein had been talking about. It was piled with rifles, shotguns, and knives. Craig focused on a set of grenades sitting in the corner amid all the other weapons. It was clear to Craig that ISIS was preparing for all-out war. 
The weapons table was close. And with all the militants facing away, distracted by their work, it was a real possibility that he could get his hands on a grenade. So much for trying to preserve the computers, he thought. He told Husein to remain in place and keep watch. Husein asked him what he was planning to do. 
Craig pointed to the table. “Trying to prevent a firefight. I’m going to get one of those grenades.”
“But they’ll see you!” Husein said. 
“Let’s hope that they don’t.” 
He left the concealment of the machine and ventured to the warehouse floor, crouched down, where the militants convened only twenty feet away. The latest news report had gained their attention. Craig steadied toward the goal at hand as cheers erupted from the militants. Men got up from their desks and ran toward the television screens. Craig looked over and saw them standing in one group, watching the news unfold with excitement and anticipation. Craig looked to see what all the excitement was about. 
A banner scrolled across the screen: Power Plant Explosion Sends Tennessee Town into Turmoil. 
The cheering continued. Another screen flashed the latest death toll, which gained wild approval from the militants: Death Toll Exceeds 3,000. Major cities undergoing evacuation.  
Husein watched as Craig stopped and slowly rose to his feet. “Craig,” he said in a hushed voice. “What are you doing?” 
The militants hugged and laughed and cheered in celebration. Craig was more disgusted than he had ever been before. Not just with the Islamic State, but with humanity overall. As he raised the rifle and aimed it, he no longer seemed interested in the grenades. 
“Hey, you there!” a man shouted from behind Craig. 
Craig whipped around to see a burly, confused militant standing on the other side of the machine Husein was crouching behind. He immediately went for his pistol, but Craig unloaded on him before his hand could even reach the holster. Gunshots echoed throughout the factory floor. All the militants at the televisions turned around in confusion.
Husein brought his arms close to his head and covered his ears, trembling as his barrel pointed at the floor. “Take cover!” he shouted to Craig. 
Astonishment and shock seemed to momentarily paralyze the militants when they saw Craig standing with rifle aimed. They immediately scrambled as he fired into the crowd from left to right. He ducked down, dodging return fire, and shot anyone in range. Bodies dropped like dominoes. The more savvy militants took cover and returned fire while several others repositioned themselves. Gunfire flew in both directions, hitting the walls, windows, and machines. Husein sank to the ground with his eyes shut, gripping the rifle in trembling hands. 
Craig dove to the ground and crawled to the table as rounds breezed past his head. The front entrance doors swung open, and more militants poured into the room from outside. Those already taking on the ground shouted to the newcomers to take cover. 
As Craig crawled flat on his stomach, the return fire was relentless. Bullets tore through computers, monitors, and laptops, reducing them to broken bits as sparks flew into the air.   
The militants moved quickly from concealed positions, steadily advancing toward Craig. He pushed himself up and fired back, just to keep them at bay. They immediately fired back, shattering a large office window above him. Glass rained down on him in shards and slivers, but he kept moving. The weapons table was within reach. 
Husein stayed low and flinched as heavy gunfire rang out. During a pause, he opened his eyes and saw a man rushing out of the hall in front of him where he had left Ma’mun. The man looked dazed and baffled. Their eyes quickly met, and the man wasted no time advancing on Husein with his large, hairy arms outstretched to the side and a look of fire burning in his eyes. 
Husein held the barrel of the AK ready to fire. 
“You!” the man shouted. “Chechen traitor!” 
It was one of the escorts who earlier had taken him to the room to meet Ma’mun. The man advanced quickly, giving Husein little time to react. Husein pulled the trigger, blasting the man’s chin and jaw off his face. 
Husein rolled out of the way just as the man smacked the floor. More gunfire continued from the militants, some of it now coming his way. His stomach twisted and tightened. He could barely bring himself to look at the mutilated man lying facedown next to him. There was blood on Husein’s hands and shirt. He tossed the rifle away, disgusted, and tried to wipe the spots of blood from his skin and the fabric of his clothes. 
He felt a tightness of breath that sent him into a trembling fury. He closed his eyes, trying to calm himself, and thought of being somewhere else: back home with his parents at the cottage they’d had when he was five. 
From next to one of the destroyed work stations, Craig fired more rounds. The rifle clicked. He was out of ammo. He tossed the empty AK to the side and pulled the other one from his shoulder. The militants were shouting to each other, attempting to get organized. Craig wasn’t sure how many he had killed, but it wasn’t nearly enough. There were many different voices calling out to each other. Maybe Husein had been right about the number, fifty of them. 
He charged the AK while lying flat on his back. He breathed in deeply, preparing to make the last move for the grenade. The sounds of boots running across pavement grew near. They were closing in, and time was running out. 
Craig swung himself upward and fired at the advancing militants. He heard screams and immediately went for the grenades on the table. Shots rang out close by, blasting nearby computers into fragments. After the firing stopped, Craig jumped up and grabbed the first grenade he could get to. 
Shots whizzed across the table, narrowly missing Craig’s head as he dove back to the ground. They were getting closer. The M67 grenade rested in his hand, ready to be launched. He looked ahead from under a desk. He saw pants legs advancing. Shots hit the wall behind him. They would stop at nothing to kill him. 
Craig pulled the pin and jumped to his knees. He released the safety clip, and as the clip pinged on the ground, he reeled his arm back and threw the grenade into the air. He then fell to the floor with his hands over his head as he heard the grenade hit the ground and roll. Shouts of panic filled the air, followed by a deafening blast that blew up televisions, computers, and anything and anyone within range. 
Debris flew over Craig’s head as his eyes remained shut. He waited while the ringing persisted in his ears. The shooting stopped. He rose slightly and looked back toward Husein. In the boy’s former place was a dead man, lying facedown on the floor next to the assembly machine. He peeked above one of the few desks still standing and saw charred tables, chairs, and electronics everywhere, lying in pieces. Blackened bodies lay flat on their stomachs, some missing arms and legs. A high-pitched smoke alarm rang out through the entire factory. 
“Husein!” Craig called out. 
“I’m here!” his voice cried from behind the assembly machine.
Craig stood up, slightly crouched, and held the rifle up. “Let’s move!”
He examined the weapons table and found that most of the rifles had no magazines in them. He grabbed one of the knives and moved on with caution. Husein crept to his side, low-crawling from his concealed position. 
“Where’s your weapon?” he asked.
“I don’t want it,” Husein said. 
“Go get it now! Are you trying to get yourself killed?” 
Husein looked hurt. He reluctantly crawled back and retrieved it. 
Once they got situated, Craig fired several more shots, a test of sorts. He received no return fire, only silence. 
“Stay close,” he said, moving quickly past the carnage. He stopped at a desk that had flipped over. There was a laptop lying on the ground, completely intact. Craig grabbed it and yanked it from its docking station. There was a sticker on the laptop with the name “Ma’mun” on it. A carrying bag lay nearby too. He stuffed the laptop inside the bag and stood up. 
“Okay, let’s go.”
They moved toward the front exit, ignoring the dead bodies in their path—some ravaged with bullets, others burned from the explosion—while trying to be alert for any survivors or threats. “Keep a close eye out once we get outside.”  
Husein nodded. He glanced at the bodies as they passed them. Some were missing limbs, another was missing a face. He shuddered and tried to stay close to Craig. The double doors were close by, and when Craig was only a few yards away, he stood up and ran. Husein did his best to keep up. They pushed the doors open and were met by a black night sky. The muffled ringing of the smoke alarm continued from inside. Outside, however, there was nothing but silence. 
Craig looked around and scanned the area. Two light poles illuminated a rock-filled parking lot that contained several vehicles. The warehouse was surrounded by a barbed-wire fence. Other, more dilapidated buildings made up the rest of the compound. 
“What now?” Husein asked. 
“I need to get to my family,” Craig said, looking around. 
Husein said nothing. 
“And you’re coming with me.”
“But—” Husein began. 
“That’s all there is to it. Now let’s take one of these vehicles before more of them show up.” 
“We have no keys,” Husein said, following Craig to the car lot, both of them still moving with caution.    
Craig turned his head slightly. “Don’t you watch the movies?” he asked. “There’s more than one way to start a car.”
Craig approached a white minivan, figuring it was big enough to ram through the closed gate. He punched the stock of his rifle into the passenger-side glass, behind the driver’s seat, shattering it. Craig reached his arm inside, unlocked and opened the door, tossing the rifle and laptop inside. 
“Give me five minutes and we’ll be on the road,” Craig said to Husein. He unlocked the driver’s-side door from inside, ducked back out, and opened it. While Husein nervously kept watch, Craig stepped inside and ripped off the steering wheel cover. “Okay, let’s see if I can remember how to do this.”
Husein stared up into the sky. Nothing, it seemed, was different about the world. But he was no longer the same person. That much he was sure of.  



 
 
***
 
A second group of militants arrived hours later at the scene after concerns arose about losing contact with one of their most important strategic hubs in the country. They arrived in jeeps and trucks, driving through the gate that had already been busted open. After parking in a line, close to the warehouse, the men immediately got out of their vehicles, most of them in military fatigues. One man, exceptionally taller than the others, had an entourage of armed personnel surrounding him. He examined the exterior of the building carefully and told his men to proceed.
 They advanced in a large group, their boots crunching against the unpaved gravel lot. Abu Omar Allawi had known that something was wrong when he hadn’t heard from his brother in hours. But even he couldn’t have imagined what lay beyond the doors of the warehouse.
Once inside, they were greeted by a bloodbath. A massacre. Their equipment had been ravaged and destroyed. There were no signs of life anywhere. Omar, a slender, tall man wearing a robe and head scarf, stopped his group. He scratched his trim beard and looked around the room, nearly speechless. 
“I want this place searched top and bottom. Every inch of it. Now!”
The men immediately dispersed, leaving Omar alone with his personal security team. 
Omar turned to Ghazi, his bushy-haired right-hand man. “We must find Ma’mun. That is our priority.”
“First we need to make sure it’s safe, my commander.”
Omar held up one skinny, robed arm in the air. “I can sense it. The presence of evil was here. This is a tremendous blow to our cause.”
“Yes, but the attacks must go forward,” Ghazi said. “The timing is critical.”
“I know that,” Omar snapped back. He scanned the bloody floor ahead. The crippled, maimed bodies of his fighters lying everywhere infuriated him. Rage and vengeance simmered within. But he hadn’t come close to exposing his true anger yet. Not anywhere near it. 
The security detail, ten men in all, came rushing back to the open bay, stopping while trying to catch their breath. The man in front, dressed in black and wearing an assault vest, spoke. “More bodies are downstairs. The general. Qadar. And your American cousin. All have been shot.”
“And what of the prisoners?” Omar asked calmly.
“Nowhere to be found.”
Omar nodded with his mouth in a straight line. 
“Where’s Ma’mun?” he asked. “Where’s my brother?”
“There’s something you need to see,” one of the other men said. 
They led Omar to the room down the hall where Ma’mun lay, his sightless eyes staring at the ceiling. He had been stabbed to death. The security team recoiled at the sight. Omar stared down at his brother but displayed no emotion. He demanded that they move Ma’mun out of the room. 
“Get him out of here, now! Ma’mun will not lie a single minute longer like a dead animal on the ground. Wrap him up at once and prepare to transport him.” The team scrambled to comply, looking frantically for something in which to wrap Ma’mun. Ghazi leaned closer to Omar and spoke quietly. 
“It is not safe to be here for much longer. The authorities could be on their way any moment.”
Omar looked at him with a deadly stern expression. “We don’t leave until every piece of sensitive information is gathered and taken from here. In the meantime, post guards outside. Tell them to shoot anything that moves.”
“Yes, my commander.” Ghazi ran out of the room and began instructing everyone on what they had to do. “Collect everything. We need to make sure it’s all accounted for. The bodies must be collected as well. Sensitive items, information, weapons. All of it.”
Omar strolled slowly down the hall, flanked by three men of his security team. He thought of the prisoners. They were eating away at his mind. Ma’mun had told him about them: an American FBI agent and a Chechen boy. Malaka’s nephew. It seemed impossible that they could do such a thing. 
The sleeper cells had been blessed with unprecedented success against the enemy so far, but now they faced a major setback. He felt for his brother, missing him dearly. Rage consumed him as he excused himself from the security detail, returning to Ma’mun’s small office. 
He left his guards standing outside and closed the door. The barren office only had a few files on the desk and nothing more. Omar grabbed the files and proceeded to go through the drawers. Inside, he found a framed picture of him and Ma’mun as teenagers, attending school together. He smiled and placed the picture facedown on the surface of the desk. He pulled the next drawer open and found a wallet, cell phone, pistol, and handheld radio with the name “Craig” written on it. Omar remembered the name: FBI Agent Craig Davis. 
He tried to turn on the cell phone, but it was dead. He set everything neatly on the desk and took a seat to get his thoughts together. He looked through the wallet and examined Craig’s driver’s license, staring at the smiling picture. He flipped through and came across a picture of Craig, a woman, and a child smiling near a Christmas tree. If he killed a thousand more people, it wouldn’t be enough until he got to Craig. He made the decision then and there. 
A banging came on the door. Omar’s head shot up. “What?”
“Information, Commander Allawi.”
“Enter,” he said. 
Ghazi walked into the darkened room. “The prisoners escaped. We know that for sure now. We recovered a camera. In the footage, the American breaks free and kills everyone.”
Astonished, Omar’s eyes widened. “Escaped? How is that possible?”
“I do not know,” Ghazi said. “Satan was at work here.”
“What of their location? The escaped prisoners could be anywhere. Likely at the agent’s home.”
“A team already went to the American’s house at Ma’mun’s behest yesterday, but didn’t find them. They’ve been watching it since.”
“And?” 
“Nothing,” Ghazi said. 
“That’s because they are hiding,” Omar said, rising from the seat. “They are hiding, and we must find them.” He handed Ghazi Craig’s cell phone. “Charge this immediately.”
Ghazi took the phone. “There’s more,” he said. 
“What now?” Omar asked, frustrated. 
“We’re missing a laptop. Not just any laptop either. It belonged to Ma’mun.”
Omar’s voice remained calm. “Are you sure?”
“We did an inventory. Even with an accounting of all the broken equipment everywhere, Ma’mun’s laptop is nowhere to be found. It was pulled from its docking station.”
Omar walked around the desk, past Ghazi, and opened the door. “We move now. Assuming this American has this laptop, it will destroy plans for our next phase.”
“Exactly.”
Omar got right in Ghazi’s face. “You will find this man and his family, and you will bring them to me.”
“Yes, Commander.”
Omar walked out of the room without saying another word. The back of his black robe floated in the air as he whisked past his security team and into the open bay where the Islamic State had faced its first crushing blow. 
They left the warehouse, clearing out any hard evidence of their presence, and traveled in a convoy to their secret headquarters, hours away. Ghazi sat in the passenger seat of his van. Parvez, his quiet driver, kept his eyes on the road and his thoughts to himself. Ghazi felt as angry and blindsided as he was sure Omar did. But they could not show weakness. They were in the middle of a war, and casualties were a reality. 
Omar’s priorities had shifted slightly since leaving the warehouse. There was nothing more important to him than finding the American. And it wouldn’t stop there. Omar demanded that they find him, his family, and his extended family, and kill them all. It was a special assignment, with members personally selected by Abu Allawi to carry it out. 
Ghazi was deemed the leader of the task force—a true honor. While Craig’s phone was still charging, he turned it on, bypassed the security key, and immediately went through his phone calls, contacts, pictures, and text messages. In one of the last text messages, from a contact named Rachael, Ghazi came across something of significance. His heart raced with excitement as he read it.
We just got to the cabin. Only took an hour & a half on the boat. I hope you are safe. I love you.
Ghazi smiled. There were plenty of cabins out there, but the revelation had just vastly narrowed their search. 
“Praise be to Allah,” he said out loud. 
The streetlights passed by them in a flurry as they left Detroit and ventured toward headquarters with a new assignment—a personal assignment by request of Allawi himself. Before long, everything would come together. As long as they remained one step ahead of the enemy at all times, America was doomed.    
 
 
 



Sleeper Cell: An American Armageddon 



ISIS on the Move
 
"Once the Americans realize there is nothing their government can do to protect them, they will descend into misery and fear." - Abu Omar Allawi 
 
Lincoln, Nebraska 
 
The lights in the factory were off, and none of the machines were running. Production was halted for the evening, and there was not a sound on the floor. In the back room, however, a secret meeting was taking place with top ISIS militants. 
There was much to celebrate. The multitude of attacks against the United States from activated sleeper cells had been staggeringly successful. Synchronized attacks on the seven major ports throughout the US had left over three thousand dead, a government overwhelmed, and a nation reeling in terror. 
But they were only halfway there. One final phase was still in the works: to cripple the great Satan and initiate ISIS’s worldwide caliphate.  
After a major setback in operations, Abu Omar Allawi, "the invisible sheik," was now more visible than ever. They had to regroup and strategize. Pick up the pieces and proceed with the plan, because it had not been a total victory. A substantial number of high-ranking militants had been killed, including Omar's brother, Ma'mun, during a shocking escape by an FBI agent they had been holding prisoner. Omar didn't want to believe such a thing possible. How one man, along with a young Chechen prisoner they knew as Husein, could have eliminated over twenty ISIS militants and then managed to escape was unfathomable. 
Omar was filled with rage and vengeance. Finding this escaped “Agent Davis” wouldn't be impossible, and he already had many men on the task. The only issue was time. The timing of phases two and three was critical, and the FBI man had stolen a laptop—Ma'mun's laptop—with sensitive data which, if studied correctly, could reveal their imminent and ambitious plans. 
"Everything goes as planned. No changes," Omar told the packed room of his closest confidants. "I will record a new message and send it out. Our brothers must never find out about the grave harm inflicted on us by the enemy."
His men stood around the table and nodded, listening attentively. 
"We may have lost the Detroit factory, but that changes nothing. The hour is upon us, and the mission will go on."
"But, My Commander. What about your brother?" Fareed, an older, gray-haired man asked. 
Omar turned to him, his face shadowed from a single light above. "Do not ask me about my brother." 
Fareed looked away nervously. "I'm sorry, I meant no offense. I just wanted to ensure that he would be properly avenged. He was a dear friend of mine."
Omar held his arm up as the sleeve of his black robe slid down. "The American will not get far, Fareed. We will find him, recover the laptop, and slaughter him and his entire family."
"How can you be sure?" Fareed asked.
The other men looked around the room nervously. No one had ever questioned "the invisible sheik" in the presence of others. 
Omar glared at him for that very reason, as the room remained silent. He placed his hand on Fareed's shoulder and looked into his eyes. "My father considered you a friend. I respect that. Question me again, and I will be less inclined to reminisce about the past."
Omar scanned the faces surrounding him, making direct eye contact. To them, he seemed a near-mythical figure. No one knew what he would do, or what he was capable of. So impressed with his ruthless tenacity were the Islamic State leaders in Iraq and Syria that they had placed him in charge of the entire sleeper cell operation in the United States. 
"I see curiosity on your faces. You are all wondering the same thing. The American is walking into a trap of which he is not aware. He will be caught and eliminated, but not before being brought to me first."
 "Allahu Akbar!" Ghazi, one of Omar's trusted right-hand men, shouted out. The rest of the group followed, reciting the phrase. Ghazi said it again, drowning out any lingering sense of doubt in the room. 
After the chanting faded, Omar continued, "Everything that's occurred so far has been a precursor to our last and most important phase. Without it, all the progress we have made today will mean nothing."
He paused and looked around the room and at his three most trusted lieutenants standing to his left.
"Ghazi. Usaamah. Hamid. I want this place up and running tonight. Production will go on, despite unfortunate setbacks. It's time for action, my brothers."
"We should move you somewhere else," Ghazi protested. "It's not safe for you here with that FBI agent running around." 
Omar smiled. "For now, we needn't worry about the authorities. This factory is remote, surrounded by barbed-wire fences, and heavily guarded. The only person who needs to be worried is the American. For when he turns on my brother's laptop, we'll know exactly where he is."
Omar called the meeting to an end just as the sound from a caravan of trucks grew loud and menacing as they drew near to the factory outside. The men in the room looked around apprehensively. Several reached for their weapons. 
"That would be our resupply," Omar said, answering the question on their faces.  
The group left the meeting room and walked out to the main production floor, where long empty assembly belts ran through bottling machines to packaging stations, unmanned and vacant. The machines were shut off, offering only an eerie silence. Ghazi flipped a light switch causing the fluorescent bulbs above to flicker on, one after the other, like dominoes. 
Omar led his group through the factory floor toward the exit where vehicles were parking. When they walked outside, two CXTs weighing 14,000 pounds each, and the size of dump trucks, backed in toward the loading dock of the factory. Three white Cadillac SUVs bypassed the open gate and pulled into the parking lot. A guard rolled the gate closed after they passed.   
"We have enough chemical solution this time?" Ghazi asked, walking close to Omar. 
Eyes forward, Omar continued to walk ahead toward the arriving SUVs under the blackened sky. "You must have faith, Ghazi. This is Allah's will. We are mere vessels who serve at the direction of our prophet."
Omar was always light on specifics. Ghazi had found that most of the time Omar would defer questions to a higher power. In that sense, everything seemed destined to chance. Ghazi also had a secret, only known to him. He was not a true believer in their religious fanaticism. He liked to smoke and drink, and found the constant prayer sessions throughout the day redundant. The only real appeal ISIS held for him was their hatred for Americans. 
Ghazi's hatred of the US was rooted in years of psychological trauma, something he remembered like it was yesterday. His sister had been assaulted by a group of American soldiers during the early years of the Iraq occupation. His father ordered him to murder his sister as an act of honor for the shame she had brought to the family—what was called, in some circles, an “honor killing.” 
The vivid memory of strangling her to death had been seared into his mind. For this, he blamed the Americans and always would. But he was always careful to keep these thoughts to himself. He did what he was told and seldom spoke up. The other militants had jokingly referred to him as "the quiet man."
Movement rumbled throughout the loading dock. The tailgates of both trucks were unlatched and swung down in a loud crash. Cargo was quickly unloaded by men with pallet jacks. Loading-dock bay doors were rolled opened as they wheeled crate after crate into the factory. The men moved quickly and efficiently, as armed guards strolled the dock, keeping their careful eyes alerted for any possible movement outside the fence. Preparations for the next phase of attack were in the works. 
Near the parking lot—barren with the exception of a few vehicles—Omar approached their arriving guests with Ghazi by his side and Usaamah and Hamid trailing close behind. Usaamah was in his late twenties with slicked-back hair and a trim beard. He always kept his Desert Eagle pistol close to his side, especially when guarding Omar, which had become his primary function of late. Hamid was slightly older, with thick, wavy hair tied back in a ponytail and an AR-15 rifle slung over his shoulder.   
The Cadillac SUV doors opened as sleek, sophisticated-looking Middle Eastern men in fashionable suits hopped out from all doors. Omar acknowledged them with a broad smile and opened his arms wide in welcoming cheer. 
"Brothers!" he said. "At last you have arrived."
Two men with shaved heads, nearly identical and taller than all the others, approached Omar and each gave him a strong hug.   
"So good to see you," Omar said after giving a customary kiss to each of their cheeks. He then turned to Ghazi and the others to introduce the men.
"These are my friends from Dubai, Tarayam and Abdullah. I'm sure you may know that without their family's generous investments, none of what we are doing here would be possible."
"How is the factory doing?" Tarayam asked. He had a light beard, whereas Abdullah only had a goatee. 
"A lot better now that you're here," Omar said. "I'm trusting you brought the supplies needed."
"That and more," Abdullah said, stepping forward and signaling to two of his men who stood nearby. They wore sunglasses, even though it was dark.  
The two men with the shades vanished momentarily to one of the vehicles and reemerged with two boys who didn't look a day over eighteen. Their arms were bound behind their backs at the wrist. They had blindfolds over their eyes and were both gagged at the mouth with a sock.
Omar seemed confused. The two captive boys trembled in place. One looked American, very light-skinned, with freckles. His skinny legs shook as he cried in muffled breaths. The other boy was Middle Eastern, Pakistani perhaps, and he appeared just as frightened. 
"What is this?" Omar asked. 
Seemingly amused, Abdullah stepped forward to explain. "Incidentally, during our visit to your Boston organization, they gave us these two young men as a token of good faith."
Omar seemed frustrated and nearing anger. He scanned the darkened parking lot, his face stricken with a sudden look of paranoia. "I do not know them. Why do you bring them here? Have you lost your minds?"
"Relax," Tarayam said calmly. "It's not what you think."
Abdullah pulled a note from a coat pocket and a portable flashlight from the other. "Your Boston contacts wanted me to read this note verbatim as they did not trust us to properly explain the situation.”
"You see, we're business men," Tarayam said. 
"Not jihadists," Abdullah interjected. 
"So sometimes, we don’t see the big deal about things like this," Tarayam continued.
"Hence this letter," Abdullah said, turning the flashlight on. 
"Continue," Omar said. 
Ghazi didn't care for the Dubai twins or their elite family from the United Arab Emirates. They came from an immensely wealthy and prestigious family, practically royalty. Having been dirt poor most of his life, Ghazi hated royalty.
But their families had already invested much in sleeper cell activities throughout the United States, earning Omar’s gratitude and favor. Ghazi didn't know what their interest was, or where their allegiances lay. 
Abdullah began to read from the letter. "Dear Ma'mun..." He suddenly lowered the letter and looked at Omar. "Yes, this was originally addressed to your brother. We're sorry..."
"Never mind that. Go on," Omar snapped. 
Abdullah continued. "We've done our best getting the chemicals necessary for phase three. And our friends from Dubai have come through in providing a heavy arsenal to defend the factory from outside threats, as well as equipment for our assault on the power plants. All of which should arrive at the same time this letter finds its way to you. 
“It's dangerous out there for us to operate now that we've woken the beast, but rest assured, our teams are dedicated and ready to enact the next phase upon your command. I tell my men that there is no room for cowards in this holy war. No room for spies and liars either; for they are cursed to burn in the same hellfires as our enemies. And we just happened to find two traitors who have done just that.” 
“These two boys, Nasser and Sean, were caught trying to go to the police after the drone attacks on the Boston Pier, where they left their brothers to die. With their vast knowledge of our Boston sleeper cell inner workings, who knows how far they could have compromised our mission? I told my men that we would give them to you, as it is not our place to administer punishment to traitors and spies. I hope this message finds you well, my brother. As-salamu alaykum." 
Abdullah finished the letter, folded it up, and handed it to Omar. Omar took the letter and stuffed it in the pocket of his robe. 
"Very well," he said. "Bring the boys inside. I want to get a look at this cargo before we get sidetracked."
Omar turned and walked back to the factory as the Dubai group, ten men in all, pushed the captives, Nasser and Sean, along toward the looming warehouse. Militants on the loading dock hauled the remaining crates inside and pulled down the rolling doors. Drivers of the cargo trucks shut off their engines and remained seated, patiently waiting at the wheel. All that remained outside was a team of guards who methodically patrolled the grounds of the factory in rotations day and night. 
Inside the warehouse receiving area, Omar walked around the large wooden crates lined in two rows of four. He was pleased to see that more weapons and ammunition had arrived, but he was even more thrilled upon examining two bulky, metallic containers sitting off to the side, both latched shut. He whispered in Ghazi’s ear and then rejoined the Dubai group, waiting patiently nearby. Ghazi then called out to the floor crew. 
"We need an inventory of every weapon, explosive, and box of ammunition in these crates."
A diligent crew of men wearing black bandanas around their heads converged on the crates and began splitting them open with crowbars and electronic drills. Ghazi walked by and glanced inside each as it was opened. They were filled to the brim with packing straw. With a clipboard in hand, he directed the men to unload each box and lay the equipment out in an orderly fashion. A bonanza. Just running his finger down the packing list on his clipboard was overwhelming: 
5.56mm M16 rifle x 30 
M60 machine gun x 22 
762mm AK-47 rifle x 25 
M60 fragmentation grenade x 12, explosive, C4 x 50
And there was more where this came from. The men pulled the weapons from the crates, tossing straw to the side, and laid them out in rows as Ghazi walked by and got his count. All the while in the distance, on the production floor, he could see Omar mingling with the Dubai group with Usaamah and Hadir at his side. 
He didn't like the way Omar was playing a more visible, active role. It seemed too risky. Ghazi was always suspicious of possible spies lurking in their organization. Most of the militants, aside from Omar's inner circle, had never seen him before. But with Ma'mun dead, Omar had little choice but to take direct charge.  
"Get back to work!" Ghazi shouted at the men, who had stopped to take a break. 
Soon enough they had the weapons, ammunition, and explosives completely unloaded. A plethora of rifles and machine guns, oily and glistening under the warehouse lights, was a comforting sight. The resupply had been delivered to them at a crucial moment. The metallic containers remained tightly sealed. No one was to touch them. The men soon got to work unloading the last crate which contained chemical protective masks. 
Omar walked back over to them with the Dubai entourage, examining their new shipment with great enthusiasm. He clapped his hands together and thanked them for getting everything so quickly unloaded.
"More work is upon us, my brothers. We have to make sure these weapons are cleaned and functional." He pointed once again to Ghazi. "Be sure that it happens."
Ghazi nodded and approached Omar, out of earshot of the rest of the men. 
"A word with you please, Commander," Ghazi said.   
"Whatever it is you want to say, say it here in the open," Omar responded, holding his arms out in an inclusive way. The Dubai men looked back at Ghazi with suspicion.  
Ghazi stepped forward. "I don't think it's right that you're walking out in the open like this. The men cannot concentrate.”
Omar seemed as perplexed as the Dubai group seemed amused. "What on earth are you talking about?" he asked. 
"I'm talking about keeping you safe, which is my sworn duty. Why did they bring those two boys here? Prisoners brought to our factory? This is an egregious lapse in security."
Omar turned and then looked back at Ghazi. "I’m glad you brought that up. I want you to talk to them. Find out what they know."
Ghazi blinked, staring into nothingness. "Me? I don't understand."
"I want you to oversee the interrogation. Their outcome I'm placing entirely in your hands."
Ghazi hesitated.
"Do it now, and leave my sight!" Omar shouted, startling everyone standing nearby. 
Ghazi nodded and slowly stepped forward, turning toward a back room where they were holding the boys. "Yes, Commander." 
He suspected that it was another task given under unfavorable circumstances, but he complied anyway. 



The Race to Get Home
 
Craig drove straight through the night, now nearing the end of an eight-hour trip, trying to get home before sunrise. After narrowly escaping the ISIS factory in Detroit, his focus was on home, and a Maryland suburb, just outside the city of Rockville. He was confident that Rachael and Nick had made it safely to the cabin—the only place he knew they would be safe. 
As he coasted along the highway with Husein staring out the window of the passenger seat, Craig was also confident that his house was being watched. Despite that, he felt a need to investigate. There was also his ammunition supply. He had to get it. But most of all, he had to know if someone was there. 
He had no phone, no wallet, nor money. For gas, they had to use what cash Husein had on him. There would be no stops on their trip. No calling the FBI or anyone in the government until he was certain that his wife and child were safe. 
The last day was a violent blur. The faces of the many men he had killed in order to escape captivity never left his mind, a surreal collage, frozen in horror.
He felt disoriented. The news on the radio suddenly brought him back to reality.    
"A motorized FBI convoy transporting several key terror suspects was reportedly attacked by militants while en route to an undisclosed location on I-95 outside Washington, DC. The attack, which left five police officers, three agents, and eleven suspected militants dead, has further shocked officials already stunned by earlier terror attacks on US ports. 
“The Islamic State has not yet taken responsibility but, according to experts, is the assumed aggressor in the port attacks, which have killed an estimated... four thousand people."

The announcer paused as if overcome. 
He then continued, "Ladies and gentlemen... I... there are no words during this dark hour. May you all be safe with your families and loved ones, and May God still save this country."
The broadcast suddenly went to another announcer as Craig took a deep breath, trying to comprehend the number of reported casualties.  
Headlights from an approaching vehicles appeared in his rear-view mirror, causing him to slow down. Having a stolen van with no identification on him and a Chechen foreigner in his passenger seat, Craig didn't want to risk a run-in with police, or worse, with the terrorists he knew would never stop trying to find him. The car behind them moved into the left lane and passed, a four-door Prius with a young couple seated in the front. Craig took a breath of relief.
Nearly eight straight hours of radio provided little more information than he had previously known. Craig did learn, however, that it had been two nights since the port attacks. 
The date: July 10th, early morning. He was certain that the government was mobilizing for war, but no such declaration had yet been made. He teetered between fearful disbelief and acceptance. His country was under attack, and the Islamic State had an undeniable advantage: they were already operating from within. 
Another newscaster continued, "The president spoke briefly yesterday to extend his gratitude to first responders and their tireless efforts to treat wounded victims of the port attacks. 
“He then promised quick and resolute action against the perpetrators, vowing that they will be brought to justice. However, many experts believe military action is problematic. First, they say, ISIS has not taken official credit for the port attacks. Second, they add, sleeper cells are difficult to engage, as they are always on the move." 
Husein turned to Craig. "So is it war?" he asked. 
Craig leaned forward and turned down the volume. "I don't know. Things aren't so clear anymore."
Husein's head tilted to the side in confusion. 
Craig attempted to elaborate. "What I mean is that ISIS is not a conventional enemy. They’re a terrorist network who have no country of origin we can declare war on.”
"Is there anything we can do?" Husein asked. 
Craig glanced over at him. He thought of the laptop resting on the bench seat behind them. He hadn't had a chance to look through it yet, but he clung to the hope that there was some useful information that would reveal the inner workings of their terror network. He then looked at the fuel gauge as Husein waited patiently for an answer. They were on half a tank, with a hundred twenty miles to go. It was nearing four a.m. and more cars were starting to appear on the highway.  
Craig cleared his throat. "Husein, we've been lucky so far. Which is more than can be said about thousands of other Americans. We're going to find safety at my cabin. That's the first priority."
"The news didn't even mention my aunt. They said nothing of finding her"—Husein suddenly stopped and looked down—"body.”  Saddened, he looked at Craig. “Why are they second-guessing everything? It's obvious that ISIS did this."
"The media is playing it safe. People want answers, rightfully so. ISIS knows this, and they're deliberately keeping the public guessing. That way they can spread further panic and confusion."
"I heard Ma'mun's men talking about phase three. What's phase three?" Husein asked. 
"I don't know. When did they reach phase two?"
"The port attacks?" Husein said. 
Craig shook his head. "No, according to them, that was phase one. What happened to two?"
Husein reached back to grab the laptop. "Why don't I take a look?"
"No!" Craig shouted. Husein froze. "Don't touch that laptop. Understand?"
A silence came over them. The engine hummed as air sucked against the plastic bag covering the window Craig had smashed out in the back. Husein slunk back in his seat, not saying a word. 
Craig glanced over, somewhat remorseful. "No offense. It's the only piece of evidence we have. The only chance we have of stopping any of this."
Husein nodded. "I understand."
They crossed the state line into West Virginia. Police cars, with their lights flashing, were everywhere at the welcome center. They passed a blinking electronic sign that read, "Governor Declares State of Emergency." Craig could only imagine what for. He gripped the steering wheel and remained focused on the road, not going a mile over the speed limit. None of the police cruisers seemed to take interest. He drove on, with his eyes darting between the road and his rearview mirror as red and blue lights flickered in the distance.   
"We'll be at the house soon, Husein," Craig said, almost as if reassuring himself. "Don't worry." He was anxious to see his family, but going to the house was necessary—for the supplies alone.  
Husein looked out the window as billboards passed them by. A vague purplish tint had formed on the horizon under the night sky. Sunrise was near, and with it a new day. He felt fortunate, if not for anything else, to be alive. After seeing so many people perish in the past days, Husein was certain that death was the worst possible outcome. 
They pulled into Craig's neighborhood close to sunrise. He slowed the van and stopped a few blocks from the house then shifted it into park. Husein's head shot up, and he rubbed his eyes as he looked around. It was a typical suburban neighborhood, slightly upscale with nice-looking homes down both sides of the street. 
Freshly cut yards and brick houses seemed to be the norm, although the street was quiet. Vehicles were parked in the driveways, but no people were outside. Blinds and curtains were drawn on every window in view. 
"Lots of people scared right now, I imagine." Craig lifted his arms up and stretched. "This is what we're going to do," he began. "There's a good chance my house is being watched. We're going to have to go on foot, through the backyard, and investigate for ourselves. Once the coast is clear, we’re going to grab some supplies and my ammo stash."
"Why must we go to your house? What if they're inside? It could be an ambush," Husein said. 
Craig turned the ignition switch off and reached in back for his rifle. "We’re not going to be able to protect ourselves at the cabin without ammo. I need to get cash, my passport, and my back-up credit card. Important stuff. The essentials. Understand?” 
“Yes,” Husein said. “I guess so.”
“As long as we’re careful, we can pull it off.”
He slapped the magazine in the AK and pulled the handle back to the rear, loading it. He then reached over into the back seat, carefully lifted the laptop, and slid it under his seat. "Are you ready?" he asked Husein.
“I think.”  
"Great. Let's move."
They stepped out of the van and walked along the cracked pavement of the narrow two-lane street, flanked by houses. Birds fluttered among the trees. Squirrels scurried beneath the tall elms. Above, the sun shined brightly. It would be a perfect morning for a walk under different circumstances. 
They walked down the street toward a three-way stop. Craig kept a close eye out and told Husein to keep watch behind them. As they passed a few more houses, Craig stopped and pointed ahead at the next stop sign, where there was a residential intersection. 
"This is close enough. My house is the next street over."
A white-haired man in pajamas walked out the front door three houses ahead of them and instantly took notice of Craig standing in the street, armed with a rifle. The neighbor froze in his tracks, his eyes widened. Craig raised his arm in a friendly manner.
"It's okay, I'm FBI. Please just stay in your house, sir."
The man immediately turned to the door, ran inside, and slammed it shut. 
"Do you think he believed you?" Husein asked. 
"Doesn’t matter,” Craig answered. "Either way, let's get off the road." 
He moved along the side of the house they had stopped in front of, and set off on a path that led into the woods. Husein followed, not sure where the front yard of the house they were passing ended or began. He watched the windows, draped closed, cautiously as they passed by. There was no telling who was going to run out of the house, frightened and trigger happy. 
Craig seemed less on edge. He kept his eyes forward and moved swiftly to the back of the house. Leaves and small twigs crackled under their shoes. The sun flashed between trees as they passed. No longer did they have the cover of night. The warm air was full of tiny gnats, nearly invisible, and impossible to avoid. They walked on just as the sound of helicopters grew louder, reverberating throughout the air. 
Husein crouched down, avoiding thin, sticky branches as the path between fences and trees became narrower. They finally reached the end, where there was a cross-street. Craig knelt as a car passed. He signaled Husein to take a knee as well. 
"You see that," he said whispering and pointing to the other side of the road. There was another opening into the forest ahead. "We're going to cross the street after the coast is clear. My house is the third one down. Just follow my lead."
Husein nodded and then swatted at his face to keep the gnats away. Craig leaned forward and peeked out of the bushes. No vehicles were coming from either direction. But he could feel the presence of ISIS somewhere… watching. 
"All right," Craig said, rising.  
He then scurried off across the road, his rifle low to the ground, as Husein followed behind. They made it to the other side of the road, passing a speed-limit sign sticking out of the grass. Craig moved up a small hill and into more brush behind another line of houses. 
They passed alongside a high wooden fence, painted with a light-blue gloss. The next house had no fence, exposing them if they ran by. Craig looked into their backyard, past the gazebo to the porch deck where two empty chairs sat. His neighbors, Scott and Marie Russell, were nowhere to be seen. 
His heart thumped. The enemy was on his turf now, or so he suspected, and he was going to make sure that they didn't have a chance of tracking down the cabin. They ran by just as his neighbor, Scott, opened his patio door, letting out his golden retriever. 
Craig stopped at his fence, breathing heavily and staring ahead, worried. Husein halted and noticed Craig’s troubled expression. 
"What’s wrong?”
"Nothing. I think my neighbor saw me. No big deal." 
He turned around to look and stood up, high on his toes, to peek over the top of his fence. Nothing looked out of the ordinary—some lawn chairs, a patio deck, a tool shed, and a barbecue grill. He looked farther ahead, through the kitchen windows. Inside, the house looked undisturbed. The time was right. He looked at Husein while cupping his hands. 
"Here. Hop up. I'm going to lift you over the fence and hand you my rifle."
With one hand against the fence, Husein put his foot in Craig's hand and was hoisted up, about half way. His legs dangled on Craig's side and he was given one last push over. Craig heard a thump. 
"You okay?"
"Yeah," he heard Husein say from the other side. 
He passed his rifle over the fence. After Husein grabbed it, Craig hopped up and pulled himself over with a heavy grunt. He hit the grass on the other side in thud. Husein was patiently waiting with rifle in hand. 
“Follow me,” Craig said. 
They moved behind his nearby tool shed and watched the house. 
Husein handed him the rifle. "So this is your place?" he asked. 
"Sure is," Craig answered.
“It’s nice."
"Thanks."
Craig scanned the back windows. The blinds were down in his bedroom, but he could see through two windows in the kitchen. There was no movement and no signs of forced entry at the back door on the patio. 
"Hey, Craig!" he heard his neighbor call out from the other side of the fence. "You back there?"
Husein looked up at Craig in a panic. Craig held a finger to his lips not saying a word. 
Scott continued to call out, getting closer to the fence and peeking through. Craig felt both anger and fear. They remained perfectly still as the calls for Craig continued. 
"Marie and I are just scared to death over this terrorism thing. We don't know what to do."
At this point, it seemed as if Scott was just talking to himself. Craig's eyes remained on his house, searching for the moment where they could try to move inside. They kept a spare key in a potted plant near the door. Not the best idea, but he was glad for it now. 
Scott, having given up, stopped talking and called out to his dog to come back inside. Once his voice drifted away, Craig breathed easier. 
"You wait here," he said to Husein. Before the boy could respond, Craig moved, low to the ground, from one bush to the other, until reaching the back patio. 
He looked through the blurry glass pane at the door and saw only vacant rooms—nothing trashed or broken. Things were looking more encouraging by the moment. He went to the potted English Ivy plant and dug through the soil, finding the key much to his relief. 
The door creaked as he slowly pushed it shut. The house was quiet. The air conditioner was off, and nearly every appliance was unplugged, aside from the refrigerator. Rachael was good about those kinds of things. Craig searched each room as if conducting a raid, half expecting to find an armed militant waiting for him, but each room was clear.
The long blue curtains in the front living room had been drawn closed. Craig moved to the closest window, pulled the curtain slightly in the middle and peeked through. No one was around. Then he saw something. 
There was an old four-door Nissan Sentra across the street just sitting there with heavy tint on the windows. The car looked suspiciously out of place. And he could see the figure of a man at the wheel—despite the tint on driver’s side window. Craig immediately backed away. He couldn't believe it. He peeked out again just to be sure. His instincts told him it was a stakeout. 
Craig hurried to the back door and called for Husein who then came rushing inside. Craig shut and locked the back door. 
"I think they're outside watching us," he said.
Husein bolted and tried to flee back outside. Craig grabbed him and held him back. 
"Wait a minute! They don't know we're here. Don't worry.”
Husein looked up, his eyes pleading. "Yes, but what if they grow suspicious? What if they get tired of waiting outside and decide to come in here?"
"That's what I brought this for," Craig said, holding up the rifle. "Now pull yourself together. We know they're out there, and they don't know we're in here. We have the advantage. Now just help me gather some things, and we’ll be out of here in no time.”
In a few minutes’ time, Craig and Husein had gathered and packed his ammunition boxes along with some other supplies—clothes, medical kits, cash, and their passports. They set the backpacks on the living room couch while Craig tried to think of anything else.   
There was a picture of him and his family on a bookcase that caught his eye, filling him with longing. In the midst of his emotions surfacing, a shadow moved past the curtains outside, startling him. Craig rushed over, parted the curtains slightly, and looked outside. His neighbor, Scott, was walking to the front door. Craig couldn't believe it. Husein stood frozen, unsure of what to do.
“Get down!” Craig whispered. 
              Husein knelt down behind the couch just as the doorbell rang.
"Craig!" Scott said from outside. "It's me, Scott. Come on. I just wanna make sure you're okay." He didn't look like he had any intention of going anywhere. 
Craig seized at the curtains in a panic. To answer the door would mean instant exposure. The best thing to do was to wait. The doorbell continued. 
Husein rose slightly, looking out. "Who is it?" 
"It's just my neighbor. The nosy one from next door," he whispered. "Go hide in Nick's room, until he goes away."
Husein ran off. Craig looked back out through the curtains. Scott had indeed gained the attention of the men in the car. All four doors opened revealing five men dressed in black sweat shirts, baggy trousers, and balaclavas—similar to the uniforms Craig had seen ISIS wearing before. 
Scott, however, remained oblivious. "Craig? Craig, you in there?" he asked, knocking on the door as if to demonstrate his unwillingness to go. 
Go away, you idiot, Craig thought to himself. 
From outside, Scott continued. "I know that was you who I saw pass by out back. Where have you guys been? Come on, Craig. You gotta help. You're FBI. Marie and I have no clue what to do. Half the people on this block ran off. We're not safe here."
Craig steadied his rifle, prepared to defend his home and their lives. With a few more knocks, it appeared that Scott finally got the hint. But it was too late. The militants rushed the house, pistols in hand. Craig watched as they ran through the yard, startling his neighbor. 
"Holy shit," Scott said, trying to run away. Two militants slammed him against the front door and pointed a gun at his head. Craig could hear the rumbling at the door, as they spread out to other windows, looking inside. One man was right outside the window where Craig stood. His angry eyes, set beneath thick brows, peered in through the window.
"I don't know anything! I don't know!" Scott shouted out as they shook him. He gagged on a pistol they shoved into his mouth. Craig didn’t like the idea of leaving Scott in the hands of these ruthless men. 
There was one man at his living room window, two at the door, and two at the other front windows near the foyer. Craig moved quickly from one window to the next, trying to find his best field of fire. The militants were looking in, hands cupped to the glass. One then grew impatient and smashed the foyer window out with the handle end of his pistol. 
Craig rolled over and aimed up as the man stuck his head in. One blast of the AK took half the man's head clean off. His body fell back and into the bushes. Commotion and movement followed from outside. The militants shouted to each other in Arabic. One man, crouching at the living room window, began shooting inside as shards of glass exploded. 
Craig jumped up and glanced through the curtains. They were dragging Scott away in a chokehold just as one of the men charged at the front door. Craig aimed at the door and fired, taking the kicker down before he could even reach the welcome mat. Angered, the remaining three militants returned fire and shot through the windows, shattering them to pieces.  
Amid the gunfire, Craig dove to the floor, flat on his stomach. He covered his head as shards of glass flew on top of him. 
The shooting ceased. Without hesitation, Craig crawled to the nearest open window and fired. He moved to another window and fired again. At the window on the other end, he saw a leg coming in over the sill. One of the men was trying to get in. Craig crawled over to the window as bullets flew overhead. The man was almost inside when Craig raised the AK and blasted the man’s torso open, sending him back outside in a bloody heap.
“Three down, two to go,” Craig said under his breath. 
He paused once, and heard Scott crying out. One of the militants began shouting in English. 
"We shoot him! We shoot your friend! You come out now!"
Craig looked out the window to the bushes just beyond. Two militants were ducked behind Scott, using him as cover.  
The man holding the pistol continued, "More are on their way! We will spare your friend if you surrender." 
Craig wasn't an expert marksman, but he did well enough most of the time at the range. He tried to keep the rifle as still as possible and lined up the front sight in the center of the first militant’s head.
"No deal," Craig said. He pulled the trigger. The rifle kicked back. The militant’s brains blasted out of the back of his head. His pistol fell to the ground. Scott threw himself to the grass exposing the last remaining militant who knelt to the ground to retrieve the pistol. Craig aimed and fired, hitting him in the chest. The man collapsed, screaming in pain and clutching his chest. 
Dead silence followed. Craig's ears rang. His head throbbed. He hadn't considered the damage to his house yet. He looked outside for anyone else, but saw only Scott, trembling and lying headfirst in the grass. 
Craig went to the bullet-ridden door and opened it. He carefully walked outside, past the bodies and stood at Scott’s feet, rifle in hand. 
His neighbor looked up with tears in his eyes and squinting. "What the hell was that all about? Who the hell were those guys?"
Craig was blunt. "You put my life in danger, Scott. My only advice to you is to take Marie and get out of town. If they're right and there are more coming, I don't think you want to be around."
"I don't understand what's going on. You've got to help us!" he pleaded. 
"Find somewhere to go. Someplace safe. That’s all I can tell you."
Scott rose to his knees, dumbfounded and growing angry. "Oh yeah? And where the hell do you suggest we go? Why don't you tell me what the fuck is going on?" Spittle flew from his mouth. Craig continued to walk away, back into the house. He called out for Husein, crunching on glass with each step. Husein emerged alert and focused. He didn't want to ask Craig what had happened. He was just glad to see him alive. They gathered their things and left the house, just the way they came in, without looking back.



Temporary Sanctuary
 
The van remained parked where they had left it. Having twisted his ankle, Craig limped as Husein led the way. Each carried backpacks and bags of supplies, the extra weight a noticeable difference from their first trip. Residents looked out of their windows, frightened, as they went past. Police sirens sounded in the distance. All the earlier gunfire did not go unnoticed. 
No time to explain anything to the police, Craig told himself. 
They opened both sides of the van and tossed all the supplies in the back. Craig slouched down in the driver’s seat, exhausted and in pain.  
“Are you okay?” Husein asked, worried by Craig’s pale appearance.
“Yeah, just peachy,” Craig replied. 
The police sirens roared from only a few blocks away. He started the van and drove carefully out of the neighborhood to a back road east of the lake. The sudden, uneven pavement made everything inside the van shake. Husein gripped the armrests of his seat as Craig steadily steered through curves and hills, enamored with anticipation of their impending arrival. A thick cloud of dust trailed the van as it roared on, traveling a familiar, beaten path. The glaring sun followed them, sending shafts of flickering light into the van from atop the tree line. 
“Your family is at the cabin?” Husein asked. 
“I’m counting on it.”
“They drove there, too?” 
“No, they took our boat through the lake.”
“Why did they not just drive, like us?”
“Because it’s faster on the boat. I can only get us so close. From there, it’s going to take some walking.”
Husein groaned and then turned around to look out the back windows of the van. No one was following them. There was only dust. 
“Do you think the police will find us?” Husein asked, sounding worried. 
“No. We’ll be fine.”
Craig’s mind brewed with thoughts—none of which made him feel any better. His world had imploded, and he was hanging on by a single thread.
 



 
***
 
Rachael was worried. She hadn’t heard from Craig in over twenty-four hours. The news of an attack on an FBI convoy had made it to the radio. Earlier, when she had a phone signal, she had called the agency repeatedly, but reached only an automated message saying that all lines were busy. 
Now her cell phone barely got reception. Perhaps the towers were overloaded, or perhaps something more sinister was happening. It was only morning and she didn’t know how she was going to get through another day without Craig. Nick had grown restless and irritable. 
Being away from his friends and video games was already starting to take its toll. He had grown testy with Rachael when she asked him to do the slightest thing, and more than once, they came close to arguing. Her patience was nearing an end. 
“Thousands of people are dead, Nick. Do you understand that?” she had snapped at him the day before. He had looked hurt as a result of her heavy words. 
“I’m sorry,” she had said. 
After the exchange, Nick had started to be more helpful. They had cleaned the cabin and inventoried their canned food, powdered liquids, and other supplies. 
That morning, striving for normalcy, she got started on breakfast: precooked sausage and powdered mashed potatoes from the food supply. Nick was awake and walked out of his room eager for a news update. 
“Any word from Dad yet?” was his first question.
“Not yet,” she answered. She pointed to some empty gallon jugs on the counter of their cramped kitchen. “Can you fill these up with water from the pump, please?”
“No problemo,” he said, grabbing them up and heading outside. 
She heard the patio screen door slowly wheeze and slap shut. Rachael placed a heavy frying pan over one of the burners of their propane stove and turned it on. Unwrapped sausage links rested on the counter to her side. Above the sink was a small open window where daylight streamed inside. She looked out and saw nothing more than trees, elms mostly, their leaves moving in the morning breeze. 
She expected another hot day and had already opened all the screened windows. They had a few solar-powered and electrical portable fans placed throughout the cabin just to circulate the air. The radio in the kitchen was always on. It barely left her side, along with her cell phone. And as she heard the latest morning reports on the terrorist attacks, she knew that they had made the right decision fleeing to the cabin. 
The news announcer continued, “A massive hunt is underway for the terrorists involved in the deadly port attacks that have led to mass casualties and evacuations of some of the most populated areas throughout the country. In a quick and decisive retaliation, several drone strikes have swept through targets in Iraq and Syria in an attempt to eliminate ISIS leaders allegedly responsible for planning the attacks. 
“A formal declaration of war has not been issued. Emergency responders and military personnel have since been deployed to contaminated port areas with high levels of radioactivity and chemical fallout.”
Rachael tossed the sausages into the frying pan and then set both hands on the counter. As the food sizzled and popped, she lowered her head and quietly sobbed. She could hear Nick outside pumping water and tried to get control before he returned. 
She caught her breath, raised her head, and opened her watery eyes just as she heard Nick call from outside.
“Dad!” 
Rachael turned quickly to the front door, knocking over an empty coffee pot and some dishes onto the floor. She stepped over the mess and rushed outside, down the steps, and to the side of the cabin. Two abandoned water jugs sat next to the pump. Nick had run off toward a scraggly, disheveled-looking man who had emerged from the trees and brush with a boy who looked like a teenager. 
She squinted in the sunlight and took a second, closer look, calling out to Nick to come back. The man was wearing a hat that shadowed his face. His face was bruised, and he walked with a limp. One eyelid was half shut. He was armed with a rifle and carrying a backpack, his blue T-shirt covered in sweat. 
She had no clue who the teenager was. Nick ran into the man’s arms. She could see it now. Like something out of a dream, it was Craig. She sprinted across the dirt as her flip-flops flew off.
“Dad, you’re here!” Nick said. 
Rachael ran past Nick and threw her arms around Craig, nearly knocking him over. Husein moved to the side, startled by the sudden commotion. 
“Hey, everyone,” Craig said, exhausted and with a weary smile. 
“Where have you been?” Rachael asked. 
“How did you get here?” Nick said. 
Rachael looked up at him and gasped. “What happened to your face?” She ran her hand across his cheek, feeling the bumps and bruises. 
“Did you get in a fight?” Nick asked in wonder. 
“Something like that. It’s nothing, really. I’m fine.”
“We were so worried,” Rachael said. 
Craig rubbed her back. “I’m proud of you guys. You made it here in one piece.” 
Rachael backed away with a more stern expression. Tears glistened on her cheeks. “I want to know everything. What happened and where you’ve been. Why haven’t you called? Do you know how worried I’ve been?”
Craig placed a hand on her shoulder, interrupting. “I’ll tell you everything, but first, let’s go inside and get out of the sun.”
A quick silence came over the group as they looked toward Husein, who stood sheepishly to the side. Nick and Rachael examined him. His curly hair was mess. His clothes were tattered and dirty, and he looked every bit as exhausted as Craig. 
“I’d like to introduce Husein,” Craig said. “Husein, this is my wife, Rachael, and my son, Nick.”
“Nice to meet you,” Husein said.
They nodded back. Rachael said, “Hello.” Nick waved. After the initial awkwardness, they headed back to the cabin, with Craig telling them, “I’ll explain later.”
 
After setting down their backpacks, Craig and Husein sat on the couch where Rachael handed them each a bottle of water, which they gulped down. 
From the kitchen, she continued her line of questions. “How did you get here?”
“We have a van. Parked it on the back road and walked the rest of the way,” Craig answered. He tilted his head back and finished the last of the water.
“I heard about the attack on the FBI building,” Rachael said. “It’s just terrible. But now that you’re back, I can breathe again.” 
“I’m sorry for worrying you,” Craig said. 
Rachael turned to them. “So tell us: How did you meet Husein?” 
Craig glanced at Husein and then back to her. “He’s part of an ongoing investigation. A special witness. We ran into some trouble but made it through just fine.”
Craig suddenly rose from couch and limped toward the bedroom. Rachael looked up. 
“Where are you going?” she asked.   
“I need to check on something real quick,” he said, heading toward the bedroom, unable to postpone for another minute what had been in the back of his mind. He stopped before passing Nick and he put his hand on his shoulder. “How have you been holdin’ up here, buddy?”
“I’m okay,” Nick said. “A little scared though.”
Craig squeezed Nick’s shoulders. “We’re safe here. There’s nothing to be scared of.”
“It’s not just us, Dad. I’m scared for everyone else out there.”
Craig sighed. “Listen, things are bad right now. I’m not going to lie to you.”
Nick pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and held it up. “The Internet doesn’t even work. All I’ve been getting lately is this.” His display screen read: This page cannot be displayed. 
“It may be like that for a while,” Craig said. “We’re just going to have to adjust.”
“For how long?” Nick asked.  
Craig looked at him, uncertain. “I don’t know,” Craig said softly. “In the meantime, we hunker down. Look out for each other. Got it?”  
Nick looked down. “Yeah.”
“You’re doing good, son. I’m proud of you.” Craig touched Nick’s arm again and walked into the bedroom. 
Nick, suddenly hungry, decided it was time to help his mother with breakfast. He followed the aroma down the hall and to the kitchen eager to lend a hand. 
On the twin bed in Craig’s room sat his backpack. He zipped it open and took out a slim laptop wrapped in a bath towel. He went to a small desk in the corner, placed it on top, pulled up a chair and sat down. He flipped the MacBook open and turned it on: A log-in screen appeared.
“Shit…” he said under his breath. 
In the kitchen, Rachael was getting everything ready. She had exchanged a few words with Husein as he waited in the living room, and she was intent on finding out a little more about their unexpected visitor.
“So you’re from Chechnya?” she asked. 
“Yes, that is correct,” Husein answered. 
“Wow. That’s amazing…” Her attention was suddenly diverted to the bedroom, where Craig had just shut the door. “Hurry up before it gets cold.”
“Be out in a minute!” Craig shouted. 
Rachael shook her head just as her cell phone vibrated on the kitchen counter. So they had a signal again. She jumped and looked at the screen. It was a call from Craig’s phone, a call she had been anticipating for the past two days. With him returned she didn’t understand what was going on. She picked up the phone and walked to their room where Craig was seated in front of a laptop. 
She held up her vibrating phone. “Did you lose your phone or something?”
Craig narrowed his eyes as the room went quiet. He shot out of his chair and walked over to her, taking her phone. There was no mistaking the contact displayed on the screen. Someone was calling from his phone. Rachael saw the deep concern in his face and his hesitation to answer. 
“What is it? What’s wrong?”
Craig pressed the answer button and held the phone to his ear. “Hello?” 
Immediately, he was sorry he had answered. He knew who was calling and he knew the signal could be tracked. The line was full of static. There was a pause. Then a voice spoke, heavily distorted. “Hello, Agent Davis.”   
Craig knew enough. He knew they had his phone and had somehow gotten into it, just as he had been trying on the laptop to bypass into their system. 
“What do you want?” he asked angrily. Concerned, Rachael moved closer, trying to listen in. 
“You know very well what we want.”
“Who is this?” Craig barked. 
“My name is Ghazi, and I believe I’ll be making your acquaintance soon enough.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Craig asked. 
“We’re close, Agent Davis. Very close. I’m afraid your options are very limited, so I’d listen carefully if I were you.”
Craig paced back and forth, looking out the window. Rachael asked who was on the line, but Craig didn’t respond. 
“You will listen to me carefully.” 
Craig left the room with the phone pressed tightly against his ear and headed outside.
“Are you still there?” the voice asked.   
“Yes. What do you want?”
“I’m happy to get to the point. We want the laptop you stole and we want you to surrender yourself to us.”
“That’s hilarious,” Craig said. “I’m with an analyst expert right now. In five minutes, we’re going to find out what’s on that laptop and expose your entire operation.”
“Way out there in the woods?” 

Craig froze.
“We were hoping to find you at your house. But there was nothing but police there. Lots of them. More of our brothers martyred at your hands. Mark my words, there will be retribution for your actions when we get there.”
“Get where?” Craig asked. 
“Why, your cabin, of course,” Ghazi answered.  
“I don’t believe you.” 
“The laptop has told us exactly where to find you.”
Craig froze and then dashed back inside, stomping across the hardwood floor and into the bedroom where he slammed the laptop shut.
A laugh came over the other line. “No use in turning it off now. Allow me to provide our terms. You meet us with the laptop, unarmed, and we’ll spare your family. You should be quite honored, actually. Our Supreme Commander wants to personally speak to you.”
“You come within one hundred feet of this cabin, none of you will make it back alive,” Craig said. 
Ghazi laughed again. “We have more terms. You see, we have a team stationed outside the house of Meredith and Tony Adams. I believe this to be your wife’s parents, yes?”
There was a pause. Craig gave no response.   

“They will be slaughtered upon my command. Nothing personal, but your parents proved harder to find.”   
Craig pictured Rachael’s parents. He looked at his wife. 
“Do we have a deal?” Ghazi asked. 
Craig walked back outside, past Rachael, who had been trying to keep up with his wild pacing. 
“Sure. You want this laptop, come and get it.”
“And you promise not to resist?”
Craig looked up, stretching his neck. There was no denying how trapped he felt. His adversaries didn’t seem to be bluffing. “Yes…” he said, quietly.
“Great. Where should we—”
Craig hung up before Ghazi could finish. He looked around, trying to strategize. He was cornered, there was no doubt about that, but he wasn’t planning to go down without a fight.



Lost and Found 
 
Craig hung up the phone and put it in his pocket. His eyes stared off into nothingness as Rachael stood directly in front of him, trying to get his attention. 
“What is it?”
He looked at her, stricken with distress, but trying his best to remain calm. The last thing he wanted was to send Rachael into a spiral of panic. 
“I have to call the FBI,” he said. 
“The FBI? Tell me what’s wrong.”
Craig looked into her eyes. “We need to go inside.”
As they walked back in, Husein and Nick watched them from the couch wondering what was going on. 
Craig turned to Nick and spoke low and calmly. “Nick, I have a job for you and Husein.”
“What?” Nick asked. 
“You know that hatch in the other bedroom? The one under your bed?”
“The trapdoor?” Nick asked. 
“Yes. I need you to go in there and get out my toolkit. It’s a big wooden box.”
“Awe come on, Dad. There’s spiders down there.”
“I don’t care,” Craig said. “Take it out and bring it out here. Then I want you both to stand watch. One of you at kitchen window, the other one at the front. If you see anything suspicious, yell for me.”
Nick began to look worried. 
Husein said nothing. He glanced at the rifle slung on Craig’s shoulder and looked back up at him. “What’s going on?”
“Please. I need you both to act. I’ll explain everything in a minute.” 
Craig walked off to his room as Rachael followed. They closed the door before any more questions came their way. Rachael sat on the side of the bed as the mattress springs squeaked. “Okay, will you please tell me what’s going on now?”
Craig turned to her and took her hands in his.
“There’s not much time explain…” he began.
Rachael pulled her hands away and crossed her arms. “Try me.”
Craig pulled the cell phone from his pocket and handed it to her. “I want you to call your parents now and tell them to leave their house at once.”
Her shaky hand reached for the phone. Craig placed it in her palm and squeezed her hand. “But whatever they do, it has to be quick. Tell them to call a neighbor or the police if they have to. They’re in great danger.”
“What are you talking about?” Her voice was trembling. 
“I was briefly captured by terrorists,” he said. 
Rachael’s eyes widened. She covered her mouth. “I knew something bad had happened to you. How did you get captured? My God, how did you escape?”
Craig spoke rapidly and in hushed tones. “Nick can’t know any of this. Not right now. I was on that convoy that got hit, the one you heard about on the news. We were transporting informants to the Pentagon. After the attack, I was taken to some plastics factory in Detroit, where I was held prisoner. I broke free and escaped.”
“Detroit?”
“They got my phone, my wallet, everything. I had to steal a van to get back here. Husein and I.”
“He was taken prisoner too? Who is he?”
“Yes, he was,” Craig said. “He’s just a boy from Chechnya who got mixed up with the wrong people.”
Rachael held both her hands out, shaking. “That’s it. You’re done with the FBI. Do you hear me? I can’t take this anymore.”
“Please, Rachael. We have to be ready to fight back. The terrorist are on their way. They’re headed for the cabin right now and they want the laptop.”
Rachael shook her head and closed her eyes. “What does this have to do with my parents?” she asked as her hands fell to the mattress. 
“That phone call was from a man named Ghazi. He has my phone. They know everything about me.” Craig stopped and took a deep breath. “He made threats against your parents. Said that if I didn’t cooperate…”
Something in Rachael triggered. She jumped up from the bed, and pushed Craig. “You give them that damn laptop, you hear me?” she shouted. 
Craig stumbled back then regained his footing. 
“Giving them the laptop won’t solve a thing,” Craig said back. “We have to be ready to fight them. All of our lives are in danger right now. That’s why you need to tell you parents to go somewhere safe. Ghazi could be bluffing, but I don’t want to risk it.”
Rachael looked at Craig in disbelief. “How did they find us? How did they find my parents?”
Craig stepped forward in an attempt to comfort her, but she backed away, held up her phone, and dialed her parents’ number. With the phone to her ear, she waited.
“There’s still a chance for us to beat this,” Craig said. “You have to trust me.”
Rachael lowered the phone in frustration. “I can’t get through to them. There’s no signal in here.” She attempted to walk past Craig, out of the room, but he blocked her.
“We have to work together on this. It’s the only way. Do you understand?” 
She nodded as her eyes closed and tears streamed. 
“I want you and Nick to take the boat and get out of here. Husein and I will set the traps. Then I’ll be ready for them.”
As she opened her eyes, he saw a look of pure conviction. “I am not leaving. It’s out of the question. Do you understand?”
“Rachael, please.”
“We’re not going anywhere.” 
She left the room and stomped across the hardwood floor. Craig stuck his head out of the room and shouted to her as she swung open the patio door. “Make sure to tell your parents that they’re being watched. Whatever they do, they have to be careful about it!”
She didn’t answer as the screen door swung shut behind her. Craig went to the desk where the laptop rested, deciding what to do. Husein and Nick walked by the room carrying a wooden chest, one on each side. 
“Geeze, Dad. What do you have in this thing?” 
Craig grabbed the laptop and set it on the bed, next to his backpack. “Uh. Just a bunch of stuff, Nick. Set it down. Don’t mess with anything just yet. Go ahead keep watch.”
“Are we in danger?” Husein asked. 
“Not yet,” Craig answered. When Nick and Husein left the room, he dug through his backpack, pulling out four fully-loaded magazines. He stuffed two in each pocket of his jeans and then slid the laptop inside his computer bag, zipping it up. It was time to explain to Husein and Nick exactly what was going on. Craig walked out of the room and closed the door. 
Rachael was outside the cabin on her phone, pacing in circles. Having finally gotten the call through, she had been pleading with her parents for the past five minutes to leave their house in Boston, Massachusetts. 
Her mother had said that things were crazy enough and that her father, Tony, wasn’t going anywhere. The city, they said, was largely on lockdown, and they didn’t know where else they could go. Rachael tried to explain the situation in the clearest way possible.  
“I know what’s going on, Mom. But you and Dad have to get out of there. Yes, that’s what Craig told me. You’re not safe at the house. At least go to a neighbor’s, but do it quietly. Secretly,” she pleaded. “Craig said that terrorists are specifically targeting you.”
“Why us?” her mother asked. 
 Rachael felt desperate. Strands of hair had escaped from her short ponytail and fallen into her face.  
“Can I talk to Dad, please?” 
“Your father is busy, but hold on.” As Meredith spoke, the reception went in and out.
Rachael waited impatiently. 
“Dad?” she asked. “Dad, are you there?” 
“Yes, Rachael. What is it?”   
“Please listen to me. Craig…” she stopped, trying to choose her words carefully. “Craig was captured by terrorists yesterday. He escaped and we’re safely in hiding. So they’re coming after you and Mom. You both have to…” She stopped speaking. The phone seemed to have gone dead. 
“Dad?” She held the phone out, looking at it. The signal had dropped. “No!” She dialed again and again, but nothing went through. Craig walked outside the cabin and approached with caution. She whipped around at the sound of a twig snapping as he came closer. Her face was red and her tear-streaked cheeks were puffy. 
“Did you get the message to them?” 
“Lost the signal,” she said, lowering the phone in defeat. 
Craig gently took it from her hand. “It’s time. If you’re going to stay here with me, we have to be ready.”
Rachael looked up. Her eyes met his, and they both found a moment’s comfort. 
“What did you tell Nick and Husein?” she asked. 
“Nick is going to stay with you, by your side, in the cabin. If things go south, I want you all to take the boat and get out of here.”
“Where are you going? What are you going to do?” she asked.  
Craig paced around, thinking. “I’m going to meet them halfway,” he said. “Keep them away from the cabin. I’m going to give them a decoy laptop and send them on their way.”
Rachael looked skeptical. “That’s it? What next? They’re just going to go away? You need to call for back-up, Craig. This is serious.”
“I am,” Craig protested. “I’m not walking into this thing alone.”
Rachael eyes fluttered. The same look she made when she made whenever she was conflicted. They were hopelessly stuck. Fight or flee. To abandon their safe house seemed foolish, given the threat of more attacks. Craig reminded her of this. 
“When they had me captive, the terrorists spoke of two more attacks. ‘Phases,’ they called them. I’m positive that there’s information on the laptop that will reveal their plans. We can save thousands, if not millions, of lives here.” 
“Okay,” Rachael said, softly conceding. “I didn’t realize the laptop was so important.”
“That’s why I need to get on the line with the FBI immediately.”
“Please do. I don’t want you doing this alone,” she said, and heading toward the cabin in haste. 
“Hey, wait,” Craig said. He grabbed her arm, pulled her closer, and hugged her. After brief hesitation, she hugged him back. 
They broke away and Craig dialed his supervisor, Agent Vince Walker. While waiting for Walker to answer, Craig glanced at the screen. One lone reception bar flashed. If he got through, he’d need enough time to explain that he was alive and that he had information. If the files were encrypted, the FBI would need to send technicians to the cabin immediately. There was a lot riding on his assumptions. 
Craig put the phone on speaker and held it up in the air. Finally, a confused Walker answered. 
“Hello?”   
“Sir, it’s me. Agent Davis.”
There was a long pause.
“Davis? You’re alive. Oh thank God. We—uh. We didn’t know what your status was.”
“I’m fine. Reception’s going in and out, but I have some important information. Are you prepared to copy?”
“Yeah. Go,” Walker said. 
“I need an analyst team here. I’ll send over my coordinates.”
“Analyst team? You have information?”
“I have a laptop that belonged to a high-ranking ISIS member.”
“I hate to break it to you, but this country isn’t fit to handle a tornado in the Midwest right now, let alone another terrorist attack.”
“I understand that, sir. That’s why we have to do our best to stop them.”
“Where are you?” 
Craig held the phone down and began typing. “Hold on, I’m sending you the coordinates now.” As he typed, the signal went out again and then dropped completely just as he hit send. 
“Sir?” Panicked, Craig tried to call back but couldn’t get through. He scrolled through the phone call log. Ghazi’s call had taken place ten minutes ago.
Craig hurried back into the house and found Nick and Husein rifling through his crate. 
“Hey!” he shouted. “Did I say you could look through there?”
They jumped up startled. The crate was full of weapons and other ordnance: a case of 9mm ammo, a small shovel, nails, mini sentry traps, trip wire, .22 rounds for the traps, a chain saw, and a weapons case that held a 9mm Beretta pistol. It was Craig’s secret stash to be used in case of an emergency. If there was ever a time to utilize the equipment, the time had arrived. 
“What is all this stuff?” Nick asked.  
“You’ll find out soon enough. I’ll need your help setting everything up. We don’t have much time. Where’s your mom?”
“She went into the bathroom.” Nick looked around and then spoke quietly. “Said she had to wash her face. I think she was crying.”
“Just give her a minute. She’ll be fine.” Craig looked to Husein. “Are you ready?” 
Husein’s eyes met his. “I guess so. What do you want me to do?”
“Just help me set some traps. You know what these terrorists are capable of.”
“How did they find us?” Husein asked. 
“Yeah, how’d they do it?” Nick asked as he brushed his blond bangs away from his forehead. 
“They just did,” Craig answered, sparing them the details, but then wondering if he’d been too abrupt. “I don’t know,” Craig said. “I’m sorry.”
The bathroom door opened and Rachael stepped out wiping her eyes dry with tissue. 
“You okay?” Craig asked. 
“Yes. I’m ready to defend the cabin. It’s the only way.” 
“Defend the cabin?” Nick said, confused.
Craig turned to him, stern and emphatic. “You and your mother are going to stay in here while I meet with these men. I’m going to make a deal with them and everything will be okay.” 
Craig unslung the rifle from his shoulders and handed it to Husein. “Husein, you’re going to cover me.”
“Why him?” Nick groaned. 
“Have you ever fired a gun before?” Craig asked. 
“No,” Nick answered, like it didn’t matter. 
“Well, now is not the time. You’re staying here and that’s final.” He turned to Rachael. “You know what to do if anyone comes through that front door.”
She nodded holding up her .38 revolver. 
Craig pulled his pistol case from the crate. Inside was a 9mm Beretta handgun. He loaded a magazine into it and dug the pistol into the back of his jeans. 
Before walking outside, he stopped and turned to Nick, as if remembering something. 
“There’s one last thing I need from you.”
“What?” Nick asked.
“Your laptop.”
He looked at Craig jokingly, but his smile dropped when he saw that his father was completely serious. 
Twenty minutes later, Craig and Husein had set up trip-wire traps around the entire perimeter of the cabin. The thin fishing line tied from tree to tree was obscured by grass and was virtually invisible. Several brass sentry traps, loaded with a cotter pin and blank .22 charge, had been fastened to the lower trunk of each tree. When breached, each trap was rigged to blast, alerting anyone inside the cabin of advancing intruders. 
They all went back inside, to get out of the sun, and wait. 
“Wish I would have gotten a minute to enjoy this place,” he said. He hugged Rachael tightly.
“How long will you be gone?” Nick asked. “What if they try to hurt you?”
Craig went to Nick and hugged him. “Not long. Everything is going to be okay.” Craig didn’t know how else he could reassure him. “It’s not the best plan, but it’s our only option.”
“And you’ll bring my laptop back?” Nick asked. 
Craig laughed slightly. “Yes, I’ll bring it back. And your mom’s phone, too. Eventually.”
With that, Craig said goodbye and he and Husein started toward the back door. 
“You both be careful,” Rachael said. “I mean that.” She rushed toward Craig to give him one last hug. He took in the scent of her hair and spoke softly. “Be back soon.” 
As they walked outside and down the steps, Craig could sense Husein’s apprehension. 
“Don’t worry,” Craig said. “I’m not going to let them hurt you.”
Husein’s eyes remained fixed as they walked past the rear of the cabin and over the trip-wire that had been set between the trees. 
“It’s not me I’m worried about, it’s you,” Husein said. “These men will stop at nothing to kill you. And if they catch me, the torture will be endless. They must know that I killed Ma’mun by now.” Husein suddenly stopped walking, as if having second thoughts. “Can’t we just run? Do we have to face them?”
Craig stopped and turned toward Husein. “They may have Rachael’s parents. Besides, they’ll never stop pursuing us.”
Husein grew agitated. “I think that you want to face them. Some American code of honor thing. Do you really think you’re going to take down their entire organization?”
Craig took a few steps closer to Husein and spoke calmly. “I don’t expect to do anything beyond protecting my family. All I’m asking from you is what we discussed. Take a concealed spot and cover me. If it looks like I’m in trouble, aim and shoot. Just like before. I just need enough time to recover my pistol. The first wire trap will startle them once breached. They’ll panic. That’ll give us a moment to engage. Every one of them has to die. No exceptions.”
“But more will come. You must know that.”
“I do, but—”
Suddenly, Rachael’s cell phone buzzed in his pocket. Craig clutched the phone and pulled it out. It was his number on the screen. Ghazi was near.
“Yes?” he said. 
Heavy static filled the line as Ghazi’s voice came through. “Where have you been? We’ve been calling you.”    
“Terrible reception out here,” Craig answered. 
“I trust you haven’t been on the phone with the FBI or anyone else since last we spoke.”
“I wouldn’t be able to if I tried.”  

“For your sake, I hope that’s the case. We have your handheld radio. Maybe that would suit you better.”
“That’s fine. I have one here,” Craig said, looking around. He covered the phone and asked Husein to run back and get a handheld from Rachael. Husein sprinted off as Craig held the phone to his ear. 
“Are you there?”
“Yes,” Ghazi said. “Make sure you have the radio on you.”
“Are you close?” Craig asked. 
“Do you have the laptop?” Ghazi asked.
 “Yes, but remember what I said. My family is off-limits.”
“Yes, yes. Keep up your end of the bargain and we shouldn’t have a problem.”
Craig knew that they were both lying to each other, which more than justified his plan to fight back. He didn’t believe for a minute that they were going to spare his family. 
“I’ll be standing roughly a quarter mile from my cabin in an open clearing, waiting for you. Are you still on the road?” 
“We are close.”
“I’ll be here. Just me and the laptop.”
“Good.” Ghazi said. Then he hung up. 
Craig lowered the phone and looked up as Husein came running back with a radio in hand. 
“Thank you,” Craig said. “Now let’s find you a good spot and do this.”   
 



 
***
The fifteen-passenger van slowed to a halt at the bottom of a hill where they saw another familiar-looking van of their own parked to the side of the dirt road. Ghazi instructed the driver to pull up behind the abandoned vehicle and park. 
Accompanying him were ten other militants who had taken the long ride from their headquarters in Minneapolis to Craig’s house in Rockville, Maryland. Initially tasked to assist the other stakeout team in finding Craig, they were alerted to his precise location by a tracking device in Ma’mun’s laptop. 
At headquarters, they had lost contact with the team watching Craig’s house, and feared the worst. Omar was beside himself, shouting into Ghazi’s phone, threatening the harshest punishment if they failed to bring Craig to him. Nothing, it seemed, was more important. 
Ghazi had it all planned out. The bartering of Craig’s in-laws. The threats against his family. All of this would bring Craig out of hiding. 
They had lost the trace on Ma’mun’s laptop—Craig had since shut it off—but they had a general idea of where he was. And with the discovery of the stolen van, Ghazi knew that they were close. The heavily shaded woods provided cover, but it also gave Craig a similar advantage. Ghazi knew this. As they parked, he turned to his men—young men, all of them armed and wearing camouflage clothing, bullet-proof vests, and black bandanas. He spoke softly. 
“Keep your eyes open. Stay alert at all times. The American is near.”
The men, all quiet, nodded. Ghazi took a red bandana and wrapped it around his head. He glanced down at the open laptop resting on his knees and studied the map showing on the screen. A single yellow dot remained—the last known signal from Ma’mun’s laptop. 
The driver, a tall, skinny man with a goatee opened his door. One of the men in the back opened the rear double doors as they all gripped their weapons, ready to get out. Ghazi turned and pointed a finger at them.
“Don’t take this man for granted, mark my words. He’s a trained killer.”
“We can take care of him, don’t worry, brother,” said a young man with a scruffy chin beard named Hafan. From the back, several of the others joined in, laughing.  
Ghazi’s tone grew more angry and forceful. “You fools have the memory of a fish. This American killed over twenty of Ma’mun’s men in Detroit. You saw with your own eyes what he did to the men watching his house.”
“But you forget one thing, dear Ghazi,” Hafan said. All eyes turned to him. 
“What is that, Hafan?” Ghazi asked. 
“That you’re with the best now,” he replied, high-fiving a man sitting next to him.
Ghazi wasn’t amused. “You won’t find it very funny being dead, I can tell you that now.” 
The militants then piled out of the van, paying his warnings little mind. Frustrated, he reached into his pocket for his cell phone and then dialed, waiting with it pressed against his ear. Finally, someone answered. 
“Yes, this is Ghazi. Do we have the parents?”
There was a slight pause as the man on the other end explained. Ghazi’s mouth dropped. 
“What do you mean they disappeared? How?” His face flushed as the man continued to explain. 
“I don’t care if they’re no longer in the house. Search the entire neighborhood if you have to.”
The man interrupted him, trying to defend himself. Ghazi would have none of it. 
“If you didn’t see anyone leave, that means they’re still in there. And if they’re not there that means they slipped out somehow. I don’t think I need to remind you of the consequences of losing them.”
The man continued pleading his case and making excuses. Ghazi shut his laptop and stepped out of the van. He cut the man off and shouted into the phone. “Everything we’re doing right now is tied to this. If your team fails, Omar will have your heads. That, I guarantee you!” He hung up in anger. His blood pressure was already rising and they hadn’t even found Craig yet. 
“Move out!” Ghazi shouted, slamming the van door shut. He felt along the bulky green-colored camouflaged vest he was wearing. There were plates on both sides, shielding his chest and back. The weight of the vest bore down on his shoulders, but the discomfort, he felt, was worth it. 
After seeing the bodies following the Detroit factory shoot-out, they would have to be crazy not to take precautions. He took his Glock pistol from his side holster and pulled the slide back, chambering a round. 
He brought his sunglasses down from their resting position on his forehead and then joined his team, gathered at the tree line on the other side of the van. He held his cell phone out to see how many bars he had. Only one remained. It was time to switch to the handheld radio. 
He stuffed his cell in his right pocket, holstered his pistol, and pulled the radio out. The men cocked their rifles with carefree smiles on their faces. Ghazi turned the radio knob and heard crackling static. He pressed a side button with his thumb and spoke. “Hello?” All he could hear was more static.  
Their driver, Nidal, casually leaned against the hood of the van holding a shotgun. He watched as Ghazi puzzled over the radio. “Do you need help with that thing?” 
Ghazi flashed him an annoyed look. “No, I can work it just fine. The American might not be in range yet.
“So what do we do now?” Nidal asked. 
Ghazi pointed to the forest. “We travel west to their cabin. He will be waiting for us. This way,” he said, walking toward the tree line where the other militants were standing in the shade, waiting. 
“We cannot fail this mission,” Ghazi warned. “I want everyone spread out and keeping their proper intervals. When we encounter the American, no one is to shoot him. He is to be taken alive.” Ghazi looked around. “Understood?” 
The militants grumbled in unison. Hafan raised his hand. He had a snarky expression. 
“What is it?” Ghazi asked. 
Hafan looked around first, ensuring that he had the attention of the group. “What if he fires at us first? What are we to do, stand there and take it?” 
Other militants murmured in protest, looking at Ghazi, demanding answers. Ghazi waited for them to quiet down before he spoke. When the words did come, he spoke calmly and slowly as if they were students in a classroom. “First of all, the deal was that he would be unarmed. Now we know that to be very unlikely. So what do we do?” 
The militants looked at each other, but Ghazi answered before anyone could respond. “We cover him from all sides and be  prepared to defend ourselves if necessary. Your first move should be to subdue him. From there we take him to the van, kill his family and the Chechen boy and bring their heads back to show him.”
Hafan raised his hand. Ghazi looked further annoyed. “Yes?” he said. 
“Why not take the Chechen boy, too? It was, after all, him who killed Ma’mun.”
“Yes. I too have heard of the small bloody footprints found near Ma’mun’s body, but have not received instructions about the boy, only that he is to be killed like the others.” 
“Nonsense,” Hafan said. “He should be kept alive and tortured for his treacherous role against us. It wouldn’t be the first young boy you’ve done that to, would it?”
The other militants nodded along and voiced their support. Nidal, the driver, stepped forward. 
“I do believe Brother Hafan has a point. This Chechen is as deserving of vengeance as is the FBI man. It would be a shame to send him off prematurely.”
“We’re here to follow orders, not dictate our own terms,” Ghazi protested.
Hafan cut in. “What difference does it make? We kill him now, or we kill him later. Omar won’t care either way.”
Feeling outnumbered, Ghazi gave in. “Very well. If he can be taken alive, do so. But shoot him on sight if you must. The priority is the American.”
Now in agreement, the men covered their faces with black ski masks and marched off, with Ghazi leading the way. They spaced themselves at wide intervals in a single flank, intent on covering more ground with the greater distances between themselves. 
Ghazi was pleased to see them coming close to their goal, but his eyes remained fixated ahead, past the trees with their heavy branches and thick vines. He believed that, if given the chance, Craig would ambush them. His pistol was drawn. His finger caressed the trigger. In his other hand he held the radio, trying again to reach Craig. A faint voice finally crackled through the speaker. Nidal, walking closest to him, took notice. 
“Did you hear that?” he asked. “It’s him. I heard a voice.”
Ghazi held the radio to his mouth and pressed the button. “Come in. Hello? Speak louder. Can you hear me?” 
“Yes…” the distorted voice said. 
“We’re headed west toward Lake Hewitt. What is your current status?”
There was a slight pause, then the voice came in. “You should have close to a two-to three-mile walk from where you’re at. I’ll be here. Waiting…”   
Nidal overheard and groaned. “Tell him to start walking. There’s no reason we should have to go so far.”
Ghazi, who had already expected a walk from the earlier coordinates, attempted to suggest the idea. “Why don’t you meet us halfway?” He released the voice button when Nidal began whispering to him. 
“Especially,” Nidal said, “if he’s going with us anyway. Who is he to make such demands of us?”  
Craig’s voice came through, unwavering. “I’m not leaving this area until I know that my family is safe. Period. You want me? You want this laptop? Make the walk.”

Then, more static. Ghazi tried to get him back on the line, but there was no answer. 
“Careful, Ghazi,” Nidal said. “We could be walking into a trap.”
Ghazi looked around semi-nervously. He held his arms up and shouted out to the militants, “Spread out farther! We need to cover more ground.” 
The militants did as they were told, expanding to a length of over one hundred yards. With the growing and unmistakable tension in the air, they marched on, ready to eliminate anything and anyone in their path. 



 
 
***
Craig knelt behind an exceptionally wide oak tree that provided plenty of shade from the sun. He kept his eyes forward, expecting to see the advancing militants at any moment. He considered their arranged meeting to be rife with deception on both ends. For all he knew, Ghazi and his unknown number of militants were only minutes away. He felt fortunate to have put the trip wire into place—his most important element of surprise. 
Husein sat propped against another tree fifty feet behind  Craig, holding the AK-47. Upon Craig’s signal, he was to take a position flat on his stomach, concealed by the tall patch of grass surrounding the tree, and be prepared to fire. Craig had briefly instructed him in breathing and aiming techniques, and had told Husein that once he received the signal, to keep firing, if only to provide a distraction.
“Are you good over there?” Craig asked, looking over to Husein. 
Husein gave him a thumbs-up, trying to put on a good face. “I feel a little sick,” he said. 
“What?” Craig said with his hand to his ear. 
“Nothing,” Husein answered. “Just not feeling well.”
“Everything is going to be okay,” Craig said. “Just remember what I told you.”
Husein nodded. “These people scare me. I hate them.”
“You’d have to be a fool not to be afraid, Husein. And I’m not too fond of them either.”
They continued to wait, talking to each other in brief comments, and as Craig’s stomach growled, he realized that they had missed breakfast. Things had happened so quickly, they completely overlooked eating. 
A twig snapped in the distance. Craig rose to his feet and looked out. Nothing but trees and bushes as far as he could see. Craig took comfort in the fleeting moment of tranquility before the expected carnage.         
Craig looked at his watch: just after the half-hour mark. It was 11:10. Not even noon, yet he was facing terrorists bent on revenge. Nick’s laptop rested on the ground next to him. He had quickly explained to Rachael that if anything were to happen to him, she had to take the real laptop and get it to the FBI. 
She wouldn’t dignify the suggestion, insisting that anything happening to him was not under consideration. With the threat of death in the air, Craig wondered how his family could ever go back to normal. But they were all alive, and they had each other, which was more than he could ask for. With his eyes locked on the clearing ahead, Craig placed his pistol on the ground behind the tree and stood up. It was time to give them the signal. 
He picked up the laptop and walked ahead to an open spot in the forest where he had set up a pile of sticks, moss, and leaves. He pulled a lighter from his pocket and lit it. The flames started out small but soon spread into a fire just large enough to be seen from a distance. He fanned the flames, creating smoke that drifted up, smelling of old brush. Husein watched curiously as Craig turned around to face him. 
“Be ready! They should be here any minute.” 
Husein’s face was stricken with panic. Craig could feel it within himself too: an increased heart rate, a hotness in his face, and sweat building at the back of his neck. He picked up the radio and called Ghazi. 
“Do you see the smoke yet?” 
A moment passed without response, then came Ghazi’s grainy voice over the radio. 
“We see something. Yes. Smoke ahead.”
“Follow the trail ahead. You’ll find me standing here by a small fire, unarmed and with the laptop.”
“Yes, we’re getting closer. I can see the flames.” 
Craig lowered the radio and squinted ahead. There, coming out of the trees he saw camouflaged militants approaching, wearing flak vests. They were spread out and moving in a straight line like a search party. He stood firm and resolute, ready to do what was necessary.  



Showdown
 
The row of militants advanced toward Craig as a small fire burned at his feet. They were getting close to the first trip-wire trap, carefully set up between the trees roughly ten feet in front of Craig. As they approached, Craig looked around to make sure he wasn’t being surrounded. Husein was concealed behind a tree twenty yards away in a thick patch of weeds. Each militant was armed with a semi-automatic rifle. One of them had a shotgun. He counted twelve of them in sight—their numbers lower than Craig had feared. 
So this is all you could muster, Allawi? he thought to himself.   
He saw the man in the middle of the flank clutching a radio in one hand and a pistol in the other. He assumed him to be Ghazi, the voice on the other end. And when he saw the man speak into the radio, the suspicion was confirmed.
“Don’t try anything stupid,” Ghazi said through the radio. “We’ve got you locked-on.” 
Upon seeing Craig, the militants raised and aimed their weapons and shouted to each other in Arabic, converging ranks and moving in closer.
“That’s far enough,” Craig said into the radio. But the men kept moving in—now mere feet away from the trip-wire in their path. Ghazi didn’t seem to be relaying the message. Craig lowered the radio to his side and held out his hand. “That’s far enough!” he shouted. 
Confused, the militants stopped dead in their tracks and looked at Ghazi for guidance. Rather than yelling back, Ghazi spoke into his radio. 
“What is this all about? Where’s the laptop?”
Craig tossed his radio to the ground and shouted out to the group as a whole. “I have the laptop right here.” He knelt down and picked it up from the grass. Nick’s blue HP laptop glistened in the sun. He hoped they wouldn’t know the difference. 
 Ghazi shouted back. “Lift up your shirt and spin around. We want to make sure you are not armed.”
Craig lifted his T-shirt halfway and turned around, exposing his bare torso and back.
“Lift up your pant legs!” Ghazi said. 
Craig bent down and pulled his jeans halfway up at the leg.
Ghazi appeared satisfied. “Good. We have nothing more to discuss here. You will come with us just as planned.” 
“Wait one minute!” Craig said. He knew at that point, things were going to escalate.  
The militants paused and looked at Ghazi, awaiting orders. 
Ghazi shouted back to Craig, “What are you up to? We could shoot you right here on the spot. You’re in no position to make demands of us.”
Nidal leaned close to Ghazi to offer advice. “He has the laptop. What are we waiting for? Let’s move in and take him.”
Ghazi raised his hand, urging restraint. His eyes darted past Craig as he looked for anything out of the ordinary. He then looked at the blue laptop suspiciously. Were they being lured into some kind trap? He didn’t underestimate what Craig was capable of.
“We need to move.” Nidal said. 
Ghazi snapped at him. “I’m in charge here! I’ll say when we move!”
To the left of them, Hafan rolled his eyes. “What are we waiting for?” he asked, leaning forward and looking down the line. Others offered murmurs of support.
“Looks like you have some disagreement in the ranks,” Craig said into his radio.
Ghazi scanned the area ahead, looking for anything, traps even, but didn’t see anything but patches of weeds, grass, and twigs in his path. He then signaled to Craig. The militants remained fixed in position. “Let’s go. Come. We haven’t got all day.”     
“I want some reassurances first,” Craig shouted. “That if I go with you, my family will be left unharmed.”
Hafan, in disbelief, whipped his head around to Ghazi. “Is he serious?”
Ghazi didn’t respond. He looked at Craig, and with his arms outstretched in an open and magnanimous way, told him, “I promise that your family will not be hurt if you come with us. Okay?”
“Not good enough,” Craig snapped. 
Ghazi’s face flushed with anger as the other militants stared at Craig wide-eyed and astonished by his defiance. “So it is games you wish to play?” Ghazi asked.   
“Not quite,” Craig answered. “What I want is for your men to go back the way you came. The FBI are on their way right now. Tell Allawi I’m not playing his game.”
Craig set the laptop down in front of him and backed away. “Here, take it and get out of here.”
Ghazi’s mouth dropped. Nidal clutched his shoulder. “What did he just say? The FBI?”
“Have you lost your mind?” Ghazi asked Craig. 
The militants were confused, angered—exactly what Craig wanted. In the far distance above they heard a faint booming from above as they began pointing and talking excitedly. The aerial sound grew louder and more distinctive: blades chopping through the air. A growing realization began to sweep over them. Ghazi looked up and then tilted his head toward Craig. 
“What have you done?” he asked, appalled.  
“Only what was necessary,” Craig answered. 
Ghazi’s nostrils flared as his brows knit downward. “You dare back out of our agreement?” he shouted. “My men will slaughter your family like sheep. Are you forgetting about your wife’s parents? They’re as good as dead now!”
Nidal cocked his shotgun and looked at Ghazi. They were the only two in the group not wearing ski masks. “Enough pointless talk,” Nidal said. “We need to take him now and get out of here.”
Ghazi looked up. The helicopters in view were marked FBI, and they were closing in, coming low to the ground.  
Frantic, Nidal grabbed Ghazi’s sleeve. “I told you not to trust him. Now we must leave!” 
Ghazi pointed to Craig and shouted, “Get the American! Now!”
The militants charged at Craig with speed and fury. Craig dropped to the ground on one knee and yelled at Husein to fire just as the first tripwire was breached. Single blasts followed, loud and alarming, like gunshots, from the base of two separate trees as the militants pushed forward, sending them further into a state of panic and fear. 
Some ducked for cover while others ran off to the side, believing they were being shot at. They breached the next line, blasting more .22 shells upon triggering them. Their steadily advancing flank splintered off in different directions, seeking cover. Craig rolled on the ground and quickly crawled to the oak tree behind him for cover.
Nidal ran at Craig, firing his shotgun in rapid bursts which tore a low-hanging oak branch into pieces. Just as Craig retrieved his 9mm from the base of the tree, Nidal took a shot to the head from Husein. Ghazi threw himself to the ground and crawled behind the nearest tree. “Take cover, you fools!” he shouted to his men. 
The low-hovering choppers sent waves of debris that encircled them in a whirlwind of dust, adding to the chaos. Ghazi, with his chest dug into the ground, held his pistol out and fired repeatedly at Craig. His shots embedded into the oak tree and little more.
Taken off guard now, the other militants unloaded their rifles in a cacophony of relentless firepower, pinning Craig to the ground. Husein did his best to keep the militants at bay, but he was losing rounds quickly. They couldn’t see him, and weren’t sure where the shots were coming from. But they wouldn’t stay put for much longer, and Craig knew it. 
Having swept the area, the helicopters circled around and flew away just as quickly as they had arrived. Their sudden departure provided another perfect but momentary distraction. Once the air settled, Craig aimed his 9mm and shot at the masked heads he saw peeking out from nearby trees. 
Ghazi crawled away, just after Craig sent three militants to the ground like lead weights. With no sign of Ghazi anywhere, the militants advanced while providing suppressive fire for each other. Craig felt a bullet whiz by his head. Dirt and pebbles flew up from the ground all around him. They were getting closer, and Husein had stopped firing.  
“Keep firing!” Craig shouted.
“It’s jammed!” Husein shouted back. 
Craig turned his head back as sweat ran down his forehead, stinging his eyes. From the ground, he could see Husein pulling at the stuck charging handle of the AK-47. One of the militants suddenly bolted to the side, firing a shot and hitting the stump of the tree just above Craig’s head. Craig fired back and struck the man in the chest, hitting his plate, and knocking the wind out of him. 
As the man fell on his back, Craig aimed and hit him dead-center in the head. Random shots rang out from Craig’s other side. He could see Nick’s laptop lying on the ground ahead, cracked opened with several holes through it.
“Shit…” he said under his breath. 
One man brazenly ran out from cover and tried to get the laptop. Craig fired shots into both kneecaps, sending the wailing masked militant down, and his rifle tumbling into the dirt. Five militant bodies lay about, and five remained alive. Ghazi was nowhere to be seen. 
Craig took notice of Husein’s weapon malfunction.
“Slap the side of it,” Craig shouted to Husein as he struggled with the rifle. 
Without Husein’s suppressive fire, the remaining militants were becoming more daring and quickly advancing from their concealed position.
“I’m trying!” Husein shouted. 
Suddenly a shot rang out and hit the ground next to Husein’s arm. Then another. He rolled to the back of the tree and hid, shaking in panic.
“Don’t give up, Husein!” Craig shouted. 
He looked into the forest, past the clearing where the militants had taken cover, and he fired at anything that moved. His pistol clicked, and he ejected his empty magazine and loaded the next. The choppers flew a quarter mile away, nearer to his cabin. Craig was temporarily relieved, but the fight wasn’t over. It was up to him and Husein to take them out.  
Husein ejected his magazine, slapped the side of the rifle and pulled back the charging handle. The ejecting port opened, and the jammed round flew clean out. He put the magazine in, pulled the handle back, and fired straight ahead just as four men, sensing a chance, dove from their concealment in pairs and charged at Craig from both sides. 
Husein’s rounds tore through the legs of the two men running to Craig’s right. He rose up and fired at the two militants running at him from the left. The men rolled onto the ground, kicking up dirt and rocks. If Craig had counted right, there was one left, but he still hadn’t seen Ghazi. 
“Hold your fire!” he yelled to Husein.
“I’m out of ammo anyway,” Husein answered back. 
“All of it?” Craig asked. 
“It was only one magazine.”
Suddenly, a shot rang out and flew through the tip of Craig’s shoulder, causing him to drop his pistol. 
Craig pushed his back against the tree to avoid the spray of bullets, as blood oozed from the wound on his shoulder. 
A single brass round lay in the grass near Husein, glaring under the sun. Shaking, Husein grabbed the round, jammed it in the empty mag, slapped the mag into the rifle, and fired—scoring a direct neck shot. The shocked militant dropped his rifle and flew back, clutching his throat. His back slammed against the ground as he choked on the warm blood rushing out of his neck and mouth. 
The echo of gunshots faded into oblivion. Craig aimed forward, scanning the area for Ghazi. Had he fled to save himself? Bits of Nick’s laptop lay about on the ground and Craig knew that his son would be angry. But if the laptop was their only casualty, Craig could live with it. He kept a careful eye out, his pistol extended and his breathing slow and steady.  
“Ghazi! It’s over now. You might as well come out.”
There was no response.
“You coward. Come out and face me!” After a moment’s silence, Craig ran in the direction from which the militants had come, hoping to catch Ghazi before he made it back to his vehicle. He stopped, hearing a faint pop in the distance back toward cabin. The helicopters were still winding down, and he was certain that only one person could have set off that tripwire. He turned around and ran back, storming past Husein. 
“To the cabin. Move!” he shouted. 
Husein rose from the ground, covered in leaves, and grabbed the rifle. He tried to catch up, but Craig was already well ahead and sprinting back to the cabin where he was sure they were in danger. Despite his exhaustion, Husein ran on, hoping that everything was over.
Rachael was at the kitchen window with her .38 in hand. Her knees were shaking—her throat as dry as sandpaper. The faint shots in the distance sounded terrifying. Fear gripped her heart and she felt sick. Not knowing what was happening was even worse. 
The front door was barricaded with a dresser from the bedroom and the living room couch. Mattresses had been placed in the bedroom windows. Nick watched from the other side of the living room, peeking from behind the curtains. The front deck was empty and a glimmer of blue from the lake could be seen past the rows of thin elm trees.
“We need to go out there and help him!” Nick said as he turned from the window. “He needs us!” Despite his calmness only minutes before, Nick now was growing frantic, as he realized what they were facing.
“I promised your father we would stay here.”
“I’m going out there. Give me your gun.” Nick walked toward the kitchen with his hand out. 
Rachael pivoted around, clutching the revolver, her eyes glaring wildly. “You’re not going anywhere, you hear me?”
Startled, Nick stopped. Her voice was angry and demanding—uncompromising even.   
“And don’t give me that look,” she snapped, as if reading his mind. 
“What if Dad’s in trouble? What if he needs us?”
Rachael’s eyes welled up again as the faint gun shots continued. “Your place is here with me. We have to defend the cabin.”
“Forget the cabin! Dad’s life is in danger.” Nick turned around and stomped off toward the front door. As he pushed on the couch, Rachael followed and grabbed his arm. 
“Hey!” he said.
“Stop it,” Rachael told him. “I made a promise to your father, and you’re staying here.”
Nick yanked his arm away just as they heard the sound of helicopters flying overhead. They both stopped to listen. The humming of rotors in the sky grew louder, and the cabin seemed to be vibrating. Rachael turned to look in the kitchen as a coffee mug wobbled across the counter top. Nick then ran from the front door to the small kitchen window and looked up into the sky. “They’re getting closer. I think it’s FBI.”
Rachael felt a sudden joy as relief sweep over her. She rushed to the living room window and looked out. Nick was right. She could see two black helicopters with the FBI seal displayed on the pilot’s side and “FBI” written in big white letters toward the rear. They circled right over, shaking the cabin, and then flew away. 
“What are they doing?” Nick asked. “Where are they going?”
“They’re probably looking for a good place to land,” Rachael said, hoping she was right. 
More gunshots erupted outside. Rachael held her hands to her ears. The choppers returned and her hopes lifted. They were closer and louder than before, vibrating the entire cabin. Rachael looked out the kitchen window as sticks, leaves, and clouds of dust blew by. 
“Hurry!” Nick said. He ran to the couch and started pushing it away. “They’re landing nearby and we have to tell them about Dad.”
Rachael listened for more gunshots but couldn’t hear anything over the whirring of blades that gradually grew fainter. Nick and Rachel then pushed the couch, causing it to scrape against the wooden floor. Nick put his hand on the doorknob and looked back at Rachael. 
“Are you ready?” 
She held the .38 close to her side and walked over to him. “Yes. But let me go first. We don’t know what’s out there.”
Nick moved out of the way as she opened the door, bringing a rush of bright light into the darkened cabin. They both squinted and proceeded outside onto the front deck. 
As her eyes had adjusted to the light, Rachael was able to make out the figure of a man, standing in front of the cabin wearing camouflage gear and pointing a pistol at them. She froze in fear, shielding Nick and blocking him from taking another step. 
The man’s dirt-streaked, bearded face was covered in beads of sweat leaking from under his black bandana. His steely glare didn’t leave their frightened faces. He had on a camo-green bullet-proof vest and a waist pack on his side. For a moment, no one said a thing. Rachael could stood paralyzed. Even with her gun in hand, she didn’t know what to do. The man was already aiming at them.     
“The laptop. Go get it,” he said bluntly. 
Neither Rachael nor Nick reacted. Her mind raced in circles. Her first instinct was to run, but her legs were frozen in place. 
“Do you hear me? I want the laptop. Now!”
“I-I..,” Rachael began. 
“I don’t have time for games!” the man yelled. He glanced behind him, listening to the sound of the helicopters winding down and then turned back to Rachael. She attempted to hide her revolver behind her back, but he had already seen it. 
“Drop it,” he said, motioning downward with his pistol. “I could shoot you and your son dead where you stand, so don’t mess with me.”
She released the revolver and it dropped noisily on the deck. 
“Your husband brought us the wrong laptop,” he told her. “I’m no fool. Now send your son in there to retrieve the right one. He has twenty seconds, starting now.”
In a state of near shock, Rachael looked back at Nick, trying to form words which wouldn’t come. 
“The MacBook?” Nick asked her. 
She nodded fearfully.
“Yes, the MacBook, little one,” the man answered. 
“Go,” Rachael said. “Get him what he wants.”
Nick ran inside and toward the bedroom in haste. 
“He better not try anything. I’ve had enough games today, starting with your husband.”
“Who are you, and what do you want from us?” Rachael said, trying hard to keep her voice from trembling. 
“My name is Ghazi, and we want many things. Vengeance upon your husband, for starters. The blood of every American running in the streets a close second.”
“You’ll get neither. The FBI is here, and they’ll be at the cabin any minute,” Rachael said. 
“I can assure you, Mrs. Davis, I’m counting on it.”
“Where’s my husband?” 
Ghazi shook his head. “Your liar of a husband made a deal with me. The deal was to spare your life and that of your son. But he then chose to go against his word, leaving me with no other choice but to take your family prisoner.”
“What did you do to him?” she shouted. 
“Quiet,” Ghazi said, aiming his gun higher. “If your husband isn’t dead yet, he soon will be. My men have him surrounded.”
Rachael examined Ghazi closely, observing all the sand and grass covering his clothes. “But yet you fled. Why?”
Ghazi’s mouth went from a straight line to a crooked smile. “There’ll be no more questions from you, only answers to my demands. Now where is your son?” 
The sound of FBI agents scrambling through the brush and coming toward the cabin could be heard behind them. Ghazi turned and saw silhouettes behind the trees moving closer. He looked at Rachael and pointed his gun to her head. “Call your son now.”
“Nick! Nick, please hurry.” Her eyes glanced down at her revolver on the ground. 
“Don’t even consider it,” Ghazi said. “Now kick it over to me.”
She gave a reluctant nudge with her foot.  
Nick came out the front door and stopped at his mother’s side with the silver MacBook in hand. 
“Good job,” Ghazi said with a self-satisfied smile. In a flash, his expression then turned incensed and livid. “Now come down here. Both of you!”
Rachael hesitated, then slowly moved down one step. “Please. Let my son go. He has nothing to do with any of this.”
“Don’t make me ask you again. If that happens, I’ll shoot you both where you stand.”   
Rachael took Nick by the hand and led him down the remaining two steps, stopping inches from Ghazi, who stood rigid and unwavering as he waited. He looked at Nick. “I want you to hold onto that laptop like it was your life. Now move!” he said, gesturing with his pistol. 
Rachael walked ahead with Nick at her side. Ghazi ordered them to the back of the cabin, where he stopped to search for any signs of Craig or the FBI. The gunfire had ended, and he was left to wonder who had survived, if anyone. A strange and unsettling feeling told him that Craig was near. He needed to move quickly, and for that reason he un-strapped his vest, pulled it over his head, and tossed it on the ground.
He then took the handle of the pistol and smashed out the above kitchen window. Startled, Rachael and Nick looked at each other, unsure of what Ghazi was up to. 
“Stay right there, and don’t move until I tell you,” he said. “When the time comes, you’d better be ready to run.”
“What are you planning to do?” 
Ghazi took a step toward her and put the pistol directly against her forehead again, causing her to wince. “What did I say about questioning me? Must I make an example of you?” 
He turned away from her, appearing fidgety and distracted. As he held them captive outside at the rear of the cabin, the agents kicked the front door open and stormed inside. 
Knowing the FBI agents were inside, Rachael was ready to scream to them, to call out, despite what Ghazi might do to her. They watched Ghazi as he dug into his waist pack. To their shock, he drew a frag grenade from his pouch, pulled the pin out, and tossed it inside the cabin, through the kitchen window. They heard it hit the ground and roll along the hardwood floor.
“Get out of the cabin now!” Rachael shouted. “There’s a grenade!”
Ghazi pointed the gun at her. “Better start running, loud mouth.”
“Grenade! Move out!” one of the agents shouted from outside. 
They heard more shouting and stomping around as the agents scrambled to flee the cabin in time. 
Ghazi put his gun to Rachael’s head. “Move!” 
She ran, holding Nick’s hand as he held onto the laptop. Ghazi followed from behind, jamming the gun into her back. “You want to get blown up? Run faster!” 
They ran toward a thick patch of Elms frightened at Ghazi’s screaming demands and his incessant jabs of the pistol. Moments later, an explosion erupted behind them at the cabin. 
The blast shook the ground. Rachael could hear wood planks splinter and felt the heat of the blaze as the cabin went up in flames, glass popping, beams crashing, and then, the cries of men howling in pain. As they reached the thick concealment of vine-covered trees, she managed to turn her head and see half of the cabin engulfed in flames and burning to the ground.  



Nowhere to Run
 
As Craig raced toward the cabin, the explosion nearly sent him stumbling backward in shock. He regained his footing and pushed on with Husein behind him. Fire quickly spread throughout the intact portion, and the crippling fear of loss stunned Craig as he shouted for Rachael and Nick. 
Two FBI agents came running out, each carrying an injured agents over their shoulders. The closer he got, the more Craig could hear the cries of pain from within. He passed a severed leg lying in the grass, and the jarring sight nearly stopped him in his tracks. 
He rushed to the first agent he could find, recognizing him as the thickly mustached Agent Thomas. 
“Have you seen my wife? My son? Where are they?” Craig shouted, breathing heavily. 
Thomas looked up at him, surprised, and stopped. “Davis? I-I don’t know what happened. A couple of our guys went into the cabin. Thought they heard screaming. Then an explosion. I don’t know how…”     
Craig gripped Thomas. “My wife and son! Where are they?” 
“We haven’t seen them.”
Craig turned when suddenly another agent ran up, armed and wearing a helmet and visor. He was coughing from the smoke, but managed to blurt out his words. “It was a grenade. Someone threw it through the back window as soon as we came in.” He stopped and coughed again. “I got out in time, but Anderson, Meeks, and Dyson were hit pretty badly. Dyson might not make it.”
Something clicked. Craig took a step away and scanned the area. Ghazi was near, he was sure of it. He saw that Thomas had a pair of binoculars dangling from around his neck.
“Give me those,” he said.
Thomas handed him the binos. He ran to the back of the burning cabin and stopped, looking for signs of disturbance or footprints, but there was nothing. Then he saw something glinting in the grass: Rachael’s wristwatch. They couldn’t have gone far.
In the distance, behind the cabin, he caught a glimpse of a man running into a thick line of trees with Rachael and Nick ahead of him at gunpoint. 
“Over there!” he shouted, sprinting off. Husein stood with the FBI agents, not sure what to do. Agent Thomas drew his pistol and followed Craig, while the other agents gently placed their deceased partner on the ground.  
Craig was quickly gaining in his pursuit. The back of Ghazi’s head was in view. Craig stopped and raised his pistol. 
“Ghazi!” he shouted. 
Ghazi froze, turned his head slightly, and then shouted something at Rachael and Nick while brandishing his pistol at them. He wasn’t going down without a fight. The sight of Ghazi holding a gun on his family pushed Craig over the edge. 
He fired and sent Ghazi to the ground writhing. Rachael screamed as the shot rang out, and Nick ran off, deeper into the trees. Craig bolted toward his family, leaving Thomas behind. 
“Rachael!” Craig shouted, gasping. 
She ran toward him from where Ghazi lay, shouting his name. They flew into each other’s arms and tightly embraced.  
“Thank God,” Craig said in exhausted relief. “I thought something had happened to you. I saw the cabin and thought I had lost everything.” He stroked the back of her hair, holding her close. 
“We’re okay,” Rachael said, trying to catch her breath. “The cabin. We couldn’t stop him. Is it over?”
“Yes,” Craig said. “For now.” 
He looked over Rachael’s shoulder, searching for Nick as Ghazi groaned from the ground. Nick was nowhere to be seen. Craig released Rachael and walked over to where Ghazi lay, Rachael following behind, but he stopped her and urged her to stay back. 
“Where’s Nick?” he asked. 
“He ran off. He’s frightened.”
“Nick!” Craig called out. He pointed his weapon downward and approached Ghazi with caution. Ghazi lifted his head and made a feeble attempt to push himself up, but fell back on his stomach. 
Craig stood at Ghazi’s slumping head, which was streaked with drool, dirt, and sweat. Ghazi grunted and spit blood as he gasped and tried to speak between shallow, rapid breaths. He pushed against the ground but only rose an inch before plunging back down. 
“I can’t feel anything…” he said, frantic now. His breathing became more labored as panic and shock gripped him. “I can’t move! Help me…” His face fell into the dirt as he sobbed. 
Unaffected, Craig examined him. The shot had hit Ghazi directly in his back. Things weren’t going to fare well for him. In response to his pleas for help, Craig knelt and put a pistol to the back of his head. 
Troubled by the sight, Rachael called out to him. “Craig, what are you doing? We need to find Nick.” 
Agent Thomas ran up and drew his weapon. “What’s going on here? Davis, what are you doing?”
Craig ignored both of them, speaking only to Ghazi. “Just what were you planning to do with my family?”
Ghazi offered only delirious pleas for help. Craig pressed the barrel harder against his skull.   
“Were you going to take them somewhere and torture them?” His finger lit on the trigger. “A woman and a young boy? Is that what the plan was?”
Agent Thomas took another step forward. “Let it go, Davis. We need him for intel.”
Craig thought of the laptop, assuming that it had been destroyed in the cabin blast. Thomas was right. He stood up and moved away, leaving Ghazi mumbling to himself on the ground. 
“Might as well get him out of here then,” Craig said to Agent Thomas. “I have to find my son.” He headed into the woods, with Rachael following closely behind. 
Agent Thomas called out for the other agents for assistance.
Craig charged down a small hill but his limp began to come back to him.
“Slow down,” Rachael said from behind. “You’ll hurt yourself.”
“Nick!” Craig shouted. “It’s okay, buddy. You can come out now.”
Rachael joined Craig in calling out to Nick. From behind a tree in the distance they could see the toe of his shoe sticking out. His sweaty face then peeked out, his short bangs matted over his forehead. When he saw Craig in clear view, he ran to him, stumbling.
“Come here,” Craig said with a hug.  He took notice of the laptop in Nick’s hands and squeezed his shoulders. “The laptop? How did you…”
Still shaken, Nick tried to answer. “That man. He told me to carry it and guard it like my life depended on it.”
“You did the right thing. Now because he told you to, but because you kept it out of his hands. You’re safe now,” Craig said.  
Rachael caught up with them, relieved to see her son. 
Nick backed away from Craig and looked around. “Where’s Husein?”  
Craig turned and pointed off in the distance. “He’s over there with the FBI.” Craig then shook his head. “The bastard took out one of our agents. Injured the others.”
Rachael covered her mouth, shaken. “I tried to warn them. That man threw a grenade through the window as they came in. I had no idea what to do.”
Craig put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay. You did everything you could, but we’re going to pick up the pieces starting now. The cabin is gone and it won’t be long before Allawi sends more of his people after us.”
“Who’s Allawi?” Rachael asked. 
“He’s the leader of the ISIS sleeper cells. At least he’s who we think is running them.”
Rachael was unnerved. “If we’re not safe here, then where?” 
Craig ran his hand through her hair, picking out tiny sticks and blades of grass. “We’re not running anymore. I’m going to get with the FBI, and we’re taking them out.” He then took the laptop from Nick. “That man wanted this laptop for a reason. There are secrets on there. Plans for the next attack, I’m sure of it.”
“Not another one,” Rachael said in disbelief. Then another fear seemed to take hold of her. “Do you have my cell phone?” she asked, holding her hand out. “I need to try my parents again.”
“I’m pretty sure they’re safe.”
Rachael took a step back. “How sure is pretty sure, and how could you possibly know that?” 
“Because if they had gotten your parents, it would have been the first thing they said,” he said, pulling the cell phone out and handing it to her. “Here. Call them. We need to get back to the cabin now and see if there’s anything we can salvage.” 
They walked together to where Agent Thomas was. The other agents had just lifted Ghazi onto a stretcher and were carrying him off. Smoke fumed from the cabin. The flames had subsided, leaving much of the remaining cabin smoldering and charred. They were out of places to hide. 
With one agent dead and others badly injured, Agent Thomas wanted answers. “What the hell is going on here, Davis? It looked like you were in some kind of firefight earlier. Miles away from here, your house is crawling with police. Bodies lying out in the yard. You mind letting me in on this mess?”
Craig looked around. Rachael stood next to Nick, watching the remains of their cabin crackle and tumble away. 
“So much for our stuff,” Nick said, his eyes fixed forward as he tried to hold back his feelings. He turned to Craig. “I suppose you don’t have my laptop.” 
“I’m sorry,” Craig said. “I’ll get you a new one. I promise.”
“That’s just great!” Nick shouted, overcome by everything that had happened, and running away in anger. 
“Hold on! Don’t go running off,” Craig said. 
Nick stopped and turned around. “We can’t go back to the house. The cabin is gone. Our bags… all our stuff… gone. Terrorist attacks everywhere. Shooting at us, trying to kill you. I can’t take it anymore!”
“We’re alive, and that’s what matters,” Craig said. 
Rachael walked up and put her hand on Craig’s shoulder as Husein remained silent and observant. “Just give him a minute.”
Nick stomped away toward the lake where the helicopters had landed. “I need to have some words with Agent Thomas,” Craig said to Rachael. “You and Husein catch up with Nick and get ready to leave.”
Rachael looked surprised. “But… Where?”
“Somewhere they can’t find us. I’ll handle it.”
Without delving into specifics, because there weren’t any, Craig turned away and approached Thomas. “Walk with me,” he said. 
As they walked, Craig attempted to explain everything that had happened from the time he arrived in his neighborhood to the shootout with Ghazi and his men. He explained the importance of the laptop as the best chance of thwarting additional attacks.
“I don’t know how much longer we have,” Craig continued, “but the terrorists were talking about two more planned attacks. We know that they operate under deception, telling us false information, but they revealed these things to me because I was never supposed to leave that warehouse alive.”
Thomas stared blankly ahead, letting the weight of Craig’s words sink in.
Craig continued, “Walker told me that they’ve since moved FBI operations to a secure location. I want my family taken there. We have nowhere else to go from here. After Allawi gets word that I’ve taken out more of his people, he’ll put a price on my head, greater than anything we’ve seen yet. I can’t run anymore, Thomas. I need to face him.”
“What are you talking about?” 
“I want to assemble a team and go after Allawi. Find their headquarters and stop them before they can launch anymore attacks.”
“I don’t know if the brass is going to go for that, honestly. All I was told was that we had to get you and recover the laptop. That’s the priority.”
Craig remained undeterred. “I need good men, Thomas. A team of counter-terrorism agents to get these guys head on.”
Thomas tried to look understanding. “I want to help. I do. It’s just… No offense, but you haven’t had much luck with these side missions so far. Word is getting around that you’re bad news.”
Offended, Craig took a step back. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
Thomas shook his head, stumbling over his words. “Look. J-just forget I said anything. Let’s get you and that laptop to the bunker, pronto. We’ve already lost enough men as it is.” 
“An actual bunker?” Craig asked. 
“Something like that. Come on,” Thomas answered. “That terrorist you shot. We’ll get him to talk. Get to the bottom of this thing.” 
“I hope it’s that easy.”
“Me too,” Thomas said.
They arrived at the helicopters as the pilots just fired up the engines. Rachael stood to the side with a distraught-looking Nick and a somber Husein, still clutching the rifle in his hands. The nearby lake rippled and the surrounding tress swayed as agents placed Ghazi inside one of the helicopters with their injured. 
Rachael approached Craig with look of deep concern across her face. “Now where are we going?”
“We’re meeting up with the FBI someplace safe. Nothing will harm you and Nick there, I promise.”
Rachael looked at him suspiciously. “We have a home, Craig. How much longer…”
As her words drifted off, Craig looked at her, ready to take whatever she had to say. She threw down her arms. “Okay. We’re with you. Just tell me what we need to do.”
“Thank you,” Craig said. “And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry about all of this.”
“It’s not your fault. I get it.” Her tone wasn’t entirely convincing. 
She went back to Nick and Husein as the agents prepared to board them in the next helicopter. The blades spun furiously, spinning dust and dirt in the air. They were signaled to load up. Craig led the way as they moved low to the ground and covering their faces. 
They climbed in, covering their ears, and were handed disposable foam earplugs by one of the co-pilots. Inside was cramped and uncomfortable. 
After piling in, the helicopter rose and took off. As they gripped their seats, Craig leaned closer to the window. They quickly passed the smoking cabin, and the trees soon became a distant blur. He caught a glimpse of some the bodies from Ghazi’s crew, lying on the ground, left to rot—more evidence that death seemed to follow him wherever he went.  



 
 
***
 
              It wasn’t long before DC came into view. The recognizable landmarks, hordes of traffic, the flashing emergency lights. The general clamor of the district below was beyond what was expected on an average day. Deadlocked traffic. Flashing emergency lights everywhere. And masses of people on the streets.
Panic was in the air, evident with one glance from the safety of the helicopter. Craig watched the organized chaos unfold as Nick tried to squeeze his way over to Craig’s side to get a better view. Husein sat next to Rachael, still gripping the empty rifle. Thomas and the other agents sat across from them. 
              “What’s going on down there?” Craig shouted to Thomas. 
              Thomas, wearing a headset, leaned toward the window and looked below. The helicopter shook its passengers only slightly as it made a steady descent over DC, heading toward a large, concrete structure with high security fences and a squad of guards. 
              “People don’t feel safe,” Thomas answered. “With the threat of more terrorist strikes, they’re fleeing the district like refugees from a warzone.” 
                 “Where are they going?” Craig asked. “I mean, where do they think they’ll find safety? Is the government advising this?”
              “What you’re looking is one mass exodus out of many from the cities.”
              A helmet-wearing FBI agent sitting next to Thomas joined in. “Most of them are trying to get to less populated areas to hide out,” he said. “You should see the Southeast. From Florida to Louisiana. Mass pandemonium.” He then extended his hand. 
              “Agent Keagan, nice to finally meet you.”
              Craig leaned forward and shook the gloved agent’s hand.
              “A pleasure,” Craig said. “What’s this about Florida?”
              “Oh,” Keagan said loudly. “Hurricane. Cat 5 in the Caribbean right now. Headed straight for ’em.”
              Craig shook his head in disbelief. “Where are you hailing from?” he asked. 
              “Got called up from Dallas. Every bureau department is on notice.”
              Disinterested in the banter, Nick turned to Rachael. “Where are we going, Mom?” 
              “Some place safe,” she answered. 
              “Yeah, I’ve heard that before,” Nick said, looking past her and out the window on Husein’s side.  
 
              The helicopter hovered above a large platform at the top of the two-story building, ready to land. 
              “How is the government controlling all of this mass movement?” Craig asked both Thomas and Keagan. 
              “They’ve offered refuge at a variety of secure FEMA sites,” Keagan answered.
              “FEMA camps?” Craig said. “Even with all those conspiracy theories about those places?”
              “People aren’t worried about conspiracies right now,” Thomas replied. “Most of them just want to get to safety.”
              Craig gazed out the window. They were close to the landing platform. Armed guards surrounded the rooftop as men in orange vests directed the helicopters with colored flashlight tubes. 
              They hovered briefly, three feet off the ground, then with a shake and a boom, they landed, as a security detail surrounded both helicopters to aid in the offloading. The door on Husein’s side was pulled open. There stood a man with short, dirty-silver hair and sunglasses.
              The outside noise of the blades winding down was thunderous, even with their ear protection. They were signaled to exit the helicopter in haste. Craig stepped out, helping both Nick and Rachael, as Husein exited on the other side. 
The chopper next to them was a frenzy of movement. Men pushing gurneys rushed past Craig, nearly knocking him down. The deceased field agent, as Craig would later find out, was new graduate from the academy, Agent Dyson, twenty-two years old and married with two children. He had lost his life too soon, as was the case of the thousands killed in the sleeper-cell attacks thus far. 
Last out of the chopper came Ghazi. He lay on his back, staring into the sky as they carried him off. Craig kept his eye on the paralyzed militant while leading Rachael and Nick toward a door being held open by one of the guards. Husein soon caught up as the group moved quickly from the rooftop platform to the building entrance that led them downstairs. Before the outside door shut, Craig caught a glimpse of the two helicopters rising from the platform and flying off, just as quickly as they had landed. 
The stairwell was dark and narrow. Craig kept his family close with his pistol holstered at his side. Their footsteps echoed throughout the stairwell. Those on gurneys, Ghazi included, had been taken via the emergency elevator. Craig didn’t like the idea of Ghazi being out of his sight. Homeland had a knack for taking his suspects and leaving him empty-handed. 
They hurried down several flights of stairs before reaching the bottom. A dark hall awaited ahead with a thick metal door at the end. From the cool dankness in the air, Craig surmised that they were underground: likely in the bunker Thomas had told him about. 
              “This way,” Thomas said, walking past them down the dimly-lit hall toward what looked like a vault door.
              “Are we underground?” Craig asked.
              “Sure are,” Thomas answered. “You shouldn’t have to worry about your family’s safety down here.”
              Craig wanted to believe him, as did Rachael. They reached the vault door. Thomas typed a code onto a nearby security panel, unlocking it. A beep was followed by a loud mechanical click. Thomas instructed the family to stand back as he pulled open the door. 
Light rushed into the hallway. Past the door, Craig could see a green-carpeted lobby where his superiors, Deputy Assistant Director Calderon and Supervisory Special Agent Walker, were waiting for him. Both were dressed in slacks and button-down shirts and had a pistol and badge affixed to their sides. Their arms were crossed, and they looked relieved to see Craig. 
              Walker registered surprise at Craig’s beat-up appearance, but quickly fixed his eyes on the laptop cradled in Nick’s hands. “Agent Davis, we’re very relieved to see you.”
              “Yes,” Deputy Director Calderon said. “For a while there, we thought you were a goner. I guess we should have known better.”
              Craig approached them, keeping his arms around Rachael and Nick. “I’ve had a number of close calls, I can tell you that. But I’m glad backup came when it did.”              
              Husein joined the group and was met with suspicious glances from both Calderon and Walker. 
              “What is he doing here?” Calderon asked. 
              Craig separated from his family and defensively went to Husein’s side. “This young man has been through more hell than anyone his age should have to endure. He saved my life and I want him given the same protection being offered to my family.”
              “But isn’t he the Black Widow’s boy?” Calderon asked. 
              Husein looked down, not saying anything. He didn’t expect preferential treatment, but at the very least, he hoped that they would let him stay. 
              “She was his aunt,” Craig answered. “But he had nothing to do with her activities. He’s proved himself above and beyond what any person would be expected to do.”
              Calderon and Walker exchanged glances. “Talk about a change of heart,” Calderon said. He frowned as if trying to make a decision and then looked at Craig. “Whatever you say, Agent Davis. We’ll have to trust your judgement for now. Your wife, son, and this Chechen boy can take residence in the lounge. There’s a couch, a television, and I believe we have some snacks on hand. Sound good?”
              Craig took Rachael’s hand and nodded. “That’s fine.”
              Walker nodded at Rachael. “Mrs. Davis. We’re glad you and Nick are okay. Anything you need, just ask me.”
              “Thank you,” Rachael said, looking around just as Agent Thomas entered the lobby. 
              Walker turned. “Agent Thomas, please take our guests to the lounge. 
              Thomas nodded and beckoned the family to follow. Craig hugged Rachael as they kissed lightly. “I won’t be long.”
              “It’s okay,” she said. “Take all the time you need to stop this thing. I’ll be praying for you.”
Craig patted Nick on the head and told him to take care of his mother. “We’re all going to have to work together to get through this.” He then looked to Husein. “All of us.”
              Husein looked as if he had a thousand questions on his mind. Instead he nodded and quietly followed Rachael and Nick as they went with Agent Thomas. With the lobby cleared out, Calderon, Walker, and Craig stood in a circle.  
“You look like shit, Davis,” Calderon said blithely. 
Craig looked himself down. “Can’t say it’s really been my day, sir.”
“Let’s move,” Walker said. “The clock is ticking.”
“Ghazi,” Craig said, abruptly looking around the empty lobby. “Where did they take him?”
“Relax. He’s currently being treated in a secure medical wing,” Calderon said. 
“We can interrogate him momentarily,” Walker added. 
Calderon continued, “And I’d also like to know what happened to you over the past twenty-four hours. More dead agents? Your escape from ISIS? I want a report done up on everything—immediately.” 
Craig interrupted. “Honestly, sir. It’s all a bit of a blur right now, and I need to stay focused on the matter at hand.” He held up the laptop, its shiny silver case gleaming under the overhead lights. 
Calderon nodded. “Our superiors want answers, and if this bureau is going to provide more manpower to fighting these terrorist, when need the upmost transparency on your part.”
“Our superiors want answers, and if this bureau is going to provide more manpower to fighting these terrorist, when need the upmost transparency on your part,” Calderon said. He let out a long sigh, almost sounding defeated, and then spoke in a more confiding tone. “We’re with you, Davis, and we want to stop them as much as you. I—I just don’t want you to get burned out over this. I’ve seen it happen to a lot of agents.”
“I’m fine. Trust me. And if the FBI wants results, they’ve got to be willing to listen to me.”
“Gentlemen, please,” Walker said, signaling to a nearby door. “Field analyst teams are waiting.” 
Without another word, they exited the lobby and entered a highly secure operations room, where agents were waiting with hope that whatever Craig had brought with him would be the key to preventing a new wave of ISIS attacks. 



Cracking the Code
 
In addition to population and riot control in major cities, officials throughout the country were swamped with trying to keep utility companies and infrastructure safely guarded and on high alert after the port bombings. For the time being, it was controlled chaos. Municipalities within twenty miles of the port explosions were all hot zones: Long Beach, California. Houston, Texas. Wilmington, North Carolina. Port of New York and New Jersey. The Port of Pennsylvania. Port of Everglades, Florida. And the Port of Boston, Massachusetts. 
And nearby residents were terrified once reports that radioactivity had been released into the air were made known. 
The federal government, and state governments for that matter, were completely on defense: setting up massive HAZMAT perimeters, security check points, and deploying military reserves to guard anything and everything that could be considered a potential target. Resources were rapidly wearing thin.  
Based on gathered intelligence, the government had officially named Islamic State the perpetrator of the port attacks, even given the stunning lack of response from ISIS at any level. No one knew where or when the next attack was to happen, but the government was on high alert nonetheless. 
The strategy of the ISIS sleeper cells had been effective in driving fear and chaos throughout the country, in addition to the thousands estimated dead. By Saturday afternoon, July 9, 2016, the fight against ISIS was only just beginning. The military was in place to retaliate against ISIS strongholds in Syria, Libya, and Iraq. But there was hesitation among the nation’s leaders to engage. 
Another threat, in addition to the terrorist attacks, was facing the southeast. A hurricane was headed toward the Florida coast from the Atlantic. It had been gaining strength for days and was expected to pass by Puerto Rico. Forecasts then had it traveling to the Gulf Coast with the possibility of reaching a Category 5. 
The hurricane threat, coupled with the terrorist strikes, had the southeast states in a frenzy. Stores and supplies plundered. Fuel shortages. General chaos on the streets. Any semblance of order from Florida to Louisiana was quickly deteriorating. 
Jonesboro, Arkansas 
Like many sensitive facilities throughout the country, the Jonesboro Natural Gas Plant had been placed on a heightened alert status. The plant had generated power for the city’s growing population for the past century. And while most of the students at nearby Arkansas State University were hidden in their dorm rooms and apartments, glued to their computers and televisions following the terrorist attacks and talk of war, something dangerous was brewing nearby.
Sayed Beghal was an Algerian-born French citizen who had recently traveled abroad as a means of assisting the ISIS sleeper cell operation in the United States. He had been termed “lucky rabbit’s foot” by many of his fellow militants because of his penchant for getting into trouble but escaping punishment through most of his young, adult life. As a charismatic, good-looking young man, he had always been able to blend in with his surroundings despite his radical associations. He had once killed a man at a Paris deli in broad daylight for what he perceived as an insult, and gotten away with it scot-free. For some reason, no witnesses would testify. 
In his brief lifetime of petty crime, he had never been caught by the authorities. But as a twenty-five-year-old street hustler in Paris, he felt that his life lacked purpose and direction. He later found both of those after linking up with an ISIS-affiliated sleeper cell. And it wasn’t long before they recruited him to join their crusade against the United States. He relocated and waited for the time to be called. 
It was late afternoon, Saturday, July 9—dinnertime for most families in the area. Sayed sat in the passenger seat of one of four white vans parked in a line at a vacant truck stop five miles from the Jonesboro gas plant, concealed among low-hanging branches of ancient oak trees. 
The vans were deceptively marked with Homeland Security seals on both sides. In each van were a number of armed militants and two hundred pounds of explosives and chargers. They were planning to take the power plant by force, just one team among many positioned near plants targeted for attack. 
Sayed’s driver, a Nigerian named Achebe, turned to him after flicking the butt of his cigarillo out the window. He wore a tan safari hat and dark sunglasses, T-shirt and cargo pants. Sayed was dressed in faded military fatigues with a black ski-mask pulled back and over his head, exposing his chiseled jawline and light facial hair. 
“We need to do this before nightfall,” Achebe said. 
In his hand, Sayed held a two-way radio. The back of the van was filled with metal carrying cases housing the charges for their demolition plan. A blueprint of the power plant rested on the dashboard in front of Sayed. His AR-15 rifle leaned against the passenger-side door near his leg. The radio played the latest news reports softly as Sayed kept his eyes and ears on their surroundings, trying to ensure that no one approached them at the last minute. 
“We have our timeline,” Sayed answered. “The plant security is changing shifts”—Sayed looked at his watch—“in five minutes. That is when we move.”
He grabbed the blueprint from the dashboard and unfolded it, to get another look. In the middle of the large diagram, four generating units were circled in red pen. Once the units were taken out, power to Jonesboro and neighboring towns would be dismantled. At least that was the plan. As Sayed studied the blueprint, the radio announcer continued to provide the latest updates on America’s deep national crisis:
“Residents in the area are encouraged to travel on officially sanctioned roads, as many routes have been blocked off due to high security alerts. Hurricane Francis is gaining steam in the Caribbean and expected to move across Florida into the Gulf of Mexico. 
“In addition to the hurricane warning, governors across the Southeast region have already declared a state of emergency due to the terrorist strikes and are expected to receive more federal aid within the next twenty-four hours. FEMA has since established a major presence outside evacuated areas in hopes of dealing with the growing unease and evacuation, ahead of the approaching hurricane.”  
Achebe lit another cigarillo and turned down the radio. “If ISIS doesn’t strike soon, this hurricane will be getting all the credit. Is that what we want?”
Sayed kept his eyes on the blueprint, carefully studying it. “Don’t worry, brother. Everything will come together soon enough.”
Achebe scoffed. He was older than Sayed, by at least ten years, and had seen and done things back home that Sayed could only dream of. But there he was, a driver for the little prince, who had gained the favor of the ISIS leader—enough to place him in charge of the entire operation.
“Ah, what do you know?” he said, flicking his ash on the van’s vinyl flooring. “You don’t know the Americans like I do. No amount of slaughter around the world would cause them to look away from their phones and computers. They forget about it the next day. Now that we’re here on their soil, however, they will fight back. This entire operation is moving too slow.”
“Enough!” Sayed cautioned, raising a finger. He looked at his watch. “It’s time…” He folded the blueprint and placed it back on the dashboard. 
Achebe turned the ignition and started the engine. Sayed grabbed his radio and called the other militants, telling them to be ready. The line of vans sped off from the vacant lot toward their main destination, leaving a cloud of dust down the empty dirt road they traveled. The Jonesboro plant was less than five minutes away. Guard shifts were soon to change, and everything was going according to plan. 
 
The industrialized plant was far from the college town for which it had been named. There was a heavy police presence patrolling the area outside the tall, barbed-wire fences, and an abundance of security guards at the gate. The level of daily manpower providing security had been deemed adequate by local officials. Even with the port attacks only a state away, an attack on a city the size of Jonesboro seemed unlikely to most residents, even though everyone was still on edge. 
Private security guards and plant employees were just showing up for the next shifts. The two main points of entry were heavily manned, from the parking lot booth and gate beam to the entrance into the plant grounds—in addition, there were concrete barricades, yellow concrete pylons, and automated tire-spike traps all along the way. 
With the abundance of personnel in and around the area, plus physical barriers and safeguards in place, it seemed unlikely that any terrorist elements could strike the facility, except with a bomb from the sky. The officials had, however, overestimated their defenses. The white vans, in view of the parking lot guards, were barreling down the long narrow road toward the plant, less than a mile away.
From the lead vehicle, Sayed looked through his binoculars. They had gained the attention of the guards at the front gate and the surrounding police vehicles. He lowered the binos and spoke into his radio. “Breach vehicle to the front. Now.”
The fourth van in line pulled up and to the side of the other vans, accelerating in a kind of fury. Affixed to the front grille was a metal battering ram composed of several vertically positioned beams. It soon took the lead as the convoy raced ahead, arousing the suspicion of the authorities. The Homeland Security decals were a strange enough sight, and the repeated calls to stop from a police megaphone went unanswered. Sayed watched as the police cruisers sped to the front gate, providing a barricade. 
“Keep your current speed,” Sayed instructed over the radio. 
Achebe gripped the steering wheel, trying to maintain a steady line as his van reached seventy miles an hour. Shots suddenly rang out. The police were shooting at them, though most of the shots just ricocheted off the lead van, striking its bullet-proof windshield. A loud and thunderous crash followed as the van split between the police cruisers, tossing the battered vehicles to the side. 
The first van pushed on, nearing the front gate as the guards assembled in haste to fire their weapons at the incoming vehicles, unstoppable and determined. Some of the braver guards stood directly in the van’s path, firing one loud blast after another. They jumped out of the way just as the van crashed through the large, reflective arm of the gate at top speed. 
Calls for backup were frantically made over the radio just as the last van stormed through, its occupants tossing out several round objects that clinked on the ground and rolled toward the guard shack: grenades—over ten of them. The explosions that followed set the parking lot entrance aflame, throwing bodies into the air, severing limbs, and killing anyone within range. 
A horde of security guards and police ran to the second security point, leading to the plant entrance where the four main generators were located. “Keep moving!” Sayed shouted into his radio, as a hail of gunfire descended on the first van. 
They had to slow the convoy and swerve around all the concrete barricades—too large and thick for even a line of vans to charge through. The shots kept coming from all sides. A bullet struck the window next to Achebe’s head, causing him to duck. The impact did little more than create a spider web on the bullet-proof surface of the glass. 
“Watch the road!” Sayed shouted to him. 
It was now kill or be killed. Achebe stroked the thick padding of the flak vest underneath his shirt, providing him some comfort. He had fought in militias in his youth and knew how one foolish mistake could get a man killed in combat. 
Each van had a small sunroof that promptly opened now to reveal masked, armed militants with bi-pod machine guns aimed at the building’s roof. The masked men quickly fired back at the guards, riddling them with bullets. 
One gunman took a bullet to the head and fell back through the hole as they pressed forward to the entrance gate of the plant. One of the guards quickly activated the tire spikes. The first van veered away from the spikes toward the guard booth and crashed into the aluminum structure, crushing three men inside. Achebe slammed on his brakes in front of the tire spikes as their convoy came to a halt. 
Sayed clutched his radio after nearly slamming head-first into the dashboard and shouted into his radio, “Gunners to their hatches! First vehicle move out.”
His team quickly responded. Two gunners popped up from the sunroofs in the vans behind him and swept the surrounding area in a hail of bullets, hitting anything in their paths. Their machine guns rattled as shells rolled down the windshield and the bodies of guards and police collapsed onto the ground. Taking cover, many officers returned fire but couldn’t do much damage to any of the vans. Another militant took a shot to the head and fell back down into the van. Sayed and Achebe remained in their van as shots rang out all around them. 
Suddenly, masked gunmen stormed out from all sides of the first van, which had crashed into the guard shack, smoke rising from it battered hood. Some men took concealed positions and laid down suppressing fire on the remaining police to keep them at bay while a small team of militants pulled a large metal ramp from the van and laid it over the tire spikes. 
An alarm sounded from the power plant, growing louder by the minute. The militants moved quickly and with confidence. The entire operation had been planned to take no longer than five minutes. 
Once the ramp was placed, Achebe floored the van full speed ahead, as the others followed, still firing at a group of police officers who had found cover behind their bullet-riddled vehicles. 
“Keep firing!” Sayed ordered as they drove through the gate and closer to the four main generators, which were then in sight, enclosed behind yet another fence. 
Achebe quickly jerked the wheel and sped toward the fence’s gate, bracing himself as they crashed through, splitting the gate open. Gunfire rang out as the emergency sirens continued to wail. 
All teams quickly assembled outside their vans and began pulling out their explosives, casings and charges in a quick and orderly fashion. Each casing contained over twenty-five pounds of TNT. They had thirty in all and positioned them around the generators—each one about half the size of a silo. 
Wiring was run from the casings to time-charges set out in a precise, pre-planned pattern. Everything seemed to be in place, and there wasn’t much time left. From afar, the gunfire stopped and Sayed hoped it meant that all opposition had been eliminated. 
“Back in the vans, now!” he ordered. The militants scrambled to finish placing the last charges and set their timers accordingly. “We have one minute. Move!” He ran back to the van to find Achebe leaning against the door smoking. He scowled in anger and disbelief. 
“What are you doing? Does this look like the time to be taking a break?”
Achebe smiled. “Calm down, little one. You’ll give yourself a heart attack.”
Sayed waved him off. “Just get in the van and drive. They’ll be sending others at any moment.”
After everyone rushed back into the vans, their engines roared and they backed up, nearly hitting a small, unmarked building that housed circuit breakers and maintenance equipment. Sayed jumped in his seat as Achebe drove off, back the way they had come in. Two militants were waiting outside the plant entrance, hunkered down behind a concrete barrier. 
The first van slowed, and they jumped in. Bodies of both militants and police lay on the ground in pools of blood. There was no sign of police or security anywhere. Perhaps they had all been killed. 
As the vans raced away from the power plant, back down the long, narrow, broken-pavement road, Sayed felt satisfied with their mission. He looked in his side-view mirror just as a large explosion went off far in the distance: a ball of fury that lit up the sky red. The van rattled and shook as the ground tremored. Sayed let out a large breath of relief. Cheering erupted over his handheld radio from the other men. It was only the first of many power plant attacks occurring at the same time.  



The War Room
 
An hour before the first plant explosion, Craig was led into the operations room with Ma’mun’s laptop. Under the low ceiling of the brightly-lit room was a large oval table surrounded by officials heatedly discussing the latest updates. 
Others wearing headsets manned several work stations where they were directing agencies like air traffic controllers. Along the wall near the table were flat-screen televisions displaying graphs, figures, and charts, one displaying various news reports, and another showing a three-dimensional map of the United States—indicating areas undergoing evacuation, potential high-risk targets, and other color-coded data. The mesh of different colors made it hard to focus on anything except the red areas, those with the highest recorded casualties.
The group gathered in the secret operations room comprised high-ranking officials from the FBI to Homeland Security. Pentagon officials and the joint chiefs were nowhere to be seen, nor was the president or any of his staff. That was until Secretary of State Jamie Kessler, the young, newly-appointed secretary, waltzed into the room across the spotless white-tiled floor, followed by a sizable entourage. 
“Son of…” Calderon began quietly. “What the hell is the State Department doing here?”
“Did high school just get out? I didn’t hear the bell,” Walker said back to him, jokingly. They both shared a laugh. Craig stood to the side as Secretary Kessler attempted to speak over the clamor.
“Everyone, if I could have your attention please!” 
The room gradually quieted as conversations died down, phone calls were put on hold, and tired-looking officials with rolled-up sleeves and blank faces stopped what they were doing. At thirty-three, Kessler had moved up the ranks fast—some would argue too fast. Most of the officials in the room were twice his age. Craig wasn’t sure what to think about him. It would depend on if, and how, Kessler got in his way. 
“Yes, hello everyone,” the secretary continued. “I don’t mean to interrupt your very important work, but we have some urgent news from the White House, and we all need to be on the same page.”
Only the faint sound of the television news played in the background. 
“Outside the State Department, I’ve heard some things about possible military strikes in place in ISIS hotspots all throughout the Iraq and Syria,” Kessler began. “What I need is to ensure that our diplomatic relations with Middle Eastern countries stay strong, despite the talk of military action.”
The talk of war had everyone’s immediate attention. They had all been thinking it for the past forty-eight hours, but it was the first time a public official had confirmed that an offensive was in the works. 
“To keep this delicate balance, the president requested I spend time in the bunker identifying the members, the nationalities and roles of these suspected sleeper cells. It’s my understanding that we have some suspects in custody.”
A young woman at Kessler’s side, wearing large glasses and an air of importance, suddenly whispered into his ear. Kessler leaned down to hear her and nodded. “I see…” he said quietly. He then looked up at the crowd. “Correction, we have one in custody. We need him talking, I don’t know how much more I can stress that. The CIA is expected on-site soon to interrogate him.”
Craig suddenly stepped forward to speak, when Walker grabbed his arm and shook his head in disapproval. “Not this again,” Craig whispered. “He’s my suspect. The man tried to kill my family and I refuse to hand him over to—”
Walker shushed him as Kessler continued. 
“So what’s the latest?” He held out his hands, annoyed at the lack of response. “Well? Whatta we got, people? Don’t tell me I flew all this way just so we can stand here and stare at each other.” 
The FBI Director, Kurt McMillian, stood up from the oval table. “Mr. Secretary, as you know, we’ve been chasing sleeper-cell teams at large. One of our agents was captured by an ISIS faction, and miraculously escaped.”
“Where is this agent?” Kessler demanded. 
Walker and Calderon looked at Craig, and all other eyes turned in his direction. Rumors involving a rogue agent who had infiltrated the highest levels of the sleeper cells had flown only hours ago. They looked at the bruised-faced, disheveled, thirty-six-year-old man before them in near awe. 
Craig took a step forward. “Right here, Mr. Secretary. Special Agent Davis.”
Kessler studied him, sizing him up. “Ah, yes. Agent Davis. Homeland Security had some choice words about you.”
“That’s the least of my concern right now, sir.” 
Walker and Kessler looked at each other nervously, then back to Craig as Kessler continued to probe him. 
“You crossed paths with these terrorists?” the secretary asked. 
“That’s correct. They ambushed a convoy, which I was told was going to the Pentagon. We were transporting a suspected Chechen terrorist. A high-ranking woman known as the Black Widow.”
The mention of her piqued the interest of everyone in the room, many of whom already knew of her. 
 Craig continued, “A barrage of machine-gun-mounted trucks ambushed us. We had a rollover and a firefight resulting in the death of three FBI agents and five police officer escorts. They took me hostage, but I managed to escape.”
Kessler listened attentively, absorbed in Craig’s words. “And where did you escape from?”
“An abandoned factory in Detroit, Michigan.”
One of Kessler’s aides accidentally burst out laughing, but then quieted himself nervously as people looked at him. 
“Do go on,” Kessler said to Craig, glaring at his aide.
Craig told them about the leader, Abu Omar Allawi, the firefight in the factory, his escape, and the death of Allawi’s brother, Ma’mun. He even briefly explained what happened to the Black Widow and the heroism of her nephew, Husein. 
Phones began ringing near all the workstations. The calls were ignored as Craig continued his story.
“I found my way home. They followed me there in retaliation. Omar sent a hit squad after me and my family at our cabin in the forest outside of Rockville.”
Kessler was in awe. “And… and how did you survive this onslaught?” he asked.
“I fought back.” Craig tried to choose his words carefully. “Neutralized the threat, all except for one. The terrorist we captured, the leader of the group, goes by the name Ghazi, and he’s our direct link to Omar Allawi.”
Kessler looked past Craig with an incredulous expression. He wanted answers. “And you approve of this? For every ISIS militant you kill, that’s one less piece of leverage we have. It lessens our chance of ending these attacks.”  
Craig could feel his anger rising, when suddenly Walker cut the secretary off. “We have a laptop, sir. It reportedly belonged to Ma’mun Allawi.”
Kessler narrowed his eyes. “A laptop. And what’s on it? What information have you been able to ascertain?”
Craig spoke up. “We need to bypass the security setting first. I tried at my cabin and was unsuccessful.” His tone then became more confident and stern. “When I was in captivity, they told me of at least two more major strikes they had planned against the US.”
Kessler looked around the room. “Where?” He paused, barely able to contain himself. “When?” 
“They didn’t say, but I think this laptop might tell us.” He held it up for everyone in the room to see. 
Kessler shifted his attention to his aides, then back to Craig, then to the FBI director. “Well, what are we waiting for? Crack the damn thing open.”
Craig lowered it, gripping its smooth shiny surface with one hand.  He then took a step forward and locked eyes with Kessler. “Before we start, I want to say one thing. If I didn’t kill those men where they stood, they would have killed me and my family. End of story. It’s easy for you or anyone else to second-guess my actions when you weren’t there.”
Calderon ran his hand down his face, frustrated, then gave Walker the stink eye. 
“That’s enough,” Walker said, quietly to Craig.
Instead, Craig ignored him. “This is not the time to question decisions I made to survive against this death cult.  Not when this country is under attack and desperately hanging on by a thread. And if I had been killed we wouldn’t have this laptop now. Don’t forget that.” 
Walker pulled Craig back. “That’s enough, Davis,” he whispered. 
Craig said nothing more as the room went dead silent. Kessler stared back him. His face looked flushed. Craig didn’t know if standing up to the secretary would have repercussions or not. Ultimately, he didn’t care.   
Kessler dropped his angry expression and then spoke calmly while smacking his hands together. “Very well. Let’s crack open that laptop!”
Kessler and his entourage followed Craig and his superiors to the oval table as officials gave up their seats and made room for them. Craig set the laptop down on the table. Many others left their seats and began closing in around him, and he knew that he was going to have to take charge. 
“All right, look,” Craig began, turning to face them. “First off, I’m going to need a power cord for a MacBook. Second, I need a computer analyst to hack into the system. We’re most likely dealing with encrypted files here.”
All eyes went to the FBI director, McMillian. He stood up, shifted his glasses and then pointed across the room, shouting. “Benson and Lutz. Can you come over here, please?” 
Two men hurried over to the table. Benson was tall and wore glasses, and had a slight paunch and a shaggy mullet. He then loudly proclaimed that it was no surprise that the job fell on his shoulders. The mustached Lutz was shorter and stockier and more quiet and reserved. 
“These are the two best computer analysts we have,” said McMillian. “I’m sure they’ll be able to lend a hand.”
Benson brazenly stepped in between Craig and the table and began examining the laptop. “Ugh,” he scoffed. “This has to be a 2013 model. They don’t make ’em like this anymore, that’s for sure.”
“Excuse me,” Craig said, gently pushing him to the side. “Why don’t you first grab me a power cord?”
Benson flashed him a surprised glare, seeming as if he had never been talked to in such a way before. 
“Just do what he asks,” McMillian said, like a tired father breaking up an argument between boys.
Benson turned and shouted, “Lutz, go get a power cord! Quick.”
Lutz hurried away, looking irritated, and came back with the cord. He plugged it into the side and then ran it to a nearby wall outlet. Craig flipped open the laptop and turned it on as the onlookers attempted to crowd in to get a glimpse. 
Annoyed by the crush of people, Benson said, “Step back now or leave. If you’re interested in seeing what’s on this thing, someone get me an AV cable so you can watch on the big screen instead.”
He turned, looking around. “Lutz, grab an AV cable!” but Lutz was already on the job, searching for one. 
 Craig waited for the laptop to start. Once the log-in screen appeared, he stepped aside and held his hand out like an usher to Benson. “It’s all yours.” 
Benson approached the laptop confidently and took a seat. The welcome screen was written in Arabic and the log-in profile image displayed the black flag of ISIS. 
“Cute,” he said. 
He typed wildly across the keyboard as Craig looked over his shoulder. A small black screen with white text popped up on the corner of the screen. His fingers glided over the keys, pushing the cursor along, and then he clicked open other windows, one after the other. Lutz came back with an AV cord in hand.
“We’re going to have to bring it closer to one of the screens.”
Benson turned his head to address the group huddled behind him. “This might take a while. Why don’t you guys give us some space so we can get into this system?” He picked up the laptop and moved it nearer to the flat-screen televisions on the wall. Someone gave up his seat to Benson, who was typing again, hardly missing a beat.
They plugged the AV cord into the TV and projected the log-in screen from the middle television.  Kessler shuffled around in his pocket, pulled out a smartphone, and looked at it. 
“Shit, I don’t have any bars in here.” He looked around the room. “Anyone getting any service in here?”
The FBI director cut in. “No service underground. But then again, I would have thought you’d have known that, Mr. Secretary.”
“Let’s have some quiet!” said a brave voice from the crowd.
Kessler looked frustrated and distracted. Benson continued working on the laptop, bypassing myriad security barriers while Lutz stood near. Craig kept a close eye on both of them. 
“I’m in!” Benson announced. 
The officials in the room cheered in celebration. 
Kessler took one look at the cluttered desktop screen displayed on the television and scoffed. “How the hell are we going to find anything in that mess? We could be here all day.”
“Not necessarily,” Benson said with his eyes down and glasses resting on the top of his nose. “I can run a search of key words. But first I need to change the language setting on the computer.” He hit several keys and the Arabic text changed to English. 
Craig stood back, impressed. Perhaps the boisterous Benson was worthy of his reputation after all. Just as Craig felt they were getting there, Benson dropped his head and sighed. 
“What?” Kessler asked. “What is it?”
“Nothing. Just annoyed, that’s all. The files are encrypted to high heaven. It’s going to take longer than usual, that’s all.”
Benson moved the cursor wildly and opened several different folders. “When I do a search for the words, ‘plan,’ ‘targets,’ ‘strikes,’ ‘ISIS,’ and ‘America,’ I get literally hundreds of results. So we’re dealing with a lot of information here.”
“That’s good, right?” Calderon asked.   
“Yes and no,” Benson answered. 
McMillian cut in. “What he’s saying is that we’re going to have to separate what’s valuable from what’s worthless.”
Benson nodded agreement. His eyes locked on the screen. 
Kessler sighed again. “We don’t have time for that. This country is on the march to war, trust me. The president wants answers.”
Craig stepped forward to address Benson. “We’re looking for information about two particular attacks. Ma’mun’s men spoke of two additional phases. There’s got to be some kind of code word they have the files under.”
Benson shook his head, seeming overwhelmed. “Look, breaking encryption code isn’t my strongest suit. Lutz is much better at it than I.” He stood up, took a step back from the table and looked around. “Lutz!” he shouted. “Come here and do your magic.” Lutz had been standing next to him the entire time. He tapped Benson on the shoulder. “There you are,” Benson said, surprised. 
Lutz pulled up a chair, dragged the laptop closer, and started moving boxes around on the desktop screen and typing a mile a minute. “I can’t guarantee anything, but I’ll try.”
All eyes were on the television screen. The operations room staff comprised twenty-three men and women who had been working to piece together the terrorist conspiracy to take down America. Few of them had even had a moment to check in on their families. And there seemed to be no end in sight. 
 “I’ve got something!” Lutz yelled. The room exploded in cheers. People stood up, clapping, unable to contain their excitement. 
“What is it?” Benson asked. He leaned in closer as several different images opened on the screen.
“Three hundred forty files found.”
“So what does that mean?” Kessler barked. “Are we getting closer?”
Lutz continued on and ignored the question. “So if we try some other words, like ‘plan,’ and ‘attack,’ ‘targets,’ and ‘America,’ that can help us narrow it down.”
After clicking through some results Lutz suddenly stopped. “Interesting…”
Craig looked up at the television. There were a dozen JPEG images in a folder titled Power Plants. “Click on those,” he said, walking over to the laptop. 
Lutz opened the folder, which showed pictures of unidentified power plants taken from all angles. He clicked on several other images. Blue prints. Maps. Even congressional reports on the terrorist threat to power plants nationwide.
The FBI director took a hard look at the files on the TV screen, stood, rapped on the table to get everyone’s attention, and addressed the group. “I think it’s pretty obvious what all that means. But how can we differentiate between ideas and the things they actually plan to do?”
Craig spoke up. “We need to gather enough information to find out their main area of operations. It’s the only way.”
Kessler interjected. “Look. Just find out where the next attack is going to take place, send a team out there and catch these bastards before they blow up a theme park or something.” He turned to his female aide. “Any word from the CIA?” 
“Not yet, Mr. Secretary.”
He looked at McMillian. “I want to see the detained terrorist. Maybe we can make a deal with him. Get him talking.”
Calderon spoke up. “Most power plants are already at a high-alert status, so the sleeper cells are going to find them difficult to attack… if that’s what they plan on doing.”
Craig moved closer to the laptop and saw a folder that caught his interest. 
“Let me have real quick look, here,” he said to Lutz. 
Lutz moved out of the way as Craig opened another folder on the desktop—even stranger than the last one. All eyes returned to the screen just as phones at the workstations began ringing off the hook, but went unanswered. Everyone was too transfixed by what they were seeing on the screen to be interrupted. 
The first image to grab Craig’s attention showed a map identifying FEMA sites for evacuated personnel. The information seemed sensitive in nature, making him wonder if it had been leaked or stolen. The next picture was a scan of a technically-worded formula, a mixing solution for twenty-ounce bottles, with H20 and liquid VX nerve agents as the ingredients.
“What is that?” Calderon asked, leaning in closer. “Is that some kind of plan to poison the water supply?”
 “Water utilities have been put on high alert as well,” Walker said, as if the formula represented nothing more than a pipedream.   
Craig sifted through each document, trying to put together the pieces. “There’s something more to it than that, sir,” he said.
There was a scanned copy of the deed to a plastics factory, with a Detroit address. Craig was certain it was the plant he had escaped from. 
“That’s the place!” he said. “This is where they had me.” 
He opened another file containing a series of contracts and legal paperwork for a place called, “Hudson Valley Natural Spring Water.”
“Has anyone else heard of this company?” Craig asked. No one answered and he continued reading the document. Upon closer inspection he could see what looked like business proposals and contracting paperwork. The client listed on the top gave everyone in the rooms chills: Federal Emergency Management Agency.
“What is this all about?” Kessler demanded. “Why is FEMA listed as a purchaser for this water company?”
“It’s a government contract,” Craig answered. “This Hudson Valley company made a bid and it looks like they got the contract.” Craig read the financial statement: A thirty-million-dollar contract with Hudson Water for the next five years. Things got even more interesting from there. Craig opened pictures of the Michigan factory and of thousands of plastic bottles manufactured and packaged for delivery. 
Then came pictures of another factory: a bottled water plant three times the size of the plastics factory. Craig scrolled down and found the name of the owners: a Dubai company called “Emirates Integrated.” The pieces of the puzzle were startling, but he hadn’t pieced together the entire picture yet. The plant’s address indicated that it was located in Lincoln, Nebraska. 
Everyone studied the documents as the phones continued to ring incessantly.
The FBI director looked away from the screen and turned to his team of analysts. “Would some of you answer those phones please? Not everyone needs to be here.”
Ten or so people scrambled and moved back to their workstations, putting their headphones back on.
Kessler seemed overwhelmed, studying the images on the screen. “So. Where… What does all of this mean?”
Craig, confident that he had figured it out, stepped in to solve the puzzle before anyone else could respond. “The water plant. That’s where Omar Allawi is running his operations. They don’t plan on poisoning the water supply. Only this Hudson Valley Spring Water. They’re going to have the government distribute deadly water.”
The room went quiet except for the people answering the phones as everyone was trying to figure out the answer to the secretary’s question. 
Seeming to fully grasp the situation, Calderon added, “This way, they have FEMA transporting the water for them all across the country. In effect, the government will be poisoning its own people.”    
Craig thought to himself: the port explosions, the radiation, the evacuations. Evacuees in FEMA camps. Military personnel and government officials, all drinking from the same bottled water.  
The FBI director spoke. “This is an easy one, ladies and gentlemen. We just need to stop shipment of this water dead in it tracks.” 
Craig turned to the director to make a direct plea. “Sir, I’d like to request a field team to investigate this factory.”
“Screw that,” one burly and balding official shouted out. “Shut that plant down immediately!”
Kessler again turned to his aide, frantic. “Get me the president on the line!” He then looked to the FBI director. “I want to speak to that captured terrorist immediately.”
One of the analysts then ran from his work station to the group crowded around the table. “Mr. McMillian! Mr. McMillian, sir!” 
The FBI director looked at him, startled. “Yes, what is it?”
Another analyst came running over with his wireless headset still affixed. “We’ve got a serious problem.”
The atmosphere in the room quickly shifted. Something was up. More bad news. 
“Power plants and electrical grids have been reported compromised in at least ten different states,” the first analyst shouted. “No one knows how they did it, but word just came through that some heavily armed militants stormed the grounds of power plants around the country and shot down anything in their way.”  
 Then attention switched to the television news. The live video flashing on the screen verified everything that the analyst was saying. A group of analysts ran over from their workstations in a panic to join the others. “More power plant explosions confirmed only three minutes ago!” one of them announced.
Officials shouted out collectively in dismay. Their hands covered their faces, the sting of another attack too much to absorb. Aerial images of smoke and fire consumed the screen. The news cut to cities and towns without any power and frightened residents walking around their own neighborhoods looking stunned. 
“No…” Kessler said. “This cannot be happening.”
Craig had the same sinking feeling in his gut that he was sure everyone else had. Their enemy’s unquenchable desire to inflict chaos and death seemed to have no end. 
Phase two, Craig thought. Son of bitch…
Overwhelmed, Secretary Kessler turned and stormed out of the room with his entourage, who were taken off guard and attempting to catch up with him. 
Once Kessler left, McMillian spoke. “So now we see they had every intention of carrying out the attacks on our power infrastructure. We have to believe that the poisoned water distribution is a certainty.”
Craig, like everyone else, was nearly too shocked to speak. He tried his best to look away from the breaking news updates on TV and think of a solution before the next attack. 
“I can stop them, sir,” he said with brazen confidence. 
McMillian stopped and looked at Craig doubtfully. “With all you’ve been through, Agent Davis, I don’t think it would be wise to send you into such a dangerously volatile environment. This has become a military operation.”
“Just let me lead the team. I can do this. I have to do this.”  Craig projected absolute conviction.  
McMillian looked down and then back to the TV news. The multiple shots of fire and smoke, taken from high overhead looked as if the world itself was on fire. After a slight pause, he looked at Craig and nodded. “Start pulling together a field team, and I’ll see what I can do.”



Enemy Mine
 
Confirmed
reports soon poured into the operations room as officials watched the barrage of news on the latest series of attacks. Five power plants had been bombed, their main generators cut out, leaving hundreds of thousands of residents without power. 
The areas affected included, strangely enough, not large cities, but those where more rural populations lived. Some speculated that the plan was to strike the areas to which people from the big cities were fleeing. Moments after the power plant attacks were initiated, one thing was made clear: no one was safe, no matter where they resided. 
Jonesboro, Arkansas. Louisville, Tennessee. Birmingham, Alabama. Columbus, Georgia. Jackson, Mississippi. There was something strategic about the locations, but no official could pinpoint anything beyond the obvious fact that they were southern states in close proximity of one another. 
Hurricane Francis exacerbated the situation even more, as emergency responders and state and local officials scrambled to try to control outbreaks of looting and random lawlessness. ISIS had effectively brought much of the country to its tipping point. 
More and more, it seemed the government had little control of the situation. Vigilantism was on the rise. Churches did their best to take in the frightened, overwhelmed, and helpless. National Guard and Reserve soldiers were called up, leaving their families on their own for an undisclosed amount of time. In a matter of hours following the power plant attacks, it became more evident that all-out war was on the horizon.  
From their limited vantage point in the operations room, the FBI and State Department officials tried to comprehend how another attack of such magnitude could have happened, given the high-alert advisories all over the country. 
But it was as real as the charred bodies scattered along the ports only two days prior. Now they were facing a new onslaught from an enemy that still remained faceless and still hadn’t taken any credit. What would the next attack be? Where would it be? And could the government prevent it? Questions on everyone’s minds that had no real answers. The scope of the terrorists’ ambitions was unprecedented, and given that, hard decisions were going to have to be made. 
“We need to get the president on the line!” McMillian shouted as officials scrambled to maintain their focus and deal with the crisis at hand. 
“Anyone know where the secretary went?” Calderon asked.
Questions and demands flew left and right as Craig tried to make sense of everything. His family came to mind. He had to leave and see them. Whatever was happening around the country, he could no longer assure them that everything was going to be okay. It was time to prepare for the worst. 
Cross-chatter took over the room as live-feed aerial shots appeared on television of fire and smoke rising from the aftermath of the plant explosions. Then they cut to street shots where mass chaos had taken over. Crowds descended on stores, pillaging them. Lines of cars were stopped dead at gas stations. Oceans of vehicles were gridlocked on the highways, trying to escape town. 
Movement, however, had grown next to impossible. The government began to implement its authority through its agencies—all gathered in operations rooms similar to the one Craig was in. 
The door banged open and Agents Thomas and Keagan burst into the room, looking as if they had come from another meeting. 
“FAA is grounding all flights. Airports are shutting down!” Thomas announced to the room in disbelief. 
All eyes turned to him, but after what they had seen on the television, not much surprised them anymore. 
“Oh no…” Calderon said, placing his head in his hands. 
“Why now and not two days ago?” one official asked.     
“There are close to seven thousand power plants in this country,” McMillian said into his headset, pacing around. “We don’t have enough agents to cover each one.” He paused for a moment while the other person on the line spoke, then said, “I don’t know. Set up a military perimeter.”
“They’re blocking all travel,” Keagan repeated. 
Craig approached Thomas and Keagan. “What else?” he said.
Keagan continued, “Just got off the phone with the national transit. Commuter rails are being shut down. Transportation administration is blocking roads everywhere.”
“Massive checkpoints are being established on all major highways,” Thomas said. He turned to Craig. “Oh, and Homeland is on their way here, and they’re not happy.”
“I got the CIA on the line. They want to know where we’re holding the terror suspect!” an analyst announced from his workstation.
“White House has been evacuated. President is set to address the nation soon,” another voice shouted out. 
Walker approached Craig, pale in the face. “I-I think we need to discuss the potential of this water poisoning plan ISIS has in store next.”
“I agree, sir,” Craig answered. “They’ve been biding their time for years, and these attacks are going to keep coming unless we obliterate their entire organization.”
Walker whipped his head around after being momentarily distracted by the news. Alleged ISIS-inspired attacks sweep the South appeared as a banner across the TV as a harried-looking female anchor tried to keep up with the latest reports.
“Where would we even start with this?” Walker asked, lost in a daze of overwhelming fear. 
“We have to go after the sleeper cells,” Craig said. “Find them, wherever they’re operating. Let me have a team, and we’ll stop them and end this madness. We can give this country a moment to breathe.”
Walker looked at Craig with a hint of skepticism. “I don’t think you’re in any condition to lead such a team. At this point we need to bring in other agencies and get them on board. The FBI can’t do everything.” Walker tried to placate Craig’s disapproving stare. “How about an advisory role?”
Craig shook his head. Angered, Walker pointed at him. “What are trying to do, get yourself killed? You need to think about your family here.”
“My family knows, as well as I, that we have to do everything we can to stop these terrorists. We’ve seen what they’ve done. We know what they have planned. There could be thousands of sleeper cells all around the country waiting to strike…” Craig paused. “If we go after Allawi, they’ll be leaderless. Killing him won’t be the end, but it will shake them up, maybe even stall their plans.”
Walker stood back. “You really think such a thing is possible?”
“Why not?” Craig asked. “Did you ever think any of this was possible? This is the second time they’ve hit us in two days and this country has yet to fight back. This is war, and so far, we’re losing.”
“Homeland’s on its way,” an agent announced from his workstation. 
Craig sighed, gearing up for another confrontation with his favorite agency.
“Who from Homeland?” McMillian asked. 
“Not the secretary,” the agent answered. “Some representatives and their deputy assistant director.”
Craig knew exactly who they were talking about. The blond-haired epitome of smugness, Deputy Jenkins. Their paths had crossed many times over the past couple of days—and years, for that matter. 
Both were around the same age and had similar ambitions, and Jenkins had found the best ways to interfere with Craig’s investigations however he could. But Craig was willing to put the bad blood between them aside if it meant stopping the terrorists. His good intentions, however, dissipated within moments of Jenkins’s arriving with his entourage. 
“Where are you holding Ghazi Al-Shehhi?” he asked as the doors flew open, addressing everyone and no one. 
McMillian, offended by their abrupt entrance, lashed out. “This is a highly secure operations room. You can’t just come barging in here, no matter who you represent.”  
Disregarding the FBI director, Jenkins walked to the meeting table with six other men in suits, all dangling I.D. badges. Jenkins hadn’t yet seen Craig, as there were so many other people in the room. “You didn’t answer my question,” he said. “I want to see Mr. Al-Shehhi.”
“Why?” Craig asked loudly. Anyone not wearing a headset and deep in their own conversation looked up. 
Jenkins turned and smiled, brushing away a curl of blond hair that hung over his forehead. “Agent Davis…” He scanned Craig’s face and dirty attire. “You’re looking…not so well.”
Craig said nothing. 
“How can we help you, Deputy Jenkins?” Walker asked, and stood next to Craig. 
Calderon cut in from nearby. “We’re very busy here and under a tremendous amount of pressure. Is there something you can help us with or are you here just to make trouble?”
 “I am here on official business, rest assured,” Jenkins continued. “Now I revert back to my earlier question. Can someone tell me where you’re holding Mr. Al-Shehhi?”
“Mr. Al-Shehhi is currently being held in our intensive care unit,” McMillian answered. 
Craig finally spoke up. “And he’s not going anywhere until he’s answered our questions.”  
Jenkins took a few slow steps, then stopped in front of Craig. “He is not yours to interrogate. He belongs to us.”
“The hell he does,” Craig said, adamantly.
Walker was more respectful in his tone. “Exactly what are you talking about, Deputy Jenkins?”
“I mean that Mr. Al-Shehhi has been working with us. Providing us information. He’s what you might call a double agent.”
They could not have been more startled if ISIS had set off a bomb in the center of the room. The FBI men look astonished. McMillian seemed to gasp.
“That’s impossible,” Craig said. 
“Why?” Jenkins asked, oblivious. 
“Because he tried to kill me and my entire family. Are you suggesting that somehow Homeland knew about that?”
“Of course not,” Jenkins said. “We know nothing about that. Mr. Al-Shehhi is no boy scout. We understand that. But he possesses valuable information.”
“About what?” McMillian asked with skepticism.
“I’m not at liberty to discuss all of that right now. I need to speak with him, and that’s that.”
Craig sprinted across the room and lunged at Jenkins as other FBI and Homeland agents rushed to hold him back. 
“You son of a bitch!” Craig yelled as five others pushed against him. Startled, Jenkins stood safely and calmly between two of the largest men in his entourage. Craig tried to push forward but couldn’t break away. 
“That’s enough, Agent Davis!” Calderon shouted.
Walker turned to Jenkins and took the job of censuring him. “Why are you trying to rile him up? Do you have any idea what he’s been through?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Jenkins said. “He always seems to lose his temper whenever I’m around, no matter the circumstance.” 
The men released Craig as he slowly regained his composure. Jenkins was about to make another demand for Ghazi when suddenly, Secretary Kessler burst into the room with his own State Department entourage, expressing similar interest and frustration about Ghazi.
“I’ve been all over looking for this detainee, and we can’t find him anywhere. Now enough bullshit! Where is he?” He stopped when he noticed the Homeland group. “What are they doing here?” 
“Looking for the same thing as you,” Jenkins answered. 
“CIA chopper just landed on the roof!” an agent announced while pressing his headset against his ear. 
“Enough!” McMillian shouted. The room went nearly silent. “This country is under attack, and unless you’re here to help, I’m going to ask you to go back to your respective agencies at once.”
Both Jenkins and Kessler looked stunned by the FBI director’s outburst.  “I would choose your words more carefully,” Jenkins said. 
Craig still looked angry. Thomas placed a hand on his shoulder. “Easy, man. We need to be fighting them, not each other.”
“No one is talking to the detainee right now, period. Got that?” McMillian said defiantly.
Jenkins and Kessler looked ready for a showdown, displaying no hints of backing down. 
McMillian continued, “And I want you to explain exactly how a terrorist who tried to kill one of my agents and his family is some kind of informant for the government. And I want to know why we weren’t told of this.”
Calderon stepped forward with his own questions, pointing at the television. “Could this have been prevented? Is that what you’re talking about?” 
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Jenkins said. “All we knew was that he was closely working within a sleeper cell as our informant. Haven’t heard from him in four weeks. He must not have known.”
A voice then loudly called out from one of the workstations. “Presidential address coming live in thirty seconds!” 
Everyone in the room gathered around the meeting table and stared at the television on the wall. The news anchor on screen said that they were soon going to go live to the president, who was going to address the nation from an undisclosed location. In the room, several side arguments briefly followed among officials over whether the president should be addressing the public out in the open or in a secret place. 
“He needs to be out there for everyone to see. Bring the nation’s morale up. They see him cowering in a bunker all hope is lost,” one man said.  
“What do you want him to do? He’s only following protocol,” another contested. 
“Quiet!” Calderon said as he turned up the volume with a remote.
Breaking News flashed across the screen, followed by an image of the presidential seal. The screen dissolved to the president standing at a podium in front of an American flag with two marines in dress uniforms standing on both sides. It was clear that he was inside a place with artificial lighting, possibly underground, as they were.
President Dempsey was a tall, lanky man with dark-gray hair slicked back and parted to the side. He had a stare that pierced the television. His smoky, sable eyes were nearly hypnotic, and his brows arched in such a way that his expressions always looked pained when discussing serious topics. Nearing the end of his first term, Dempsey had been looking confident of riding the wave to reelection, but now his presidency and the fate of the nation were in jeopardy. 
His hands gripped the podium, then loosened as he looked up at the camera. The operations room went nearly silent as everyone waited for what he would say. 
“My fellow Americans…” he began. “Throughout history, this nation has faced dark times, but resolute and willing, never failed to emerge resilient and better. We have faced a darkness over the last forty-eight hours similar to challenges in the past. But mark my words, we will come through this a stronger nation. Until then, there is much work to be done. 
“Our nation mourns the five thousand Americans reported dead as a result of simultaneous attacks on our major ports and several power plants in the Gulf States. Our aggressor has been identified as the radical terrorist organization who call themselves the Islamic State. There comes a time, God willing, where the government must act and when citizens must be prepared to preserve their society for generations to come.”
“He’s about to declare war,” Thomas muttered to Keagan. 
“Our enemy,” said the President, “will not quit. But I say to the murderers of the Islamic State, our country has faced stronger foes than you. We’ve faced better, and we will do everything in our power to bring you to justice. Justice for this nation, and justice for the thousands lost at your demonic hands. We will survive and defeat you. 
“Now to the all Americans, I say this. We are in dangerous times, but our government is dedicated to bringing stability and assistance to areas still reeling from these attacks. We’re also coordinating with Gulf States to prepare for emergency relief for the hurricane. Every agency is on high alert. We are working diligently to bring the horrors of ISIS to an end, above all else.”
Suddenly, the television transmission began to go in and out. For a moment, they lost the president. His image appeared back on the screen after a noticeable gap. 
“The secret service has advised that I and many members of my cabinet, the Joint Chiefs, and Congress, run the government from an undisclosed location. And I want to make something clear: We are not in hiding. These are merely cautionary measures, and I advise most Americans to find support within their local communities or in the hundreds of FEMA sites until we restore order in areas that been disrupted. Primarily, we are determined to eliminate aggressors of the Islamic State, who still pose a major threat to our country. This is not a time for fear, but for strength. We have only—”
The transmission went out again, frustrating everyone in the room. 
“Come on!” Kessler shouted. After flickering several times, the image re-appeared, but it had changed. No longer was it the president of the United States, but a man dressed in desert military fatigues and wearing a black mask over his face, standing in front of a large draped ISIS flag. 
At first, Craig thought something was wrong with the TV—interference from another channel. But the glaring hate-filled eyes showing between the slits in the mask told him all he needed to know.              
“Who the hell is that?” Kessler blurted out. Everyone gasped. Some seemed to whimper in fear.
“Quiet!” McMillian said. 
 All eyes were locked on the screen. No one made a sound or movement. The image on the screen was so surreal, Craig wasn’t sure if this was really happening. And for a moment, he thought he was looking at Ma’mun. The masked man soon began to speak in English as Arabic subtitles ran at the bottom of the screen. 
“This is a message to the United States of America. I come to you today to deliver our caliphate. What you have seen so far has only been the beginning. For we have much greater things in store for you if you do not meet our demands. As your cities burn and your people die, you may ask how your country got here. What have you done to deserve the retribution of the Islamic State? I have a simple answer to most of that, and the answers lie in yourselves.”
The masked man spoke with great conviction and intensity. 
“First you declare a war on Muslims, invade our countries, and kill our people! Then… you lose interest and pull out of the lands you ravaged to go back to business. You change the television channel. You don’t even think of the Middle East anymore. You set up puppet governments in hope that it will be enough, and you declare your illegal wars a success.
 “You soon meddle into Syria, then wage an assault on us from the air—too cowardly to fight us on the battlefield. We kidnap your American aid workers and journalists. We release videos beheading them. In response, you ignore them. We take over city after city in Iraq, but yet, you still ignore us. We spread into Egypt, Libya, Greece, Italy, France, Germany, and England. You ignore us. Now the time has come when you will ignore us no longer. Now we have your attention.”
The man stopped, raised his fist, and then pulled his mask off. The officials in the operations room watched in eerie quiet.  
The matted black hair, released from the mask, fell in dense spirals that coiled around his ears and neck. His thin, sunken face displayed a thick beard, while his eyes retained their wild glare.  
“This is the face of your enemy. Most of my own men haven’t seen it. Why do I show myself to you now? So you can know that I am real. So you know that the thousands of sleeper cells living within your country are real. My name is Abu Omar Allawi, and I’m here to deliver your awakening.”
Craig whispered to Walker, “So much for our inside informant”
Omar dug into his pocket and pulled out a sheet of paper.
“If you desire to live for much longer, this is what you must do…” He began reading from the list; impossible demands that could only be made by an organization with nothing to lose: Mass conversions of all Americans to Islam. The destruction of all churches, museums, and other western monuments. He then read a list of names, those to be brought to his sharia court for sentencing. The names included several government officials, entertainers, politicians, and suspected spies against ISIS. Craig’s name was on the list near the end. It sent shivers down his spine. 
Walker turned to him, unsure if he had just heard the name right. Craig nodded, confirming it. At the closing, Omar leaned down out of the frame and reemerged in front of the camera holding two severed heads by the hair, one in each of his gloved hands. 
“Oh God!” Kessler shouted. 
The room gasped in horror.  
At first, Omar looked at the heads indifferently, but then dangled them in front of the camera proudly. 
“In my left hand I hold the head of a young man named Nasser. He was once a part of our organization. Not anymore. In my right hand I hold the head of a young American convert named Sean. They were both as dedicated to our cause as are hundreds of thousands throughout the world. Somewhere they lost their way. They trusted in you and your system by going to the authorities, hoping to find redemption.”
Omar shook both heads and shouted out. “There is no redemption beyond the grace of Allah. And you will learn that soon enough.” He paused and took a deep breath. 
“I’m showing you their heads so you can see what happens to traitors to our cause. If I’m willing to do this to my own brothers, you can only imagine what we have in store for non-believers.”
He paused again.
“You have twenty-four hours to comply.” 
The screen flickered and then went to black.  



Fighting Back
 
Craig found Rachael, Nick, and Husein in a small upstairs lobby, sitting in their chairs, glued to the television as if they were in a hospital waiting room. Craig was hoping that they hadn’t seen the news yet, but the reports were on every station. They had seen everything, from the burning power plants to the president’s address to Omar’s message. Technicians had yet to discover how ISIS had tapped into the broadcast signal, but it showed that their organization was just as technologically savvy as it was barbaric. 
Rachael was noticeably shaken. Nick looked pale and sick. Husein was quiet and reserved as always. As Craig walked into the room, he realized they had seen everything. 
“That’s enough for now,” he said, reaching up and turning off the television. 
“Was that for real?” Nick asked. 
“Was what real?” Craig asked.
“The man with the heads.”
Craig looked at Rachael. “You shouldn’t have let him see that. If you want to watch TV, I’ll put on a movie or something.”
“How can you even think about a movie at a time like this?” Rachael said, clutching her cell phone. “I still haven’t been able to get ahold of my parents. I have no idea if they’re okay.”
“We’ll find out. I promise.”
“What about your parents?” she asked. 
Craig stammered. “I-I’m sure they’re okay.”
Rachael stood up. “You mean you haven’t even called them yet? Doesn’t your family come first, or is that just talk?” 
“Damn it, Rachael. I will! I’m trying to stop this thing. Don’t you understand? Don’t you see what’s going on?”
Nick and Husein looked scared 
“Of course I do,” Rachael said back. “I see all too well. The government can’t stop any of this. That’s why we need to get our loved ones and get the hell out of here.”
“And go where?” 
“Canada? Guatemala? I don’t care. Anywhere but here.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Craig said. 
Nick stood up in protest. “Would you guys stop arguing, please?” 
For a moment, everything went quiet. Craig looked at Rachael with a sign of remorse. The fire in her eyes quickly died down. 
“I’m sorry,” Craig said, touching her sleeved arm. The room was cold, and her light-blue cardigan wasn’t helping. 
“Me too. I know you’re doing your best. I just feel so trapped here. So helpless. Why can’t anyone stop this?”
“They’re trying.”
“I know,” Rachael said. 
Husein stood and interjected. “Can I say something?” 
All eyes went on him. Craig nodded and told him, “sure.” 
“There are people just like ISIS in my country. This is how they operate. They drive everyone out. They convince people that the only option they have is to stay and die or flee and live. No one fights them even though we clearly outnumber them. That’s what I don’t understand.” Husein paused and look up at Craig. “Why can’t we fight them? Why can’t the entire world stop them? Couldn’t we, if we really wanted to?”   
Craig walked over to Husein and patted him on the back. “I don’t know, Husein. No one knows for sure. I don’t understand the world nowadays any more than you do. But I do understand that ISIS is a cancer that will rot us out, and our weakness so far has only made them stronger.”
Rachael stood back and watched the two talk. It warmed her heart. She knew Husein had nowhere else to go. She wondered if, when everything was said and done, they would take him in and have him join their family. 
She thought of all the people she loved—her friends and family—and hoped to see them again. And as she watched Craig talk with so much conviction, she knew that he was going to put himself into harm’s way again. Not out of desire, but out of necessity. That’s who he was. It was in his nature.
Craig walked over to her and took her hands in his. She looked into his eyes. 
“You know I have to do this,” he said, quietly. 
She wanted to ask him exactly what it was, but she already knew too well. He was leaving again. She nodded, holding back tears. Craig turned to Nick and Husein. 
“Why don’t you guys go to the snack room next door and grab some sodas? Give us a minute.”
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a few bills. “Here…”
Nick and Husein agreed and began to exit the room. Craig then called them back.  
“Stay close and keep an eye on each other.”
They nodded and left as Rachael approached Craig and wrapped her arms around him, placing her head on his shoulder. “I’ve been thinking. Maybe we can take Husein in, after all of this is over.”
Craig nodded, put his arm around her and touched her stomach. “I think it’s time we consider something else while we’re at it. You know, for when this is all over.” 
Rachael’s bright, crystal eyes looked up at Craig and into his. They locked hands and leaned closer for a kiss. Craig slowly broke away and went to the door.
“Where are you going?” Rachael asked, confused. 
Craig smiled and locked the door. “We should have a few minutes while they’re away.” He sauntered back over to her as she smiled back. 
“Is that all it’s going to take?” she said. 
He touched his finger to her lips. “Careful now. Your taunts are only going to encourage me further.”
They kissed again as he she ran her hands through his scruffy hair. Craig pulled off her cardigan and rode his hands up her shirt as their lips pressed against each other. Craig moved back to one of the chairs as Rachael sat on top of him—their hips moving against each other in a passion they hadn’t experienced in some time.   
Craig and Husein walked down the long dimly-lit hallway from the modest snack room, heading back. Both carried a soda and small bag of chips. Everything was eerily quiet, and they hadn’t seen any FBI or government men, either on their way from the waiting room, or now, coming back. 
“This place is weird,” Nick said. 
“Yes, but I do feel a little safer here, don’t you?” Husein asked. 
Nick paused and thought to himself. “Yeah. I guess. I wanna go back home, though.”
“No, you don’t. Trust me.” Husein knew he was being vague, but he didn’t know how much Craig wanted him to reveal about the shootout they had encountered at the house. From Nick’s expression, he realized he had already said too much. 
“What do you mean?” Nick asked. 
“Nothing. It’s just… it’s very dangerous out there.”
“What’s it like where you’re from in—where was it again?”
“Chechnya,” Husein answered. 
“Where’s that, in Russia or something?”
“Close. It’s a part of Russia, yes. But that’s in great dispute right now.”
They stopped at the door to the waiting room and were surprised to find it shut. 
“What the hell?” Nick said. He pulled at the doorknob and turned it, but it was locked.
“Maybe they went somewhere else for a minute,” Husein said.
Nick immediately started knocking. “Hello? You guys in there?” No response came. At the other end of the hall, they saw some shadows moving toward them. At first glance, Nick assumed it to be his parents, but instead made out another man walking slowly with a cane and a woman next to him holding his arm. The sight of the strangers made both Husein and Nick nervous.
“Who’s that?” Nick asked.
“I don’t know,” Husein said. “Maybe we should get out of here.” 
The couple were getting closer, lumbering toward them like two zombies. As they came into view the man squinted ahead and made eye contact with Nick. 
“Let’s go,” Nick said. 
Husein agreed, and they started to run. 
“Nick? Nick, is that you?” the man called out. 
Nick stopped suddenly, nearly tripping on the gray carpet. Husein stopped as well. Nick looked ahead to see who the man was but still wasn’t sure. 
“It’s me, your Dad’s partner, Mr. Patterson.”
Nick remained still as Husein stood nearby, ready to run. The man walked slowly with a limp, and looked as if he might fall over had the woman not been at his side, holding his arm. Slowly things started coming back to Nick. His dad’s FBI partner had been shot. That much he had heard. They had met a few times. Nick remembered him. 
“Mr. Patterson?” he asked, walking cautiously toward him. 
“Yes, it’s me. Where you running to?”
Nick looked at Husein and they both laughed. “Nowhere,” Nick said. “Guess we got a little spooked. That’s all.”
He could see his dad’s partner clearly. He was dressed in a suit and tie, but was hunched over, still in some kind of pain. His cane had three prongs on the end for balance and there looked to be some padding around his stomach, under his shirt. 
“Where are your parents?” Patterson asked. “I was told they were up here.” 
The blond woman was wearing a navy-blue suit jacket with a cluster-leaf pinned to the lapel.  She feigned a smile at Nick and said, “Hello.” She examined him closer. “My, you’ve grown since the last time we saw you.”
Nick remembered. It had been a year or two ago. They had come over for dinner. He looked around. “I don’t know where my parents are. We went to grab some snacks and when we came back the door was locked.” Nick walked to the door and pulled on it again.       
Patterson studied Husein, who stood quietly, looking at the floor. “Who’s your friend?”
“That’s Hussein. He’s from Chechnya.”
Suspicious, Patterson narrowed his eyes. “Really?”
“Hello,” Husein said, offering his hand. 
“Nice to meet you,” the woman said. “My name is Kathleen.” 
The door opened and Rachael popped her head out—hair a mess. “Nick,” she said, “I’m talking with your father right now. Why don’t you two hang out in the break room for a little bit?” She then caught a glimpse of Patterson and his wife. 
Surprised, Rachael froze. “Oh my God…” 
She stepped out of the room. “Josh? Kathleen? When did you…” She moved toward them and hugged them both. Patterson winced in pain.
“There, there. Easy…” he said. “Still recovering here.”
Rachael stepped back, her face beaming. “I’m so glad you’re all right. I couldn’t believe it when I heard it.”
Kathleen looked at Patterson with an arched brow. “He shouldn’t have left the hospital. I told him not too. Tried to fight it all I could, but he insisted.”
“It was very important that I come here. After I heard what happened to Craig and you and the whole family.”
“We’re fine,” Rachael said, assuredly. “Very shaken up by what’s happening, but we’re all okay.”
Craig emerged from the room, tucking his shirt in, and appearing caught off guard with all the commotion outside the room. 
“What the heck were you guys doing in there?” Nick asked. 
Craig ignored the question and went straight to Patterson, staring at him in disbelief. “Is it really you?”  
Patterson smiled faintly. “In the flesh…”
Craig took another step forward and hugged Patterson as Kathleen continued to hold his arm. “What are you doing here? You need to recover and rest.”
“That’s what I told him,” Kathleen said. “He’s stubborn as hell. The both of you are.”
“I’m glad to see you, buddy,” Craig said, sounding a little choked up. “How are you feeling? Honestly.”
Patterson held his hand against the padding over his stomach. “Getting shot in the gut hurts like hell. I don’t recommend it, but I’ll live.”
“It hasn’t been the same without you.”
Patterson smiled and then looked down the hall. There was no one coming from either direction. “Listen. Can we talk somewhere? Privately?”
Craig looked puzzled. “Yeah. Uh, sure.”
“Just you and me,” Patterson said, signaling with his fingers. He leaned toward Kathleen. “I’m gonna need a moment alone with Craig.”
Craig turned to Rachael. “Yes. Can you guys just hang back here for a minute?”
Nick sighed. Rachael nodded and gave Craig a quick kiss. “We’ll be fine. You two go catch up.”
Kathleen didn’t seem to want to leave Patterson’s side. “It’s okay,” he told her. 
She shrugged her shoulders at Craig. “Take care of him. Don’t leave his side.” Patterson hugged his wife and then walked off slowly as Craig held his arm. They left their spouses and went down the hall to an empty conference room.
Once seated at the large wood-stained table, Craig pulled one of the swivel chairs closer to Patterson. At the front of the room were a white marker board, podium and American flag. For Craig, it was nice to finally have a one-on-one with his partner whom he had feared would take much longer to recover. Patterson seemed in high spirits, but his stubble-ridden face, and sunken eyes were evidence of the constant pain he was still in as he grappled with his injuries. 
“It’s nice to see you, but I don’t think it’s right for you to be up and moving around like this. I’m surprised the doctors let you leave.”
“I had to. It wasn’t an option.” Patterson flashed an exhausted smile. “I told them that it was a matter of national security.”
“Whatever it is, I hope it’s worth all the trouble.” Craig paused. “I wanted to apologize to you.”
“For what?” Patterson asked. The lights hummed above. 
“For getting you into this mess in the first place. For leaving you with that kid—that armed psychopath.”
Patterson leaned forward some as his chair squeaked. His face was stern and serious. “You didn’t get me into anything. I got myself into that. We were caught off guard, that’s it. Much like this country is now.”
Craig gave him a knowing nod. “Why did you come here, Josh? I know it wasn’t just to give me a hug.”
“Because I know what’s going on,” Patterson answered. “And I can’t lie in a hospital bed and let this country burn to the ground. And I can’t let you do it alone.”
Craig shook his head. “You’re clearly in no condition—”
“I know that I’m limited physically in what I can do. But that’s not why I’m here.” Patterson leaned in even closer—his eyes burning with conviction. “I woke up, just yesterday. I could barely move.” He reached into his suit coat and pulled out a small colostomy bag with liquid in it. “And never in my life did I think I’d have to lug around one of these. But that’s okay. I’m fine with it. What I can’t stand to do is watch these ISIS bastards make demands of
us. You’ve got to stop this, Craig. All this bureaucratic infighting I’ve been hearing about has got to stop.”
Patterson suddenly clutched his side in pain. 
“Are you okay?” Craig asked, rising. 
“Yeah,” Patterson said in a tired voice. “Pain meds are starting to wear off.”
Craig slowly sat back down. “I agree,” he said. “The agencies are dysfunctional. ISIS is messing with us big time, exposing our divisions and hitting us randomly in intervals. I’ve asked for a team, and so far, nothing has been authorized.”
“You’re going to have to go it alone,” Patterson said. 
Craig gave him a surprised, wide-eyed look of uncertainty. 
His partner clarified. “What I mean is, you’re going to have to go outside the FBI on this. Outside the government, period.”
Patterson was aware Craig still wasn’t fully following. “Mercenaries… That’s what I’m talking about.” 
There was a gleam in Patterson’s eye that made it clear he had given the plan considerable thought. Initially, Craig took it as a joke, but he didn’t think that Patterson would have gone through so much trouble just for a laugh. 
“How did you get here?” Craig asked. “How do you know about this place?”
“Contacts,” Patterson answered. “I’ve been communicating with Agent Thomas. He tells me it’s a real shit-show down here. You, of course, don’t answer your phone.”
“It was… I lost it,” Craig said. 
“Whatever the case, Thomas agrees with me. We both think you’re the best man to lead the team. I heard about this water plant and the VX poison. It’s horrific, Craig. And it has to be stopped.”
Craig stared ahead, quietly reserved. He agreed, but wasn’t sure how such an operation could be pulled off without large government and military support. 
“I just don’t think we can go in there, guns blazing, alone.”
“I heard the message from that ISIS leader on the radio. They’re gearing up for something big. Maybe even worse than poisoning our water. Our only chance is to stop them now.”
Patterson pulled out a piece of paper from inside his suit jacket, placed it flat on the table, and pushed it toward Craig. “These are the names,” he said as Craig took the paper.  “Most of them retired. Field agents. Some Navy Seals. Some Special Forces. They’re armed to the teeth, and they’ve formed a pact to defend this country in times of peril. All you need to do is give them a call and then set a time and place to meet. They’ll be there, no questions asked.”
Craig skimmed down the list and then looked up at Patterson. “There’s over thirty names on this list. I don’t have time to make all these calls.” Patterson pulled out two cell phones from his pocket, placed one in front of himself, and then slid the other one to Craig. “I’ve got Kat’s phone, you’ve got mine. We’ll do this together.” 
Staring down at the smart phone at his fingertips, Craig remained apprehensive. “I want to get Omar more than anyone. I just don’t know if this is the right way to go about it.”
“When Omar’s dead or captured, does it really matter how it happened? Will it matter the next day or fifty years from then? No.”
Craig nodded as he looked at his partner, weighing his decision. He picked up the phone and glanced at the list lying between them. “I’m game.” Josh smiled and leaned back in the chair. “But,” said Craig, “there’s one thing I want us to do before you leave here.” 
“What’s that?” Patterson asked. 
Craig rose from the chair. “Come with me real quick first. We’re going to talk with someone. It’ll be just like old times.”
Patterson tried to stand, pushing against the cane. Craig helped him up and then led him out of the meeting room. There was a person of interest he wanted very much to introduce his partner to. 



 
 
***
 
Ghazi lay in a hospital bed in a small, empty room with both his wrists strapped to the side railing. A machine with a dozen different screens was beeping in the corner near him, monitoring his vital signs. He was alive, that much he knew. But he no longer knew if he wished to be. Paralyzed from the waist down he was helpless. A metal brace encased his entire body, holding his neck in place and making it difficult for him to move even slightly. 
This is it, he thought. They’ve got you now.  
He could never go back. He had been operating as an unofficial informant for Homeland Security for over a year. But in that time, he was actually sniffing out those in the US. government who he felt sympathized with the cause of disenfranchised refugees from the Middle East. Ghazi’s secret goal was to get as many young fighters flown into the United States as possible and increase their numbers by thousands. 
In return for access to information, even some it top secret, he threw the government some information—crumbs—on lower-level rival factions: gang members from South America. Radical Muslims leaders he didn’t like. And anything else that drew attention away from the ISIS sleeper cells. It was Ghazi’s plan and his plan alone. If Omar had gotten so much as a hint that Ghazi had been talking to officials within the US government, retribution would be swift and brutal, even though his intentions had been entirely loyal to ISIS, if not to Omar. 
Ultimately, he believed Omar lacked the ambition and skill it would take to turn ISIS into the equivalent of the Taliban in Afghanistan. ISIS was indeed growing in America, but they weren’t gaining footing as a mainstream faction. Years prior, when he had heard US officials discuss moderating their stance on the Taliban to win the war, his plan had been formed. 
He would work to have ISIS recognized as an official organization; one the US would have to negotiate with, not out of strength but out of weakness and capitulation. Omar would never understand. He was too driven by prophecy like some mad cleric. It was all up to Ghazi. At least, until he was shot and captured. Now everything had changed, and he was going to have to strike a deal of his own. 
The door creaked open, and his eyes went to the figure stepping inside the room. It wasn’t the two armed guards from outside, but someone else. When he took a few steps closer, Ghazi was able to identify him. The sight of his dirty-blond hair, five o’clock shadow and bruised face infuriated him: Agent Davis. 
Craig stepped into the room with another man, who hobbled with a cane. He then stuck his head outside to assure the guards that everything would be okay. The door slowly closed. As Craig walked closer to him, Ghazi wanted to hop up from the bed and tear him to pieces. The murderer of his good friend Ma’mun. The man who wouldn’t stop interfering with their plans. The person who represented everything that he hated about Americans. The man who had condemned him to this bed. But he could do nothing. He couldn’t even move his legs. 
Craig walked to the corner of the room and pulled over a chair for his partner to sit in. Ghazi’s eyes followed him the whole way, even being unable to move his head in its metal brace, he was determined to miss nothing. 
“What are you doing here?” he said in a dry, quiet voice. “I have protection, and I don’t wish to speak to you.”
Patterson adjusted his chair and stared Ghazi down as Craig approached the foot of his bed. 
“You’re a very popular man downstairs,” Craig said. He began counting on his fingers. “I mean everyone wants to talk with you. The FBI. The CIA. Homeland Security. You must feel very special.” 
“I have nothing to say to you,” Ghazi said, looking away. “I only wish I had shot your wife and child when I had the chance.” 
Patterson looked at Craig, concerned that he would lose his composure and lash out. 
As he leaned against the bed railing, Craig’s eyes ran down the length of Ghazi’s crippled body and then back up again to his face. “I hope they’re taking good care of you. I really do.”
Ghazi said nothing. 
“And before you get your abundance of visitors, I’d just like to ask you some questions. Simple stuff, really.”
Ghazi looked away from Craig, not saying a word. 
“If you answer them correctly, I’ll be a happy man. Answer them poorly, and my partner, Agent Patterson over there, is going to be very upset.” 
Craig moved over to the side of the bed and leaned down on the end of the mattress next to Ghazi. He signaled to Patterson while talking close in Ghazi’s ear. “He’s got nothing to lose. Not someone you want to mess with. His family was killed in one of those port explosions that your people are so proud of. Right off the coast of Florida.” 
Ghazi grew increasingly uncomfortable as he gripped onto the side railings and pulled on his restraints. 
Craig stood up and backed away. “Now, I’m a professional agent. I’m willing to put personal vendettas aside, and I’m not going to let him hurt you, even given your crimes.” Craig walked near Ghazi’s left leg and touched the sheet that covered it. “Even though you took my family into the woods at gunpoint. Water under the bridge, Ghazi.”
Patterson remained silent, trying the coldest stare he could muster, even as the pain was beginning to reverberate in full force throughout his body. Walking away, Craig stopped and pivoted back to Ghazi. “Speaking of water, I want you to tell me all you know about this water plant.”
Craig looked at him, waiting for an answer. 
“Go to hell,” Ghazi said softly. His eyes glazed over in indifference. 
“Dr. Patterson,” Craig said. “It’s time that we examined Mr. Ghazi’s reflexes. What do you say?”
Patterson heaved himself up from his chair, shaking as he regained his balance. “I think that’s a wonderful idea.”
With each push of his cane, Patterson moved closer to Ghazi, staring at him. Ghazi looked away nervously and began to perspire as Patterson got closer. Stopping at his leg, Patterson leaned down and gently poked it with his finger. 
“Do you feel anything?”
Ghazi stared ahead, unresponsive. 
Patterson pushed harder. “How about that?”
“What is your game?” Ghazi lashed out. “You must know that I cannot move my legs. You paralyzed me!”
Patterson held a finger to his chin like a doctor. “Hmm. Well that’s too bad.”
He took a step back and raised his cane up in the air.
Ghazi’s eyes widened. “Hey! Hey!”
Patterson brought the cane down in one forceful swoop, smacking it against his leg. Ghazi screamed out of fear. His leg remained still, even after being hit. Craig ran to Patterson to keep him from falling. 
“Careful there,” he said into his partner’s ear. “Why don’t I take over?”
              “I can do this, Craig,” Patterson said. He then turned to Ghazi and brought his cane back to the floor, leaning on it. 
              “I guess you really are paralyzed, Mr. Ghazi. You are what we call a paraplegic, which means you suffer from complete paralysis from your torso down. You must have taken a shot to the spinal cord.”
              “Go to hell!” Ghazi said. His eyes flared with anger. 
              Craig stepped in. “Should we continue this examination, or do you want to give us some information about the water plant?”
              Ghazi closed his eyes and began singing to himself in Arabic.  
              Patterson outstretched his hand. “Now I’m really curious to find out what other injuries he may be suffering from. Let’s try his abdominal reflexes.”  
              Another swift smack of his cane went into Ghazi’s side. He screamed out in pain and pulled at the restraints holding his arms. Before he could even register the pain, Patterson reeled back and swung again at his other side, across his ribs, pummeling Ghazi like he was a sack of potatoes. 
Ghazi screamed in anguish. Tears streamed from his eyes. Saliva drooled from the side of his mouth. Another hit came to his chest. Ghazi choked and gasped, crying out for help. 
              A knock came at the door. The doorknob turned, but it was locked. 
              “Hey, you all right in there, Agent Davis?” one of the guards asked.  
              Craig flashed a look at Patterson then at the door. “Just fine, Officer Winston. Our detainee was just having some back spasms.”
              Ghazi twisted and turned in agony, but couldn’t break free from the restraints. 
              “Let’s move up farther,” Patterson said, raising his cane.
              “Wait!” Ghazi cried out. 
              “What was that?” Craig asked as he leaned closer. 
              “I said stop!” 
              Patterson slowly lowered his cane, but still held it out while balancing against the bed. 
              “Tell us what we want to know about the water plant. And no bullshit!” Craig said. 
              “I-I will talk. Just no more…” His voice began to drift. Craig began to hope that they hadn’t gone overboard and killed him. 
              “It’s in Lincoln, Nebraska,” Ghazi said, moaning. 
              “I know that much. We have Ma’mun’s laptop, remember? I found an ocean of documents on it. What I want to know is what we’re dealing with. How many men? What do we face? What artillery do they have?”
              Ghazi struggled to speak between his rapid breaths. “You will never make it past the gate.”
              “Why’s that?” Craig asked. 
              “At least a hundred men. All heavily armed. Twenty-four hours a day. Lookout posts that extend a mile from the plant.”
              “When are they expected to make shipment of the poison water supply? Where is it going?” Patterson asked, cutting in.
              Ghazi’s eyes opened wider. He looked at Patterson with genuine surprise. “How did you know about that?”
              “It’s all on the laptop,” Craig answered. 
              Ghazi said something in Arabic under his breath, no doubt cursing.
              “Answer the question!” Patterson shouted. He lost his balance for a moment and nearly fell over. Craig caught him. 
              “It’s okay. Take it easy.” He pushed Patterson up and left him leaning on his cane as he pulled the chair over for his partner to sit. They both looked at Ghazi after hearing faint laughter. The man was smiling. His eyes were closed as if he were experiencing some delirious fantasy—lost in his own world. 
              “What’s so funny, Mr. Ghazi?” Craig asked. 
              The laughter continued. “You…you think you can stop this?” He paused and winced as the laughter increased the pain in his sides. “It is too late…the shipments are well on their way… Five hundred FEMA sites all around the country. Military installations. Emergency shelters. You name it. By the time they realize something is in the water… The panic… The fear… It will be beautiful.”
              Ghazi continued to laugh despite the pain as Craig looked at Patterson with deadly seriousness. “We have to get moving now.”
              Patterson nodded. “I know. Let’s make those calls.”
              Craig wasted no time helping his partner up from the chair and moving him out the door without saying another word to Ghazi. They breezed past the guards, thanking them. Once out of sight, one of the guards peeked in on Ghazi, only to see their restrained prisoner laughing to himself in an empty room. 



The Assault
              
Monday, July 11, 2016
The state capital of Lincoln, Nebraska, had seen much economic and manufacturing growth over the years. And it was within this city where the Hudson Valley Natural Spring Water manufacturing plant resided, on the outskirts of the city and largely isolated and secured. 
Lookout posts had been established miles from the plant to alert them of approaching visitors: county inspectors, law enforcement, or just people lost on the dirt roads that led to the plant. They fully expected a confrontation with the government after phase two, and security had been increased ten-fold to guard and watch the perimeter of the fifty-thousand square foot bottling plant. 
The factory was largely considered an enigma around town. No one was sure who owned it. Hiring policies were strict and selective. The entire operation was very low-key. Supplies and packaging materials would come in through the loading docks and bottled water would come out all throughout the week. The plant had been in operation for decades, but was recently purchased by investors from Dubai. 
The sleeper cell operation had been active for a little over a year. Rather than undergoing the difficulty of poisoning the nation’s water supply at various utility companies, ISIS would manufacture their own lethal dose and distribute it to FEMA camps and other emergency sites. Most of what the FBI had discovered on Ma’mun’s laptop was true. The only question was, how far along was the production schedule? How many cases had been shipped, when and where?



 
 
***
 
That afternoon, Omar was in a secret meeting room below the factory production floor discussing the coming launch of phase three. Fifty thousand bottles were palletized and ready to go, and they were close to finishing their first mass shipment of VX-tainted water. Their overall goal was to distribute ten million bottles nationally. The shipments would be making it to the several different emergency centers, and once the initial fatalities began, ISIS counted on the source being discovered. Their goal wasn’t mass casualties, but to spread more panic and fear. And they would increase production from there. 
Omar Allawi was very close. Surrounded by a team of high-ranking men, including his most trusted guards, Usaamah and Hamid, he began their meeting. As pleased as he was with the success of phase two, taking over the president’s address, and the nearing of phase three, something else was eating away at him—an unresolved issue involving an American FBI agent. 
“I have heard nothing from Ghazi and the others. Nothing from the team watching the FBI agent’s house. Nothing about Ma’mun’s laptop.”
Omar’s voice was calm, as always, but the men around the table noticed his tone rising in anger just before he slammed his fist on the table, startling everyone. 
“This is unacceptable!” He paused for a moment, looking around the room. “How is it that we can bring the government of this country to its knees, but we can’t find one man and his family and slaughter them like the pigs they are? Someone tell me, please.”
No one wanted to answer. Fareed, the eldest in the group, and one of the few who did not fear Omar, decided to interject. 
“My Commander, if you will. We’ve seen much success so far, but we still have a way to go in establishing our caliphate. Can you see how the endless pursuit of this man could, in fact, distract us from our ultimate goal?”
Omar stared at Fareed, thinking. He crossed his arms and nodded. “Old Fareed, the voice of reason in troubling times. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 
He then signaled to Hamid, the bigger of his two guards. Hamid walked behind Fareed, grabbed his arm and pulled it back.
“Hey!” Fareed said, struggling. 
In quick, violent jerks, Hamid twisted his arm and snapped it. Fareed screamed out in pain as his arm broke in several places in a series of pops. Hamid slammed Fareed’s twisted arm onto the table, pulled a long knife from his side, and slashed his palm open. Fareed screamed as blood poured out of the cut onto the table. Hamid pushed Fareed and walked back to where he had been standing in the corner. 
The room remained quiet amidst Fareed’s wailing cries. The old man hunched over, clutching his crippled arm. Omar observed him without pity and simply tossed a rag to him. Fareed took the rag and tied it around his fresh, deep wound. He said no more to Omar or anyone else. As he rose from his chair Omar demanded that he stay. 
“We’re not done yet.”
Fareed slid back in his chair whimpering like a wounded animal. 
Omar looked around the table again upon the stoic faces of his men.
“I welcome constructive criticism, but what I will not condone is ignorance. Finding the FBI agent is every bit as important as anything else. He has Ma’mun’s laptop, which means he has our plans. The military could be on its way here as we speak. Why am I the only one to see this? I want production increased and streamlined. I want our chemicals used to the last drop. And I want mass shipment of our product to commence immediately. Once this happens, we will abandon this factory and reduce it to ash in an explosion that this city will never forget.”
Omar leaned back in his chair, satisfied. “Are we all on the same page now?”
The room erupted in agreement as clapping followed.
“Allahu Akbar!” one man shouted, standing up. 
The group shouted out in unison. 
Omar slowly rose from his chair as the room quieted. “We are soldiers in Allah’s army. Every one of us. Now is the time to embrace your destiny. And our time is fleeting. Move out!”



 
 
***
 
The eighteen-hour drive had been long and tiring, but Craig and his team managed to make it to Nebraska in under a day. By Monday afternoon he was driving through Lincoln in a white FBI van with both Thomas and Keagan, whom he had convinced to join the cause. 
They had left the DC bunker on a supposed fact-finding mission, and Craig was able to get Ma’mun’s laptop without too much difficulty. The operations rooms had turned into a center of disarray. The president’s cabinet had expressed interest in the findings of the water plant, but was tied up dealing with other leads and threats. Military force against ISIS had not been authorized yet. Emergency services along the Gulf Coast were preparing for a hurricane to hit the gulf within the next day or two. And the wall-to-wall coverage of the terrorist attacks had nearly brought the country to a halt. 
Before leaving DC, Patterson had explained to Thomas and Keagan the importance of accompanying Craig. They all knew the possibility of the mission failing, of them dying, or, at best, losing their badges, but they were certain the survival of the country was at stake. 
The plan made sense: stop the terrorists before they unleashed another devastating blow. And since air travel had been shut down, they had even less time to mobilize. They were supposed to meet the mercenary team on the outskirts of Lincoln, near the Hudson Valley Water plant, but not too close to bring attention to themselves. It was a risky gamble—all of it—but Craig felt it to be their only choice. 
Rachael and Nick knew none of what he was doing. He had arranged a temporary room for them to stay within the government bunker. His superiors, Walker and Calderon, were told of a local investigation to round up more sleeper cell suspects for interrogation. They were suspicious of Craig’s intentions, but too preoccupied to object. 
When everything was in place, Craig left with the only two agents he trusted, just enough time before Homeland or the CIA could discover the beating they’d given of Ghazi and the plan to infiltrate the water plant. Patterson went back to the hospital with Kathleen but stayed in contact with Craig through a pair of secure satellite phones they “borrowed” from the FBI. 
Under the nearly cloudless blue sky, Thomas drove the van up a hill in a shady, wooded area where they were supposed to meet the rest of their team. They had all heard of the “Patriot Riders” before, but weren’t sure of the militia group’s strength. In the past, the FBI had monitored hundreds of similar groups who the feds monitored due to their “subversive and anti-government views.” 
The Patriot Riders were among the most notorious on the government’s list. What did they want? Their mission statement described them as a “reactionary military force, organized and trained to respond to immediate threats to the United States of America in a capable, timely manner.” Craig had heard of them and only hoped they were ready for a dangerous and difficult assault on the water plant. 
“Is this the place?” Thomas asked, circling the top of the hill overlooking much of the area. 
Holding a map of the area, Craig looked down and ran a finger across their route. “Looks about right?”
Keagan called out from the back. He was holding his phone up. “Coordinates match my GPS.” 
Craig turned his head. “I wouldn’t put your absolute trust in that. Cell phone towers have been going haywire the past few days.” 
Thomas laughed and then looked at Keagan in the rearview mirror. “What Agent Davis doesn’t want to tell you is that he keeps his cell phone off so he wife doesn’t call and bitch him out.”
“Wrong, Agent Thomas,” Craig said. “First of all, it’s my wife’s phone. Second, I’m only turning it on for emergencies.”
Thomas found a spot under a tree and rolled the van to a stop. “But you know as well as I do that the FBI is going to start calling us soon. Once they speak to Ghazi.”
Keagan quietly shut off his cell phone. He didn’t want to deal with an agency meltdown. It was best to ignore them and keep pushing forward. 
“I expect them to find out,” Craig said. “But when they do, we’ll have this plant under control and all their chemicals seized. The bureau can thank us later.”
“I knew you were crazy, Davis. I just didn’t think I’d be the one going along with it,” Thomas said. 
After he put the van into park and turned off the engine, they waited. The tree branches around them moved gently in a slight breeze. Everything was quiet and undisturbed, and it was hard to believe that only a few miles away there was a water plant where people were in the preparation of delivering nerve agents to an unsuspecting population. Craig looked at his watch then at the map again. 
He ran the terrorist timeline through his head. They had launched the port attacks on the seventh of July—a Thursday. The power plant attacks followed, two days later, the evening of July ninth—a Saturday. ISIS was using a slow-burn, trickle-down method in spreading its terror. It was Monday the eleventh, two days after phase two, and there wasn’t much time left of the day. It was now or never.
The back of the van was stockpiled with rifles, grenade launchers, ammunition, vests, helmets, and anything else they could get their hands on. Once the militia arrived, Craig was ready to storm the water plant by any means necessary. He could feel Omar’s presence, and was certain that the battle ahead would be difficult… and dangerous. 
“Where are these guys?” Keagan asked, with a hint of uncertainty to his voice. 
Thomas glanced in the rearview mirror again. “Don’t worry. I’m sure they’ll be here soon.”
“I don’t know,” Keagan said, shaking his head. “I have a bad feeling about this.”
Thomas looked frustrated. “Just keep it together, Agent Keagan. We need you on this.” He stroked his mustache with one hand while looking out the driver-side mirror for any signs of their expected arrivals. 
Growing impatient, Craig pulled out his satellite phone to dial Patterson. After talking to most of the Patriot Riders, they had agreed to arrive at the disclosed meeting place by 4:00 p.m. 
“I guess they’re not that big on punctuality,” Thomas said, tossing a pistachio into his mouth.
The phone rang and rang, before Patterson finally picked it up on the other end. “Yeah.”
“We made it,” Craig said. “Where are these guys? It’s past four now.”
“Relax, they’ll be there soon. Patriot Riders don’t mess around.”
“So you say. But in a few minutes, I have to take action. Omar could be making the shipments as we speak. Speaking of which, did you alert FEMA?”
“Yes, I did,” Patterson said. “The FBI issued an alert about possible bottled water contamination to all the other agencies. Every shipment coming in is being tested for toxic substances.”  
“Good. But if they’re not here within the next five minutes…” Craig paused as he heard engines coming up the hill. 
“Craig? You there? What is it?” Patterson asked. 
He glanced in his mirror and then turned around. Keagan shrugged. Thomas opened his door slowly. The sound was getting louder—multiple engines coming up the hill. 
Craig continued. “I was saying, if they’re not here, I’m going to have to call this one in. Tell headquarters everything.”
“That won’t be necessary,” Patterson said. “Just promise me that you’ll watch your back out there, and stay low to the ground.”
Craig hopped out and could see a line of motorcycles, cars and trucks approaching, kicking up a thick trail of dust on the dirt road. 
“I gotta go, Patterson. We’ll be fine. You get better. I’ll let you know as soon as we stop this thing.” He hung up the phone as Keagan and Thomas exited the van and met up at the rear. 
“Looks like we have company,” Thomas said. He opened the back of the van where their gear and weapons were stacked. 
Craig looked out along the bumpy dirt road at the approaching convoy. There were ten motorcyclists—all Harleys, five cars of various models, and three trucks—all American made. 
The leading motorcycles drove up the hill and circled around with their engines booming. For insurance, Thomas pulled out a rifle and took cover on the other side of the van as Keagan followed. Craig remained where he stood and held his hand in front of his face to block the dust. The group was heavily armed, and strapped with belts of ammo over their shoulders. They varied in age from thirties to late-forties, many with bushy, gray beards, bandanas and sunglasses. 
They looked reasonably fit and ready to go. Craig noticed the array of black POW/MIA shirts, “Don’t tread on me” jackets, and small American flags affixed to their bikes and cars. They were the very men the federal government was often suspicious of. They were classified as “subversives, radicals, and extremists” in many reports he had read in the past. But none of that mattered at the moment. All Craig cared about was if they were brave and if they could shoot. 
One of the men hopped off his bike after parking it and walked right over to Craig with his hand extended. He was tall and stocky and had a goatee. He wore a leather vest with a number of pins attached, blue jeans, and boots. His bandana had a bald eagle on it. 
“Hi. Name’s Hank Edmonson,” he said extending his hand to Craig. “And I’m here to kick some ass.” He laughed wholeheartedly at his own joke. 
Craig waved the dust out of his face, coughed, and greeted him. He remembered speaking with him on the phone. Hank was the president of his chapter of “Patriots” from St. Louis, Missouri, reminding Craig as they shook hands.
“Retired sergeant first class, twenty-five years infantry. Lot of these guys are vets just like me,” he continued. 
“Wonderful,” Craig said. “Can’t thank you enough for coming.”
More vehicles drove up the hill: a Jeep and recreational camper. And for Craig, it was a grand relief to see their numbers growing. 
Hank rocked back and forth with his hands in his pockets. Tattoos covered both of his bulky arms. “When I heard these terrorists scumbags were trying something like this so close to my home state, I told my guys we had to take action.”
Thomas and Keagan came around the other side of the van to join the huddle. The dirt lot soon became filled with cars and bikes, most of them with out-of-state license plates, but some from within the area. 
When everyone had parked and gotten out of their vehicles to stretch, Craig counted thirty-five men. Perhaps just enough to take on Omar’s water plant. Their battle attire varied. Some wore old green military combat uniforms and bandanas tied around their foreheads like head bands, others wore tan combat uniforms, while some simply wore civilian attire under protective vests and helmets. 
Everyone was armed with at least one weapon. Some had two. There was a variety of rifles, shotguns, pistols, and machine guns. Some even had silencers on their rifles. Everyone looked prepared and ready, and Craig hadn’t even gotten to the full details of the operation yet. 
Leaders of other chapters introduced themselves to Craig. There was Louis from the San Diego group. Karl from the Texas bunch—which had the most numbers. Alberto, from the Arizona chapter. James from Georgia, Tank from Utah, Terrance from Tennessee, and Bruce from the state of Nebraska. Some of them knew one another.  
They boasted of their desire to see some action. Most of them were military veterans, and they knew, even without Craig having to explain, the severity of the cause and the job they had to do. ISIS was nearing the beginning of its third phase, and Craig didn’t have any idea what was to come after that. Whatever it was, he was sure ISIS wouldn’t stop killing Americans. 
After introductions and a brief on the mission at hand, the thirty-four Patriot Riders locked-in their magazines, and hastily guzzled water from their canteens. Excitement and anticipation were in the air, along with an unquenchable thirst for vengeance. Craig didn’t have to say much to rile them up. He only needed to lay out their battle plan. 
Craig donned his flak vest while tying a protective mask carrier around his waist. He had warned the Patriot Riders of the dangerous chemicals ISIS possessed, and most had brought some kind of protection—even if only a surgical mask. He put on a black SWAT helmet that was a tad too big, but better than nothing. Craig strapped his pistol to his side and did a function check on his M4 carbine rifle. Thomas and Keagan met up with him, armed to the teeth and dressed up for combat. 
“We finally ready to do this?” Thomas asked. 
Craig looked at his watch. It was 4:35. 
“Ready when you are,” Craig said, locking the bolt of his rifle to the rear. 
Keagan stared ahead quiet.
Thomas slapped on the shoulder. “You good?”
Keagan looked at him. “As good as I’ll ever be.”
Sensing his apprehension, Thomas stepped closer. “We’re doing the right thing. If we weren’t, I never would have agreed to this.”
“I know,” Keagan said. “I just hope to see my fiancée’s face at the end of this thing.”
“You will. Just remember your training, and keep your head clear.”
At twenty-five, Agent Keagan was probably the youngest person there. But he was no less prepared to put everything on the line in order to stop ISIS. 
Craig called the entire group over to form a circle under a nearby tree. As they gathered, ready to fight, he explained the layout of the water plant and the placement of the lookout posts he believed surrounded the gated perimeter. 
“That’s why, from here on out, we move on foot. We use the trees and anything else for concealment while creating a diameter offensive around the entire plant. We move-in on all sides and meet inside. Many of them will probably flee, but just as many will stay and fight.”
As Craig spoke, Thomas handed radios to the leader of each squad. 
“I’m grateful to have you here today. I called, you came, and I’ll always remember that. America will remember it too. There’s little we can ask of others right now. Little we can ask of our agencies and leaders who are bogged down and overwhelmed by the ISIS attacks against us. I’ve been after these sleeper cells for a long time. I’m not a military man, I’m a federal agent. But I’m just as dedicated to destroying the enemies of our country as you.”
The men cheered, pumped up and ready for action. With the group riled up, Craig ran down the hill toward the water plant. The squads followed, splintering off in different, pre-planned directions toward their main objective, waiting for them on the horizon. 
Craig ran alongside Hank’s group from St. Louis. About ten men in all. Agents Keagan and Thomas had gone with other teams. If they could identify and neutralize the lookout posts before the ISIS alerted their headquarters, Craig believed they had a good chance of breaching the water plant. 
Off in the distance, on a clearing that acted as a road, he saw a large eighteen-wheeler chugging by and spewing black smoke into the air. The truck was headed straight for the factory, and Craig knew exactly what that meant. He told the group to move faster.   
They had to intercept the truck before it was too late. Hank cradled a six-shot grenade launcher borrowed from the FBI like most of the equipment Craig had brought. One of his riders, tasked with getting them through the chain-link fence, carried large clippers over his shoulder. If the fence was electrified, they had a plan for that too. 
They soon encountered a post about forty feet high not far in front of them. Craig pointed it out and everyone hit the ground. Craig looked up with his binoculars. There were two men, staring out. They apparently hadn’t noticed his group yet, but they were alert and attentive. Craig lay on the ground next to Hank, planning their next move. 
“I need your man with the silencer to get in position and take them out.”
Hank turned and signaled the man with the silencer over to them. “Johnny, get over here.” 
Johnny belly-crawled to them, digging into the dirt with his elbows and grunting all along the way. Once he was in position, Craig pointed to the tower ahead and told Johnny to take the shot.
The two men posted continued to look outward. One of them suddenly picked up a pair of binoculars. 
“Shoot ’em!” Hank said.
Johnny hesitated, taking his time aiming, it seemed.
“What are you waiting for?” Hank said in a harsh whisper.
“Damn, Hank. I’m trying to get my shot. If I miss we’re screwed.” 
“It’s okay,” Craig whispered. “Just make sure you get them both.”
Johnny took a deep breath and fired. His rifle popped faintly as a shell casing flew out. Craig watched with his binoculars as one of the men took a bullet through the throat and fell over the railing surrounding the tower. At first, his confused partner didn’t seem to know what had happened. He looked over the railing as the other guard fell and hit the ground, head first. He then panicked and grabbed his rifle and radio. 
Johnny fired again. Another soft pop. The second man’s head blasted out the back as he slumped down over the railing. His rifle did somersaults toward the ground. Craig watched through his binos. He told everyone to stand fast. They waited. No additional movement came from the tower. 
“Let’s move forward,” Craig said. “Coast looks clear.”
Hank signaled to his men. They jumped up, moving quickly in spaced intervals, ducking behind trees along the way. The water plant was in sight. They advanced steadily, low to the ground as Craig led the way. Light beamed out from between gaps in the trees as the sun grew fainter, lending a purplish tint in the vast sky. During their careful ascension up another hill and closer to the fence, Craig radioed the other teams to check on their progress. 
“Bravo, what’s your status?”
Thomas had the radio for Team Bravo. They were supposed to go through the south side of the plant, while Craig’s own team was taking the west side, closest to them. 
Keagan was Team Charlie, the north side, while Louis from San Diego, a retired Navy Seal, was leading Team Delta to the north, front entrance. They were using military terms suggested by the Patriot Riders. Everything was in place and ready to go, or so Craig hoped. 
“Team Bravo, good to go,” Thomas said. “Just took out two tower guards.”   
The news was encouraging. 
“Charlie, what’s your status?” Craig asked, halting his group fifty feet away from the surrounding fence. There was no immediate answer. 
“Charlie, you hear me?” Craig repeated. 
“Charlie here,” Keagan’s said. “We got a problem.” Hank gave Craig a concerned look and signaled his team to go low to the ground with the drop of his hand. 
“What is it?” Craig asked. 
“We took a shot at the first guard and took him out. The second guard got spooked and took cover. We can’t see him.”
Anything was possible. The guard could have escaped or he was hiding low for cover and calling the base to alert them.  
“Find him!” Craig said. Take him out before he blows our entire operation.”
The eighteen-wheeler was in view again. It pulled to the front gate of the water plant one hundred yards to their left. 
“Son of a bitch,” Craig said under his breath.
“They got a problem over there?” Hank asked. 
“I’m not sure,” Craig said. “Charlie, what’s your status?”
The air was sticky and hot. Gnats began flying around them as the sounds of crickets grew louder. Sweat poured from Craig’s forehead under his helmet and from under his thick flak vest. He took a swig of his canteen while waiting for an update from Charlie team. 
“Can’t see him,” Keagan said. 
“Find him, damn it!” Craig said, his voice rising. 
Just as soon as the front gate opened, letting in the semi-truck, a siren sounded throughout the water plant. Panic struck Craig like a bucket of cold water. They had been exposed. 
“Put on your masks!” Craig shouted to his team and in the radio. He donned his protective mask and as Hank and others followed.  
“Move out!” Craig shouted with his voice muffled. The time to move had never been more critical. There was no telling what artillery ISIS possessed, or what hell they were willing to unleash.



Blow Out
 
Craig’s team hustled to the fence. The man with the cutters, Hopkins, ran forward and started tearing into the links. 
“Hurry the hell up!” Hank shouted as the siren continued to blare. Militants swarmed the outside of the water plant, armed and looking determined to defend it. They hadn’t yet noticed Craig’s team, but gunshots rang out from somewhere. Everything was happening too fast, and Craig was losing control of the situation. 
Hopkins continued to cut the fence as Hank shouted him on. “Hurry up with those skinny arms. You’re gonna get us killed out here!”
From the confines of his protective mask, Craig’s field of vision was severely limited, and every breath echoed in his head. Despite the discomfort, he pushed on and looked through his binos to see who was advancing towards them. At least twenty militants were in plain view, spooked and ready to attack. But they had yet to see Craig’s team. 
The truck stormed inside. Black-clad militants moved to the side of the truck, leading it toward the plant’s loading docks. If Craig had any goal left it was to prevent the truck from picking up its shipment. Desperation clung to him like the sweat consuming his body. More gunshots rang out, and any notion of a covert mission had dwindled away. 
With a few more snaps of his cutters, Hopkins sliced through the fence. He pushed away a section large enough for them to get through. Craig crawled through the opening, as Hank and his team followed. 
A swarming mass of militants surrounded the aluminum-sided plant, after having clearly spotted the Patriots. They began firing, sweeping the area with their high-powered automatics. 
One of Craig’s team took a bullet to the head and collapsed. His name was Dwayne, and he had briefly talked to Craig about his painting business in Jefferson City. The rest of the group flew to the ground as Craig shouted to Hank to launch a grenade. 
Peering out from of his respirator mask, Hank took aim at the building. Firefights were raging throughout the perimeter on all sides. Craig had no knowledge of either their success or failure. His team began shooting relentlessly. Craig reverted to his instincts and joined the shooting while staying flat and low to the ground. 
“Fire that thing already!” he yelled at Hank. 
Hank’s hesitation was not without purpose: he was trying to correctly align the aperture of the grenade launcher to the center-side of the building. Once locked in, he fired a shot. A thump sounded from the barrel as the M203 grenade round ejected, followed by an explosion that rocked the side of the building. Militants flew upon the grenade’s impact. 
A red, angry fireball left a gaping hole. Hank’s men fired in succession as other militants fled the area. Craig’s team advanced, low to the ground, as return fire hailed down on them. 
Craig saw the truck, which hastily parked at the dock. Plant workers dressed in scrubs fled out the front exit and began running toward a parking lot in the distance. 
“The truck,” Craig said to Hank. “Take it out!”
The driver erratically backed-in to the dock, steering while hunched down in his seat.
For a moment, the return gunfire ceased. Craig jumped up and bolted ahead, taking cover behind a circuit breaker unit. Hank raised the grenade launcher and aimed at the semi-truck, pausing.
“What’s the hold-up?” Craig asked. 
“Our people are over there,” Hank said. 
Craig looked and saw the north team running past the truck and firing at the men on the loading dock. A forklift driver wearing a gas mask hauled a tall pallet of bottled water into the truck trailer while dodging the gunfire. The militants seemed determined to load it up despite the attack. A bullet flew past Craig, just missing his helmet. Hank peeked out, and ducked as more rounds ricocheted off the circuit breaker. Sparks ignited. The breaker sizzled and smoked. Regrouped militants were advancing from the left and right of them, pinning them down. 
“I got a better idea,” Hank said, squatting down. He jumped up and launched a grenade at five militants rushing toward them, not more than fifty feet away. A blast erupted and tore through them, severing their limbs and reducing them to charred, lifeless bodies.
Hank turned then aimed at the truck, fired, but undershot as the round exploded in the ground at the side of the truck. Its engine growled as the plant alarm wailed among the rampant disorder abound. 
Craig called for the status of the other teams in his own muffled and barely audible voice but received no answers. Johnny took aim at the advancing group of militants to their right and fired. As they fell, the bearded black-clad men knelt and sprayed bullets all over Craig’s position.
Hank swung around to the other side of the circuit breaker to fire back. He suddenly jerked back, dropped the grenade launcher and gripped his throat with both hands. Blood rushed out from his hands and flowed down his shirt. He had been hit.
“Hank!” Johnny shouted. 
Hank choked, gagged, and fell on his back against the grass. Determined as never before, his team rushed from cover, running and firing every step of the way, mowing the militants down like weeds. Johnny took a bullet to the chest and fell over like dead weight. Craig remained behind cover and instinctively grabbed the grenade launcher next to Hank’s lifeless body. 
The weapon was covered in blood. He tossed his rifle to the ground, knelt, and fired the launcher at the semi-truck in the distance. The driver’s cab exploded in a ball of flames. He heard panicked shouts from the fleeing militants. 
“Need a status from all teams!” he said into the radio. 
Craig looked up to see that his own team had already advanced to the building and run inside through the gaping hole smoking on its side. 
The semi-truck cab was ablaze. He had prevented that much at least. Craig had to move. He grabbed his rifle, holding the grenade launcher with two rounds left. All alone, he took a deep breath and sprinted from cover, running to the front of the building. Bullets whizzed by his face as the militants regrouped. 
He could see Thomas’s team rushing the front and taking heavy hits as many of the Patriot Riders dropped. With minimal aim, Craig fired his grenade launcher straight at the loading dock. The blast consumed the side of the truck and every other militant in sight. He fired his last round at the building and blew another hold clean through it. 
As more militants fled the explosion, Craig dropped the grenade launcher and picked up his M4 rifle, firing at them in short bursts. He pushed his way to the front, where Thomas’s team had just taken out the remainder of another group. 
It was now or never for Craig. Gunfire was ringing out from inside the plant. The Patriot Riders had wasted no time. The flaming semi-truck cab suddenly exploded again, throwing Craig to the ground just as Thomas was running over to him.
“You all right?” Thomas said, breathing heavily through his mask. He stuck his hand out. Craig took it and wobbled up on his feet.   
“I’ve been through worse.”
More shots rang out from inside the warehouse. Thomas’s team ran past them and went through the open doors on the loading dock.
“Let’s finish this thing up,” Thomas shouted. 
Craig nodded, adjusted his helmet, and followed Thomas up the stairs and into the plant. They stopped and waited, gauging the firefight taking place inside.   
“Guns blazing, right?” Thomas asked with a nervous smile.
“That’s right,” Craig said.
Craig peeked inside. Among the machines and wrapped pallets of bottled water, he could see their Patriot teams advancing across the floor and shooting any militants in sight. The coast looked clear. He signaled to Thomas and they ran in just as the helicopters landed in the parking lot outside.
ISIS was on the run. The Patriot Riders were moving fast and gunning them down wherever the appeared. A high-pitched fire alarm rang incessantly. Militant screams filled the air. Craig could see Keagan hunched behind a bottle processing machine. They quickly moved to him and took position. 
“What’s the status?” Craig asked. 
Keagan looked at him, eyes wide and shaking. “I think we got most of them. There’s so damn many… Lost a couple guys already.”
“Has anyone seen Omar?”
“Who?” Keagan asked.
“Allawi. Their leader,” Craig said.  
“No. Not yet,” Keagan said. 
The shots continued. Craig could hear shouting in Arabic, then silence. The remaining Patriot Riders called out to each other.
“We clear?” one of them asked. 
Craig stood up cautiously. Ahead, amid all the machinery, he could see teams sweeping the area. Limp bodies lay on the floor in pools of blood, militant and Patriot Riders alike. 
“Allawi! Show yourself, you coward,” Craig shouted. He moved carefully from concealment as Thomas and Keagan followed. 
“Who you talkin’ to?” Karl, leader of the Texas Patriot Riders chapter, asked from the other side of the plant. 
“Omar Allawi! I know you’re hiding somewhere,” Craig continued.
There was no answer in response. The gunfire ended and the plant was eerily quiet aside from the fire alarm. Much of the other teams were already past all the machinery and bottling stations that looked to have been in full operation. Power to the factory, it seemed, had been shut off. As his team moved through the factory floor, he observed machines with hundreds of motionless bottles on belts. It looked similar to any normal bottling plant, but as they ascended further through the factory, its true nature was revealed. 
“Holy shit,” Steve, one of the Patriot Riders exclaimed, after entering the next room. Once Craig caught up and looked inside, he could see what all the commotion was about. The room was largely empty. Rays of light projected inside from the windows in the rafters above. There were ISIS flags pinned to the wall with filming gear: tripods, cameras, and spotlights. It was disturbingly reminiscent of what Craig had seen in the other factory where he had been held. 
Vast, encompassing blood stains were dried to the cement ground. A table in the corner displayed a litany of sharp torturous devices: hack saws, swords, power drills, and knives. Craig was near certain that they were standing in the very room where Omar had delivered his message to America, proudly displaying the heads of the two young ISIS “traitors” in their midst. There were chains bolted to the wall and hanging to the ceiling. How such a room existed in the back of a factory was beyond Craig. The willingness of his country to turn a blind eye toward the barbaric practices of the enemy had brought such techniques right to their shores. 
The patriot riders searched the room, but didn’t find anyone. A search of nearby restrooms didn’t yield any results. 
“We’re clear!” shouted Steve. 
Omar had to be somewhere. Craig was sure of it. Beyond the torture room was another door, no doubt leading to another room of startling revelation. But they would have to be careful with every sweep. The enemy could be waiting anywhere, ready to strike. 
There were twenty Patriot Riders remaining. Their casualties hadn’t seemed to affect their determination just yet. They took positions on both sides of the large, metal door at the end of the room. Craig ran to them as Thomas and Keagan followed. 
“According to the blueprints, this is the storage room,” Craig said. 
He wanted nothing more than to rip the mask off his face and breathe normally, but there was no sense in taking any chances while they were still in the factory. The stash of VX gas was sure to be on display somewhere. Steve, a tall, skinny man, with a ponytail and wearing a surgical mask across his scared face, went to the door first and slowly cracked it open. 
“You guys ready?” he said, waiting for the word from Craig.
Hunched down, Craig gave him a thumbs up.  
Steve pulled the creaking door back and then swung it open. The Patriot Riders stormed into the room, staying low. The lights affixed to their rifles shone left and right through the dusty and darkened room. The came into an open bay of large crates covered by thick, green tarp. Craig took position one of them with Thomas and Keagan at his side. The Patriot Riders slowed during their advance while cautiously searching for the enemy behind every point.
“What’s the status?” Craig called out from behind cover. 
“I got nothing yet!” both Steve and Louis shouted back.  
There was no telling what lay under the tarp of the many crate before them. Artillery? Chemical agents? Explosives? Or just warehouse equipment? Craig figured that they would find out in time. The main objective was Omar. He could feel his presence. He was close. 
“Everyone stay alert,” Craig said. The limited field of vision from his mask made it hard to navigate the room so he stayed close to cover. 
No movement of militants was detected, and the vast storage facility before them appeared to be free from danger. Craig looked up and observed the tiny dust particles falling past the tiny windows above. A rat suddenly scurried across his feet, startling Craig. He almost shot it in response. 
“Son of a bitch,” Craig said. 
“What happened?” Thomas asked. 
“Nothing,” Craig said. “Just keep moving.”
Suddenly, a shot rang out, blasting through Keagan’s forehead, just below his helmet. Craig jumped back as Thomas hit the ground. Laughter followed, coming from above. Craig looked up. On a railing high above them, Omar stood behind a pillar clutching a long rifle. 
“Oh my God,” Thomas said. 
Craig turned, shocked to see Keagan lying on the cement floor with his mouth agape and the back of his head split open.  A splatter of blood splayed across the floor from under his head. 
“No…” Craig said in disbelief. He ducked down and pulled his mask off as another shot rang out, hitting the ground. Thomas grabbed Keagan’s legs and pulled his lifeless body behind the tarp. A streak of fresh blood followed from the back of his open head.  
Thomas knelt beside Keagan’s body with pale shock on his face. His arms seemed to collapse, and his gun fell to the ground. 
“Agent Thomas!” Craig said. 
Thomas’s head jolted up. Tears welled in his eyes. 
“It sucks, I know. But we’ve got to stay focused here.”
Thomas nodded and ran his hands over his face. After a sniffle, he picked up his pistol and crawled closer to Craig.   
Craig jammed his mask back into its case around his waist. Wiping the sweat off his face, he rose to get a closer look. 
The Patriot Riders took cover and fired back at Omar, hitting the concrete pillar he was hiding behind. His laughter continued, mocking and taunting them. He shouted to Craig from his concealed position.
“Agent Davis! I knew you would come here. But do you think any of this makes a difference? You think killing me or my brothers will change a thing? You are foolish!”
“We got you pinned down, pal. Give it up!” shouted Louis, one of the Patriot Riders. He fired at Omar as his team kept a barrage of shells coming their way. 
“Conserve your ammo, you dummies!” Steve said to the men. “As long as he’s behind that slab of concrete, you’re not going to hit him.”
As Omar glanced out, Craig looked up and saw the top of his head. “Enough games, Allawi!” 
Omar laughed even harder. “Why? So you can shoot me like a dog? I have plenty of rounds left.”
“It’s over,” Craig said. “You lost!”
“How can you say that?” Omar shouted. “After all we’ve done the past few days? Thousands killed. A country in disarray. If that’s a loss, I’d hate to see what a victory against the Americans looks like.”
“You didn’t complete the third phase. You failed.”
“Not true,” Omar said. “We already shipped a hundred pallets yesterday. You’re too late. Phase three is already in effect.”
“You’re lying,” Craig said. 
“How can you be so sure? What makes you the expert? You don’t think I know the inner workings of my own operation?”
As their back-and-forth shouting match continued, Craig signaled to Thomas to move forward and get the Patriot Riders closer to Omar. There were steel wire mesh stairs on both sides of the room leading to the railing Omar was hiding on. If done right, it wouldn’t be hard to close in on him. Thomas nodded, and then moved between tarps.  
“Kill me and you’ll never find out where the shipments went,” Omar continued. 
“Let me live, and I’ll tell you where they shipped to.” For a moment nothing was heard beyond some distant shooting. “Do we have a deal?” Omar paused again, waiting. “Do we?”
Craig thought to himself. “Okay. Deal!” he shouted. “Now come on out.”
A few of the Patriot Riders split off to different sides of the room, following Thomas to the stairs. 
“There’s more,” Omar said. “I can tell you who in your government let us into the country and funded us.”
“What are you talking about?” Craig asked.
“You think we’re doing this alone?” Omar asked. “You’ve been played, Agent Davis. Since day one.”
 “Enough,” Craig said. “Put your hands up and come out! None of my men will shoot you.”
Omar slowly walked out from behind the concrete pillar with his hands up and a smile on his face. “I knew you could listen to reason. Good sense is still somewhere in that thick American skull of yours.” 
Omar was in plain view and Craig had a clear chance to shoot him. Instead, he waited against his better instincts, hoping that Omar could yield them the information needed to prevent the loss of more innocent lives. 
In that single moment of hope, Omar betrayed every last bit of goodwill Craig had in him. He moved one hand behind his back and launched a frag grenade into air. It smacked the ground and rolled right toward a group of Patriot Riders. 
“Take cover!” Steve yelled to his startled team. 
Enraged, Craig fired at Omar, but just missed him as he jumped behind the pillar. The grenade exploded—a loud startling blast that sent deadly shrapnel through the air. One of the Patriot Riders, a man named Trevor, took a piece right through neck. He fell to the ground gurgling as the others jumped for cover.    
“Kill them all!” Omar shouted. 
Two doors at the end of the room suddenly burst open, revealing a stream of militants, at least ten or more, who immediately began firing while shouting “Allahu Akbar!” at the top of their lungs.  
In a flash, a new firefight was upon them. Craig hit the ground near Keagan’s body. Bullets were flying everywhere. Thomas’s team were pinned down, taking heavy fire while fighting off the militants. The first four or so militants from the initial ambush were taken down easily. The rest had taken cover and fired at Craig’s men with relentless furry.       
Among the staggering chaos, Craig tried to keep watch of Omar. He observed an emergency escape ladder close to where Omar was hiding. Upon this discovery, Craig saw Omar toss what looked like another grenade to the side and across the railing. Instead of exploding, it popped, releasing thick billow of smoke into the air. 
Craig knew all too well what the terrorist leader was up to. He was making a run for it. He was going to try to escape. Craig fired at the smoke again and again as the firefight between the militants and his men continued in close range. His rifle clicked. Out of ammo. He tossed it aside and grabbed Keagan’s M16 rifle lying nearby. A figure sprinted through the smoke and to the ladder. Omar was on the move. 
Craig jumped up and ran to the left side of the room toward the left staircase as gunfire continued all around him. His movements went largely unnoticed and he was focused on one thing alone: stopping Omar’s escape. Smoke drifted across the railing, consuming the entire structure.
Craig stopped on the stairs and aimed at Omar, who was rapidly ascending the ladder toward a hatch on the ceiling. Suddenly a bullet whizzed by his face. Craig turned. Another shot went in his direction. He was exposed and the militants had taken notice. 
Omar made it to the top of the ladder, pushed open the hatch and crawled up. Craig was left with only one decision. He sprinted up the stairs, dodging gunfire, and made it to the red iron escape ladder hanging from the ceiling. Smoke drifted near, concealing him as he pulled himself up the ladder with a ravenous appetite for vengeance against Omar burning from within.     
In his haste, Omar had left the ceiling hatch open. Craig continued up the ladder with Keagan’s rifle hanging off his shoulder and smacking his back with every upward movement. The firefight continued from down below. He could hear anguished screams of both the militants and of his men. The intoxicating gunpowder which he had grown so accustomed to the past couple of days flared within his nostrils. Once reaching the top, he paused and aimed the rifle upward, into the open hatch where the clear blue sky was in view. The ladder began to shake. There was a disturbance above. Craig listened closer and heard the sound of a helicopter.
In adrenaline-fueled haste Craig pulled himself up through the hatch and rolled onto the roof. A latch near the opening of the ceiling snagged onto the strap of the rifle and yanked it clear off him, sending it flying back down the hole.
Panicked, Craig reached for it a moment too soon. He got on his knees and felt around for his pistol. Only the empty holster at his side remained. A wild gust of wind nearly sent him back down onto the roof’s hot gravel surface. Craig looked over, squinting. 
A small helicopter was nearing lift-off from a launch platform roughly one hundred feet away. Omar ran ahead as his the ends of his black robe tussled in the air. There was one pilot at the controls, waving at Omar to hurry. To Craig, the escape plan was clear: the terrorist leader had never intended to go quietly. Like many of the top-ranking ISIS leaders, Omar wasn’t interested in martyrdom. He was perfectly willing to abandon his factory and men, if it meant saving his own skin. 
Craig pushed himself up and launched forward in a blaze. Omar was in range and getting closer as the helicopter began to hover from the middle of the platform circle.  
“Allawi, you son of a bitch!” Craig shouted, pumping his legs as fast as they could go. 
Omar continued on, unabated and leapt into the two-passenger sky-copter, landing head first into the floor. The pilot quickly jerked upward and lifted them up. With one determined leap, Craig jumped inside and landed on Omar, digging his knee into the embattled, helpless terrorist leader. 
The pilot—a young Middle Eastern man wearing mirrored aviator lenses and a headset—shouted at Craig in Arabic, while nearly spinning out of control. Lying on his stomach, Omar turned and slashed at Craig with a knife, just missing him. Craig jumped back as the pilot pivoted the copter to its side in an attempt to toss their unwanted guest five thousand feet below. Craig gripped onto a hanging latch and held tightly and fought against the pressure. He could see tiny fires burning around the factory in the distance. The trees, cars, the bodies had all grown smaller. The pilot steadied the controls and shouted to Omar in Arabic. 
Omar flipped around from the ground and slashed at Craig once again, determined the leave a mark. The knife cut across his arm, and as Craig backed into the passenger seat Omar rose up and lunged at him. Craig caught both his arms just in the time. The knife—inches from this throat. Omar pushed down with all his weight, grunting. His enraged eyes boiled as his brows furrowed downward into primal rage. His teeth clenched as spittle flew into Craig’s face. 
“O-One of us is going to die…” Omar said with heavy, forceful breaths. “Or both of us.”
The knife was getting closer. Both men were shaking and using every last ounce of strength they had against each other.  Craig strained against Omar’s relentless force. He could feel the tip of the knife touching his Adam’s apple. Sweat trickled down his forehead, stinging into his eyes. 
“Die!” Omar shouted. 
The frightened and distracted pilot swerved again. The copter swooped up, tossing Omar’s head into the ceiling, then back down. The knife fell from his hands and onto the floor. Omar landed directly on Craig in one disoriented lump, knocking the wind out of him. Craig gripped the side of his head with one hand and punched him in the right temple in swift, powerful blows. 
“Commander!” the pilot shouted out. Craig could see him reaching for something, when he suddenly pulled a small pistol out. With Omar over him, Craig could barely move. He punched him square in the nose and pushed him to the side. Omar was dazed, but still fighting back. His arms flailed in the air, missing Craig.
The pilot aimed just as Craig brought one leg up and kicked the weapon out of the man’s hand and sent it flying out the window. Livid, he shouted in Arabic at Craig again, pointing at him, and then went back to the controls, where he said in English, “madman is going to get us killed!” 
Omar was scrambling on the floor in search of the knife as he held his profusely bleeding nose. Craig’s boot went right over the glistening blade just as Omar’s fingers touched it. He pressed down harder as Omar winced. Craig then kicked him in the face. Omar flew back. His head smacked against the dashboard. Craig leaned down and pulled him closer by his collar, staring into his swollen, bloodied face. 
“Tell me about the shipments! Do it now, or I’ll toss you out of this helicopter!”
Omar’s head bobbed as Craig shook him. He looked disoriented and was losing consciousness. Craig pulled him closer to the side against the passenger door as it swayed open. 
“What are you doing?” the pilot shouted in a thick accent. 
Craig ignored him and held Omar’s head outside. The heavy wind beat against his face. His bandana flew off, and his long black hair splayed wildly in the air. The green plains below looked like several symmetrical squares, lined up in columns. 
“Talk, Omar. I’ll throw you out like it was nothing.”
No response. Craig punched him in his sides. In his kidneys. Omar gritted his teeth and tried to hold in his cries of pain. 
“Go to hell, you American scum…” he seethed. 
Craig looked down on the floor and swooped up the knife. 
“Hey!” he shouted to the pilot. 
The nervous man looked over. 
Pinning Omar down with one hand, Craig held the blade to the back of his neck. “Land this thing now, or I’ll drive this right through his neck and toss him out the window.”
The pilot flashed Craig a petrified stare and raised his hand up. “No, no! Don’t do it!”  
Omar tried to yell out, but his words were barely audible to the pilot. “Don’t listen to him, Ahmed!” 
Craig pushed the tip of the blade into Omar’s neck as the pilot watched, horrified and helpless. 
Omar screamed out. Blood oozed from tiny hole in his neck. 
“Okay!” the pilot said. “I will land.”  
“Back to the factory,” Craig said, pointing the knife at him. 
The pilot complied and turned the copter around.
“You fool!” Omar said as Craig pulled his head inside. “You think I would compromise my plan for any reason. If you must torture or kill me for information do it here!”
Craig pulled back on Omar and rammed his face into the metal dashboard, knocking him out. Omar went limp and quiet. The pilot glanced over, dismayed. 
 “He’ll live,” Craig said.
The factory was ahead in the distance with thin lines of smoke still rising into the air. But there was something else: helicopters—four of them, flying low to the ground and headed for the same destination. Two of them—black with white lettering—he could identify as bureau. The other two looked to be none other than Homeland Security.” He could make out the seal as they got closer and wasn’t surprised. The authorities were bound to show up eventually. 
The pilot grew nervous upon seeing their approach. He shifted the copter downward in haste. 
“Keep it steady,” Craig commanded. He had the pilot land behind the factory, near the storage warehouse where the last firefight had taken place. After a hard jolt upon impact, the copter landed, and everything was still. Craig’s head pounded from all the commotion. He ached in every conceivable place, but he was alive. He pushed Omar out. His unconscious body hit the grass. Craig pointed the knife to the pilot.
“Ahmed, was it?”
The pilot nodded. 
“Get out. You’re both coming with me.”
Silent, he turned a few switches and shut the engine down just as the authorities began a rushing to the building from the large parking lot. If he could get back to the rally point where their vehicles were with Omar in tow, the mission would have been a success. He didn’t want interference from the very agency he worked for. He resented their presence, and it felt like they were already getting in his way. 
Ahmed helped him get Omar on his feet as they moved to the warehouse, free of gunfire. The circling of the copter blades slowed upon their gradual wind down. Still a hot zone, Craig approached with the building with caution. He came to the hole that Hank had blown in its side and had Ahmed and Omar go ahead. Ahmed moved his leader along with an arm around his shoulder. Omar groaned as he slowly regained consciousness.
“It is okay, my Commander.”
They entered the demolished factory floor, where dead bodies of both militants and Patriot Riders were abundant. From up ahead, past a bottle filling machine, Craig could see Thomas and the remaining team emerge from the smoke and ash of the other room. His heart jumped. He was ecstatic to see them alive. 
“Agent Thomas!”
Thomas looked up, took off his protective mask, and squinted ahead. “Davis? That you?” He looked utterly baffled by the sight of a haggard Omar Allawi in the flesh and standing nearby. Craig hastily met up with them, pushing his prisoners along. Two Patriot Riders standing before him had been shot—one in the leg, the other in the side. Amid their pained expressions, their wounds had been dressed with cloth. Their men held them up and helped them move. Craig looked at their numbers. Fifteen men remained. 
“We were able to take out the last of them,” Thomas said. “But it didn’t come easy.”
Craig observed the solemn faces of the men. “We stopped them. That’s what matters. Your bravery and sacrifices to this cause has made all the difference. Your amazing courage under fire—”
“That him?” Louis interrupted. His thick finger pointed at Omar. “That the bastard we lost all these good men for?”
Craig shifted slowly in front of Omar. Ahmed looked around nervously while holding up his leader. Omar flashed an expression of indifference at the men. Most of his face was covered in blood. Both eyes were nearly swollen shut. His cheeks looked like puffed bags. He didn’t look any bit like the fearless leader of an underground terror organization. He looked broken and defeated. But with all eyes on him, he resorted to defiance. 
Louis took another step forward, leaning closer and squinting. “Is that motherfucker smiling?” He yanked his pistol right from its holster and pointed it Omar. 
Craig raised his hands up defensively. “Louis! Louis, now wait. If he dies everything here dies with him. We need him! He could be the key to defeating ISIS.”
“Screw that,” Louis said. “The plan was to stop this terrorist attack. Stop ’em from delivering the water. Not taking on all of ISIS.”
Thomas stepped in. “I know we’ve all been through hell, and everyone’s emotions are hot, but we need to listen to Agent Davis. Allawi dies, all of this will have been in vain.”
“Bullshit,” Louis said, clicking the hammer back.
“Do it,” Jorge, one of the riders, said, egging him on.  
Craig walked closer to Louis, directly in line with the pistol’s barrel. “You can’t do this. Not with me standing here.”
“Well, then get out of the way,” Louis said. 
Craig took a quick behind them. Past the dock and in the parking lot, the helicopters had landed. He didn’t see any sign of the authorities on foot or where they might be. 
“Homeland has found us and we need to get out of here,” Craig said, whipping his head back around to Louis. “Please. I promise to make things right and get your organization the recognition it deserves. You have to trust me on this.”
Louis kept the pistol steady, but appeared to be contemplating Craig’s pleas. 
“Don’t make me regret this,” Louis said sternly. He slowly lowered his pistol to his side while not taking his pained eyes off of Craig. 
“I won’t,” Craig said. “Thank you.”
A loud, blaring shot rang out from behind, splitting Omar’s head open. He flew forward onto the ground with a chunk of his skull missing and brains hanging out. For a moment, the room went silent. No one was sure what had just happened. But one look at Omar’s dead body and they began to scramble in panic. 
Ahmed hit the ground first on his knees to Omar’s side. “My Commander!” he cried out. 
“Freeze!” 
Craig and the others looked back. Federal agents stormed the warehouse with rifles drawn and stampeded toward them, shouting orders. Among the group, Deputy Jenkins emerged, flanked by Homeland officials. A long sniper rifle rested against the shoulder of one of his men. A shell was at his feet. Thomas stood close by, ghost-white. The magnitude of everything hadn’t settled in yet. 
Jenkins got closer and pointed to the Patriot Riders as they tried to escape. “Arrest those men!” 
The agents stormed past Craig and Thomas and tackled the confused men, taking them to the ground—injured and non-injured alike. 
 “What the hell is going on?” Craig asked. 
Thomas looked around in awe as the Patriot Riders were arrested and brought to their feet.  
“You’re in a lot of trouble, Agent Davis,” Jenkins said. He then looked to Thomas. “Both of you are.” A smile followed his stern tone. “Funny how we keep crossing paths like this.”
Craig’s face went sour in disbelief. He stepped toward Jenkins and was blocked by a large no-nonsense man in a suit. “Allawi was going to tell us where the water shipments were going. You had no right.”
“There are no lethal water shipments. There was no lethal shipment,” Jenkins said. “The VX agent he had been supplied with was non-lethal. We were using the shipment to track him through our informants in Dubai. But that’s all you need to know. The operation is classified.” 
Jenkins moved past his guard and got close to Craig’s face. “You see, there are other ways in stopping terrorist beyond brute force.” He paused and brought a finger to his temple. “Sometimes you have to use your head.”
Craig turned as the remaining Patriot Riders were escorted by in handcuffs. “You can’t do this! Those men are ex-military. Combat veterans, most of them. They were helping us.”
“No, those men are radical extremists,” Jenkins said. “But thanks for bringing them out of the woodwork for us.”
The Patriot Riders shouted and fought as they were led out of the warehouse like common criminals. 
Thomas’s head swung around from the men to Jenkins, gesturing wildly, his eyes blazing. “You shot the very leader of the sleeper cells. Do you have any idea the sacrifice those man made so that we could capture Allawi?” Craig asked. He glared at Jenkins with an especially cold stare. “You’re not going to get away with this.”
The Homeland entourage behind Jenkins began to move toward Craig, but Jenkins held them back. 
“Let’s be smart here. Omar Allawi is not worth the trouble. Your superiors, Calderon and Walker would like to see you back at the bunker. Where it’s safe.”
Craig couldn’t figure it out. His mind was too disoriented to think clearly. But whatever had happened, it wasn’t right.  
“Let’s go,” Thomas said, leaning in. “We’re not going to win this here.”
The agents loaded the Patriot Riders into an FBI cargo truck in the parking lot. In response, they struggled and called out to Craig for help. 
“You need to let them go,” Craig said to Jenkins. “They did nothing wrong. I contacted them for help. Many of them died fighting these terrorists.”
Jenkins showed no emotion from behind the dark lenses of his sunglasses. “We’ll work that out later. Now come with us. You can even fly in the helicopter.”
“No thanks,” Craig said. “I have a van. We’ll drive there.”
Two men in suits placed their hands on their pistols.
“Are you serious?” Craig asked, looking around. Thomas dropped his rifle and put his hands in the air.
“Please,” Jenkins said. “Let’s do this the right way.” 
Thinking of his family, Craig complied. There was little fight left in him for the time being. He followed the Homeland group out of the plant as a convoy of government vehicles pulled past the gate and surrounded the plant. 
“They’ll clean this mess up,” Jenkins said. “You know, you could be a hero in all this. Come out real good.”
Craig and Thomas walked past all the commotion and toward the parking lot where the helicopters were. The FBI truck with the Patriot Riders drove away as more vehicles with dark-tinted windows arrived. “The ‘clean-up crew,’” thought Craig.  
He remained quiet, considering the grand conspiracy he was now a part of. Would he ever know the truth?
 
As they flew over the smoking plant, Jenkins informed them that they were going to the airport, where they would take flights back to Washington. Craig said nothing as he looked out the window watching the plains pass by. Sitting next to him, Thomas said little. Craig couldn’t help wondering what it had all been for. For a moment, just before they had attacked the water plant, it had felt like they were making a real difference and saving American lives in the process. Craig took solace in Rachael and Nick. He even thought of Husein. 
“Cheer up, Agent Davis,” Jenkins said, pushing his thick headset onto his forehead. “Everything is going to be okay.”
“We’ll see,” Craig said, looking out the window.            
If there was a conspiracy, Craig didn’t know what to make of it. He thought of taking his family and getting away, if they would even allow it. But what of his country? Was it still worth saving? He glanced at Jenkins who had begun talking into the mic on his headset. 
Yes, Craig thought. It was.
A small fire began to burn inside of him. He wasn’t giving up. He would get to the bottom of everything. He would never quit until his dying day. 



Epilogue:
One Year Later
 
The coming war with ISIS never materialized. A series of military air strikes decimated key ISIS targets across the Middle East and a foreign coalition was formed through the United Nations to strike back. In the end, they managed to push ISIS back to its initial strongholds in Iraq and Syria, and then it was business as usual around the world.
Phase three—the ambitious sleeper cell plan to distribute water tainted with VX nerve agents never happened, and the public had never fully learned how close they were to an excruciating death through drinking water inadvertently supplied by the federal government. 
The national recovery effort happened gradually. The infrastructure damage to the power plants and sea ports was in the hundreds of billions of dollars. Oil reserves had been tapped, emergency personnel stretched thin, and the all-volunteer military force burdened with far more than it should have been tasked with. But somehow, the United States did not collapse. The country rebuilt, moved forward, and survived. 
A year later and there had been no more terror attacks. After that time, Americans began feeling a sense of normalcy again. ISIS, as far as most were concerned, had been defeated. 
Special Agent Craig Davis was honored in a quiet ceremony along with his partner, Agent Josh Patterson, Agent Brian Thomas, and Agent Riley Keagan (posthumously). They were given the distinguished FBI Medal of Valor. Keagan’s family was presented with the FBI Memorial Star. 
The agents were honored for their efforts in combatting terrorism. An investigation cleared them of any wrongdoing. However, there was a catch: they were to retire—with their pensions intact—and were restricted from speaking publicly about the event. That was the deal. 
Above all, Craig was considered at as a potential issue within the FBI. But he had surprised his superiors, Walker and Calderon, and accepted the deal. He would walk away quietly and all anyone would ever know is that the federal government defeated the ISIS sleeper cells with its tenacity, intelligence gathering, and resolute action. 
Craig soon entered the quiet life in the Maryland suburbs, outside the city of Rockville. The same house where he faced-off against Omar’s hit squad. The house—largely in shambles—went through extensive repairs all paid for by the bureau. And what of Abu Omar Allawi? His name soon faded and became as undistinguishable as any dead terrorist leader. The “invisible sheik” soon disappeared. For the country, life went on.
Friday July 7, 2017
After the fear of almost losing her parents, Rachael insisted that the family visit her parent’s home in Boston, Massachusetts one weekend a month. So far, they had kept good on that routine. They would be traveling to Boston, Massachusetts the next morning. 
Before their trip, they had a relaxing evening barbecue in the backyard. Rachael was on the phone with another school teacher talking about the cumbersome new grading and assessment policies that awaited them the coming school year. 
Nick and Husein kicked around the soccer ball as Craig sat in lawn chair cradling a beer with his feet up. Everything, for the time being, seemed to be in its right place. 
Calm on the outside, Craig’s mind raced with wayward disorder. Sometimes things would come out of nowhere and consume him—questions, memories, all the things he could never talk about. The FBI had placed him in a mandatory psychiatric program to keep him stable and adjusted to retirement life. Talking through his experiences helped, but there questions that would always repeat themselves. Should I have done more? Should I do more?
Did I make a difference? Was it worth it?
His psychiatrist had suggested writing down his thoughts, and Craig had taken him at his word. He had been writing about a lot. He took a swig of beer and looked up. There was calmness in the sky and Craig could feel it.   



 
 
***
              
After Craig and the family traveled to Boston the next morning, a twenty-foot moving truck roared down their road on Tilford Lane and backed into a three bedroom house recently sold, from across the street. 
Two Buick station wagons followed and parked on the side of the street. The moving truck beeped as it slowly backed in to the driveway as a group of young men got out of Buicks, carrying bags and luggage. They looked like normal-aged college kids, dressed in blue jeans, T-shirts, and football Jerseys. 
              The moving truck stopped, parked about ten feet from the garage. Two men walked behind the truck, opened the back door, and pulled out a long ramp affixed to the tailgate. Once opened, everyone began moving in and out of the truck, unpacking it. 
Eleven men in all, they spoke to each other in Arabic, laughing and joking around. Some of the neighbors took notice, but didn’t feel anything beyond annoyance. The residents enjoyed their peace and quiet. The new arrivals were young, rowdy males. What was becoming of neighborhood?
As the men continued to unpack, Jamil, a lanky man with curly hair approached his friend, Sameer, the oldest in the group. His head was shaved clean, and he had a trim beard lined along his jaw and chin. They had traveled far from their hometown of Sahar, Yemen, entered the US on student Visas, and enrolled at George Washington University in DC. 
“What do you think, Sameer?” Jamil asked. They had been speaking English more and more to each other as a means to fit in. “Is this good? The area, I mean.”
Sameer crossed his arms and looked around, watching the others unpack. It was going to be a long night. “Neighborhood is quiet enough. I like it. It’s perfect.” 
Jamil patted him on the back. “Good to hear.” 
“Yes, tonight we drink,” Sameer said. 
The two men laughed and went inside to join the others in unpacking and settling in. They had little knowledge of the house across the street or the story of the retired FBI agent who lived in it. They only knew that great things lay ahead for them and their friends in their new country, the United States of America.        



Bonus: Broken Lines- An EMP Thriller 
 



Broken Lines
 



The Steel Mill 
 
The floorboards creaked when Mike stumbled from the bed to the bathroom. He tripped over one of Anne’s heels and cursed under his breath, kicking the shoe out of his path. He turned around to make sure he hadn’t woken her up. She was still drooling on her pillow.
 
Mike crammed himself into the tiny bathroom. His legs smashed up against the side of the tub when he closed the door. He splashed water on his face letting the cold shock him awake. Droplets of water speckled his reflection in the small mirror above the sink. He cracked his knuckles, wincing with each pop. 
 
He showered, shaved, threw his boots on, kissed Anne on her forehead, and did the same with his daughter, Kalen, and son, Freddy, then was out the door. 
 
Dirt and bits of rust and metal flew up from the cloth seats of his truck’s cab when Mike sat down. He pulled the handle of the glove box open. He shoved a small bag out of the way and pulled out a badge. He pinned “Yard’s Steel Mill” to his chest. Scraps of metal and steel rods rolled and clanked in the truck bed as he reversed out of the driveway. 
 
The blue digital lights of the dashboard clock glowed 6:11a.m. The view of the Pittsburgh skyline from the interstate was still outlined in grey without the morning sun. Mike’s fingers twisted the radio tuner, searching for a station. Static and scramble came through until he finally landed on an AM radio station.
 
“Good morning, Pittsburgh. It’s a beautiful Wednesday morning here at 560 WFRB. Traffic right now is clear on highway 62. The first day of summer should be a hot one as temperatures are expected to get into the mid eighties this afternoon, so taking the kiddies to the pool to cool off might be in order now that school is officially over.”
 
Mike pulled into the parking space of an empty lot outside a small, fading brown one-story building. He walked through the empty parking lot up to the automatic sliding glass doors. A smiling receptionist gave him a wave when he entered.
 
“Hey, Mike.”
 
“Hey, Nicole,” he said. “Is my dad ready to go?
 
“Should be. He was finishing getting ready when I walked past him this morning. I’ll give him a buzz.”
 
“Thanks.”
 
A few elderly folks with walkers emerged from the hallway into the waiting room where Mike sat. Their liver spotted hands gripped the steel-grey handles of their walkers. The green tennis balls at the bottom slid across the carpet propelled by their slowly shuffling feet.
 
Ulysses walked down the hallway weaving in and out of the shrunken, hunched over, elderly obstacles and walked right past Mike without looking at him. The automatic sliding glass doors chimed open when Ulysses passed through them and headed for Mike’s truck.
 
Mike’s eyes went from the exit back to Nicole, whose lower lip was protruding, still watching Ulysses walking to the truck.
 
“Pirates lose last night?” Mike asked.
 
“Yeah,” Nicole replied.
 
The sun was rising in the east, coming up over the skyscrapers in the foreground. Beams of orange light hit Mike’s and Ulysses’ faces through the windshield of the truck. Blinkers and taillights flashed in front of them in the thickening traffic. Mike flipped on his left blinker to merge. A horn blared and sent Mike swerving back into his own lane and sending Ulysses’ shoulder slamming against the door. 
 
“Jesus Christ,” Ulysses said adjusting his seat belt. 
 
“You all right, Dad?”
 
“I could have driven myself.”
 
“The doctor said you wouldn’t be able to drive after the tests.”
 
“Tests. Pills. Needles. Activity time. You know I helped construct half the buildings in this city?”
 
“Dad, I told you to just come and stay with us. We have the spare bedroom.”
 
Ulysses waved him off. He twisted a thick gold band around his wrinkled fingers.
 
“I won’t be anybody’s burden.”
 
The clock dashboard flashed 6:55a.m. When Mike pulled into the hospital’s drop off lane. 
 
“The doctor said the tests should only take a few hours. I’ll come and grab you on my lunch hour and take you back to the retireme-” Mike started, but Ulysses spun his head around. Mike knew he hated that word.
 
“Back to your place, okay?” Mike finished. 
 
“Yeah, okay,” Ulysses said.
 
“Hey, and don’t give the staff any trouble if they have to bring you out in a wheelchair this time.”
 
“If I can walk out on my own steam I’m going to do it. I don’t need a goddamn wheelchair.”
 
Ulysses flung the passenger door open, climbed out, and slammed the heavy metal truck door behind him. 



 
 
***
 
The steel mill was already filled with the sounds of cranes, trucks, and the shouts of supervisors giving orders. Mike joined the line of men waiting to clock in. A solid row of hardhats and baseball caps were ahead of him. 
 
Paul White, an elderly man almost his father’s age, squinted down at a computer screen. His large hands fumbled with the icons on the touch screen. 
 
Don, a twenty-something man in a greasy jumpsuit, shifted from side to side. His eyes drilled into the back of the old man’s head. 
 
“You just hit clock-in, grandpa,” Don shouted.
 
Paul stayed focused on the screen. His finger hovered over dozens of tiny icons. He jumped a bit when Mike grabbed his shoulder.
 
“It’s usually easy to find my name, but I’ve never seen this screen before,” Paul said.
 
“It’s all right, Paul,” Mike said.
 
Mike pressed a few different icons and pulled up Paul’s name. He hit ‘clock-in’ and a large green check mark appeared. 
 
“Thanks, Mike,” Paul said.
 
Paul hobbled off into the yard and Mike walked back to his spot in line. 
 
“I’m surprised you were able to figure it out, Mike. I figured once they got rid of that old punch card reader half the plant would retire,” Don said.
 
“Let me know if you need help getting your welder running, Don. I wouldn’t want you to burn your hand again.”
 
Mike grinned walking back into place listening to the rest of the line chuckling behind him. 



 
 
***
 
White, yellow, and orange sparks flew into the air from Mike’s torch. Two pieces of metal he was working on fused together. He turned the torch off and flipped his welder’s mask up. He tore off his gloves and wiped the dripping sweat from his eyes, smearing dirt and soot onto his cheeks. 
 
The lunch whistle blew. The continuous motion of loading steel girders, pouring lava-hot metals, and welding ceased.
 
The cafeteria’s tables were crowded with men, shoulder to shoulder. They dug into the lunch pails packed with sandwiches and leftovers. Their heads, hair flattened from their hard-hats, bobbed up and down over their food as they ate. Mouths full and laughing. 
 
Mike bit into his BLT, the crunching of bacon and crisp lettuce filling his ears, when suddenly the lights shut off and the cafeteria went dark. The humming of lights and machinery went silent. The men groaned collectively.
 
Mike pulled out a small flashlight on his keychain and pressed the power button. Nothing. He could hear the clicking of the button, but no light came on, no matter how many times he hit it. 
 
Once Mike’s eyes adjusted to the darkness he joined the rest of the workers exiting the cafeteria. He looked up into the corners of the walls where the emergency lights were installed. Why didn’t the emergency power go on?

 
The yard was eerily quiet. Steel beams being moved from the yard to trucks teetered in mid air from cranes. The hum of the furnaces was silent. Workers opened truck hoods checking the engines that stopped. A gathering crowd formed around Glenn, the foreman. He had his hands up trying to calm the men around him.
 
“Hey, everybody, listen up. Power’s down for the entire block. By the looks of it, we’re probably going to be closed for the rest of the day, so everybody goes home,” Glenn said.
 
“Is this gonna be paid leave?” Don asked.
 
“Are you working?”
 
“No.”
 
“Then no.”
 
The workers started heading for their cars. Mike walked among them watching everyone shake and tap their mobile devices. Don cursed, shoving the phone into his pocket.
 
“Goddamn thing never stays charged.”

Mike pulled out his own phone. The screen was completely black. He held the power button down, but the phone wouldn’t turn on. He knew it had a full charge this morning when he left for work.
 
One of Mike’s co-workers smacked into his shoulder, rushing past him. He looked up from his phone and saw some men in the front of the group rushing toward the parking lot. Soon the rest of the group started running and Mike was caught up in the current of people herding forward. Mike pushed his way to the front of the pack next to Don.
 
All of the cars along the highway were completely still. Wrecks dotted the road for miles. People were outside their vehicles checking the engines. Some were walking toward the city while others sat on the side of the road expecting someone to come and get them.
 
“What the hell?” Don asked.
 
Mike thought of the back-up generators that hadn’t turned on, the machines in the yard that had shut off, and the dead cell phones. All of it added up to one thing.
 
EMP burst.




The Streets
 
Mike was the first to break for his truck. A few other people followed him, but most people stood in the yard staring at the stalled cars along the highway. Gravel kicked up behind him. He stuck his hands in his pocket, fumbling for his keys in mid stride. The truck door flew open and he reached for the glove box yanking out the small bag inside. The hospital where he dropped his dad off was a few miles away. If he kept up a steady pace he could be there in thirty minutes. 
 
The factories and warehouses on the edge of the city slowly morphed into office buildings and small businesses the closer he moved to the hospital. The silence of everything was eerie. No engines running. No horns blaring. No power lines buzzing. There was only the silent murmur of crowds piling into the streets looking confused in the motionless city. 
 
People held their cell phones in the air, looking around, asking questions to one another. Growing crowds surrounded the police officers stationed on corners. Mike could hear the bombardment of questions and pleas:
 
“What’s going on?”
 
“When is the power coming back on?”
 
“Why isn’t my phone working?”
 
“My car got hit back on 4th street and the guy took off!”
 
“Help me.”
 
Mike’s pace slowed. He squeezed in and out of the growing crowds piling into the streets. He could feel the restlessness growing in the people around him. He thought of what this mob would start doing once they realized what he already knew.
 
Yesterday Mike watched two men get into a shoving match over a fender bender. On Monday when he was standing in line for coffee the woman at the front had an outburst because the barista said they were out of the white chocolate creamer she liked. 
 
Now, there were wrecks on every corner. There wasn’t Internet, or transportation, or a way to keep people’s food from spoiling. There weren’t any ATMs that were working, no way to call for help or to check to see if someone’s friend or family member was okay. There wasn’t even any power to turn on the barista’s coffee machines. The whole city was shut down. 
 
After twenty minutes of running, Mike clutched his ribs. A knife-like pain was digging into his side, running from his hip to his shoulder. The ring of sweat from the summer heat formed around the collar of his shirt. The crowds had grown so thick now there wasn’t enough space for him to run. He slowed to a brisk walk. He stared down at his feet, feeling the throbbing ache of running in boots. 
 
Mike stepped up on the platform of a street lamp to get a better view of what was in front of him. A large crowd had gathered in front of the precinct a block away. A line of police stationed outside was attempting to control the hordes of people rushing to get inside. 
 
Just beyond the precinct he could see the front of Allegheny General. Behind the crowd in front of the police station, on the other side of the street, a space opened up where Mike could get by. He jumped down from the lamppost and made his way toward the opening.
 
Mike pushed his way through crowds of people on the other side of the street, his fingers gripping the small bag in his hand. Elbows jabbed his side, shoes stepped over his boots, and shoulders collided with him. The summer heat combined with the sweaty bodies around him made the air thick and hard to breathe. The crowd was hot, uncomfortable, and irritable. 
 
An officer’s voice boomed through a bullhorn outside the station. He kept his hands up in the air addressing the crowd. Officers in riot gear appeared from the side of the station wielding shields and batons. The crowd hadn’t noticed them yet.
 
“I need everyone to please remain calm. We are working with state and federal officials to figure out what’s going on and when the power’s coming back on. I need everyone to make an orderly line and I assure you one of our officers will be available to address each of your concerns individually. Anyone that does not comply and becomes disruptive will be arrested.”
 
People on the outside of the crowd in front of the station started pushing their way to the front. One man grabbed a woman’s shoulders and threw her backwards. An officer in riot gear subdued him before he made it into the crowd. A teenaged girl had a backpack on and the woman behind her pulled the backpack down smacking the girl into the pavement. The riot officers grabbed the woman’s arm and cuffed her as well. All around the outskirts of the crowd shoves and punches started to breakout.
 
One by one the mob outside the station was being curtailed, but others were showing up gathering behind the riot police and trying to get in the station. 
 
The shouts from the bullhorn faded behind Mike. He glanced back and could see the swarm of bodies overwhelming the officers. He still had his eyes on a man being thrown to the ground and handcuffed when the gunshot rang out in the alley behind him. 
 
A solid ringing went through Mike’s ears. The shot was close. Mike dropped to his knee and the crowd around him ducked and scattered like cockroaches being discovered when a kitchen light turns on. He rose from his knee and was smacked in the face by a stray elbow from the crowd around him. More bodies ran into him, tossing him around like a pinball machine. He could see a man in the alleyway, clutching his stomach, sliding down the wall of the building behind him. 
 
Mike pushed through the crowd, the ground seeming uneven beneath him from the blow to his head. The ringing in his ears subsided and was replaced by screams and cries for help. 
 
“Guy f-fucking shot me. I d-didn’t even have any c-cash on me,” the young man said. 

“What’s your name?” Mike asked. 
 
Mike opened the bag he brought with him. He rummaged through it pulling out white bandages. 
 
“G-Garry,” he said.
 
Garry’s entire body was shaking. Mike lifted Garry’s hands off the wound he was covering and shoved bandages in its place to staunch the bleeding. 
 
“Garry, I need you to keep pressure on this okay?” Mike said.
 
Blood soaked Garry’s shirt and the red stain was growing larger. Mike kept both his hands over the wound, helping to keep pressure on it. Color faded from Garry’s face. 
 
“Am I gonna die?” Garry asked.
 
Mike felt the spasms of Garry’s body against his hands, the struggle to stay alive. The eyes staring back at him were scared, tired, and losing their fight. Garry’s green eyes seemed brighter against the pale flesh of his cheeks. Mike’s son’s eyes were green.
 
“Allegheny General is just a few more blocks. I need to move you there now, but you’ll need to keep pressure on the wound,” Mike said.
 
Blood spilled from Garry’s gut when Mike removed his hands from Garry’s stomach. Mike threw his arm around his shoulder and took the bulk of Garry’s weight onto it. 
 
Mike pulled Garry from the alleyway, his feet dragging behind him, drips of blood splattering against the concrete underneath.
 
When they appeared out of the alleyway, people just stared at the two of them. Everyone took a few steps back. Nobody was sure what to do. Mike stared into faces filled with fear, panic, and uncertainty. A guy in a business suit came up and threw the young man’s other arm over his shoulder.
 
“Thanks,” Mike said.
 
The crowds outside the hospital were enormous. The shouts, cries, and pleas for help drowned out any sound or ability to hear. The three of them kept moving forward, each bump into the person in front of them cleared a path to the hospital’s doors. 
 
People jumped back in revulsion. Most people had minor injuries and the sight of blood dripping from Garry’s stomach, his head hanging limp on his neck, caused them to get out of the way.
 
Nurses and doctors ran around the lobby. Patients were being treated in the chairs in the waiting room. Trails of blood stained the hospital’s tile. The only light visible shone through the glass doors from the entrance. Mike could see a few candles down the hallways, offering a slight glow in the darkness.
 
Mike reached out and grabbed a doctor’s arm passing him.
 
“I’ve got a critical patient with a gunshot wound to the abdomen,” Mike said.
 
The doctor’s eyes fell on Mike, Garry, and the man helping them. He lifted Garry’s head up and opened his eyes. He placed his fingers on the side of Garry’s neck. The doctor shook his head.
 
“I’m sorry, boys. He’s gone.”
 
The room around Mike went into slow motion. The frantic nurse that rushed up and stole the doctor, family members begging with the medical staff to do more, and the blood dripping onto the tile from Garry’s stomach seemed unreal. Ten minutes ago the man he was holding up was alive. 
 
They dragged Garry’s body over to a corner of the room next to a door with “MAINTENANCE” written in white bold letters, and set him down. Mike grabbed a sheet off a stretcher and tossed it over Garry’s body. Mike turned around and the man that had helped him was gone. Garry’s blood was still warm, lingering on Mike’s hands. He smeared his shirt, attempting to wipe the red from his fingers.
 
No matter how hard he wiped the blood wouldn’t come off. The metallic stench filled his nose. He could feel it, taste it. He had to get out. Mike made a beeline for the door, savagely pushing people out of his way, and then he stopped suddenly.
 
“Dad,” he whispered.
 
Mike turned on his heel and grabbed another nurse rushing past him. He held her by both of her arms.
 
“I’m looking for my father,” he said.
 
The nurse squirmed to free herself from Mike’s grip. Her face twisted from the uncomfortable feeling of the unfamiliar touching her. 
 
“Sir, please let me go,” she said.
 
“He came in for a blood test this morning.”
 
“I have to get ready for surgery.”
 
“Where is he?”
 
“I-I think they put all the non-critical patients on the third floor.”
 
Mike let her go and sprinted for the stairwell. The door was propped open. The light from the lobby doors and windows flooded the first flight of stairs. He could see faint rays of light above him from the open doors in the stairwell.
 
Two large orderlies carried an elderly man on a stretcher and were making their way down to Mike as he reached the second floor. Mike could see the white wisps of hair on the old man’s head, the limp hand hanging off the stretcher with a gold band around the ring finger, but couldn’t see his face. Mike’s heart leapt and he pushed the orderly aside to see get a better look.
 
“Hey, what the hell are you doing, man?” the orderly asked.
 
It wasn’t his dad. Mike let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d held.
 
“Sorry,” Mike said.
 
Mike moved to the side of the stairs and let them pass. On his way up the last flight of stairs he could overhear the two orderlies below talking.
 
“You think he’s gonna make it?”
 
“You kidding me? You see what’s happening right now? Anybody who’s dependent on modern medicine ain’t gonna last much longer. The old man’s a goner.”
 



Hospital 
 
Mike leaped the steps two at a time. He burst through the open door into a hallway on the third floor. He looked left, and bright sunlight shone in from a window down the hallway. To his right, the hallway faded from the light into darkness. He rushed past nurses, doctors, and patients, scouring the floor for his father. Shouts from hospital staff filled the hallway.
 
“We need IV drips going in rooms twelve, nineteen, and seven.”
 
“We need a doctor in here now!”
 
“Ma’am, please, we’re doing everything we can to help your husband.”
 
“Any spare candles should be put in the operating rooms.”
 
Mike squinted, trying to make out the signs hanging from the ceiling. He read “ICU”, “ADMINSTRATIVE DESK” and “BLOOD LAB” on the bottom with an arrow pointing further down the hallway.
 
Mike weaved in and out of the traffic of people clogging his path. He passed room and saw the figures in bed, unmoving. He saw nurses huddling around candles, filling syringes by their light. He walked past the intensive-care unit. The silence of machines replaced by the sobs and screams of mothers, fathers, wives, and husbands slumped over lifeless bodies. 
 
Beyond the ICU Mike passed the blood-soaked operating tables with doctors frantically trying to keep their patients alive. All of the technology used to aid them in surgery now gone. 
 
The sign of the blood lab was plastered on the door. Mike bolted inside. The room was pitch black. 
 
“Dad?” Mike whispered, but no answer.
 
Mike exited the lab. He stood motionless in the hallway. The hospital staff rushed past him. He had no idea where to look next. 
 
“Michael!”
 
The light from the window down the hall outlined Ulysses’ silhouette. Mike couldn’t make out the reaction on his father’s face upon seeing him, but Mike knew Ulysses could see the relief spreading across his own. 
 
“Dad,” Mike said, running toward him. He took his father in both arms, pinning him against his chest.
 
“I thought I’d lost you, old man,” Mike said.
 
“Not yet,” Ulysses replied. “I need your help.”
 
Mike tried to keep up with his father. He noticed the red bandage around Ulysses’ arm.
 
“Are you all right?” Mike asked.
 
“There are some people trapped in the elevator down the hall. I don’t know how many,” Ulysses said.
 
“Dad, did they give you any insulin?”
 
“I’ll need you to hold the doors open until I can pin them in place.”
 
“Dad!”
 
Mike seized his father’s arm. He whipped him around and the two stopped dead in their tracks. The flow of people moving through the hall rushed around them like water breaking on rocks in a river.
 
“Michael, I’m fine,” Ulysses said.
 
“Did they already give you your insulin?” Mike asked.
 
“The lights went out before they could give it to me.”
 
“We need to get you that medicine now.”
 
Ulysses jerked his arm out of his son’s grip. 
 
“After we get those people out of the elevator.”
 
Ulysses marched back down the hallway and Mike turned his head back to the direction of the blood lab. He should have tried to grab the insulin before he left. 
 
The shouts coming from the elevator shaft roared louder the closer they moved to it. 
 
“You sure they’re below us?” Mike asked.
 
“Yeah, we need a drop key to get the doors open. I went looking for the maintenance room, but I couldn’t find it,” Ulysses replied.
 
“It’s downstairs. I saw it on my way up,” Mike said.
 
Mike flew down the hallway and rushed back down the stairs. When he reached the first floor, the number of people inside had doubled. 
 
Mike stepped forward and his boot slid on the tile; he stuck his arms out trying to steady himself. He looked down and saw his boot print smeared in blood. His eyes followed the trail to other fluids staining the white hospital tile. 
 
Mike pushed his way through the growing masses in the hospital’s lobby. When he reached the maintenance door he saw Garry was right where he left him. Mike paused, glancing at the covered heap of flesh. 
 
The maintenance room was chaotic and unkempt. Mike hunted through drawers with mixed tools, light bulbs, and spare screws. Blue jumpsuits hung on a rack along the wall. He searched the pockets, turning them inside out. He reached the last jumpsuit on the rack and as his hand dug into the outer pocket he could hear the jingle of keys. Mike flipped through them until he found the three-inch long rod with a hinge piece hiding amidst the rest of the silver and bronze keys surrounding it.



 
 
***
 
Ulysses had gathered more candles and was joined by two stocky built men, Adam and Sam. Mike handed Ulysses the elevator key and he jammed into the hole letting it fall into place. The elevator doors’ locks released.
 
Adam and Sam pulled the doors open. Mike glanced down and saw the elevator was stuck between the second and third floor five feet below them. The shouts were more audible.
 
“Help us!”
 
Ulysses stretched out his hand to grab the cable and Mike knocked it away.
 
“I’ll go down and check first,” Mike said.
 
Before Ulysses could protest Mike shimmied down the cable. His landing shook the elevator car a bit and he yanked the service hatch open. 
 
A nurse in scrubs was furiously pumping a patient’s chest on a gurney while a young girl squeezed an air mask over the patient’s face. 
 
“What happened?” Mike asked.
 
“His pacemaker went out when I was taking him upstairs for some tests. We need to get this guy out of here and into surgery now,” the nurse said, while continuing to pump the man’s chest.
 
“Adam, I’ll need your help getting him out,” Mike said then looked over to his dad. “As soon as we get this guy out of here you’ll need to start CPR on him.”
 
“Okay,” Ulysses said.
 
Adam took Mike’s place on top of the elevator and Mike slid through the service hatch. Mike noticed the trembling hands on the young girl holding the mask. Her face was down and her hair hovered over the patient’s head. Mike placed his hands over the young girl’s. She looked up when their hands touched. Her eyes were misty.
 
The nurse brought the straps from the side of the gurney and tightened them over the patient’s body. 
 
“We’ll move him on three. One, two, three,” Mike said and he and the nurse lifted the patient to Adam’s extended hand.
 
Mike pushed the patient up through the service hatch with the nurse’s help and watched it disappear out of sight. He folded his hands like a step and motioned to the young girl.
 
“C’mon, you’re next,” he said.
 
The girl placed her Converse sneakers into Mike’s hands and he lifted her up to the ledge of the service hatch above. He could see Adam’s hands grab under her arms and pull her the rest of the way.
 
“Thank you,” the nurse said.
 
“Up you go,” Mike said and thrust the nurse up to freedom.
 
Once everyone was out of the shaft, Sam jumped down to the top of the elevator next to Adam and the two of them lowered their arms inside the service hatch. Mike jumped and grasped both of their hands. He felt himself being yanked up through the hole in the ceiling and then his feet landing on the metal casing on top of the elevator.
 
The nurse and patient had already disappeared. The young girl wrapped her arms around Mike when he stepped back into the hallway. She couldn’t have been older than fifteen. His hand held the back of her head gently and then, without a word, she left.
 
“Appreciate your help, boys,” Ulysses said shaking Sam’s and Adam’s hands.
 
“Yeah, thank you,” Mike said.
 
The two men nodded and disappeared into the crowd. Ulysses pocketed the maintenance keys. Mike gave him a frown.
 
“They might come in handy later,” Ulysses said.
 
“Dad, we need to find the pharmacy here,” Mike said once the others had left.
 
“What for?”
 
“We need to grab you as much insulin and needles as we can.”
 
Beyond the busy operating rooms and ICU, the rest of the hospital was eerily quiet. Mike could see shadows moving in the rooms he passed and hushed murmurs coming from the inside. The deeper they went into the center of the hospital the quieter it became. Patients sat in the darkness, some with loved ones, others completely alone. 
 
Finally, Mike saw “PHARMACY” painted in bold black letters across a door window. Inside he found a twelve pack of 10 ml bottles. Mike found a backpack and emptied the contents. He stuffed the pack full of insulin and disposable needles. He tossed one to Ulysses.
 
“Take one now before we leave,” Mike said.
 
“I have that stuff back at my place. You don’t need to steal it, Michael,” Ulysses said.
 
Mike’s gut turned sour. That’s what he was doing wasn’t it? He’d never stolen anything in his entire life. Then he remembered the hordes of people trampling each other to get into the police station. He saw the young man with the gunshot wound. He wasn’t going to let his father die when he had the means to save him.
 
“C’mon, Dad. We need to get out of here,” Mike said.
 
Mike peeked around the corner outside the lab. The hallway was empty. He motioned for his father to follow and he walked briskly down the hall. 
 
On their way back to the stairs, Mike noticed a large group crowded around the window. He pushed his way through the crowd and made it to the edge of the windowpane. 
 
The streets were chaos. Looters smashed windows and ran from stores with whatever they could carry in their hands. People were jumping and stomping on car roofs. Police officers were in full force in their riot gear trying to calm the riots breaking out everywhere, while those not joining in the riots searched for places to hide.
 
Mike pushed his way back to his father.
 
“What’s going on out there?” Ulysses asked.
 
“Nothing good. We’ll have to take the back way out of here. I-279 is right behind us. We can hop on that and take it to 65 back to my place. I’m not sure how safe it’ll be, but we should be fine as long as we make it back before dark,” Mike replied.
 
Mike and Ulysses rushed down the stairwell and burst out onto the first floor. Almost everyone that wasn’t dead or dying had crowded near the large lobby windows to watch the events outside. 
 
They hurried down the hallways, turning left and right around corners, searching for the back exit of the hospital. Around every turn was death. All of the failed equipment in the hospital had turned the place into a morgue. There were so many individuals that couldn’t survive without the aid of machines and the computer chips that powered them. 
 
When Mike and Ulysses finally made it out the back they shielded their eyes from the sun. Mike could hear the shouts of voices coming from the other side of the hospital, voices with a mindless purpose of chaos.
 



The Highway
 
The summer sun was brutal. Even the asphalt was sweating. Mike and Ulysses trudged between the abandoned cars on the highway. Other travelers were spread out on the road, heading to whatever home they still hoped was there. 
 
It’d been three hours since they left the hospital. Mike pulled the water bottle from the bugout bag he grabbed from his truck at the steel mill. The rays shining through the plastic hitting the water shimmered like crystals. He had to keep reminding himself to drink, while restraining himself not to down the entire bottle in one chug.
 
Mike pressed the bottle to his forehead, attempting to cool down. The water felt hot against his head. He reached out his hand to Ulysses, but the bottle hung in the air, and when Mike looked over Ulysses was gone. He spun around searching behind him.
 
“Dad?” Mike asked.
 
Ulysses was bent over on his knees and slowly slid down the driver’s side door of a car and collapsed on the pavement.
 
“Dad!”
 
Ulysses sprawled out on the ground. He was breathing quickly, panting like a dog trying to cool off, but with no success. Mike lifted his father’s head up and felt his forehead. He was burning up. 
 
Mike tipped the bottle into Ulysses’ mouth. The water spilled over his lips and dribbled down his chin. Ulysses coughed and pushed the bottle away from his face.
 
“Dad, you have to drink,” Mike said.
 
“I’m fine.”
 
“Godamnit, Dad, now’s not the time to be stubborn.”
 
Ulysses put his hand down and took a few more gulps of water. Mike dropped the bottle in Ulysses’ lap. His eyes fell on the bandage around his arm where the hospital staff had drawn blood.
 
“Did you take that shot I gave you before we left the hospital?” Mike asked.
 
Ulysses took another sip of water, avoiding his son’s face. Mike ripped open his pack and pulled one of the bottles of insulin out of his bag. He ripped one of the needles out of the packet. He pulled the syringe back, filling it with the insulin from the bottle. Mike jammed the needle into his father’s arm and emptied it.
 
That was typical of his father. Never thinking he needed outside help. He’d never needed it before. He worked two jobs while going to school finishing his engineering degree. He lived in a broken down apartment in the slums of the city when he was first starting out, with barely enough money to feed himself, and ended up as head engineer for one of the most prestigious firms in the city.
 
When Mike was little his dad was superman, he could lift him up in the air with one arm. Now, just like the patients in the hospital on life support, without this tiny bottle of liquid he’d be dead.
 
Mike joined his dad under the shade of the car. The two of them sat there in silence for a while. The people passing them didn’t bother to stop. They didn’t think to ask what was wrong. They just kept moving toward their destinations, mindlessly. Mike thought about his destination. He needed to get back to his family.
 
“You and I both know that those insulin bottles are only good for another month,” Ulysses said.
 
Mike’s heart dropped. He’d never heard his father talk like that before. His dad had always been the one to push forward, find solutions, and get it done. It was the first time in his life he’d heard his father hint about the inevitability that comes to all men.
 
“Insulin isn’t the only thing that can help fight diabetes, Dad,” Mike said.
 
“It’s the only kind that can fight the type I have, and you know it.”
 
“Think you can walk?” Mike asked.
 
“Yeah,” Ulysses replied.
 
Ulysses handed the bottle back to Mike and the two headed down the path toward home. Mike’s eyes kept wandering to the windows of the cars he passed. Items left behind in the vehicles that he could easily take. Flashlights, emergency flares, food, water, all sitting in back seats, cup holders, and glove boxes. 
 
Stop it. His eyes went back to the road. He wasn’t a looter. He only took the insulin because without it his father would have died.
 
Two men one car over from Mike were talking in whispers trying not to be too loud. One wore a grey Steelers jersey and shorts. The other was dressed in a short-sleeve polo and khaki pants.
 
“I’m tellin’ you, man, this was an EMP,” said polo shirt.
 
“It’s just a power outage,” said Steelers jersey.
 
“A power outage doesn’t cause your phone and car to break down.”
 
“You really think it’s the whole country?”
 
“Why haven’t we seen the national guard roll in yet? You saw what was happening in the city; people were going nuts.”
 
“You think it’s safer in Philly?”

“I guess we’ll find out when we get there.”
 
“Stay out of the cities,” Mike said.
 
The two men glanced over at Mike, who was looking at them.
 
“Your best bet is to head to a town with a small population. Gather whatever supplies you can and get to somewhere remote.”
 
“You think it was one of these EMPs that did all of this?” Steeler’s jersey asked.
 
“Yeah, I do,” Mike replied.
 
“Is that what you’re doing, survivor man? Going to get supplies?” Polo asked.
 
Then Mike heard it behind him, the low roar of an engine and the stiff shifting of gears. A light blue Chevy truck rumbled up the emergency lane. 
 
People froze. Mouths dropped, and then arms flew up in the air. People made a sprint toward the car. Their frantic hands hit the side of the car, pounding on the windows, begging for a ride. 
 
“Can you take us to New York?”
 
“I’m trying to get to Dayton.”
 
“Please, we’ve been walking for hours.”
 
“I’ll pay you, just please let us get in.”
 
The truck crawled to a stop from the blockade of people. Mike could see the young man and elderly couple inside the truck cab. The young man rolled the windows down.
 
“Hey, get out off the truck,” the driver called, turning toward the back.
 
Everyone was jumping in the truck bed, shoving each other out of the way savagely to make room for themselves. The unwanted passengers banged on the roof and sides of the truck demanding that they move forward.
 
“Get out of there! Now!” the driver said getting out of the truck cab.
 
The elderly couple held onto each other, their eyes wide with fear. One of the crowd members tried to climb in the driver’s seat when the driver got out, but he shoved him away. 
 
Ulysses sprinted for the truck. 
 
“Dad!” Mike said.
 
 
Ulysses had pushed his way through the crowd to the passenger side door. The truck started to rock back and forth. The driver turned around and saw Ulysses trying to pull his mother out.
 
“Don’t you dare touch her, asshole!” he said.
 
The young man leaped over the hood of the truck shoving Ulysses back. The crowd around them had grown to at least sixty people. Mike came up from behind and subdued the driver in a headlock.
 
“Dad, get them out,” Mike shouted.
 
Mike dragged the young man away from the crowd while Ulysses helped the elderly couple out of the cabin. When they were finally clear of the chaos around the truck Mike let the young man go.
 
People crammed themselves into the truck. Someone finally jumped behind the wheel and slammed on the gas. The truck hit several people before they were able to get out of the way. It swerved, smashing into cars and the concrete wall along the highway. People in the truck bed were falling out and smacking onto the pavement.
 
The truck drove further down the road with more people chasing after it. The young man started after it, but stopped when he realized his parents wouldn’t be able to keep up. He came back and took a swing at Mike’s head, who ducked out of the way. 
 
“What the hell you piece of shit!” the young man shouted.
 
“Calm down, boy,” Ulysses said.
 
“Calm down? Our truck is fucking gone!” 
 
“Somebody would have shot you, stabbed you, or hurt your parents to get that truck,” Mike said.
 
“It’s okay, Chris,” the boy’s father said, putting his hand on his son’s shoulder, and with that the fight went out of him. 
 
“We made it all this way,” Chris said.
 
“You should have stayed off the highways. That’s where most people will turn to when they travel. It’s large, familiar, and if other people are traveling it’s possible for them to get a ride,” Mike said.
 
“There were so many people begging us for rides. My parents kept yelling for me to stop, to pick some of them up, but I knew what would happen if I did,” Chris said.
 
“You did the right thing,” Mike replied.
 
As the five of them walked along the road Mike saw him glance back at his parents, shuffling along the highway next to Ulysses. The boy’s father had his arm around his mom while Ulysses chewed their ear off about last night’s Pirates game. 
 
“They’re not going to make it,” Chris said.
 
“Don’t count them out just yet,” Mike said.
 
Mike was speaking about Chris’s parents, but looking at his dad. 
 
The sun sank lower in the sky the further they moved west. The orange ball in front of them spread its colors across the sky in pinks, reds, and fading blues. Chris’s exit came up and they parted ways.
 
“Good luck, Mike,” Chris said.
 
“You too.”
 
Ulysses shook both of Chris’ parents’ hands. They turned onto the off ramp that would take them to Chris’ girlfriend’s house. Mike watched the couple grasp each other’s hands and follow their son’s lead. He wanted them to make it. He wanted them to survive.
 
Mike and Ulysses were about an hour away from home when they came across the blue Chevy truck turned on its side. Blood and bullet holes riddled the windshield. The mob that had attacked it didn’t know why the car was working, they just saw it and panicked, but Mike knew. 
 
The truck that had worked was too old to have any computer chips in it. That’s why it ran, but the masses didn’t care about that. They just wanted something to work, without understanding why. 
 
Across the dashboard, slumped over the wheel of the truck, Mike recognized the back of the Steeler jersey. Mike kept his eyes forward and the smoke rising from the wreckage grew smaller behind them. 



Home
 
The sun had completely disappeared from the sky when Mike and Ulysses turned onto 24th Street. Most of the driveways were empty. The windows along the street were dark. There was only one dim light coming from down the street: his house.
 
Mike felt himself running. His feet lost their pain. His face lost its weariness. His body lost its fatigue. He ran up the driveway digging into his pockets for the keys, fumbling them in the lock and thrusting the door open.
 
“Anne? Kalen? Freddy?” Mike shouted.
 
Mike looked up and saw Anne lean over the railing on the second floor. He watched her face fade from a smile to shock. Her feet thumped against the steps as she rushed down to him. 
 
“Oh my god. Mike, are you all right? What happened?” she asked.
 
Her hands touched the dried blood on his shirt. She touched gingerly, looking for a wound that wasn’t there. 
 
“I’m fine. The blood it’s not mi-”
 
Mike stopped. He pictured Garry’s lifeless body covered with the white sheet where underneath his green eyes were open, unmoving, frozen.
 
“It’s not mine,” he finished
 
Mike gently leaned his forehead against hers. The candles in the foyer barely lighted the features on her face, but he already knew every line of it with his eyes closed. 
 
“Are you and the kids okay?” Mike asked.
 
“Yeah, we’re fine. The kids are a little restless. Mike, what’s going on? Nothing’s working. The phones, laptops, cars, everything’s dead.”
 
“I know. You didn’t try and take the Jeep out did you?” Mike asked.
 
“No, why? Would it work?”
 
“Yes, but let’s keep that to ourselves for now, okay?”
 
“What makes you think it will work?”
 
“It doesn’t have any computer chips in it.”
 
He watched her face process what he said, then saw her hand slowly cover her mouth in realization of what that meant. 
 
“Jesus,” she said.
 
“I hope you’ve got room for one more,” Ulysses said, finally catching up with Mike.
 
Anne composed herself and hurried over to Ulysses, wrapping her arms around him. 
 
“I’m glad you’re okay,” Anne said.
 
Ulysses kissed the top of her head.
 
“Still breathing. How are you and the kids holding up?” he asked.
 
“Well, Freddy went over to Sean’s house and Kalen’s at Malory’s,” Anne said.
 
“Shouldn’t Kalen be here? She’s grounded,” Mike said.
 
“What’s she going to do over there, Mike? Everything she’s grounded from doesn’t work,” Anne replied. “And besides, she was driving me nuts.”
 
“I’m going to change upstairs and then bring the kids home. Will you set up the guest room for dad?” Mike asked.
 
“The couch will suit me just fine,” Ulysses replied.
 
“I’ll have the spare room ready in no time,” Annie said. 



 
 
***
 
Mike walked down to Sean’s house to grab his son. He didn’t mind Sean, but his father, Nelson, was a man he could never understand. They just didn’t’ have anything in common.
 
When Mike rapped his knuckles on the front door he could hear the shouts of the two boys running around inside the house. Nelson answered and smiled.
 
“Mike!”
 
“Hi, Nelson. I’ve come to collect Frankenstein’s monster.”
 
Freddy came running by the front door. His head was hidden inside a cardboard box that had two eyeholes cut out and a wide, toothy mouth drawn across it. 
 
“Dad!”
 
Freddy rushed toward his father. Mike lifted him up in the air and tilted the box up to see his son’s face.
 
“Hey, buddy.”
 
“Dad, the power went out and then Kalen got really mad because she couldn’t look at pictures of James, the boy she likes, and then I told her that she should just stand outside of his window and drool at him there and then she threw her phone at me and Mom yelled at her and then she screamed about how she hated living here and that when she moves to New York the power will never go out, but I don’t mind the power being out because I got to be outside all day.”
 
“I’m glad you’re making the best of it.”
 
Mike turned to Nelson. 
 
“I appreciate you watching him, Nelson.”
 
“It’s no trouble. He’s welcome to come over any time, but umm, Mike, before you go,” Nelson said, stepping outside the house and closing the door behind him.
 
Mike stood, still holding Freddy in his arm. He watched Nelson fold his arms across his chest. He was worried.
 
“Do you know what’s going on?” Nelson asked.
 
“No.”
 
Mike wasn’t sure why he lied, or why he answered so quickly, but when the words left him, he felt a pang of guilt in his stomach. 
 
“It’s just… I haven’t been able to reach Katie on her cell. It’s like everything’s fried,” Nelson replied.
 
The flashbacks from the mobs in the streets popped into Mike’s mind. He remembered the smell of blood and heat from the hospital, the rush of panic spreading through everyone in the city.
 
“I’m sure she’s fine, Nelson.”
 
“I know. I just worry.”

Mike knew that Katie was some sort of vice president at a company. It was a large corporation, so he figured she must have had some sort of security detail with her. He thought that would at least give her a chance.
 
“Well, you guys have a good night,” Nelson said.
 
“You too,” Mike said.
 
“Bye, Sean,” Freddy said, waiving his arm wildly at his friend through the front window.
 
“Now, it’s time to go and get your sister,” Mike said.
 
“Do we have too?” Freddy asked.



 
 
***
 
Mike’s daughter seemed less pleased to see him. When Malory’s mother, Genie, came to the door and called her name, letting Kalen know that her father was here for her, she trudged downstairs, marched out of the house without looking at him, and walked down the street.
 
“I hope she didn’t break anything while she was here,” Mike said.
 
“Oh, Mike, she’s fine. She’s just a teenager. No worse than mine,” Genie replied.
 
She bit her lower lip looking at Mike.
 
“You know, if you ever need any advice or anything you can always come over,” she said.
 
Freddy’s eyes opened wide. Mike smiled awkwardly.
 
“Have a good night, Genie,” he said.
 
“You too,” she replied.
 
Mike shook his head and Freddy mimicked him.
 
“I think she’s crazy, Dad.”
 
“Me too, bud. Me too.”



 
 
***
 
Ulysses had made the best argument he could, but by the time Mike and the kids got back to the house Annie had already set him up in the spare bedroom downstairs.
 
“Your daughter was thrilled to see me,” Mike said.
 
“My daughter?” Annie asked.
 
“She’s got you written all over her.”
 
“If by that you mean she’s smart, independent, and beautiful, then yes. Those little gems were mine. The stubbornness, well let’s just say I almost had to get violent with your father before he agreed to sleep in the guest room.”

Anne kissed his cheek and headed into the living room and plopped on the couch. Mike took Freddy upstairs and tucked him in. On his way back down to the living room he passed his daughter’s room and knocked on the door.
 
“Yeah?”
 
Mike opened it up and his daughter was on the floor flipping through the pages of a magazine.
 
“Hey” Mike said.
 
She didn’t look up at him.
 
“Hey,” she said.
 
“Everything all right?”
 
“I can’t use my phone, laptop, car, or listen to music, so no, everything is not all right.”
 
“Kalen, I just wanted to- “
 
“I’m going to bed, Dad.”
 
She glanced up at him and walked to the door.
 
“Goodnight,” he said.
 
A burst of air hit Mike as Kalen slammed the door shut. He lingered there for a moment, and then headed back downstairs.
 
Mike lay down across the couch and rested his head in Annie’s lap. She ran her hands through his hair and circled the small bald spot on the top of his head.
 
“Just because it’s there doesn’t mean you have to point it out,” Mike said.
 
“What? It makes you look tough.”
 
“It makes me look old.”
 
“Hey, if you’re old, then what does that make me?”
 
“If the boot fits.”
 
Annie smacked his chest. Mike winced and snatched her hand in his. He ran his fingers along her soft hands, gently rubbing them, and then he brought them to his lips and kissed them.
 
“What’s wrong?” Anne asked.
 
“It’s going to get worse,” Mike said.
 
“Aren’t there measures for stuff like this?” 
 
“Not on a scale this large. I don’t think there’s a single piece of technology left in the country that’s still working. If it had a computer chip in it, then it’s toast.”
 
“What are we going to do?”
 
“I’m going to start getting everything ready in the Jeep tomorrow, but we’ll stay here as long as we can. We have enough food and water to last us a while, but we won’t be able to take all of it with us.”
 
“The cabin?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
The two of them glanced around the living room. Pictures of holidays, vacations, the kids’ sport events, snapshots of the history of their lives, all here in this house. He got up from her lap and put his arm around her. She leaned her head onto his shoulder and they sat there in silence, holding each other while the candles in the room flickered, casting their shadows on the walls around them.



The Second Day
 
There really wasn’t a breeze, but Mike had opened the windows of the house anyway. The heat was intense. Even Freddy, who never complained about anything, was starting to feel it.
 
“Is the power ever going to come back on?” Freddy asked.
 
Kalen was still on her ‘not speaking to anyone’ strike, unless it was asking when the next time food would be served. 
 
Mike spent most of his morning in the cellar. The walls were lined with shelves of canned goods. He had bags scattered along the floor, half-filled with food. 
 
A tall grey safe sat in the corner. Mike unlocked the door and revealed two twelve-gauge shotguns, a .223 lever-action rifle, a 9mm Smith & Wesson, and a .45 Colt revolver. Boxes of ammo for each lined the sides and bottom of the safe.
 
He heard a knock from upstairs and Mike grabbed the 9mm and tucked it behind his shirt. He closed and locked the safe and headed upstairs.
 
When Mike opened the door he was greeted with Nelson flashing a neighborly grin.
 
“Hey, Mike, how are you doing?” he asked.
 
“I’m fine, Nelson. What can I do for you?”
 
“Well, since it’s been about a day since the power’s gone out and we’re not sure when it’s coming back on we all thought we’d get the neighborhood together for a grill out. It was Bessie Beachum’s idea. The food won’t last much longer and she figured it’d be a nice way to get everyone together.”

“I don’t think that’s something we can be a part of today. We’ve got a lot of chores around the house to do.”
 
“Oh, come on, Mike. We already have the grills going. It’ll be fun. Oh, hi, Anne.”
 
Mike felt Anne come up behind him.
 
“Nelson, how are you?” she asked.
 
“Well, I’d be better if you could convince Mike to join the barbeque today.”
 
“Barbeque?” she asked.
 
“Yeah, we’re getting the whole neighborhood involved.”
 
“Sounds great. What time?”
 
“In about an hour.”
 
“I’ll bring some patties out of the freezer.”
 
“That’d be great! I’ll see you guys in a bit.”
 
Nelson trotted off to the other neighbors and Mike shut the door. Annie stood there grinning at him.
 
“It’s going to get worse, huh? Armageddon’s barbeque. How will we survive?” she asked.
 
Mike waited until she was out of earshot before he said anything.
 
“And you think our daughter gets the attitude from me.”



 
 
***
 
The turnout for the barbeque was huge. Bessie Beachum had gathered the whole neighborhood and had coordinated anything and everything people could want. Burgers, ribs, hot dogs, beers, liquor, ice cream, popsicles, anything that wasn’t going to last in the freezers and fridges was on the menu. 
 
The whole setup was a makeshift combination of picnic tables, lawn chairs, and card tables. Everything was parked at the end of the cul-de-sac.
 
Ray Gears even had an old record player he brought out. Everyone munched on their hamburgers while listening to the sounds of the Beach Boys.
 
It almost felt like a normal Saturday during the summer. Mike allowed himself a moment to actually enjoy himself and even managed to get a smile out of his daughter by drawing a smiley face on Freddy’s forehead with the tip of his fudge pop. 
 
Nothing felt as if city behind them was being ravaged with violence and despair. Here they seemed out of its reach, but Mike knew what would eventually come, and the momentary joy he felt slowly disappeared.
 
The lower the sun sank in the sky the drunker most of the parents became. With the party winding down, Mike helped organize the cleanup. He was clearing one of the tables when Bessie Beachum started walking toward him.
 
“Mike, you don’t have to do that,” Bessie said.
 
Bessie had her hair done up, fresh makeup caked on her face, and that wide unnaturally forced smile you see people use when they’re pissed about something but want to hide it, and Bessie could get mad about anything. 
 
A few years ago there was a family that moved in down the street. Their kids were in a band together and they were pretty good. They’d practice every chance they could in their garage, but Bessie managed to get a petition signed banning them from practicing because the “noise pollution” was detrimental to the neighborhood’s reputation. The family moved out a month later.
 
“It’s fine, Bessie,” Mike answered.
 
“Well, I appreciate you helping out. I think it was a great turnout don’t you?”
 
“Yeah, it seems like everyone enjoyed it.”
 
Mike looked up and saw that she was lingering. Her arms were folded and she was squinting at him.
 
“Is there something else I can help you with?” Mike asked.
 
“It’s just that, well, I find it odd that everything isn’t working. I mean, it would be one thing if it were just the power, but our car, phones, laptops; things that aren’t plugged in aren’t working. Do you happen to know what’s going on?”
 
“Not really.”
 
“I know that you’re one of those people who… prepare, so I was just curious to hear your thoughts. You must have some idea of what’s happening, right?”
 
Mike changed the subject.
 
“We should get all of the garbage cans together, centralize the trash. It’s going to build up fast.”
 
Bessie flashed another forced smile.
 
“I’ll get Ted to round them up,” she said.
 
Bessie trotted off, her heels clacking against the pavement. With her back to Mike the plastic smile faded. She found her husband, Ted, cleaning his grill and holding a beer can. 
 
“Mike knows something,” Bessie said.
 
“Knows about what?”
 
“He knows why nothing’s working. I mean they go once a month to that stupid cabin of theirs in Ohio practicing their survival skills. He’s hiding something.”
 
“Why wouldn’t he tell us if he knew? Maybe he really doesn’t know.”
 
Bessie’s arms slumped to her sides. She cocked her head to the side looking at her husband, who was putting some serious elbow grease onto one of the blackened spots on the grill. She snapped her fingers and he finally looked up.
 
“Ted!”
 
“What?”
 
“Just get the trash cans together and put them in between Nelson’s and Mike’s house.”



 
 
***
 
Mike tossed the last bag in the pile of garbage, and then he felt his hand curl and begin to shake. He grimaced and started messaging the inside of his palm. Anne saw him wince and grabbed his wrist.
 
“Are they acting up again?” she asked.
 
“Yeah, a little.”
 
When Mike looked up he saw Kalen talking to the Sturgis boy, James. They both had their hands in their pockets laughing at everything they were saying to each other. 
 
“What’s all this about?” he asked, motioning over to Kalen.
 
“Well, from how much time she spends on his Facebook page I had an inkling she might like him.”
 
Anne put her hand on Mike’s back and then recoiled when she felt the gun tucked in his belt.
 
“What is that?” she asked.
 
Before Mike could stop her Anne lifted his shirt, then gasped and yanked it back down.
 
“Jesus, Mike. You brought your gun to the barbeque?”
 
“Keep your voice down. Yes, I did, and I want you to start carrying too.”
 
“Mike… We’ll be fine. Now, let’s go home before you shoot Kalen’s new boyfriend.”

“Boyfriend?” 
 
The conversations happening around them stopped and the only thing you could hear was the Beach Boys’ “Little Deuce Coupe” playing in the background. James looked terrified, Kalen looked mortified, and both were flushed red. 
 
“Dad!” Kalen said.
 
Freddy rolled off the bench of the picnic table he was sitting on, roaring with laughter. Kalen stomped off past Mike and stormed into the house.
 
Ray Gears, dressed in a Hawaiian shirt, cargo shorts, and white tennis packed up his record player along with the Beach Boys. 
 
“Sorry about that. Mike Love has been known to increase the hormone levels in teenagers. At least that’s what it did to me at that age,” Ray said.
 
“Hi, Ray,” Anne said.
 
“Anne. Mike. How are you guys holding up?” Ray asked.
 
“We’re all right. How about you?” Mike asked.
 
“I’m fine, but I don’t think all this was the best idea,” Ray said.
 
“Why?” Anne asked.
 
“The cars? Cell phones? They’re all off. This isn’t just a power outage, but you already knew that didn’t you, Mike?” Ray said.
 
“I know,” Mike said.
 
“People keep saying somebody’s coming to fix this, but no one’s coming. People are happy now, but come tomorrow things we’ll start to turn. I saw a few people stupid enough to bring some canned goods,” Ray said.
 
“I saw,” Mike replied.
 
“Look, I don’t know how much supplies you have, but now might be a good time to start thinking of teaming up.”
 
“We might be getting ahead of ourselves, Ray.”
 
“Is that why you decided to carry your 9mm tonight?
 
“I always carry.”
 
“Look, Mike, you know just as well as I do that when people start to get hungry they’re going to turn on each other, and unless you have an escape plan or a castle that can protect you you’re not going to make it out of here alive, but I guess that’s what your Jeep’s for.”
 
“How do you know my Jeep will run?”

“Because you’re a man who carries a gun when he knows when shit’s about to hit the fan.”
 
Mike and Anne watched Ray grab the rest of his vinyl and head for the dark shape of his house in the distance. 
 
“What are you thinking?” Anne asked.
 
“I’m thinking Ray might be the only friend we have left when things turn bad.”
 



Day Three
 
Mike dipped the pot into the bathtub and filled it halfway. Before he went to bed last night he filled all of the tubs and sinks in the house, collecting as much of the water left in the pipes as he could. He’d gathered enough water to last them three or four days.
Mike pounded on both of his children’s bedroom doors on his way back to the kitchen.
 
“Wake up! Everybody downstairs. Family meeting time.”
 
Mike lighted the gas stove and set the water to boil. Freddy trudged into the kitchen with his hair sticking straight up on one side of his head while the other lay completely flat.
 
Kalen came in next wearing sweat pants, her makeup from the day before, and her hair pulled in a ponytail.
 
“Dad, I need to take a shower. I feel disgusting,” Kalen said.
 
“You smell disgusting too,” Freddy said.
 
“Shut up, Freddy!”
 
“Okay, that’s enough you two,” Anne said, entering the kitchen and giving Freddy a slight pat on the bum.
 
“I drained all of the water in the pipes last night. No more showers for a while,” Mike said.
 
“Yay!” “What?” Freddy and Kalen shouted unanimously.
 
“Everybody sit down. We all need to talk about a few things,” Mike said.
 
Kalen folded her arms and dropped into the seat at the opposite end of the table where Mike sat. Anne and Freddy sat on either side of him. Mike reached for Anne’s hand and gave it a squeeze.
 
“Everything we talk about here stays with the family. Understand?” Mike said.
 
Freddy nodded. Kalen rolled her eyes.
 
“The power’s not coming back on,” Mike said.
 
Freddy and Kalen looked at each other, making sure they heard their father correctly.
 
“Why?” Freddy asked.
 
“What we’re experiencing isn’t a power outage. It’s the effects of an EMP burst. Anything that has a microprocessor in it is completely useless,” Mike explained.
 
“The whole country can’t be like this,” Kalen said.
 
“I think it is. If it weren’t, we would have heard from someone by now,” Mike said.
 
“W-what does that mean?” Freddy asked.
 
“We’re going to be fine,” Anne said.
 
“We’re going to stay here as long as we can, but we’ll probably need to head to the cabin in a few days,” Mike said.
 
Kalen shot up out of her chair.
 
“In Ohio?” she asked.
 
“Yes,” Mike said.
 
“We should leave now,” Ulysses said.
 
Mike hadn’t heard him enter the kitchen. His father wiped some grease from his hands with a rag and threw it over his shirt.
 
“Dad, what are you doing?” Mike asked.
 
“Changing the oil in your Jeep. Want to make sure it’s good to go in case we have to leave in a hurry.”
 
“Why do we have to leave at all? What about James? What about school? My friends? What about my life!” Kalen screamed.
 
“Kalen, sit down,” Anne snapped.
 
Kalen dropped into her chair.
 
“Look, we don’t know when or how bad this is going to get, but we all need to be ready. From here on out we always walk in pairs. Freddy. Kalen. You two aren’t allowed anywhere without your mom, grandpa, or me,” Mike said.
 
“Noooo.”
 
This time the cries of both Freddy and Kalen were unanimous.
 
“No exceptions,” Mike said. “We also need to keep what we have to ourselves. I don’t want people knowing about the Jeep, or our provisions in the cellar, okay?”
 
“Why can’t we tell anyone, Dad?” Freddy asked.
 
“Because we can’t help-”
 
Mike cut himself off. He thought back to the young man who was shot, the hospital, and the walk home. All of those moments were sacrifices of his time and energy to help people in need around him. The man looking at him with greasy hands standing in the kitchen taught him that. What was he teaching his own son now?
 
“We need to make sure we protect our family first. We’re a team. All of us,” Mike said.
 
“Yeah, and we’ll need all the food we can get with those hollow legs of yours,” Ulysses said, coming up behind Freddy and patting his grandson’s leg. Freddy giggled.
 
“First things first,” Mike said. “I want everyone to have an emergency bag with anything you’d want to bring with you ready and packed in case we need to get out quickly. Go.”
 
Freddy ran enthusiastically up the stairs. Kalen dragged herself back to her room.
 
“You too,” Mike said to Anne. They kissed and she walked back to their room.
 
Mike walked back over to the stove. The pot was boiling now. He added the hot water to a bowl of oatmeal and stirred.
 
“Michael,” Ulysses said.
 
“Dad, I can’t turn our house into the Salvation Army,” Mike said.
 
“You’re doing the right thing, son.”
 
Mike dropped the spoon back down into the mush of oats in front of him. He looked up at his father. The face he was staring at wasn’t the face of iron he remembered as a child. It was a face of understanding.
 
“You think so?” Mike asked. 
 
“I do. You have to take care of your own before you take care of someone else. I know sometimes I wasn’t the best with feelings, but I was only that way because I knew I didn’t have to worry about you. You can take care of yourself. Now, you can take care of your family.”
 
“Thanks, Dad.”



Day Four
 
“Don’t hold out on me, Frank, I know you have some!”
 
“I’m telling you, Adam, I don’t have any.”
 
Mike dropped the saw from the plywood he was cutting when he heard the shouts from the neighbor’s house. His tool belt hung from his waist. He pushed the side gate open from the backyard. The shouting became louder the closer he moved to the front yard.
 
“My whole family is starving and you’ve got enough to feed two families for a week!”
 
“Adam, I’m telling you I don’t have as much as you think I do. I’m just trying to keep my family going on what I have.”
 
Mike turned the corner and saw Adam Stahls’ red face beaming with anger. Adam’s nose was pressed against the screen door that Frank Minks was hiding behind.
 
“Hey, what’s going on?” Mike asked.
 
Adam marched toward Mike focusing his rage on a new target.
 
“This prick is holding out on us, Mike,” Adam said.
 
“Easy, Adam,” Mike said.
 
Mike kept his hand close to the hammer around his belt. Adam paced back and forth in the driveway.
 
“Where the hell are the relief efforts, huh? Why hasn’t everything turned back on? Why the fuck can’t I turn my car on and drive to the grocery store!” Adam screamed.
 
Adam collapsed to his hands and knees on the concrete. A few tears splashed the driveway. 
 
“My boy said he was hungry and I can’t… I don’t have anything to give him.”
 
Frank came out from behind the screen door. He and Mike knelt down to Adam and helped him up. 
 
“Frank, why don’t we go around and get a pool going for anything that can be spared. I bet we could get a little something from everyone,” Mike said.
 
“Yeah, we can do that,” Frank replied.
 
“Adam, you head back home. Frank and I will see what we can put together, okay?” Mike said.
 
Adam wiped the embarrassment from his eyes and nodded. Mike watched him shuffle back over to his home. Mike noticed faces peering out from behind blinds from the front windows of a few of the houses, checking out the commotion.
 
Anne came out the front door and joined them.
 
“What’s going on?” she asked.
 
“Put together some goods for the Stahls,” Mike said.
 
“Anne, wait,” Frank said. 
 
He rushed back inside and came out with a few cans of peaches.
 
“For Adam,” Frank said.



 
 
***
 
The sun dipped below the horizon when Mike finally finished cutting the plywood. He started labeling each one: Living room. Kitchen. Bedroom. Each piece had small holes cut close to the corners that would allow them to look outside. He brought them in the house and rested each piece of plywood at its corresponding location. 
 
“What are you doing?” Anne asked.
 
“For the windows. In case things get bad,” he said.
 
“I gave those supplies to Adam. He broke down when he saw them. I’ve never seen him like that before.”
 
“Nobody was ready for this.”
 
“You were.”
 
Anne grabbed his arm and pulled him over to her. She rested her face on his chest and he rested his chin on the top of her head. Her hair was still warm from the sun and there was still the faint scent of her shampoo, lingering under his nose. 
 
The two of them rocked slowly back and forth. The room around them was still and quiet. The light breaking through the windows caught the swirls of dust flying around in the room. 
 
“You know… I think I’m going to have to overrule your no shower rule,” she said.
 
Mike pinched her and she squealed. She threw her head back laughing.
 
“You smell really bad,” she said.
 
“Better get used to it,” he said.
 
“You’re a good man,” she said.
 
A knocked from the front door interrupted their kiss. Mike lifted the back of his shirt, revealing the pistol and checked the peephole. When he saw who it was he flipped his shirt down and opened the door.
 
Nelson’s eyes went to his feet. His hands fidgeted awkwardly at his sides.
 
“It’s just. Well, I heard about what you did for Adam and I…” 
 
“How much do you need?” Mike asked.
 
There wasn’t any malice in Mike’s words, no sense of mockery or “I told you so,” just a genuine concern. Nelson kept his head down.
 
“Just a few days’ worth. You know until all this blows over.”
 
“Is Sean allergic to anything?” Anne asked.
 
“No, but he doesn’t like Brussels sprouts,” he answered.
 
“Who does?” she smiled.
 
“Come on in,” Mike said.
 
Mike and Nelson sat on the couch while Anne put together a package downstairs. Mike unhooked his tool belt to get a little more comfortable and laid it next to the plywood on the floor.
 
“Been busy today?” Nelson asked pointing at the plywood.
 
“A little,” Mike said.
 
“You know if you’re working on any projects around the house I’d be happy to help. It’s the least I could do. I used to be a foreman before I met Katie-”
 
Nelson’s throat caught at the sound of his wife’s name.
 
“Sorry,” he said.
 
“How long were you a foreman?” Mike asked.
 
“Five years, but I was doing construction since I was eighteen. Never really thought I was the college type, so I got the first job I could after high school and just worked my way up.”
 
“I had no idea.”
 
“Most people don’t. I miss it some days, but most days I don’t. Seeing you covered from head to toe in sweat and sawdust doesn’t bring back any fond memories.”
 
“Yeah, I’d love to take a shower.”

“No water pressure?”
 
“Not anymore.”
 
“I might be able to help with that.”
 
Mike took him downstairs to the water heater and they located the water pressure regulator. Nelson took a look at the configuration of pipes, gauges, and valves spread around the basement.
 
“The water pressure coming into the house from outside is more powerful than most homes need, so contractors use a pressure valve to decrease the water flow coming through the pipes. If I open up the pressure on the house’s end it should squeeze out more pressure for another shower or two.”
 
Nelson opened the valve up and the pipes hissed and rattled from the water rushing through.
 
“That should give you a little modern comfort. For a while at least,” Nelson said.
 
“Thanks, Nelson.”
 
Anne met them back upstairs with a bag of canned goods: corn, peaches, green beans, and beef.
 
“I can’t thank you two enough,” Nelson said.
 
“It’s our pleasure,” Anne said.
 
Nelson left and Mike headed upstairs. He knocked on Kalen’s door. She cracked it open.
 
“What?” she asked.
 
“Oh, nothing. I just wanted to see if you should take the first shower, but if you’re busy…”
 
The door flew open and she nearly knocked him down on her way to the bathroom.
 
“Are you serious?” she screamed.
 
“Hold on. Make sure you have everything ready before you turn it on. And be quick. I’m not sure how long it’s going to last.”
 
“Dad, you’re amazing.”

She ran back over to him and wrapped her arms around him. When she dug her face into his chest she pulled back.
 
“And you smell terrible.”
 
“I know, so make it quick, huh? I’d like to take one too,”
 
“You can have my shower time, Dad!” Freddy screamed from his bedroom across the hall.
 
“Thanks, buddy,” Mike called.



Day Five
 
At least ten families crammed into the living room. Most of them stood, while a few others sat stiffly on couches and chairs. Ted Beachum stood at the front of the living room. He paced back and forth in front of his audience rubbing his hands together, searching for words.
 
“I think it’s safe to say that the power’s not coming back on, and nobody’s coming to help. It’s time we get organized,” Ted said.
 
Heads nodded in agreement with the exception of one. Ray Gears stood silent in the back corner.
 
“We need to pull everyone’s resources on the block and see who has what to offer. From there we’ll divide it up based on the size of each family and their needs,” Ted said.
 
Bessie Beachum, Ted’s wife, came up behind him. She placed her hand on his back. She was a woman who was always well groomed, meticulous about her entire appearance, but the past five days had left stray hairs sticking out and old makeup flaking off her cheeks. The tired bags under her eyes aged her and the attempt to re-apply the blush in her cheeks was the equivalent of trying to hide an ugly picture in a beautiful frame.
 
“There are some people in this neighborhood that had no idea that this could happen. How were we supposed to prepare for something like this? How were we supposed to know this would happen?” she asked.
 
“Nobody could have known,” a woman cried. 
 
“Exactly. These are circumstances that are beyond our control, so the only way to survive now is by whatever means is necessary,” Bessie said.
 
“And who will decide what means to use on whom?” Ray asked.
 
Everyone in the room turned to look at Ray, who was leaning against the back wall of the living room with his hands in his pockets.
 
“The neighborhood will,” Bessie replied.
 
“The neighborhood?” Ray asked.
 
“It’s the only way we’ll survive this, Ray,” Ted said.
 
Ray rocked his chin in his hand, mulling the response over.
 
“Well, if it’s the neighborhood that’s deciding, I think we’re missing a few members aren’t we?” Ray asked.
 
Most of the neighbor’s faces wore looks of surprise and innocent ignorance, but out of all the faces Ray watched Bessie’s was the one that frightened him most.
 
“We extended the invitation for everyone to come. I can’t force everyone to be a part of this,” Bessie said.
 
“You can’t force people to be a part of your community of help and survival, but you can force people to give you the supplies to keep it going?” Ray asked.
 
The heads in the room were swiveling back and forth from Ray to Bessie. Even Ted’s face went back and forth. They were all searching for some unnamed enemy to point their fingers at, but the real enemy was their own ignorance. And they knew it.
 
“I’m sure that those who see someone in need will be more than willing to participate if they’re able to,” Bessie replied.
 
“Just like any good Samaritan would,” Ray said.
 
“Now, why don’t we start with everyone that’s already here?” Ted asked. “Bessie and I will head over to everyone’s house for an inventory check and see what we have, and then divide it up amongst ourselves. Then we can spread out to the other houses and see if they want to join in. Tim, we’ll start with your place.”
 
The crowd dispersed and headed back to their homes. Ray was the only one that didn’t go home. His feet took him to Mike’s house.



 
 
***
 
Mike smacked the last nail in place for the upstairs bedroom window. He brushed some of the plaster off the bed that had fallen from the wall and stood back to examine his work. He worried that the nails wouldn’t be strong enough to hold the plywood in place covering the windows if someone wanted to force their way in, but he did the best he could. At the very least it would give him and his family time to escape.
 
He gathered up his nails when he heard muffled voices coming from downstairs. When Mike walked over to the stairs, he saw Ray and Anne in the foyer below. 
 
“It happened today? Bessie told me that it was tomorrow,” Anne said.
 
“Mike, we need to talk,” Ray said.
 
The three of them sat in the living room and were joined by Ulysses. Ray recounted what had happened at the meeting with the Beachums’.
 
“So, what? They’re going to try and steal our supplies if we don’t hand them over?” Anne asked.
 
“Everyone’s starting to feel the pressure. There were at least ten families at that meeting,” Ray said.
 
“They’re being driven by fear. Ray’s right; it won’t be long before they start stealing instead of asking,” Ulysses said.
 
With the windows sealed shut, they had lit candles to help illuminate the house. Mike looked at shadows being cast across half visible faces. Men can’t survive in the dark.
 
“We leave tomorrow,” Mike said.
 
“You got room for one more in that Jeep?” Ray asked.
 
“What if we don’t?” Ulysses asked.
 
“Relax, Ulysses. I just need to know if I should wait around or not,” Ray said.
 
Mike mulled it over. Ray had known about his Jeep and, to his knowledge, hadn’t told anyone else about it.
 
“Pack all of the food you can. Do you have a gun?” Mike asked.
 
“Yeah.”

“Bring it and all the ammo you have.”
 
After Ray had left Anne ran upstairs to gather the kids. Ulysses walked over to Mike.
                            
“You trust that guy?” Ulysses asked.
 
“I’ll find out soon enough,” Mike said.
 
Mike made five trips from the cellar to the Jeep in the garage. He threw packs of food, ammo, and first aid kits in the back of the Jeep. He strapped everything down with a few cargo belts, checking to make sure it was secure.
 
He heard shouts coming from upstairs. Mike made it to the second floor and Anne was standing outside Kalen’s door with both her hands on her hips.
 
“Kalen Grace Grant, you open this door right now!” Anne said.
 
“What’s going on?” Mike asked.
 
“She’s locked herself in her room, because she doesn’t want to leave.”
 
“Let me talk to her. You make sure Freddy’s good to go,” Mike said.
 
Anne threw her hands up and walked into Freddy’s room. Mike knocked on the door.
 
“Kalen, open up,” Mike said.
 
“No! I’m not leaving.” 
 
“C’mon, Kay, open the door. You owe me that much for the shower.”
 
There was a pause and then the sound of footsteps and the door unlocking. 
              
When Mike entered, Kalen had her legs crossed sitting on top of her bed scratching the paint from her nails.
 
“I’m not going,” she said.
 
“Well, Freddy will be devastated.”
 
Mike ignored the eye roll, and focused on the smile instead. He sat down beside her, putting his hand on her leg.
 
“What’s going on?” Mike asked.
 
“It’s just not fair, Dad! Why did this have to happen now? Why couldn’t this have happened after I was dead, or at least after college? What am I supposed to do now? What am I going to do with my life? What has the past three years of high school meant if it doesn’t exist anymore? James was just starting to like me.”
 
Mike cringed at the sound of James’ name, so he was glad she wasn’t looking at him. He didn’t think it would help the situation.
 
“Kalen, we can’t control everything that happens to us. The best we can do is prepare and hope for the best.”
 
Her shoulders began to shake and Mike walked up behind her and she spun around into his arms, her tears soaking through his shirt.
 
“I’m scared, Dad.”
 
“We’ll be fine. I promise.”



The Night of the Fifth Day
 
Twelve families brought all of the canned goods and water they could find. The measly collection of their combined efforts lay scattered across the floor of the Beachums’ living room. It was enough to feed each family for another day. After that they would have nothing.
 
“This is everything?” Ted asked.
 
“That’s all we had,” Rusty said.
 
“We were down to our last can,” Sam replied.
 
“We brought more than everyone else. I just want to point that out,” Brian said.
 
The families were restless. Everyone’s eyes drifted from the food and supplies in the middle of the room to the faces circling it. Family members whispered in each other’s ears. 
 
“I bet Frank has more than what he brought.”
 
“There’s no way they only had one can.”
 
“Just because they’re fat asses and don’t know how to ration we’ve got to give them our food?”
 
Bessie checked each house she visited from top to bottom. She spent all afternoon going door to door, scouring every cabinet, cupboard, cellar, attic, and shed to find what she could. 
 
“I think it’s safe to say that everyone here contributed as much as they could,” Bessie said.
 
Everyone stopped talking and looked at Bessie.
 
“However, it does seem that a few of our neighbors are in a better situation than we are and aren’t matching our… generosity,” she said.
 
Bessie made her way over to Adam. He kept his head down and avoided looking at her the entire night. She knew that Mike had given Adam supplies. 
 
“Adam,” she said.
 
Adam kept his face down. His feet shuffled awkwardly in place. He fiddled with his hands, pulling at his fingers. Bessie walked slowly to him, showing motherly concern. 
              
“Don’t you think that Mike and his family should help the rest of us like they helped you?” Bessie asked. 
 
“I... I don’t know,” Adam answered.
 
“But you’re the one who told us they gave you that basket of food. Are you saying that’s all they have?” 
 
“I didn’t see how much they had. They just gave it to me.”
 
“Well, then. That settles it. If they’re able to hand out food like that on a whim then they should have enough for all of us. Now, we’ll divide up what we have here and then everyone should head home. We’ll start fresh in the morning,” Bessie said.
 
The families lined up and everything was rationed equally. People either received fewer goods than what they brought, or more than they were able to offer. 
 
Bessie pulled Adam aside from the line. She brought him into the kitchen. Ted followed.
 
Bessie sat him down at the kitchen table and joined him. Ted stood by the stove watching both of them.
 
“Adam, I appreciate what you told me about the Grants. It was very helpful, but I was curious to know if they had anything else. Did they have any other provisions, any modes of transportation, any…weapons?” Bessie asked.
 
“I told you I never went inside. They brought everything to me.”
 
“Well, it’s well known that Mike has always been one to prepare for these types of things.”
 
“If he hadn’t given me that food my boy would still be hungry.”
 
“Adam, if Mike really cared about making sure your boy was okay why didn’t he come today? Wouldn’t have he tried everything he could to make sure your boy didn’t go hungry again?”
 
“Yeah. Yeah, you’re right he should have been here tonight,” Adam said.
 
Bessie watched his hands curl into fists and then pound them on the kitchen table, knocking the saltshaker to its side.
 
“Why the hell didn’t he come?” Adam said.
 
“Do you still have your brother’s guns and ammo?” she asked.



 
 
***
 
Mike loaded the 12-gauge shells into the shotgun. He checked the safety and put it in the large duffle bag he pulled from storage. Voices coming from upstairs made him freeze; he was holding a handful of 9mm shells. He threw on his holster and shoved the pistol inside.
 
The stairs creaked with each step up from the basement. When Mike made it to the top he could hear two voices in the foyer. 
 
“Anne, it’s so wonderful to see you. You seem to be holding up well.”
 
“Thank you, Bessie. Is there something I can help you with?”
 
“Well, I was hoping too- Oh, hello, Mike.”
 
Mike watched her eyes fall to the pistol at his side. Her fake astonishment didn’t have the effect she intended.
 
“Do you really think it’s necessary to carry a gun around like that? I mean really, Anne, what if Freddy got a hold of one,” Bessie asked.
 
“What do you want, Bessie?” Mike asked.
 
“I’m sure you know a few of the families in the neighborhood are in a bad spot with what’s been happening. Some of us have decided to pool our resources for the benefit of the neighborhood. I wanted to see if you and Anne would like to join us.”
 
“Who needs help?” Anne asked.
 
“Well, everyone really, but there are some folks worse off than others… and a few that are better off than most.”
 
Mike saw her eyes land on the open basement door that Mike had left. They were only there for a moment, but Mike saw her notice it.
 
“I’ll run downstairs and see what I can put together,” Anne said.
 
“Oh, let me help you.”
 
“No, it’s all right. I’ll only be a minute.”
 
Anne slid behind Mike and left him alone with Bessie. 
 
“It’s very kind of you to help the way you have, Mike. Not everyone is as fortunate as you are,” Bessie said.
 
Mike followed her to the edge of the living room. She leaned in without moving her feet from the hardwood floor of the foyer to the brown carpet of the living room.  
 
“Redecorating?” she asked motioning to the plywood over the windows.
 
“Just making sure the things that belong outside stay outside,” Mike said.
 
Bessie backed closer to the front door when Anne returned from downstairs with a bag of goods, almost spilling over at the top.
 
“Oh, Anne, this is too much,” Bessie said.
 
“No, take it. I hope it helps with what you’re trying to do,” Anne said.
 
“It surely will.”
 
Bessie clutched the bag to her chest with both hands. Her shoes clacked against the pavement as she walked back to her home. The moon highlighted her hair along with the slight outline of her downturned mouth, furrowed brow, and creases in her forehead. She entered through her back door into the kitchen and dumped the cans from the bag, sending them clanking and rolling onto the counter tops. 
 
Tim and Adam sat at the kitchen table. Both were emptying boxes of bullets and filling magazines. Both of them froze at the sight of the goods spilling onto the counter.
 
“They have all that?” Adam asked.
 
“That’s a fraction of what they have. They’re holding out on us and they’re boarding up their house so no one can get in. They’re creating a fortress over there,” Bessie said.
 
Adam shoved one of the loaded magazines into his pistol. The click brought a smile to Bessie’s face. 
 
“We hit them in the morning,” Bessie said.



Day Six
 
Mike rolled out of bed. The room was pitch black. He stumbled to the bathroom tripping over one of Anne’s shoes again. His hands ran along the dresser until they wrapped around the pocket watch that his grandfather had given him. It was the only thing that still kept time in the house. 
 
He lit a candle in the bathroom and held the clock face up to the light. 6 a.m. The watch snapped shut and he scooped some of the water in the sink into his hands, splashing it on his face. He walked back out to the bedroom, candle in hand, and let the glow fill the room.
 
The light hit Anne curled up under the sheets. Mike stood there staring at his wife, just like he had done for the past twenty-six years, every day, before he left for work.
 
The second story floorboards creaked under Mike’s steps. He tiptoed to Freddy’s room and cracked the door open. His son lay still, quiet on his bed with all of the covers thrown off and his shirt up, exposing his belly. Freddy had his mouth open and all of his limbs were extended outwards like a starfish.
 
When he opened the door to his daughter’s room she looked just like her mother. Curled up under the covers. The sheets rising and falling from her calm steady breath. 
 
He stood in the center of the hallway among the three rooms. This could be the last time he watched them sleep in this house. 
 
Pictures hung on all the walls around him. The memories came flooding back to him. The vacation to the Grand Canyon they took three summers ago. The Christmas mornings, Thanksgiving feasts, birthdays, anniversaries, all on display. 
 
The tear he wiped from his cheeks wasn’t one of sadness for having to leave, nor fear of what was ahead. It simply represented all of the joy he felt during those moments frozen in time along the walls, and the gratefulness he felt for still being able to remember them. 
 
Mike stepped down into the cellar to grab the guns and ammo and check for any last items he may have missed. He had the duffle bag strap on his shoulder, walked back up the stairs, and headed for the garage. 



 
 
***
 
“Don’t you all want to keep your family alive?” Bessie asked.
 
Shouts and cheers filled Bessie’s living room. Fifteen families crowded together. Bessie stood on top of her coffee table in the center of the group, Tim standing by her side.
 
“We tried to come together in a civilized manner didn’t we?”
 
Hands clinched into fists while others wrapped tightly around baseball bats, crowbars, tire irons, pistols, and rifles.
 
“Most of us answered that call and for that my family, and every other family here, thanks you.”
 
All of the animosity they had for each other the night before had transformed to a single point of hate. A universal cry of fear and hunger rose from the crowd. 
 
“But one family did not answer that call. One family chose to keep what they had to themselves. One family is letting you starve.”
 
She fed them hate.
 
“Your family can’t survive without the food they have. We don’t know when help is coming. Help may never come, so we have to help ourselves.”
 
She fed them fear.
 
“But you can do something about it. You can make sure your family survives. You can make sure that they all have something to eat!”
 
She fed them the answers they wanted to hear.
 
Bessie threw her hands out, calming the crowd. The cheers slowly dissipated. She stepped down from the coffee table. Tim handed her the bullhorn and she marched everyone out the front door.



 
 
***
 
Mike first heard the squeal of the bullhorn from inside the garage. He rushed to the front door; looking through the peephole he saw twenty people standing out front in the morning light. Bats, crowbars, tire irons, and rifles were poised at the ready.
 
“Mike, we don’t want to harm anyone. All we want you to do is the right thing. We know you have supplies and there are people out here who need them,” Bessie said. 
 
Anne, Freddy, and Kalen rushed from their rooms and were leaning on the banister rail above Mike, listening to the words echo outside.
 
“Dad?” Kalen asked.
 
“Stay there,” Mike said.
 
Ulysses came out of the guest bedroom fully dressed in a long sleeve shirt, jeans, and boots. He grabbed the duffle bag off Mike’s back and set it on the floor. He pulled out the .223 rifle. The clang of metal on metal rang through the foyer when he shoved a clip in.
 
“How many?” Ulysses asked.
 
Mike clicked the safety off the shotgun.
 
“Around twenty, but there could be more around the house.”
 
Mike picked up a box of shells and slid them across the floor over to the base of the kitchen window.
 
“Anne, bring the kids downstairs.” Mike said.
 
Anne grabbed both of their children’s hands pulling them down the steps. Freddy clung to Anne’s leg all the way down. 
 
“Dad, you take Freddy and Kalen to the Jeep. Get it ready. The moment we get a bad breach I’m going set the house on fire.”

“What?” Anne asked.
 
“It will send them running and give us enough space to getaway,” Mike said.
 
Freddy started crying hysterically now.
 
“Shh, it’s okay, buddy. Hey, you’re gonna be fine,” Mike said. “We’re all going to be fine.” 
 
“C’mon, kids,” Ulysses said.
 
Kalen grabbed her brother’s hand and followed Ulysses into the garage. 
 
Mike handed Anne the other shotgun and tossed her a few shells. She fumbled the first one to the ground after attempting to load it in the chamber.
 
“Shit,” she said.
 
Mike picked it up and placed it back into her hand. When she went to take it he held her hand in his and squeezed. He locked eyes with his wife. There was no fear in them. Only the stubborn will to survive.
 
“Take the kitchen window,” Mike said.
 
Anne clicked her safety off and crawled over to the opening in the plywood at the corner of the window. Mike kept his head low heading for the living room. Bessie’s voice boomed outside.
 
“We don’t want any bloodshed, Mike. Your family will still get their fair share of food. Don’t make this harder than it has to be,” she said.
 
Mike put his eye up against the corner hole of the plywood, looking outside. He watched Bessie motion to a few of the people on the edges of the group. They scurried over to the sides of the house. Only one of them had a gun. 
 
Mike hunched low as he moved to Anne, who was looking out her corner of the kitchen window through the hole in the plywood.
 
“A few broke off and went to the sides of the house. I’m going to head to the back.”
 
He leaned in and kissed her. The moment had his adrenaline pumping. He felt like he could smash through the walls if he needed to, but even with all of that, his lips still hit hers with tenderness.
 
“I love you,” Anne said.
 
“I love you, too.”
 
At the back of the house Mike peered through one of the plywood holes giving him a view of his backyard. He saw the barrel of a gun peek around the back corner of the house. The hand and arm came next, followed by the face. 
 
Adam Stahl. 



 
 
***
 
Nelson came running out of his house, his slippers nearly flying off his feet and his robe flapping in the wind.
 
“Bessie? What’s… What’s going on?” he asked.
 
“Nelson, go home. This will be over soon,” she said.
 
“But, what are you doing? Where’s Mike? Mike!”
 
“Quiet!”
 
“Mike! Are you okay?”
 
Bessie pulled a revolver from her side and shoved the barrel into Nelson’s face. Nelson threw his hands in the air and slowly backed away from her.
 
“Go home, Nelson. Now,” she said.
 
Nelson ran back to his house. Bessie pulled the bullhorn back to her mouth.
 
“You have sixty seconds, Mike. If you don’t come out by then, we’re coming in.”
 
A gunshot rang out. People ducked for cover, hiding behind cars, mailboxes, bushes, anything close that they could jump behind. 
 
The bullhorn and pistol that Bessie held dropped to the ground, followed by her knees, and then her chest and face hit the grass of the front yard. 
 
“Bessie?” Tim asked.
 
Tim rushed to his wife. Her mouth was spilling blood. She coughed and hacked, spitting it all over his shirt. She grabbed Tim’s shirt desperately, wrenching his collar.
 
A few final coughs of blood and her hand slowly let go. Tim snatched it up before it fell to the ground. 
              
Tim rocked her back and forth. He brought her lifeless body up to his chest. Both of their bodies shook, but he was the source of the shaking. He laid her gently back down and kissed her forehead. He looked up at the house. His face distorted from grief and pain to anger. He picked up the revolver from the ground and cocked the hammer back. The shrill screams of his voice silenced by unloading the entire .45 revolver into Mike’s front door. 
 
***
 
When the first gunshot went off, Mike watched Adam duck for cover. He took the opportunity to run back to the front of the house. 
 
Anne had her shotgun through the plywood’s hole and blasted through the glass. She pumped the shotgun sending an empty shell flying to the floor and squeezed the trigger again, the recoil from the blast knocking her shoulder into the chair behind her.
 
“You all right?” Mike asked.
              
“Somebody shot, Bessie,” Anne answered.
 
              What?”
 
Anne scooted out of the way to let Mike get a look outside. He could see Bessie’s lifeless body sprawled across the lawn. 
 
A few bullets came splintering through the plywood and into the kitchen. Mike threw his body over Anne’s until the firing stopped, then aimed his shotgun through the window and squeezed the trigger, sending a dozen steel balls through James Sturgis’ chest. 
 
Mike pumped the shotgun and reloaded the chamber. He scanned the yard. He saw a few people hunched behind a car on the side of the street. He saw the pistols in their hands. He took aim and fired.
 
The blast from the shotgun shell shattered the car’s windows and peppered the metal on the side doors.
 
“Anne! Get to the Jeep, now!” Mike screamed.
 
Anne nodded and ran, keeping herself low, through the kitchen into the garage. The front door thumped loud and Mike could hear the wood starting to crack.



 
 
***
 
Ray watched the crowd around Mike’s house scatter with the exception of a few after he sent the bullet into Bessie’s back. He sat hunched behind a car on the other side of the street behind everyone. He re-racked the bolt-action rifle watching Tim make a beeline for Mike’s front door.
 
Ray adjusted the pack on his back and headed up the street, keeping low and out of sight behind the cars parked on the curb. 



 
 
***
“Grandpa!” Freddy screamed.
 
“Just stay down!” Ulysses said.
 
The gunshots outside echoed loud from inside the garage. When Anne rushed inside she saw Freddy covering his ears and Kalen holding him tight. 
 
“Where’s Mike?” Ulysses said.
 
“He’s coming.”              



 
 
***
 
Mike splashed the gasoline all over the basement. He poured it on the walls, the floor, the couches, shelves, everywhere. He threw the can in the center of the room and backed up all the way to the stairs. He pulled a match from his pocket. 
 
The head of the match scratched across the box and ignited into a tiny, yellow flame. Mike tossed it on the ground and watched the fire spread in a red glow around the basement.
 
He rushed up the basement stairs and down the hallway to the kitchen where the garage entrance was. Smoke rose from the basement, chasing him. He turned the corner into the kitchen when the front door finally gave way and Tim burst inside.
 
Before Mike could get a shot off Tim threw his pistol at him, sending the gun ricocheting off Mike’s shotgun. It gave Tim just enough time to fly into Mike, slamming him into the wall. 
 
Tim sent his fists into Mike’s ribs. Mike doubled over with each vicious blow.
 
Mike grabbed the butt of the shotgun and smacked it into Tim’s head, relinquishing the assault on himself. Mike’s fist landed against Tim’s jaw. Tim countered with a left cross. Mike blocked it. Tim grabbed Mike’s head with both hands, and then head butted him. Blood spurted from Mike’s nose and he fell to his knees. 
 
Tim came up behind Mike and put him in a headlock. Tim’s muscles ripped through his arms, squeezing Mike’s neck, chocking the life out of him.
 
Mike stretched out his arms trying to free himself, gasping for breath. The smoke from the basement was getting heavy now. The flames had crawled their way into the halls and were marching down toward the front of the house where the two men were. 
 
“You kill my wife and think you can get away with it?” Tim asked.



 
 
***
 
The smoke had filtered into the garage. Ulysses looked at Anne and then reached for the keys in the ignition. Anne’s hand jolted forward to stop him.
 
“Wait!”
 
“Anne, we have to go now.”
 
She looked at Freddy and Kalen in the back seat; both of whom were coughing from the smoke filling the garage. She let go of Ulysses’ hand and he started the engine. 
 
Ulysses pumped the gas pedal a few times before the engine roared to life. Anne reached up to pull the cord above them that sent the garage door flying open and Ulysses slammed on the gas.
 
The Jeep tore out of the driveway and into the street. The crowds around the house had scattered and Anne looked behind her watching the smoke rising from all of the windows of the house into the night sky.
 
They were almost to the end of the street when Ray popped out from behind one of the parked cars. He held both hands in the air, one clutching a rifle in his right hand.
 
Ulysses slammed on the brakes, coming inches from hitting him.
 
“Thought I’d offer my services,” Ray said running to the side of the Jeep.
 
Ulysses shook his head at Anne, but she unlocked the door and he climbed in the back seat with the kids. Ulysses jammed the shifter back into first, hit the clutch and took off down the road.



 
 
***
 
Mike gasped for breath. He squirmed, thrashed, and elbowed Tim in the ribs, but nothing would loosen his grip.
 
The world around him was beginning to fade. He could feel the heat from the flames burning his flesh. He caught a glimpse of a picture of his family through the flames, the fire swallowing them up and crumpling the photo into ash and smoke. 
 
The pop that he heard sounded distant and faint when Mike’s head hit the floor. The blackness started to clear a little. He felt a hand on the back of his shirt pulling him backwards. He could see the damage of the fire more clearly than before. The fire danced along the walls. The floor above the stairs collapsed sending a flurry of sparks into the air. Then he saw blood dripping from the side of Tim’s head and watched his body catch fire.



Night of Day 6
 
The heat was the first thing Mike felt. He was sweating profusely. He threw the covers off him and caught a glimpse of the bandage on his arm. He jerked his head up to get a better look, but fell back down on the pillow. He placed his fingers gently onto his temple and felt the bandage wrapped around his head.
              
“Thank, God. You’re awake.”
 
Nelson came in and set a tray down on the nightstand next to the bed. Mike watched him examine the bandages.
 
“Looks like they’re in need of a fresh wrap,” Nelson said.
 
“W-what? Where’s Anne? Where are Freddy and Kalen? Where’s my-”
 
Nelson pushed him back down when Mike started to rise. Mike tried to resist, but was too weak.
 
“You need to rest. I was barely able to pull you out of the fire,” Nelson replied. “Here drink some of this.”
 
Nelson tilted a glass to Mike’s lips and he drank thirstily. The water spilled, hitting his chin and rolling onto his chest. Nelson pulled the glass back and rested it on the table.
 
“What happened?” Mike said.
 
“When I heard the gunshots I took Sean down to the cellar. When I saw the smoke coming from your house I ran over. By the time I got over there the whole place was on fire. The front door was knocked down and I could see you and Tim on the floor. At first I thought the two of you were both unconscious, but then I saw Tim choking. There was a pistol on the ground and I picked it up. When I got to the door I-”
 
His throat caught.
 
“I killed Tim and dragged you out of there,” Nelson finished.
 
Mike watched Nelson close his eyes and take a few breaths before he looked at him again.
 
“Did you see my family get out?” Mike asked.
 
“No, but I heard a few people talk about it today. Most everybody left after what happened, but a few stuck around. I think a lot of people were afraid the fire would spread to the other houses, but it just collapsed on itself.”
 
Nelson saw the stab of pain shoot through Mike’s face.
              
“Sorry.”
 
But Mike wasn’t thinking about the house. He forced himself upright and swung his legs to the side of the bed.
 
“I have to get to Ohio,” Mike said.
 
“Whoa, no, you need to rest. I think you have a concussion.”
 
“Tim didn’t hit me that hard.”
 
Mike rose to his feet and then immediately fell back down on the bed. He felt dizzy. He clutched the sheets into a ball-sized fist on the bed, trying to anchor himself down.
 
“Look whatever it is you want to do there’s no way you’ll survive the trip in your current state. You need to rest, at least for tonight.”
 
Mike eyed the tray on the nightstand. There was fresh gauze and an unopened can of peaches. It was one of the same cans Mike had given him a few days ago. He picked it up and rolled it in his hands.
 
“Hey, I’m just repaying a favor,” Nelson said.



 
 
***
 
When Mike walked out in the afternoon heat the next day and took a look at the smoldering wreckage of his house he wasn’t sure what to expect. The roof and second floor had completely disintegrated. Only pieces of the couch, kitchen, and garage remained intact.
 
He sifted through some of the ashes looking for anything that was salvageable. He looked for any food, tools, or ammo left behind that would still be useful, but had no luck. The one thing he really wanted to find though was a picture. He had hoped at least one of them survived. They didn’t.
 
“Find anything?” Nelson asked upon his return.
 
“No, but we need to get moving. It’ll take a three us three days to make it to the cabin.”
 
“We?”
 
“There’s nothing left here, Nelson. If you and Sean stay you’ll starve to death, or be killed by the next gang of raiders that comes through here.”
 
“You think we can make it?”
 
Mike closed his eyes and thought of the last glimpse of his wife. He could feel her lips on his and the whisper of “I love you.” He saw his children lying in their beds, sleeping with the morning light cascading into their rooms. 
 
“We’ll make it.”



Day 7 (Katie)
 
The smell in the room was unbearable. The number of people in the relief center, combined with no showers, no A/C, and the summer heat beating down on the building made the air thick with human stench.
 
Katie’s hands were dried with dirt and grime. The white paint on her fingernails flaked off in chips. The only jewelry still on her was the wedding band around her left finger. The diamond ring was stolen, but she managed to keep the gold band.
 
Katie watched the bodies shuffle in between the cots spread out on the floor. The dark circles forming from the sleepless nights weighed heavy under her eyes. All she could think about was her family. She had no way of contacting them, no way of knowing if they were alright, no way of telling them that she was alive.
 
It had been almost two days without a fight breaking out, but people were getting edgy again. She knew it was just a matter of time before the fuse ran out. The food rations had decreased dramatically, along with access to the water tanks.
 
Guards armed with automatic rifles kept watch on them. They patrolled the border of the room and two were stationed at the food and water counter.
 
An elderly man with hunched shoulders and liver spots dotting the top of his bald head approached the guards barricading the food rations. He looked two steps from death. He pointed toward the counter, his finger trembling in the air.
 
“Sir, dinner rations will be served at 6pm. We will notify the group when it’s time to approach. Please return to your space.”
 
The old man didn’t walk back. He inched a few steps forward, still pointing at the counter behind the guards. Each of the guards was a good foot taller and one hundred pounds heavier than the old man.
 
The same guard that spoke to him let out a sigh. Keeping his rifle in one hand he grabbed the old man with the other and walked him across the room. Everyone stared at them. The guard wasn’t forceful, and the old man didn’t resist, but the sight made everyone feel uncomfortable, some more than others.
 
“Hey, dick, just give him something to eat.”
 
The comment came from a young man in his twenties. His shirt was stained with sweat rings. His hair was untamed and his face was smudged with a week’s worth of dirt.
 
The guard ignored him. He continued escorting the old man across the room.
 
“He’s hungry!” the young man said.
 
The guard released his grip of the old man and brought both hands to his rifle. He brought the gun to his shoulder, aiming the barrel at the young man’s head.
 
“We’re all hungry, and all of us will eat, but not until 6pm. Understand?” the guard asked.
 
The young man didn’t back down. A few others gathered around him. The other guards converged on them, their rifles aimed and ready to shoot.
 
Katie gripped the edge of her cot. Her knuckles turned white against the faded blue padding clutched in her hands.
 
Katie slowly rose from her cot and backed away from the center of the room. She inched her way to the back wall. A few people followed her lead, but most of the room gathered in the center, either out of defiance or wanting to see what would happen.
 
“Everyone disperse and return to your beds,” the guard said.
 
“You think you have the right to tell us what to do?” the young man said.
 
“I’m warning you.”
 
Katie’s back bumped against the wall. She felt herself trying to push her way through the concrete. Her heart beat faster. She wanted to leave. She had to get out.
 
The crowd around the young man grew, and with it the young man’s boldness. He stepped closer to the guard. The rifle still aimed at his head.
 
“You’re warning me?” the young man said.
 
“Stand down.”
 
“You gonna shoot us?”
 
“Stay where you are and stand down!”
 
Katie jumped as a hand wrapped around her wrist.
 
“Mrs. Miller, we need to leave,” Sam said.
 
Sam’s jacket was off, exposing his shoulder holster, his pistol sitting in it. The top button to his collar was undone and his tie hung loosely around his neck. Sweat collected on his forehead.
 
The young man continued to move toward the guard. Each step was slow, deliberate, testing the waters before moving forward.
 
“You have enough bullets for all of us?” the young man asked.
 
The young man reached his hand into his pocket, slowly.
 
“Put your hands up!” the guard ordered.
 
Katie felt Sam pulling her along the edge of the wall. She could tell that he was heading for the door. Her eyes kept glancing to the center of the room.
 
The young man’s hand lingered in his pocket. The crowd around him had grown to fifty plus people. All six guards’ fingers itched over their rifle’s triggers.
 
The moment the young man jerked his hand out of his pocket the guards open fired. A spray of bullets sent him hurtling backwards to the floor. Everyone outside the circle of guards ducked to the ground, while everyone inside the circle sprinted toward the closest guard to them.
 
The gunshots echoed through the room. The massive flood of people rushing to grab the guards’ guns, or raid the food and water, sent the room into a frenzy.
 
Katie’s arm almost pulled out of her socket once Sam started running. The two sprinted out the door with screams and gunfire exploding behind them.
 
The two of them ran through the herd of people fleeing the relief center. Outside people scattered everywhere. They put as much distance between themselves and the Red Cross relief center as they could.
 
The streets of downtown Pittsburgh were dead. Abandoned cars filled the streets. Broken windows lined the storefronts, their shelves completely looted. Trash littered the sidewalk and overflowed.
 
              After running a few blocks Katie ripped her arm from Sam and stopped. She bent over trying to catch her breath. She hadn’t eaten anything since yesterday and was severely dehydrated. Bits of white crust formed at the corners of her mouth.
 
“Wait… Sam… I need… a break.”
 
Sam pulled a half-full bottle of water from his pant pocket. He held it out to her. The water was warm, but she gulped it down. She let a mouthful linger for a moment, letting the water splash around her arid mouth. She handed the bottle back to Sam who screwed the cap back on and returned the bottle to his pocket.
 
“How’d you get your gun back?” Katie asked.
 
“All of the guards disappeared except for the ones in the food hall. I rummaged through the weapons they confiscated and found my side arm. I figured it was just a matter of time before the other guards took off or the place became overrun.”
 
“What do we do now?”
 
“We need to keep moving.”
 
“And go where, Sam? That place was supposed to be safe. Those people were supposed to help us!”
 
She threw her hands up in exhaustion, pointing at her surroundings.
 
“There isn’t anything left, Sam.”
 
Katie leaned against the vehicle behind her. Her purple blouse was torn and dirty, her pinstriped pants stained with the three-day-old blood she wiped from her hands.
 
“I’ll get you back to your family, Mrs. Miller. I promise,” Sam said.
 



Day 7 (Mike)
 
A trail of boot prints lay behind Mike. He stopped to kneel in the burnt wreckage of his home. He dug his hands into the grey ash and let it sift through his fingers. The particles formed tiny mounds under his hands, like an hourglass running out of time.
 
The roof sagged. The stairs were charred and splintered leading to a second floor stained in shades of black. Pictures were burnt. His son’s toys ruined from the heat. His daughter’s clothes destroyed. The house was dead.
 
Tears hit the dusty floor, turning the grey ash into black. Mike wiped his eyes, causing a smudge to smear across his cheek. He retraced his steps the way he came, afraid of disturbing the burnt shrine that was his home.
 
The rest of the neighborhood wasn’t in much better shape. Smashed windows and broken doors lined the street. Bullet holes peppered the fronts of homes. A breeze blew trash littered on the ground, piling it in different spots.
 
Mike glanced at the Beachums’ house and the two crude grave markers set up in the front yard. He thought about leaving Bessie’s body where she fell, but when he saw the cold, stiff corpse across the lawn, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. No matter what she’d done she wasn’t always bad, just at the end. He buried her in the front yard, along with her husband’s scorched body.
 
Mike pawed the bandage on his arm as he walked back to Nelson’s house. He could still feel the heat from the fire burning through. He looked at the once well-kept lawns and houses now in shambles. The neighborhood he came home to from the steel mill for the past twenty-five years lost to despair and betrayal.
 
“What happened to us?” Mike asked.
 
The question was quiet, meant only for him, in the graveyard of 24th Street. It had only been a week since the EMP blast. Everything from simple modern conveniences like phones, laptops, and tablets to life-sustaining utilities like water and power, were gone. They were back in the Stone Age.
 
The front door to Nelson’s house was open. Nelson’s home remained fairly unscathed after the neighborhood turned on Mike and his family. If it weren’t for Nelson, he would have burned along with his house.
 
Two backpacks sat next to the front door when Mike entered. They’d gathered what they could from the abandoned houses. There wasn’t much left, but they had enough to make it to Mike’s cabin in Ohio.
 
The pounding upstairs grabbed Mike’s attention. He walked up the stairs, looking at the family portraits on the wall: first days of school, vacations, holidays. The last picture Mike saw before watching Nelson bang his fist on his son’s door was a family portrait of Nelson, Sean, and Katie, who never made it back from downtown Pittsburgh the day of the blast.
 
“Sean, we have to go,” Nelson said.
 
Nelson jiggled the handle.
 
“Sean, open this door.”
 
“No!” Sean said.
 
“We talked about this, Sean,” Nelson said.
 
“We can’t leave without her,” Sean said.
 
Mike noticed the dark circles under Nelson’s eyes, the stubble thickening to a beard on his face. It took Mike all of last night to convince Nelson they had to leave. There wasn’t anything left for them here and if he wanted him and Sean to survive they had to leave.
 
Nelson pressed his left palm to the door, the contrast of the gold band around his finger against the blue paint.
 
“Mom would want us to go.”
 
The door flung open. Tears ran down Sean’s cheeks. The room behind him was messy. There were toys on the hardwood floors, his bed unmade, and piles of dirty clothes.
 
“She wouldn’t want us to go. She’d want us to stay here and wait for her to come home,” Sean said.
 
Nelson knelt down and scooped his son up in his arms. Sean threw his arms around his father’s neck, burying his face in Nelson’s shirt.
 
“It’s okay. Shhhh. It’s okay,” Nelson said.
 
Nelson’s voice cracked, a tear rolled down his own cheek. Nelson set his son back down and brushed the hair off of his forehead.
 
“Mom loves you so much, and the thing she would want the most is to make sure you’re safe. It’s not safe here anymore. That’s why we’re going with Mike. Okay?” Nelson said.
 
“But if she comes back how will she find us?”
 
“We’re going to leave really good directions for her. Right, Mike?”
 
Mike looked at Sean’s tear-soaked face. What he was asking the two of them to do was hard. He was asking them to leave their home, to leave their mother and wife, to leave all they knew on a chance to survive.
 
“Yes,” Mike said.
 
“Now, get the rest of your stuff ready. We need to leave soon,” Nelson said.
 
Nelson kissed Sean’s cheek and set him back down on the ground. Sean disappeared back into his room, gathering a few more toys. He patted Mike on the shoulder.
 
“I appreciate you taking us with you,” Nelson said.
 
“Of course.”
 
“It’s just hard on him, you know?”
 
“What about you?” Mike asked.
 
Nelson’s voice dropped to a whisper.
 
“I’m fine.”
 
Once Sean had finished packing his bag, Nelson and Sean moved all of the furniture in the living room into a circle. They placed a few rations of food and water in the center, hoping that if Katie were to come back to the house the formation of the living room would catch her attention. Mike wrote down the coordinates of the cabin and left a map tucked under the supplies.
 
“Let’s go,” Mike said.
 
They’d packed their rations. They’d said their goodbyes. Now they walked down 24th Street toward the highway. It was a three-day walk from Pittsburgh to Mike’s cabin in Ohio.
 
Mike’s fingers reached for the pistol on his right side. He felt the outline of the gun, making sure it was still there. The fire had destroyed all of his weapons and supplies, but he’d found the 9mm pistol tucked away in a closet of one of the abandoned houses they ransacked yesterday in preparation for their journey.
 
Every time Mike busted through a locked door, pulled open a drawer, or opened up a cabinet that wasn’t his he felt a stab of guilt shoot through his conscious. This wasn’t his house. These weren’t his things. He hated every minute of it. He had no right.
 
No right? This neighborhood that turned on him and his family had no right to threaten them. They had no right to try and take what was his. Mike closed his eyes, wrapping his mind around the one solid thought propelling him forward. He had to get to his family.
 
“Dad, you think mom will be able to find us?” Sean asked.
 
“Absolutely,” Nelson answered.
 
Mike watched Nelson and Sean walk together, holding onto each other. If it hadn’t been for Nelson he’d be dead. Nelson pulled him from the flames, risking his life and never seeing his family again. Would he be able to do that? If the choice between saving Nelson or being with his family was presented to him, which path would he go down?
 
When they turned onto highway 60, the sun peaked over the Pittsburgh skyline behind them. A breeze swirled trash and dust across their feet. They weaved in and out of the abandoned vehicles along the road. It was an endless parking lot.
 
“Look at all of them,” Nelson said.
 
“Keep an eye out for any older models, prior to 1980. They won’t have any microprocessors in them and wouldn’t have been affected by the EMP.”
 
“That’s how your family got out? Because of the Jeep?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
Mike thought about the once- a- month weekend trip where he and his family would go to get away from the city, enjoy the outdoors, and prepare for what was happening now. He reached into his pocket and felt the outline of the pocket watch that belonged to his father. His dad gave it to him when he was a boy. It was the only piece of technology he owned that still worked. It was as steady and reliable as the man who gave it to him.



Day 6 (The Cabin)
 
The gears grinded in the Jeep. Ulysses threw the shifter into third gear. He pressed the clutch and weaved in and out of the massive blockage of cars along Highway 60. He glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the smoke rising from his son’s house behind him.
 
Ulysses shifted his eyes from the smoke to his grandchildren in the backseat. Freddy clutched his sister, Kalen, in the backseat and the two of them held on to each other. Ray sat next to them, his rifle propped up against his shoulder.
 
Anne sat in the front seat next to him. Her whole body was turned around. She dug her nails into the headrest to the point of almost puncturing them. Her eyes were glued to the smoke plume.
 
All of their bodies swayed back and forth. The top of the Jeep was off and the wind flew everyone’s hair around wildly. Bungee cords held down the supplies they packed the day before.
 
“Anne, I need you to tell me where I’m going,” Ulysses.
 
Anne didn’t move. Her face was frozen. Ulysses downshifted back into second gear, narrowly missing a black Lexus. Anne didn’t move. She held tight to back of the seat, watching the smoke shrink in the distance.
 
“Anne!’ Ulysses shouted.
 
With the combination of the roar from the engine, the wind, and the adrenaline coursing through his body, Ulysses’ voice was harsh.
 
Anne sat down in the seat and pulled open the glove box. She flipped through the stacks of paper and pulled out a map, focusing every shred of her will on the task of getting her family to the cabin.
 
“You’ll want to follow highway 60 all the way to I-376 and take that North; from there we’ll take 30 North to 39 West. That’ll lead us all the way into Ohio by Carrollton where the cabin is,” she said.
 
The wind kept flipping the map closed. Anne shoved it on the ground and glanced back behind her. The street was no longer in view. Her eyes shifted to her children in the back seat. Tears rolled down both of Freddy’s cheeks.
 
“Everything’s going to be fine, sweetie,” Anne said.
 
She gently cupped her hands around Freddy’s face and kissed his forehead. Her eyes flitted up once more at the smoke behind her, the only thing, still visible.
 
“Do we have enough gas to get us there?” Ray asked.
 
“We have a full tank now, the cabin’s only seventy miles away. Even with the gas mileage this thing gets we should have enough,” Ulysses said.
 
The more distance they put between themselves and Pittsburgh the fewer cars they ran into.  
 
Ulysses watched the faces on the people they passed walking along the sides of the highway. Their mouths dropped at the sight of the Jeep. Each time the look was the same: shock followed by desperation. Arms waved, voices shouted, people ran for them, but they didn’t stop. Ulysses’ face was stone. There was no emotion upon hearing the shouts of their pleas. The fire that was consuming the home behind them was also ablaze inside him.



 
 
***
 
Ray watched the “Welcome to Ohio” sign flash by. His hands wrapped around the wood stock of the rifle. No one had said anything for the past hour. The howling wind was the only sound his ears had come across.
 
“How much further?” Ray asked.
 
“About 40 miles,” Anne said.
 
The abandoned cars became more sporadic. They hadn’t seen anyone for a few miles. Ray shifted the gun to the other shoulder and leaned up between the two front seats.
 
“We should start checking some of these cars for supplies,” Ray said.
 
“I don’t want us to stop,” Ulysses said.
 
“We might find something we could use in one of them.”
 
“Mike has everything we need at the cabin.”
 
“That doesn’t mean there won’t be something useful. We might not get a chance like this again.”
 
“Drop it, Ray.”
 
Ray fell back into his seat, shaking his head. It’s not that he didn’t believe Mike was well prepared. He was sure that the cabin would be well stocked with provisions. He just didn’t want to miss an opportunity. Ray knew the longer this lasted the more scarce resources would become, and while Mike was sure to have supplies, there was no way he would have enough supplies to last them the rest of their lives.
 
Freddy started to squirm in the seat next to Ray. He shifted in his seat and his leg bounced up and down.
 
“You alright, Freddy?” Ray asked.
 
“I have to pee.”
 
“Can you hold it?” Anne asked.
 
Freddy shook his head.
 
“Ulysses, pull over,” Anne said.
 
“Anne,” Ulysses said.
 
“Freddy has to go to the bathroom.”
 
“I really have to go, Grandpa,” Freddy said.
 
Freddy bounced up and down on the seat. The Jeep slowed to a crawl and pulled off onto the side of the road. Freddy climbed over Kalen and jumped over the side of the Jeep landing on the pavement.
 
“Kalen, go with your brother and make sure he doesn’t go too far,” Anne said.
 
“Ew, gross! I’m not going to the bathroom with him.”
 
“You’re not going to the bathroom with him, just making sure he doesn’t get lost. Now go.”
 
Kalen rolled her eyes and jumped out of the backseat. She grabbed Freddy’s hand and the two walked toward a tree line twenty yards from the edge of the highway. The trees were tall, and the area was thick with bushes.
 
From the back seat Ray could see a SUV parked fifty yards ahead of them. His feet hit the pavement and walked past Ulysses on the driver side.  
 
“Where are you going?” Ulysses asked.
 
“I’m going to scout that car. Just pick me up when the kids get back.”
 
Ray removed the rifle from his shoulder and tucked it under his shoulder. His feet stepped lightly on the pavement. He scanned the sides of the road, looking for any signs someone was still close by, but couldn’t see anything through the thick brush.
 
The barrel of the rifle rose once he moved closer to the car. He peered through the back window, checking for anyone inside. He worked his way up to the driver side door and pulled the handle. Locked. He walked around checking each door, but all of them were closed.
 
The butt of the rifle smashed against the passenger side window. The glass shattered, but didn’t break. Ray gave the window another blow and the butt of the rifle crashed through the window. He cleared the crumbling bits of glass from the rest of the window and reached his hand through to unlock the door.
 
Ray brushed the glass of the seat and climbed inside. He searched the glove box, checked the back seat, under the seats, and the side door panel containers. A half-eaten packet of crackers, road flares and a bottle of water were his rewards. He looked behind him and saw the Jeep still idling along the side of the road. He leaned the seat back and put his feet on the dash. He pinched the corners of one of the crackers in his fingers and tossed it in his mouth.



 
 
***
 
“Just do it over there, Freddy,” Kalen said.
 
“I don’t want anyone to see me,” Freddy said.
 
“Well, by the time you pick a spot Grandpa’s gonna leave you.”
 
“No!”
 
“Better hurry up then.”
 
The thick layer of pine needles under Kalen’s boots made each step soundless. She wandered through the trees, glancing back at the road every once and a while making sure the Jeep was still in view. She could see her mom pacing back and forth through the leaves and branches.
 
The forest was quiet. She thought back to the many times her dad took her hunting. She remembered how much she fought him about it, how she complained that she didn’t want to go, but grew to love it. She could still hear his voice, don’t aim where the game is, aim where it’s going to be.
 
Kalen leaned her head back against the hard bark of the tree. Sunlight struggled to break through the dense leaves above. The trees’ long shadows covered the ground. She closed her eyes, completing the darkness around her. The snap of a twig caused her to open her eyes again.
 
“Freddy, don’t come over here and do it. I don’t want to se –”
 
A hand came up from behind her and covered her mouth. Her arms were pinned at her sides and she was pressed hard against a man’s body she didn’t know. He could feel his hot breath on her ear, whispering.
 
“Shhhhh.”
 
Kalen couldn’t see the attacker. Her breaths were sharp, sporadic. Her body shook. She could feel the grime of the man’s hand on her lips. The sour stench from days of not bathing engulfed her.
 
“Scream and your family dies, understand?”
 
She slowly nodded her head.
 
“Good.”
 
He turned her around against the trunk of the tree, keeping his hand over her mouth. She saw the yellow in his teeth, the bits of old food in his beard. The point of his blade dug into her chin.
 
“Kalen, I’m done,” Freddy shouted.
 
The man put his finger to his lips. She watched his eyes move in the direction of Freddy’s voice. She could feel her heart beating out of her chest, thumping faster.
 
“Kalen?” Freddy asked.
 
She could hear Freddy’s feet shuffling through the pine needles and twigs on the ground. The man’s face turned into a smile. He moved the blade from her chin and kept it poised in front of him. He wasn’t looking at her anymore. She saw the side of his ribs exposed. Freddy’s footsteps were just beyond the tree beside them.
 
“Kalen, whe-”
 
Before Freddy turned the corner Kalen shoved her foot into the man’s rib cage knocking him down. 

“Freddy, run!” Kalen screamed.
 
Her feet fell from under her, slipping on dead leaves. Her belly slapped against the ground, hard. Freddy stood frozen in shock. She got to her knees and before she was able to stand up she felt the grip of a hand around her ankle pulling her backwards.
 
“Help!” Kalen said.
 
Kalen’s fingers clawed in the dirt as her assailant pulled her deeper into the forest. She felt his arms wrap around her stomach and lift her off the ground, carrying her. She thrashed her arms and legs in defiance, but he managed to subdue her. He wrapped his large hands around her throat and squeezed.
 
“Shut up!” the man said.
 
Kalen could see her mother and grandfather through the trees, rushing toward her from the distance.
 
“Kalen!”
 
She tried to call out, but the man’s grip was too tight. She could barely breathe. The airflow was cut off and she gasped, coughing and choking for air. Then she felt her whole body being thrown to the ground.
 
The back of her head smacked against a tree root. Her body went limp, disoriented from the blow. She felt foreign hands grabbing her, ripping her shirt off, tugging at her jeans. When she started to regain her ability to fight back a fist came barreling into the side of her cheek. A numbing, ringing sound went through her skull. She couldn’t feel anything anymore. The forest around her spun in circles and faded in and out of her consciousness until everything went black.



 
 
***
 
Kalen’s head throbbed. Her face was sore and she felt the scratch of the blanket covering her skin. She glanced down and saw that her shirt was gone and she was wearing only her jeans and bra. The cracks in the Jeep’s seat scraped her bare back. She tried to get up, but felt dizzy and fell back down. 

“Kalen?” Freddy asked.
 
She hadn’t noticed him sitting on the floorboard next to her. She turned her head and saw his eyes blinking up at her.
 
“What happened?” she asked.
 
“Grandpa and Ray pulled you out of the forest with some other man. You weren’t moving, so Grandpa brought you to the Jeep. You didn’t have your clothes on,” he said looking down at his knees.
 
“A man?” she asked to herself.
 
“He was scary looking. After Grandpa brought you back to the Jeep he went with Ray who took the man back into the woods.”
 
A breeze lifted Kalen’s hair. She shivered, but not from the wind. She couldn’t remember what happened and she was afraid to learn what did.



 
 
***
 
The man lay sprawled out on the ground. Blood dripped from Ulysses’ and Ray’s knuckles. Each of them had their turns beating him. The man’s face was swollen, blood poured from his broken nose.
 
Ulysses sent the toe of his boot into the man’s side repeatedly, each blow causing the man to double over in pain. He cried out for mercy. He begged, but the punishment was relentless.
 
Ray picked up the same knife the man held to Kalen’s throat. His fingers wrapped tightly around the handle. Ray knelt down and pressed the blade flat against the swollen bruises and cuts along his face.
 
“Hold him down, Ulysses.”
 
Ulysses pinned the man to the ground. Ray unbuckled the man’s pants and pulled them down around his ankles.
 
“Please. P-please, don’t do this,” the man said.
 
Ray brought the blade below the man’s waist. The blood curding screams that followed were the tortured sounds of an animal.
 



Day 5 (Biker Gang)
 
The ray of light coming in through the crack of the curtains hit the Diablos patch on Jake’s cut hanging from the corner of the chair. Jake lay sprawled across the bed, his arm hanging over the side with his fingertip next to an empty bottle of tequila. Someone pounded on his room’s door.
 
“Jake!” Frankie said.
 
Jake slowly rolled over, bumping into the naked girl lying next to him.
 
“Jake! We got a problem!” Frankie shouted.
 
Jake threw the door open, the president’s patch flipping forward as he adjusted his cut.
 
“You better come see this, boss.”
 
Jake followed Frankie down the hall and into the bar lounge. Pictures of motorcycles, girls, bands, and alcohol lined the walls.
 
A few of the motorcycle club members sat at the bar drinking beers. The crack of pool balls on the table and a few mumbles from the bikers were the only signs of life in the lounge.
 
Frankie opened the door from the bar to the garage. Candles were lit casting light on two huddled masses on the floor with bags over their heads. Frankie ripped the paper bags off, their eyes blinking adjusting to the dim light in the garage.
 
“Meet Jimmy Fance and Bobby Turnt,” Frankie said.
 
“Where’d you find them?” Jake asked.
 
“Sneaking around the back, looking for any supplies they could take. Isn’t that right?”
 
Frankie kicked Jimmy in the leg, sending him collapsing to the floor. 
 
“What do you wanna do with them?” Frankie asked.
 
Jake scanned the garage. His eyes rested on the tools and equipment he’d used for building and maintaining the bikes that came through. He grabbed a bolt wrench off the table.
 
“Stand them up,” Jake said.
 
Frankie pulled Bobby up by the collar of his shirt. Bobby’s hands were tied behind his back and he kept his face pointing toward the grease stained floor.
 
“Look at me,” Jake said.
 
Bobby’s face rose slowly. Jake’s face was calm. His pronounced jaw was relaxed, the wrench gripped firmly in his hand.
 
“You think you can steal from me? From my brothers?”
 
“We didn’t steal anything,” Bobby said.
 
The force of the wrench hitting Bobby’s kneecap crippled him, sending him to the floor in agony. Bobby cursed every name under the sun.
 
When the screams died down Jake smashed the wrench into Bobby’s other knee. Jimmy tried to make a run for it, but Frankie caught him before he got out.
 
“Wait your turn, asshole,” Frankie said.
 
“C’mon, man, we didn’t steal anything. You made your point, just let us go, man,” Jimmy said.

“Not yet,” Jake replied.
 
Jake swung the wrench high and sent it crashing down into Bobby’s head. The skull caved from the force of the blow. Bobby lay motionless in a crippled mess on the floor.
 
Jake dropped the wrench to the ground. He walked over to Jimmy who was crying and shaking in Frankie’s grip.
 
“You see this? You tell everyone you know that this is what happens to anyone who robs the Diablos. Got it?” Jake asked.
 
Jimmy nodded sharply.
 
“Get this piece of shit out of here,” Jake said.
 
Frankie tossed him out of the back door of the garage and the man took off running. Jake wiped the specks of blood from his hands on a rag.
 
“Why didn’t we kill him?” Frankie asked.
 
“Fear,” he said. “Fear grows with legend, Frankie. He tells the story to one person, they tell another, and each time they do the story grows more intense, gruesome. When people see the Diablo patch they’ll know what they’re dealing with.”
 
Jake finished cleaning his hands and tossed the rag onto Bobby’s body.
 
“Take out the trash,” he said.
 
Jake walked back into the bar lounge and pulled a stool over to him. The bartender poured a glass of beer and handed it to Jake. Jake took half of it down in one swig.
 
The girl from Jake’s bedroom walked out and sat on the barstool next to him. Her makeup was smeared across her face, and her hair was tangled. The bartender poured a drink for her and slid it down. Before she could grab it Jake snatched it up.
 
“What the hell, Jake?” she asked.
 
Jake finished the beer he had, slammed it down on the counter, and then backhanded the girl. She flew off the stool and smacked the floor hard. Jake took a sip from the fresh beer and gently placed it down.
 
The girl crawled away from him. Blood dripped from her lower lip. Jake picked her up by her hair and jerked her head back.
 
“You don’t get to drink until I’m not thirsty anymore,” Jake said.
 
Jake tossed her forward. She stumbled in her heels and then disappeared to the back of the clubhouse.
 
The other members of the MC chuckled from the bar. Jake walked back over to his stool, sat down, and finished his drink.



 
 
***
 
The line of bikes out front stretched twenty wide across the parking lot. You could see the door to the clubhouse was open from the street and the patches on the backs of members could be seen inside.
 
Jake stood in a circle surrounded by his MC. The worn faces of men who’d lived their lives in the wind, sun, and rain looked at their president, hungry.
 
“Diablos, this city is dead. If we want to make it, we have to keep moving. We scoured the city for as many working bikes as we could. They’re all older models, but they run. Each of you is here because you’re the strongest of our club. You represent who we are, and what we do,” Jake said.
 
Frankie stood at Jake’s side, his hands behind his back, watching his leader.
 
“We’re riding south. We hit town after town and take what we find. This is our time, Diablos. The strong are powerful again.”
 
The men around Jake were dangerous and wild. Pistols hung from their hips and shotguns rested over their shoulders. The bikers shifted their weight on each foot with a vicious cadence, itching to wreak havoc.
 
“Let’s ride,” Jake said.



Night of Day 7 (Mike’s Journey)
 
When Mike, Sean, and Nelson finally made out the sign for the airport sixty yards ahead of them, Mike knew they were making good progress.
 
The closer the three of them moved to Pittsburgh International the more plane wreckage they saw. It looked like a few of the pilots were able to glide their aircraft in on its belly, but the majority of the planes were mangled heaps of metal. Seats, wings, jet engines, luggage, and fuselages littered the fields around them.
 
Other travelers along the road were scavenging through the wreckage, hunting through the luggage like grave robbers looking for a quick score.
 
Mike could see the sun sinking behind the airport itself. The tarmac was still and hauntingly quiet. He could make out the distress signals people painted on the outside of the terminals when the realization of being stuck finally came to fruition. “HELP” and “S.O.S.” were painted in large, red letters.
 
“Hey, you think we should scope out some of this stuff? It might be a good idea to see what we can find in all this,” Nelson asked.
 
“I’d rather not stop. We’re still close to the city. I want to put as much distance between the masses and us as possible. We just need to focus on getting to the cabin,” Mike said.
 
Sean tugged at his father’s sleeve.
 
“Dad, I’m tired. Can we take a break?” he asked.
 
“We’ll rest soon. We just need to go a little bit further,” Nelson answered.
 
Mike could feel the burning in his feet from the long day of walking. Each step hit the blisters on under his toes like knives. He couldn’t imagine how Sean had kept up as well as he had.
 
“Let’s keep an eye out for a good place to make camp tonight. The sun will be going down soon,” Mike said.
 
A 727-jet liner fuselage sat a half-mile up the road. The plane had crashed just outside the airport tarmac. Most of it was still intact. The pilot had a successful crash landing. The emergency doors were thrown open and the plane was abandoned.
 
“Better than a Holiday Inn,” Nelson said.
 
The sun finally disappeared under the horizon and Mike checked the front and back of the plane for any food and water. The food cart was flipped on its side with each of its drawers pulled open and completely empty.
 
Mike moved to the first aid stations, but those had been wiped out. The only things that remained were a few small bottles of liquor that had rolled under the cart that nobody bothered to pick up and check underneath.
 
Nelson and Sean reclined a few seats up in first class and found a pair of pillows left behind from the passengers. Sean passed out within minutes of his head hitting the pillow.
 
Mike leaned back in the row across from Nelson and Sean. Mike leaned back and Nelson tossed him a pillow, which hit him in the face by surprise.
 
“Get some rest. I’ll take the first watch,” Nelson said.
 
“I’m fine.”
 
“No, you’re not.”
 
Mike could feel the weight of the day bearing down on him. The burn under the bandages on his arm was sore and in need of redressing. Nelson was right. He was in no shape to make it through the night without passing out. He was melting into the chair underneath him.
 
“Just wake me up when you need to rest,” Mike said.
 
“I will,” Nelson said.
 
Mike folded his arms in his lap and closed his eyes. His eyelids slammed shut like the steel doors of the mill at the end of the day.



 
 
***
 
It wasn’t until Mike felt his wrists pinned to the arms of the seat and heard Sean’s screams that he woke up. He jerked his arms, but they wouldn’t budge. He squinted his eyes trying to adjust to the darkness. Nelson’s head was bent to the side, a massive lump forming across his temple.
 
Mike’s eyes adjusted to the darkness. He couldn’t make out the people in front of him. He could only hear the shuffling of feet and the murmur of voices.
 
“This is all they have?”
 
“Yeah, I searched these two and that’s it.”
 
“What about the other guy? What’s he got?”
 
Before the man could get close Mike kicked the man’s knee sending him to the floor with a thud.
 
“Goddamn asshole!”
 
“Grab his legs, Tim.”
 
“Screw it. It’s not worth it. Let’s just grab the rest of this shit and go, man.”
 
Tim sent a nice right cross to Mike’s cheek before he left. Mike’s ears rang. His mind went foggy with pain. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to orient himself.
 
The sobs coming from Mike’s left gave him a point to focus on. They grew louder until they completely replaced the ringing caused by the punch. He looked over at Sean who was struggling to free himself.
 
“Sean, are you okay?” Mike asked.
 
“I can’t move my arms,” Sean replied.
 
“Just hang on, buddy. Nelson,” Mike said. “Nelson!”
 
Nelson didn’t move. Mike jerked his wrists attempting to free himself, but it was useless. He bent over and started tearing the tape with his teeth. He picked at the tape over and over until he finally had a tear. He tore the piece, splitting the duct tape in half. He yanked his hand free and peeled the tape off his other wrist.
 
Sean was squirming, trying to get free. Mike had to climb over Nelson to reach Sean whose tears were streaming down his face.
 
“Dad! Dad!” Sean cried.
 
“Hold on, Sean.”
 
Once Sean was unbound Mike pressed his fingers against Nelson’s neck to check for a pulse. Mike leaned in and listened to see if Nelson was breathing. Nelson was breathing and Mike could feel the faint beat of a pulse.
 
“Stay here, Sean,” Mike said.
 
Mike tore out of the emergency exit and glanced around in the darkness, but the attackers had vanished. Lightning streaked across the sky followed by a deep, rolling thunder.
 
When Mike entered the plane Sean was resting his head on Nelson’s shoulder, hugging his dad.
 
“Sean,” Mike said.
 
Sean ignored him. Mike reached his hand, placing it on Sean’s arm, but Sean jerked it away violently.
 
“Leave me alone!” Sean said.
 
It wasn’t any use trying to argue. The kid was scared, tired, and the one person who could help him was lying unconscious right in front of his eyes. Mike walked back over to the entrance of the plane to keep watch. He pulled the gun from the back of his waist and clicked the safety off. In between the cracks of thunder he could hear Sean’s faint whimpers.



 
 
***
 
“Dad?” Sean asked.
 
Mike’s attention switched from the water dripping from the plane’s emergency exit frame back to Sean and Nelson.
 
“What happened?” Nelson asked.
 
“How are you feeling?” Mike asked.
 
Nelson touched his finger to touch the outline of the lump on the left side of his head and winced when he made contact.
 
“It was a rough night,” Mike said.
 
Nelson, still disoriented, turned to his son.
 
“You all right, buddy?” Nelson asked.
 
Sean wrapped his arms around his father, burying his face into his shirt. Nelson cradled the back of his son’s head as he rested against him. His eyes looked up into Mike’s.
 
“Did they take everything?” Nelson asked.
 
“All of our packs are gone,” Mike answered.
 
“Well, I’m glad you two are okay. What are we going to do now?”
 
Mike had thought about that all night. He thought about how they were going to finish the trip to the cabin that was at least another three full days of walking without any food or water. He knew the further they traveled into Ohio where the cabin was located the fewer towns there’d be to try and gather supplies. Right now the only place that was close enough to do them any good was the one place Mike wanted to avoid.
 
Nelson noticed Mike glancing back toward Pittsburgh International and picked up on what he was thinking.
 
“I hope you printed our boarding passes before we left,” Nelson said.



 
 
***
 
The muggers from last night confirmed what Mike already knew would happen: that people were getting desperate and traveling around, looking for easy scores. It wouldn’t be long before people started organizing into gangs to survive.
 
That’s what Mike feared awaited them in the airport. It had been a week since everything stopped working. No power, no water, no food, no modern conveniences, nothing. He’d already watched his neighbors turn on each other, and that was in the first week. He didn’t want to imagine what would happen a month from now.
 
Mike tried to convince Nelson to stay in the plane with Sean, but he insisted on coming to help. Mike finally caved. If he did find a stash of supplies he’d need all the help he could get carrying it.
 
Clothes, trash, and abandoned airport equipment littered the tarmac. The massive jetliners stood motionless. Some were lined up at the terminals, while others stood frozen on the runways, never leaving the ground.
 
Mike thought about how everyone on board started to complain the moment everything shut off. He could hear the mumbles and groans on the plane, people cursing under their breath that they’d been inconvenienced by what happened, but if they’d taken off thirty minutes earlier they all would have crashed, and most likely would have died.
 
Mike kept his eyes alert. He scanned the tarmac for anything unusual, or out of place. He couldn’t afford anyone getting the drop on them now. As much as Nelson said he was okay Mike knew that he wasn’t going to be of much use if things went south.
 
“How do we get in there?” Nelson asked.
 
“We’ll have to go up to the main entrance. I’m not sure how to get in from the tarmac,” Mike said.
 
The three of them walked around the outside of the terminal and followed the monorail to the airport drop off and pick up area. A few of the monorails were stuck on the rack in between destinations.
 
“Dad, what’s that on the windows?” Sean asked.
 
When Mike looked up at one of the monorail windows, he could see dried bloodstains smeared across the glass.
 
“Dirt,” Mike said.
 
Nothing moved. Mike still hadn’t become used to that. All the times he’d complained about people moving too fast, and now he’d give anything to see a car speed around the corner of the building up ahead.
 
Then Mike saw him. It was only for a second, but he saw the flash of brown hair duck back into the airport. He pulled Nelson and Sean down behind a luggage carrier.
 
“What’s wrong?” Nelson asked.
 
“There’re people inside,” Mike said.
 
“Do you think they’re dangerous?”
 
“I don’t know, but if they’re keeping watch, then they must be protecting something.”
 
Mike pulled the pistol from his waist and clicked the safety off. He peeked above the luggage carrier to the door the man had gone inside.
 
“We should move to the corner by the front of the building. Sean, you stay close to your dad, okay? If anything happens you two run, got it?”
 
Both of them nodded their heads.
 
“Stay behind me,” Mike said.
 
Mike led the three of them in a single file line. He kept the gun clutched in both hands, his eyes scanning the area. He slammed his back up against the corner of the building. Nelson and Sean followed suit, catching their breath. Mike placed his index finger over his lips.
 
“C’mon,” Mike said.
 
Most of the automatic glass doors were shut. A few had been smashed and the rest had been opened manually.
 
The crunch of the glass behind Mike made him freeze in his tracks. Nelson mouthed “Sorry” and stepped around the remaining shards.
 
Mike found one of the opened doors and stepped through. The airport was musty. A week of no air conditioning and continually being baked in the sun caused everything to stink. Mike motioned for Nelson and Sean to move in close. His voice was barely above a whisper.
 
“Look for food. You’ll want to take non-perishable items. Anything in a can or a wrapper should be okay. Bottled water is another good thing to grab. Also, be on the lookout for backpacks we can use to store what we find, okay?”
 
“What about weapons?” Nelson asked.
 
“I don’t think we’ll find anything like that here, but if you do grab it.”
 
Mike squinted his eyes, trying to see deeper into the depths of the airport, but he could only see as far as the light from outside would reach through the windows. No windows, no light. The only things visible were security lines and metal detectors.
 
Tables and chairs from the food court were flipped on their sides and backs. Broken glass from display cases and vending machines scattered the floor. Sean reached down and picked up a candy bar and showed it to his father. Nelson gave him a thumbs up. Just as Sean pocketed it they heard a crash coming from the back of the Burger King kitchen.
 
“Stay here,” Mike said.
 
Mike climbed over the Burger King counter, landing quietly on the other side. He could feel his pulse beat faster. A dim light glowed under the crack of the door leading to the kitchen. He raised his weapon, his knuckles turning white against the black composite of his 9mm and burst through the swinging door.
 
 A group of people was huddled on the floor, all of them with their hands up in surrender. A family with two small children, a young woman, a middle aged man, and an overweight man dressed in a TSA uniform looked at him.
 
“Hey, man. We don’t want any trouble. Just take what you want and be on your way, okay?” the TSA agent said.
 
Mike kept his weapon aimed, but moved his finger from the trigger. He glanced around at the group. Each time he swept the pistol over them they crouched lower to the ground. Finally, Mike lowered his gun, clicked the safety back on, and tucked the pistol in the belt of his pants.
 
“I’m not here to hurt anyone,” Mike said.
 
“Mike?” Nelson called from the counter.
 
“We’re good, Nelson. C’mon back,” Mike answered.
 
The TSA man extended his hand.
 
“Clarence Furns,” he said.
 
The two men shook hands.
 
“That’s Tom Wrink, Fay Cam, Jung To, Jenna To, and their two little ones, Jung Jr. and Claire,” Clarence said.
 
Tom wore the remnants of what was left of his business suit. His beard crept down along his neck. When Mike went to shake his hand it was grimy with dirt, skin, and whatever he’d ate at his last meal.
 
Fay’s hair was pulled back into a ponytail. Her nails were long, the nail polish flaking off. Mike noticed the tattoos along her arm, exposed from her tank top.
 
Jung and Jenna stayed close to one another. They were both dressed in what looked like comfortable clothing for a long trip. Jung Jr. and Claire hid behind their parents’ legs, glancing up at Mike.  
 
Mike introduced Nelson and Sean.
 
“So, what’s for breakfast?” Nelson asked.
 
Clarence picked up the lantern and walked them back into the kitchen. The group had stacked the kitchen with boxes of food rations, vending machine boxes, and canned goods.
 
“You can take as much as you need and stay for as long as you’d like, but I don’t know how much longer we’re going to be able to last here,” Clarence said.
 
“What are you talking about? There’s enough food here to last you for the rest of the year,” Nelson said.
 
“When everything stopped working most of the airport was evacuated. They marched people to local hotels, into the city, wherever. There were quite a few that were just left here, and everything was fine for the first few days,” Clarence said.
 
“Then people from the city started showing up. I guess they thought they could escape on a plane or something. They came in droves and when they got here and found out that the airport was just as broken as the rest of the city, people started losing it,” Tom said.
 
“It started off with small stuff: where they slept, about personal space, where they could keep their stuff, stupid things. But then people started arguing over food and water. A few of the TSA and law enforcement officers that stuck around tried to keep things in order, but it didn’t take long for most of them to start causing trouble too,” Clarence explained.
 
“How’d you manage to get all of this stuff in here with all of the looting going on?” Mike asked.
 
“I grabbed as many things as I could when I started seeing everything fall apart, but then after the first person was killed it was a free-for-all. People just tore into each other. I grabbed these guys and locked us in the TSA security office. We were there for two days before I unlocked the door. When we came out most of the airport was abandoned. A few other people who had survived by hiding in other spots stayed, but most had left. We decided to gather everything we could find and put it in a central location. This was the spot we chose. It has a good vantage point from the front and if we need to get out quickly there are multiple exits,” Clarence said.
 
They did manage to find a large amount of supplies even after the looting. Nelson was right. They had enough food to last them for the rest of the year, and if Clarence were a TSA agent he’d have access to the security weapons at the airport.
 
“You said that you didn’t think you could stay here for long, but it sounds like most of the large groups have gone. If it’s just you guys why would you leave?” Mike asked.
 
“Gangs,” Fay said.
 
“Gangs?” Nelson asked.
 
“A guy came through a few days ago raving about motorcycle gangs coming down from Michigan and Ohio. Groups from small towns roving around like Vikings, pillaging what they want. He was a little off his rocker if you ask me though, so I don’t think he really knew what he was talking about,” Tom said.
 
“And I haven’t seen a single mechanical engine work in the past two weeks. Everything’s down,” Clarence said.
 
Mike thought about his 1975 Jeep. He could see his family piled in, supplies in the back, heading for the cabin. These people had no idea about the EMP blast and what it meant.
 



Day 6 (The Cabin)
 
Anne grabbed the side of the wall blindly trying to get her bearings. Her foot jammed into the corner of the chair sending it crashing to the basement floor.
 
“Shit,” she murmured to herself.
 
“Anne, you okay down there?” Ulysses yelled from upstairs.
 
“I’m fine.”
 
She finally found one of the gas lanterns she was looking for. She lit the wick and the lamp illuminated the rest of the basement.
 
Shelves of canned food lined one of the sidewalls. A gun safe stood anchored in one of the corners of the room filled with assault rifles, pistols, shotguns, and ammo for each of them. Crates filled with medicine, bandages, spare clothing, blankets, sleeping bags, camping gear, fishing rods and lures were stacked along the back wall. Anne grabbed one of the first aid kits out of one of the medical boxes and rushed back upstairs.
 
Kalen was still on the couch lying on her side. Her eyes stared blankly at the floor. Dried blood flaked on the edge of her lip.
 
Anne dropped to her knees in front of her daughter. She opened up the first aid box and pulled out some cotton balls and a bottle of hydrogen peroxide.
 
“This might sting a little, sweetheart,” Anne said.
 
She placed the cotton ball on the corner of her daughter’s mouth, but Kalen didn’t even flinch. Her eyes glazed over. Anne wiped Kalen’s mouth, the white cotton ball turning a light pink.
 
Anne ran another fresh cotton ball along the cuts and scratches on Kalen’s arms and neck. She kept watching her daughter’s face, but Kalen didn’t move, she didn’t flinch, she didn’t show any emotion.
 
Ray walked in and dropped a duffle bag to the floor. It hit the ground with a thud. Ulysses came in after him.
 
“Should be the last of it,” Ray said.
 
“Let’s take a walk around the perimeter and make sure everything’s intact,” Ulysses said.
 
Ray headed out the door first and Ulysses glanced back at his granddaughter sitting on the couch. He walked over to her and kissed the top of her head. He looked at Anne.
 
“I’ll be back in a second,” he said.
 
The sun was sinking in the sky. The light broke through the leaves of the surrounding forest in fragments.
 
The two men walked around checking the walls, windows, and then climbed up to examine the roof. A small well was out back and Ulysses pulled a bucket of spring water up and handed it to Ray.
 
“Take it to the basement. There’s a water testing kit down there. We’ll see what we’re dealing with,” Ulysses said.
 
Ray carried the bucket back to the cabin, the water sloshing back and forth, splashing over the sides.
 
Ulysses examined the rope and pulley for the well. He checked for any cracks or wear, and once satisfied, set the rope back down.
 
A small piece of land had been plowed behind the cabin to be used as a garden. Ulysses dug his hands into the dirt and rubbed it between his palms. The soil was warm from the sun.
 
You really did think of everything didn’t you?
 
When he walked back inside the cabin Kalen was gone from the couch. Anne was packing up the medical supplies, grabbing the pink stained cotton balls lying on the floor and placed the unused materials back in the first aid box.
 
“How’s she doing?” Ulysses asked.
 
“She’s still not saying anything,” Anne said.
 
Ulysses watched her lock the latches on the medical kit and then look up at him. The sweat from her forehead caused strands of her hair to stick to her face.
 
“Thank you,” Anne said.
 
“I shouldn’t have let them go off by themselves,” Ulysses said.
 
“It wasn’t your fault.”
 
Ray popped his head up from the basement door.
 
“Hey, guys, can I get a little help down here?” he asked.
 
Downstairs the glow from the lanterns lit up the bucket of water and workstation that Ray set up to test the water.
 
“I’m not sure I’m doing this right,” Ray said.
 
“Here,” Anne said taking the kit from him.
 
She grabbed the finger-length tubes and dipped them in the bucket. She filled five of them and dropped test strips into each one. She shook the tubes and let them sit.
 
“Each tube checks for something different?” Ray asked.
 
“Lead, pesticides, chlorine, nitrates, and pH levels,” Anne said pointing at each of the tubes. “Blue means they’re at a safe level, if they turn yellow, then they’re not.”
 
“How do you know how to do this?” Ray asked.
 
“Every time we came up to the cabin Mike would assign us different tasks. This was one of mine,” she said.
 
“If one of them does turn yellow can we fix it?” Ray asked.
 
“No,” Anne replied.
 
Anne looked at the pallets of bottled water by the food shelves. She counted them, doing the math in her head. If the well were tainted, then the four of them would only last a month before their water supply ran out.
 
When the test strips turned a light shade of blue they all let out a sigh of relief.
 
“Well, that’s one less thing we’ll have to worry about,” Ray said.



 
 
***
 
The sun was turning neon orange as it dipped into the horizon. Anne fired up the gas stove placing a few pots with water on them to a boil. Cans of green beans, corn, and chicken lined the counter.
 
Anne peeled the cans open and dumped them into the simmering water. She added a few spices to each, and let them heat up. Ray and Ulysses sat in the living room playing chess and Freddy had pulled out some of his toys he brought with him.
 
Anne walked down the hallway to Kalen’s door. It was closed. She stood in front of the door for a moment, wiping her hands on the front of her apron. Her stomach was in knots. She let a slow breath then knocked on the door.
 
“Kalen?” Anne asked.
 
No answer. Anne opened the door slowly. Kalen was on her bed, lying on top of the sheets, her back facing the door.
 
Anne shut the door behind her when she entered and softly sat herself down on the edge of Kalen’s bed. She stroked her daughter’s hair, letting the strands run through her fingertips.
 
“Honey, dinner will be ready soon.”
 
Kalen remained motionless. Anne brought her lips to Kalen’s ear.
 
“If you need anything, I’m here. Okay?”
 
Once dinner was ready, Freddy helped set the table and he, Anne, Ray, and Ulysses gathered around. Anne put together a separate plate and handed it to Freddy.
 
“Go take that to your sister,” she said.
 
Freddy grasped the plate with both hands and walked back down to his sister’s room. The door was cracked and he pushed it open with his shoulder.
 
“Kalen?” Freddy asked.
 
She was still curled up in a ball with her back to him. The curtains were drawn shut, blocking out what was left of the fading sunlight.
 
Freddy tiptoed into the room and placed the plate on the nightstand next to her, the steam rising from the piping hot plate.
 
“Mom made you some dinner,” he said.
 
Freddy stood there, his hands hanging awkwardly at his sides. He slowly walked up to the edge of her bed.
 
“I hope you feel better,” he said.
 
Once Freddy was gone Kalen turned around. She didn’t touch her food. She couldn’t remember a time in her life when she had felt worse.



 
 
***
 
The thunder crashed outside. The wind and rain battered the side of the cabin. Anne watched the rain smack against the window. The lighting flashed across the sky, reflecting in her eyes and illuminating the room.
 
She paced back and forth in the bedroom. She couldn’t sit still. Every time she settled into one place she became uncomfortable and had to move somewhere else. In between the cracks of thunder she would close her eyes and see the red flames engulfing her home. She saw the faces of her neighbors, their eyes wild and crazy with rage and fear. She felt the warmth of Mike’s lips on hers before she ran to the garage. Then she started to feel hot. She could feel the flames ripping through her as if she was there with Mike. She wrapped both of her arms around herself and fell onto the bed, the tears falling from her eyes.
 
Just when she felt exhausted the entire cabin rumbled and shook. She swung the bedroom door open and could hear the faint screams coming from the living room over the cracks of thunder and the howl of the wind. One of the ceiling beams fell and landed on the couch in the living room where Ray was sleeping.
 
Anne rushed over to him. Blood gushed all over the couch and floor. Ray’s shin was bent inward, snapped in half.
 
Ulysses came up from behind her and helped roll the log off Ray and it thudded on the floor. Blood poured from Ray’s leg onto the couch.
 
“Ulysses, help me take him down stairs,” Anne said.
 
Anne lifted Ray onto her shoulder supporting him. Ulysses came around and threw Ray’s other arm over his shoulder. The three of them hobbled over to the basement. On the way there Freddy poked his head out of his room.
 
“Stay in your room and keep the door shut,” Anne yelled.
 
Anne and Ulysses kept Ray steady bringing him down the steps of the basement. The lower half of his shin swung back and forth with each step, and with each swing Ray dug his hand harder into Anne’s shoulder.
 
Once they made it all the way down the steps Anne cleared a table and lit a few lanterns while Ulysses helped Ray lay down. Ray kept glancing down at his mangled leg. Anne pushed his head back flat on the table.
 
“Don’t look at it,” she said.
 
“What do you need?” Ulysses asked.
 
“Scissors,” Anne said.
 
Ray’s breathing accelerated. His body was shaking. The muscle in his jaw flexed from grinding his teeth together. 

“You got anything for the pain?” Ray asked.
 
“Are you allergic to anything?” Anne asked.
 
“No.”
 
Ulysses handed Anne a pair of scissors. She hurried over to one of the medicine shelves and she opened the box and pulled out a bottle of oxycodone. She tore a bottle of water out of the package holding it and fed Ray the pill. He choked a little bit, but managed to get it down.
 
Anne ran the scissors across Ray’s jeans and ripped them apart from his knee to his ankle, exposing the wound. Bits of bone poked out through the skin, which was a deep shade of black and blue.
 
“Ray, I’m going to have to push some of the bone back in and then try and set it. I don’t know if it’s a clean break or not, but the wound will get worse if I don’t try,” Anne said.
 
“Give me… More drugs,” Ray said.
 
“I can’t. You’ve lost a lot of blood and if you have too much oxy it could drop your blood pressure even further and put you in cardiac arrest. Ulysses, give him something to bite on.”
 
Ulysses took his belt off; folding it a few times, then slide it into Ray’s mouth. Ray’s hands gripped the side of the table until his knuckles turned white.
 
Anne’s finger hovered over the bone. She pressed down. Ray’s body seized in tension on the table, his whole body shaking as the bone slid deeper into his leg until it disappeared. When the pressure from Anne’s finger stopped, Ray went limp on the table, passed out.
 
The crack of the bone resetting into place triggered an unconscious spasm from Ray. Anne grabbed a splint from another first aid bag.
 
“Get those straps at the top, Ulysses,” Anne instructed tying the splint firmly to Ray’s leg.
 
Anne cleaned the wound, wiping the blood away and dumping hydrogen peroxide over the cuts. She applied fresh bandages and checked Ray’s pulse.
 
“We’ll have to watch him through the night, make sure there wasn’t any internal bleeding,” Anne said.
 
She placed the back of her hand to Ray’s forehead, checking his temperature. She took a rag and wiped the sweat from his face, padding him gently.
 
“If his temperature spikes within the next twenty-four hours it means he has an infection. We should keep him down here tonight and move him as little as possible,” Anne said.
 
Anne knew that Ray wouldn’t be able to walk without assistance for the rest of his life. She did what she could, but without professional medical help the bone wouldn’t set right. If Ray got an infection though it wouldn’t matter, they didn’t have any antibiotics in their medical stash to fight it.



 
 
***
 
When Ulysses walked around the cabin the next morning he could see the full devastation from the storm. Multiple trees had toppled over throughout the forest. The tree that landed on the roof of the cabin was a thick pine.
 
Ulysses spent most of the morning clearing out the smaller branches on the roof. He chopped them down and tossed them to the ground to be used as firewood for later. Trimming the tree would also make it easier to move. With one of the support beams from the roof already damaged he wasn’t sure how well the roof would hold, or if the tree would come crashing through at any moment.
 
The afternoon heat was getting worse. Ulysses’ shirt was drenched in sweat. He swung the axe high, digging deeper into the thick trunk of the pine. He felt the wood handle of the axe slide through his hands with each blow. The strain on his face, the tightening of his back, his muscles fatigued from the exertion and hot summer sun. Finally, the massive trunk snapped in half.
 
With half the tree now leaning at a more easily leveraged angle, Ulysses climbed up on the roof and crept around the area where the rest of the tree still remained. His knees cracked as he bent low trying to put his body behind the lift. He strained, pushing the log from the roof to the ground.
 
Just like the tree, Ulysses collapsed after the encounter. He lay on his back, sucking in air. His chest heaved up and down, the heat from the sun barreling down on him. He focused on slowing his breath to a steady rhythm and letting his heart rate come down.
 
Once Ulysses felt he had controlled his breathing, he pushed himself up and took a look where the tree had crashed into the roof.
 
It wasn’t as bad as he thought. Only one of the logs on the roof had been cracked from the weight of the pine and the only hole it created didn’t penetrate all the way through the roof.
 
Ulysses climbed down the ladder and headed to the front of the cabin to grab some water. When he entered Anne was coming up from the basement, her bloody hands holding dirty gauze.
 
“How’s he doing?” Ulysses asked.
 
Anne tossed the old bandages into the waste bucket. The dark bags under her eyes dragged her face down.
 
“He’s getting a little warm. I’ve been giving him Ibuprofen to help with the fever and I’ve been redoing the dressings on his wound, but it’s still too soon to tell. How’s the roof?”
 
“Not as bad as I thought.”
 
Ulysses walked into the kitchen with a slight limp. He tried to play it off, but Anne noticed.
 
“Did you hurt yourself?” Anne asked.
 
“I’m fine.”
 
“You’re not fine, here, sit down,” she said pulling a chair out for him.
 
Anne helped him into the chair and grabbed a bottle of water out of the cabinet. Ulysses gulped it down. She disappeared into the basement and came back holding two pills and extended her hand to him.
 
Ulysses popped the pills into his mouth and leaned back in the chair gingerly.
 
“Your back?” Anne asked.
 
“Just tired,” Ulysses said.
 
“Ulysses, now’s not the time to be a hero. I can’t have two seriously injured men to take care of. I need you to be careful.”
 
Ulysses twirled the gold band around his finger. He smiled to himself.
 
“You’re just like her you know.”
 
“Like who?”
 
“My late wife Margaret.”
 
The chair creaked as Ulysses leaned forward. He rubbed his fingers along the callouses covering his palms, the flesh still pink from the friction of the wooden handle on the axe.
 
“She was the strongest woman I ever met. I remember the first time I saw her. I had just started engineering school. The farm next to her family’s needed a new barn and called the construction company I worked for. We went on our first date that night. Sandwiches by the river.”
 
Ulysses could still smell the mud on the riverbank. He could feel his bare feet, squishing into the mud. His hand finding hers for the first time and remembering how warm her skin was. The moonlight danced off her hair and her green eyes glowed in darkness.
 
“I wish I could have met her,” Anne said.
 
“She would have liked you,” Ulysses answered.
 
Freddy came into the kitchen, yawning.
 
“Who would have liked you, Mom?” Freddy asked.
 
“Grandma,” Anne said lifting Freddy into her arms and kissing his temple.
 
“Do you think she would have liked me?” Freddy asked.
 
“She would have loved you,” Ulysses replied.
 
“Well, I would love some breakfast,” Freddy said.
 
Anne set him down and he rushed over to the table behind Ulysses.
 
“I think we all would. Ulysses?” Anne asked.
 
“I’d love some,” Ulysses replied.
 



Day 6 (Biker Gang)
 
The motorcycles flew down the highway, scattered randomly along the road. Jake road in front, leading his men to whatever town came next. They’d left Cleveland behind to rot. They’d been riding for forty miles before they came across Carrollton, a small town just west of Pennsylvania in the middle of nowhere.
 
Whatever cars the town had were parked right where they were when the EMP blast hit. Jake led the Diablos onto Carrollton’s Main Street, past some of their local stores, and the Sheriff’s office, to the motel. The bikers pulled into the motel’s parking lot side by side. The locals came out of their shops. The sight of working transportation caused a lot of jaws to drop.
 
Jake cut the engine off and set the kickstand out, leaning the bike to the side. His face was red from the wind and his hair was blown back. His dark sunglasses reflected the townspeople moving toward him.
 
“Afternoon, folks,” Hank Murth said.
 
Hank Murth was an elderly man. He had walked out of the grocery store that bore his name. He had his apron on and the pistol hanging at his hip seemed out of place. He extended his hand to Jake, who ignored it.
 
The crowd around them grew. None of Jake’s men moved until he did, so they followed his lead, just waiting. Questions flooded the air:
 
“How did you guys get the bikes to work?”
 
“Is the rest of the country in trouble?”
 
“Where did you come from?”
 
“Is help on the way?”
 
Most of the townspeople were older. Their worn faces pleading for answers, worried about what the future would hold for them. Jake looked around and noticed more people leaving their stores, coming out in the street to meet them, but the only person he kept his eyes on was the Sheriff strutting down the sidewalk.
 
Sheriff Barnes was a good’ol boy if Jake ever saw one, all the way from his cowboy hat to his boots, and that polished badge shining in the sun. Two deputies dressed in similar fashion followed closely behind him.
 
“Well, I never thought I’d see the day where I’d be happy to have a group of bikers roll through my town,” Barnes said.
 
Jake looked the officers up and down. Their bellies protruded over their waists, their gun holster straps still covering their pistols, slowing them down if they had to draw. They were kind. They were weak.
 
“How many people do you have in town, Sheriff?” Jake asked.
 
“Oh, I’d say there’s probably fifty of us here right now, more if you count some of the surrounding farms.”
 
“You and your deputies have any trouble lately? Any shortages of anything?”
 
“Well, no, so far we’ve been okay.”
 
Jake pulled the knife from his side and jammed it into the Sheriff’s throat. The blood spurt over Jake’s arm as he dug the blade deeper. Jake pulled the blade out and the Sheriff dropped to the ground. The Sheriff’s blood drenched his shirt and dimmed the shine on his badge.
 
Before the deputies could react Frankie blasted them through the eyes with his pistol. Hank reached for his gun, but Jake drew his own pistol and shot Hank through the gut.
 
Hank barreled over to the ground and the rest of the crowd scattered. They ran for their stores, their homes, whatever cover they could find.
 
With the town’s law at Jake’s feet, and their blood pooling on the street, Jake turned to his men, specks of the Sheriff’s blood still fresh on his face.
 
“We take what we want, boys. This town is ours,” Jake said.
 
The Diablos cheered and made their way down Main Street. Jake had his men hit the hunting store first. They smashed the windows, broke the glass cases housing the weapons, and horded all the ammo they could find.
 
They all spread out, hunting down the townspeople like dogs. A few fought back, but there weren’t enough that did to cause any trouble. Jake and his club were twenty strong. They were hungry, vicious, and had nothing to lose.
 
Gunshots and screams filled the town’s streets. Jake could see people running down the highway. He gathered six of his men around him.
 
“You three take the north end and you three take the south. Anyone that tries to run for it you gun down, understand?” Jake asked.
 
They nodded and took off toward the ends of town. Jake flagged down Frankie.
 
“Clear out the motel,” Jake said.
 
Frankie ran through the small motel, smashing down doors. He cleared the first floor and made his way up to the second. Each room he checked was empty. He blasted the locks of the doors until he came across a family huddled in the corner of their room: a husband, wife, and three daughters.
 
The husband tried to keep his family behind him, shielding them from harm. They were all shaking. The husband was the first to stand and speak.
 
“P-please. We don’t w-want any trouble,” he said.
 
The smoke from Frankie’s gun barrel rose in the air next to him. He holstered his pistol, smiling. His left hand went for the blade on his side. He ran his fingers across the flat end of the steel right up to the tip.
 
The husband stepped forward, his hands trying to form fists. Frankie toyed with him, jerking forward to scare the man, keeping him on his toes. Each time Frankie moved, the wife and daughters behind him let out a yelp and with each yelp Frankie let out a throaty laugh.
 
When the husband finally made a move for the blade Frankie knocked his hand out of the way and thrust the five inches of steel into the husband’s stomach.
 
Frankie twisted and turned the knife in the husband’s gut. The husband’s hands groped Frankie, grasping onto him and trying to hold on to the last moments of life he had left.
 
Blood dribbled down the husband’s chin and then he collapsed on the carpet, coughing up blood, clutching the knife wound and trying to staunch the bleeding with his hands.
 
The wife crawled to him with tears running down her face. She held his face in her hands. His eyes stared blankly up at her. His lungs gasped for breath until finally the gasps stopped, his body lying motionless before her.
 
Drops of blood from Frankie’s knife dripped on the carpet next to him. He wiped the blood from the blade onto the bed sheets, smearing red stains at the foot of the bed.
 
“Well, aren’t you a pretty bunch,” Frankie said.
 
Frankie’s ragged black hair hung in mangled strands across his face. The sweat from a week’s worth without showering had let the grime on his skin build up and a strong odor surrounded his body. He pointed at the oldest daughter, Mary, who was no older than sixteen.
 
“You. Come here,” he said.
 
“No!” the mother cried, rushing back to her daughters.
 
Frankie moved slowly toward them. The daughters retreated further into the corner of the room by the sink and bathroom. All three daughters were crying, their mother spreading her arms wide, offering her body as the only protection she had to give.
 
“Come here,” Frankie repeated.
 
Frankie tossed the mother aside and seized Mary’s arm. The girl flailed as he threw her onto the bed covered with the bloodstains of her father.
 
“Wait!” the mother screamed.
 
Frankie pointed the pistol at the youngest daughter, Erin, and the mother stopped.
 
“Wait,” she said calmly. “Take me.”
 
She slowly unbuttoned her blouse, her fingers trembling and fumbling with each button. She walked slowly to him, taking her shirt off.
 
“Take me,” she repeated.
 
Frankie looked her up and down. The gun still pointed at Erin, while Mary lay on her back, frozen in fear on the bed.
 
“Just let them go,” the mother said.
 
She was standing directly in front of him now. Frankie ran the tip of his blade gently across the mother’s exposed flesh.
 
“Take off your pants,” Frankie ordered.
 
She undid the clip on her skirt and let it slide down her legs onto the ground. She kicked the skirt off of her bare feet. Small spasms shook her body as she stood there awkwardly in front of him.
 
Frankie grabbed her by the hair and threw her on the bed next to her daughter. The mother tried to push Mary off the bed, but Frankie pointed the pistol at her.
 
“No. She watches,” Frankie said smiling.
 
Frankie’s jeans dropped to the floor and he climbed on top of the mother. She turned her head to her daughters, their faces red and wet with tears. Her face was calm. She slowly mouthed, “Close your eyes.”
 
The mattress rocked back and forth. Frankie’s grunts were loud and sharp. He kept his head down, his face buried into the mother’s neck, forcing his body onto hers.
 
The door to the motel room still hung open. Outside the sounds of gunfire and screams echoed in the distance.
 
The mom saw the open door and used her free hand to grab Mary’s arm. Mary opened her eyes, focusing only on her mother’s face. The mother made a quick nod toward the door and pointed to her other daughters crouching on the floor.
 
Mary nodded and gently crawled off the bed. She rushed over to Erin, and her middle sister Nancy, and grabbed the two of them.
 
The mother wrapped her arms around Frankie’s back, her lower lip quivering as she coaxed him on.
 
“Yes,” she whispered
 
“You like that, bitch?”
 
Frankie thrust his body harder into her and the mother cried in pain as she watched her daughters slip out the door.
 
The three girls ran down the concrete sidewalk outside the rooms, ducking below the windows when they saw the doors open and the sounds of other bikers inside.
 
Mary led the pack, checking each open door they passed, making sure it was safe. The only one that kept glancing back to where they’d left their mother was Erin.
 
All of them were barefoot and once they made it to the parking lot Mary picked up Erin and they sprinted across the cracked pavement, avoiding the line of bikes parked near the front.
 
They made it onto Main Street and ran inside the first store they came across. The windows were smashed to Murth’s Grocery and inside a body lay across the tile, a trail of blood following it from the street.
 
Hank Murth was on his back, gasping for breath when the three girls came in. The bell at the top of the glass door jingled when they entered. The girls gasped at the sight of the body.
 
“Mary, what are we going to do? What about Mom?” Nancy said.
 
Mary whipped around, her face angry, and grabbed Nancy by the shoulders and shook her violently.
 
“Will you shut up?” Mary screamed.
 
Nancy broke down. She collapsed to the floor, weeping.
 
“I’m sorry, Nancy. I just…” Mary said.
 
The crack in Mary’s voice brought on sobs of her own. She had no idea where she was going, what she needed to do to protect her sisters, or how to help her mother. She closed her eyes, trying to get the picture of her mother lying on the bed out of her mind.
 
“In the back,” Hank said.
 
Hank was lifting a bloody, shaking hand, pointing behind him. His breaths were short, and sporadic. His lungs wheezed with effort, trying to stay alive.
 
“There’s a… room… in the back… stay there,” Hank said.
 
The back of the store was dimly lit.
 
“It’s… Safe,” Hank said.
 
Mary was out of options. She grabbed her sisters and headed to the back of the store. A small sliver of light came from under the crack of a door. Mary turned the doorknob and pushed it open.
 
It must have been a room where the old man was living. There was a small cot on the far side of the room when they entered. A desk with a kerosene lamp on it, mirror, sink, and closet door filled the rest of the tiny space.
 
Mary locked the door behind her. Nancy picked Erin up and put her on the bed, while Mary paced back and forth.

“What do we do now?” Nancy asked.
 
“I don’t know,” Mary said.
 
“When do we get to see Mom and Dad again?” Erin asked.
 
Mary froze in the middle of the room. Nancy looked back at Erin, whose legs swung on the edge of the bed.
 
Erin’s eyes had the uncertainty and naivetés only a four year old could have.
 
“Erin, did you see what happened?” Mary asked.
 
“I saw Daddy fall down and hold his stomach like he had a tummy ache, and then I saw Mom change her clothes when that man was talking to you,” Erin said.
 
“Daddy did fall down, but it wasn’t because he had a tummy ache. Erin, you won’t see Daddy again.”
 
“Why?”
 
“Dad’s… dead. Do you know what that means?”
 
“ Yes. Kimmy Sears in my class said her dad died of cancer and that she only gets to go and visit his grave. Is that what we have to do now?”
 
Nancy started crying. She buried her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking violently from her sobs.
 
Mary pulled Nancy to her. She wrapped her arms around her sister, holding her and stroking her hair.
 
“Yes, that’s what we have to do now,” Mary said.
 
The crash of glass hitting the floor spun all of them around to the door of the room. Mary dimmed the lamp.
 
“Shh,” Mary said.
 
Mary unlocked the door and cracked it open, trying to see what happened.
 
Two bikers entered, crunching pieces of glass under their boots.  
 
“Well, look here, Pete. This old bastard’s still alive,” Don said.
 
“Resilient bag of bones isn’t he?” Pete asked.
 
“Please…” Hank said.
 
One of the bikers pulled his pistol out. The hammer cocked back and he pointed it right at the old man’s face. Mary covered her mouth, her eyes watering. The biker squeezed the trigger and the gunshot blasted through Hank’s head. His body went limp. Mary gasped.
 
“Hey, did you hear that?” Pete asked.
 
“Hear what?”
 
“It came from the back.”
 
Mary’s heart beat faster. She retreated back into the room and told Erin and Nancy to hide under the cot. Mary ran to the closet and crammed herself inside. The closet was too small for her to close all of the way, so she had to leave a sliver of it open.
 
“It was in here,” Pete said.
 
The door creaked open. Through the crack she could see the barrel of their guns poking around the room.
 
“I didn’t hear anything, Pete,” Don said.
 
Pete let out a whistle.
 
“The old man didn’t have much, did he? Look at this shit hole,” Pete said.
 
Each step of their boots around the tiny room caused Mary to shudder. She breathed as softly as she could, scared to even move. She clutched the clothes hanging around her with both hands, making sure they stayed motionless.
 
She could only make out parts of their faces. One of the bikers turned and she noticed a flaming devil on the back of his jacket. The devil had his head thrown back, laughing.
 
“C’mon, Pete, let’s get out of here. The way this place looks it was probably rats,” Don said.
 
“All right.”
 
Mary watched both of them leave through the cracked door of the closet. Once she couldn’t hear the sound of their boots anymore she exhaled. Nancy and Erin crawled out from under the bed.
 
“C’mon, we need to get out of here,” Mary said.
 
They rushed out the back door of the grocery. They spilled out onto a small sidewalk next to a massive field of tall grass, five feet high. Mary led them behind the Main Street buildings, sprinting toward the end. Once they reached the edge of the buildings, Mary slowed down.
 
She peered her head around the brick wall and saw bikers smashing the storefront windows, carrying people to the middle of the street and executing them on their knees. Then two bikers spotted her.
 
“Hey!”
 
Mary grabbed Nancy and Erin’s hand. She pulled them along, searching for a place to hide behind the stores. She jiggled the handle of each door she passed. They were all locked.
 
The shouts from the bikers were getting closer. She didn’t know where to go. She didn’t know where to hide. She took her sisters and ran into the tall grass as far as she could and then dropped to the ground, pulling both of her sisters with her.
 
The grass was thick. Mary couldn’t see anything around her or between the tall brown and green blades. She kept her hand over Erin’s mouth to silence her sobs.
 
“Do you see them?”
 
“They’re not in the buildings.”

“Where’d they run off to?”

“Check the grass.”
 
Mary brought her finger to her lips. She hushed them both quietly. All three of their bodies were shaking. Mary covered her own mouth with her hand; afraid she might give away their spot. The voices of the bikers taunted them.
 
“Come out come out wherever you are.”
 
“We’re not going to hurt you.”
 
“Yeah, why don’t you come out to play?”
 
Mary could hear the movement of grass being swept aside and the steps of their boots on the blades, rocks, and dirt. All of a sudden she could see the grass move and then…
 
“Hey!” a distant voice shouted.
 
“What?”
 
The biker’s foot was only twelve inches away from Mary’s face. She looked up, but couldn’t see the man’s face through the blades of grass.
 
“Jake wants everybody back now. Quit jackin off over there and head to the motel.”
 
“All right.”
 
The grass shifted, but stopped as the sound of the biker’s steps faded away from her. Mary kept her hand over her and Erin’s mouth for a few more minutes until she was sure she they were gone.
 
Mary rolled onto her back. The grass scratched against her exposed arms and legs. Erin crawled up next to her and Nancy’s breathing was quick as she hyperventilated.
 
“Mary,” she said.
 
“Yeah.”
 
“What do we do now? Where do we go?”
 
Erin rested her head on Mary’s chest. Mary had her eyes closed and could feel the warm sun shining down on her. Her body felt tired, expended.
 
“Let’s just lie here a few more minutes,” Mary said.
 
 



Day 9 (Mike’s Journey)
 
The airport terminal was stuffy, and the springs in Mike’s cot squeaked when he rolled over. It smelled like a musty towel, but it beat lying on the ground. He pushed himself off the cot and rested his boots on the floor. He’d slept with his shoes on ever since the fire at his house.
 
Nelson and Sean were still sleeping on their cots and the To family, Fay, and Tom were sound asleep as well.
 
Mike lighted a candle and weaved around the cots toward the kitchen door. He pulled his pocket watch out, running his fingers along the smooth surface before he opened it, checking the time. 7a.m. The watch snapped shut and he quietly pushed the door open and headed toward the front to meet Clarence.
 
Clarence sat crouched behind one of the check-in counters. He leaned up against the wall with a rifle over his lap. Whoever was on watch could see the entire front of the airport and could stay well hidden from the vantage point he had chosen.
 
“How was your shift?” Mike asked.
 
“Quiet. One guy walked by, but never came in.”
 
“What would you have done if he had?”
 
“I… I don’t know.”
 
Mike could see the struggle on his face. It was something Mike had experienced himself, back in his neighborhood. He tried helping. He tried giving advice, but it fell against deaf ears. When the people around you begging for help resort to strangling you, it’s time to fight back. Mike hoped that it wouldn’t come to that for Clarence.
 
“The longer this goes on the more desperate people will become,” Mike said.
 
“I know.”
 
Mike watched Clarence fumble the rifle awkwardly in his hands.
 
“You know I’ve never even fired one of these things before,” Clarence said.

“You haven’t?”
 
“Firearm training isn’t a part of the TSA program.”
 
Mike grabbed the rifle. He flipped it on its side exposing the safety lever and making sure it was clicked on and pointed away from them.
 
“Rule number one when handling guns. Never point it at another person unless you’re ready to pull the trigger.”
 
Mike brought the rifle up to his shoulder and peered through the sights, scanning the front of the building.
 
“When you aim you always want to bring the gun to your eyes, not the other way around. When you’re handling a rifle or shotgun keep the butt of the gun firmly tucked against your shoulder. It’ll help with the recoil when you fire. When it’s time to shoot, you want to squeeze the trigger. Don’t pull it,” Mike said.
 
Mike handed the gun back to Clarence. Mike watched him keep the end of the barrel away from the two of them and he brought the rifle up to his shoulder.
 
“And know where the safety is. You don’t want to be in a situation where you forget it’s on and when you go to squeeze the trigger nothing happens,” Mike said.
 
Clarence’s thumb found the lever on the side of the rifle and flicked the safety off. He put his finger on the trigger.
 
“Wait,” Mike said.
 
Clarence lowered the rifle, taking his hand off the trigger.
 
“Rule number two: never put your finger on the trigger unless you’re ready to fire. Just keep your finger extended beyond the trigger until you’re ready to shoot,” Mike said.
 
“Right,” Clarence said.
 
Mike grabbed the rifle out of Clarence’s hand and clicked the safety back on. He threw the rifle strap over his shoulder and clapped Clarence on the back.
 
“We’ll take it out back for target practice after breakfast,” Mike said.
 
“You’ve taught people to shoot before?”
 
Mike paused, trying to overcome the lump forming in his throat.
 
“Yes.”



 
 
***
 
Tom and Fay gathered the empty wrappers and cans from breakfast and threw them in the garbage, which was overflowing.
 
“It’s your turn to take it out,” Tom said.
 
“Fine,” Fay replied.
 
Fay tied the open ends of the trash bag together and lifted it out of the can. The bag caught on a crack in the can and split open, dumping trash all over the floor.
 
“Goddamnit,” Fay yelled.
 
Tom laughed. Walking back through the kitchen, his laughter echoing through the food court.
 
Fay threw up a middle finger. She picked up the pieces of trash and dumped them back into the can. Once the mess was cleaned up she dragged the can to the front of the airport.
 
The can slid across the pavement until she reached the dumpster on the side of the building. She placed the can right next to it, and just then heard a gunshot go off. She immediately ducked for cover.
 
“Shit,” she murmured.
 
She glanced around looking for the source of the shot, keeping her head covered. She squinted further down the tarmac and saw Clarence, rifle in hand with Mike behind him, aiming at something in the distance.
 
Fay covered her ears as the gunshots continued to ring out. She walked to them and could see that both Mike and Clarence had ear protection on. She screamed their names and when that didn’t work she threw an empty soup can at them. She hit Mike square in the back.
 
Mike took the earpieces off. Clarence clicked the safety on and leaned the rifle up against his shoulder.
 
“What the hell are you two doing?” Fay asked.
 
“Mike’s teaching me how to shoot,” Clarence said.
 
“He’s pretty good,” Mike said.
 
“Well, it took me a couple tries, but I finally got one.”
 
Fay walked up to them and saw a row of soup cans set up thirty yards away on top of a luggage carrier.
 
“You really think this is a good idea? I thought we weren’t supposed to bring attention to ourselves,” Fay said.
 
“Most people run away from gunshots, not toward them,” Mike said.
 
Fay grabbed the earpiece off Clarence’s head.
 
“Where’d you get these?” Fay asked.
 
“Found them in the ground control locker rooms,” Clarence said.
 
“Can I try?” Fay asked.
 
“Sure,” Mike said.
 
Fay put the earpieces on and Mike grabbed the rifle from Clarence. He showed her how to hold it and gave her the same advice he’d given to Clarence.
 
Fay brought the rifle up to her eyes. She kept the stock snug against her shoulder. Her finger hovered until she finally rested it gently over the trigger. The sights along the end of the rifle shook slightly as she tried to balance the gun. Once the gun felt steady she lined up her shot, squeezed the trigger, and the can went flying.
 
“Shit,” Clarence said.
 
“Nice shot. You’re a natural,” Mike said.
 
“What?” Fay screamed.
 
Mike patted her on the shoulder and gave her a thumb up. She smiled and then noticed the crowd behind her. Everyone had gathered outside. They were all looking at her and cheering. Fay’s smile slowly faded. She handed the rifle back to Mike and took her ear protection off.
 
“Where are you going’?” Clarence asked.
 
Fay ignored him. She ran between Jung and Jenna and headed for the side door, which led her to the food court. Once she was inside she sat on her cot, her shoulder feeling the strain from the recoil of the rifle.
 
Clarence walked in behind her, panting from the short jog he made running after her.
 
“What was that about?” he asked.
 
“Do we have any more Ibuprofen?” Fay asked.
 
“I think so, but, Fay, why’d you leave like that?”
 
“Where is it? I don’t want my shoulder to be too sore.”
 
“Fay.”
 
“What?”
 
Fay’s voice was harsh, accusing. She saw the open look of apology across Clarence’s face. He held his hands out and sat down on the cot next to her.
 
“What’s going on?”
 
“I’m fine.”
 
“You’re not fine.”
 
“It was a lucky shot. That’s all.”

“That’s why you ran? Because you hit the can?”
 
“No.”
 
“Then why’d you take off like that?”
 
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
“Fay…”
 
“I don’t want to talk about it!”
 
Fay bolted from the cot, leaving Clarence by himself. She ran through the food court and past the check-in desks by the front entrance of the airport, her feet carrying her to the other side of the airport. She ran around security ropes and jumped over fallen displays until there wasn’t anywhere left to run. She leaned her hands up against the wall, her chest heaving, trying to catch her breath.
 
She spun around and slammed her back against the wall and slid down. She wiped the sweat from her forehead and rested her head against her knees.



 
 
***
 
Mike dropped small amounts of oil along the tip of the barrel then wiped it down with a rag. Nelson watched Mike’s movements. They were precise, rhythmic.
 
“What do we do now?” Nelson asked.
 
“We leave tomorrow. I can’t afford to stay here another day,” Mike said.
 
“But what about these people?”
 
“Nelson, the cabin was built for me and my family. It can hold five people at the most. Bringing you and Sean along with me is already pushing it. I can’t show up with another seven people.”
 
“These people helped us. They fed us. Took us in.”
 
“These people stayed here and hoarded as much food as they could.”

“But they said they’re leaving soon too. Why don’t we ask where they’re going? Maybe it’s better than the cabin?”
 
“My family isn’t wherever it is they’re going. My family is at the cabin. If you want to go with them you’re more than welcome, but tomorrow morning I’m leaving with or without you and Sean. End of discussion.”
 
Mike finished wiping down the rifle and slung it over his shoulder. He walked back into the food court through the side door. Jung and Jenna To were watching their two children play when he walked in. Jung saw him and made a beeline for him.
 
“Mike,” he said.
 
“I’m busy,” Mike said, grabbing one of the lanterns from the Burger King counter.
 
“Please, wait.”
 
Jung put his hand on Mike’s chest stopping him and blocking his path.
 
“Let my family come with you,” Jung said.
 
“Jung, I don’t have anywhere for your family to go.”
 
“The cabin, right? You’re going to the cabin?”
 
Nelson.
 
“Look, Jung, whatever it is you think I can help you with I can’t. I’m sorry, but I can’t,” Mike said and then moved to the side and ran past him.
 
Jung caught up with him as Mike headed back to the weapons depot where Clarence had shown him the rifles.
 
“We were heading back home to China when everything stopped working.”
 
“Isn’t your wife American? Doesn’t she have family here?”
 
“She does, but they’re in Florida. We were here on vacation.”
 
“You wanted to go vacation in Pittsburgh?”
 
“New York. We were here as part of a layover.”
 
The deeper they went into the airport the darker it became. Mike flicked on the lantern. The flame ignited casting an orange glow around the two of them and lighting their path.
 
Clarence and the rest of the group hadn’t ventured into the dark portions of the airport because of the bodies. When they came out of the TSA security room after the rioting started they searched for supplies, and the only thing they found deep within the terminals were corpses.
 
You could barely see them in the darkness, but the smell was overpowering. The rotting flesh baking for the past week in the unventilated, un-air conditioned depths of the airport sent a fowl stench in the air. The sour, bitter musk hit you like a brick wall.
 
By the time Mike and Jung reached the weapons holding both of them were gagging, covering their noses and mouth with their shirts, but it did no good.
 
The inside of the weapons holding was practically barren when they checked it earlier. Most of the weapons had been picked over, but a few rifles, a stack of boxes with ammunition, and a cleaning kit still remained.
 
“Grab those rifles over there,” Mike said.
 
“Mike, please. My family can’t stay here. If there was help coming it would have been here by now. If we can’t get somewhere safe we’ll end up like those people out there.”
 
The lantern swung in Mike’s grip. The light danced across Jung’s face, which was filled with desperation, a look he’d seen too often over the past week.
 
“You pull your weight, each of you. Everyone has a job. No one gets special treatment. Understand?”
 
Jung nodded.
 
“Good. Now, grab the rifles.



 
 
***
 
The To family, Nelson, Sean, Tom, Clarence, and Mike sat around one of the tables in the food court. The sun had gone down and they were swallowing down cans of ham and black beans. Fay was on watch.
 
Mike chose to tell the rest of the group about the cabin. They all jumped at the chance. Mike instructed each of them to pack enough food and supplies for a two-day walk. Everyone dumped any luggage they had and immediately started packing.
 
“After we leave in the morning it’ll be important for us not to stop. I want to make sure we get there as quickly and safely as possible,” Mike said.
 
“Will it really take two days?” Tom asked.
 
“Yes, and it could take more if anything slows us down,” Mike answered.
 
“What’s it like out there now?” Jenna asked.
 
“The road? Dangerous,” Mike answered.
 
“Do you think we’ll get mugged like you and Nelson?” Clarence asked.
 
“Not if we stay smart,” Mike answered.
 
“Guys, we’ll be fine. Mike knows what he’s doing. Trust me,” Nelson said.
 
Trust him. Mike looked at the faces staring at him and a pang of guilt shot through him. The last time he helped people they turned against him and separated him from his family. He wasn’t going to let a gang of bandits stand between him and his family ever again. If it came down to it he would sacrifice the lot of them to reach his family.
 
After dinner, it was time for Mike to relieve Fay of her watch. She was posted in the corner where she was supposed to be, vigilantly staring into the night.
 
“Grab some dinner,” Mike said.
 
“Thanks.”
 
Fay put her hand out and Mike helped her up. She handed him the rifle, but before she turned to go he stopped her.
 
“You sure you never used a rifle before?” Mike asked.
 
“No. That was my first time.”
 
“Well, it was quite a shot.”
 
“Thanks. And thanks for saving us.”
 
“I haven’t saved anyone.”
 
“Well, you’re doing more than most would… More than I would.”
 
The last words were said to herself, and Mike could see from her reaction they weren’t meant to be said aloud.
 
“Do you know why I took off today after I hit the can?” Fay asked.
 
“No.”
 
“It was because I saw the look on everyone’s faces. They saw that I could do something that they couldn’t. They saw that I could be someone to protect them. They thought I was someone who could keep them safe.”
 
“Why did that make you run?”
 
“Because if I didn’t keep them safe, and I knew how to do it, then I failed. So, that’s why you’ve already saved us. You’re not afraid.”
 
Mike sat down as Fay turned to leave. He stared out into the night. The moon was full, so he could see clearly. He thought about what Fay had said. She was wrong. He was afraid, but it wasn’t the type of fear that comes with indifference, it was the fear that comes with action. He knew what he was capable of. He remembered how easily he had pulled the trigger on the neighbors attacking his house. He could see the blood spilling onto the grass of his lawn, turning everything crimson.
 
He cradled the rifle in his lap and rested his head back against the wall. He pushed the rest out of his mind with one single thought: get to my family.
 



Day 9 (The Cabin)
 
“Dammit, Ulysses, will you let me finish what I’m saying!” Ray screamed.
 
Ray propped himself up on his elbows from the couch. Sweat beaded on his forehead. Anne tried to ease him back down onto the couch, but he pushed her away.
 
“You have no idea what’s in that town. It could be overrun,” Ray said.
 
Ulysses put in a few bottles of water and a day’s ration worth of food into the satchel. He pulled the strap of the bag over his head and let it fall across his chest. A holster rested on the counter, the pistol’s grip sticking out. He slung it around his waist and clipped the belt together.
 
“Maybe I don’t know what’s in town, but I do know what’ll happen if your fever keeps going the way it has,” Ulysses said.
 
Ray’s arms were shaking from the exertion of keeping himself upright. His elbow gave way and he collapsed back on the couch. The room felt like it was spinning. His head swayed back and forth. He tried to collect his thoughts. Before he could come up with a rebuttal he felt a hand on his chest and Ulysses’ face came in and out of focus.
 
“I’m going, Raymond,” Ulysses said.
 
“Remember what I told you,” Anne said.
 
“I’ll be fine.”
 
Ulysses walked out of the door and down the dirt path that winded up to the cabin. The town was only a mile and a half away.
 
The morning sun wasn’t yet hot and the trees around him provided nice shade. His boots crunched the twigs and leaves on the ground. Along the way he saw a deer and a few turkeys. Good hunting.
 
Once Ulysses made it out of the tree line and back onto the highway, he headed west to the town of Carrollton. He could see the small outline of the buildings on Main Street in the distance. The tall fields of grass surrounding the town stretched out to the forest tree lines surrounding it.  
 
The road was completely clear with the exception of a tractor that had shut down in the middle of the road, blocking both lanes. Ulysses glanced up into the cab window. He climbed up and opened the door taking a look inside. Except for a pair of gloves on the seat, it was empty.
 
From his elevated position, he was able to see into the distance. He looked for signs of any farms in the distance, but was disappointed when he could find nothing. He jumped back down from the tractor and continued his journey into town.
 
The buildings grew larger the closer he came. The sun had crept higher into the sky, and the heat was bearing down on him now. The cool of the morning was disappearing. He reached into his pack and pulled out one of the bottles of water he packed. He took a sip. The town was only another one hundred yards away.
 
Ulysses squinted his eyes at lumps scattered on Main Street. At first he couldn’t tell what they were, then he glanced up into the sky and saw the buzzards circling. His pace slowed. He glanced around the buildings looking for signs of any people. He edged along the side of the road, moving along in the tall grass for cover.
 
The only part of him exposed was the top of his head. His eyes scanned above the grass looking for anyone that might have seen him coming. He approached the stores on the right side of Main Street and waited on the edge where the tall grass ended and the clearing began.
 
There was no movement in the town, so Ulysses kept low and ran up to the side of the first store. He followed the edge of the building’s wall to the main road.
 
The buzzards overhead squawked, still circling the rotting flesh down below. Ulysses turned his focus to the storefronts. Most of their windows had been smashed in. None of those close by was a pharmacy.
 
Ulysses adjusted the strap along his chest and mapped out a route in his mind. There were enough cars for him to hide behind, so he’d have to pass each store carefully, checking to see if there was anyone inside.
 
He sprinted to the other side of the street and knelt down by a car. He put his hands on the hood, but then removed them quickly. The metal on the car was scorching.
 
Ulysses crept along the storefronts, checking inside each window before he passed. Each one he looked into was ransacked. He kept his eyes peeled for a pharmacy and then, halfway down Main Street he finally saw it.
 
The pharmacy windows were smashed, but its green painted letters glistened in the sun. Ulysses kept his hand close to the holster on his hip as he moved toward the pharmacy.
 
As he approached the motel he could hear voices in the distance. He couldn’t make out what they were saying, but the murmuring grew louder. Ulysses stopped at the corner of the building right before the motel. Two bikers came into the parking lot.
 
“The dumb bitch is still here. I’m surprised she hasn’t taken off yet.”
 
“How the hell is she supposed to escape when she’s got another guy on her every twenty minutes?”
 
“You try her out?”
 
“Yeah, I’ve had better, but it wasn’t bad.”
 
The sound of their boots and voices started to fade. Ulysses grabbed the pistol from his holster. He clicked the safety off and glanced around the corner. He saw the backside of the two men he had overheard heading to the far end of the motel and then they disappeared through one of the doors.
 
Ulysses waited to see if someone else would come outside, but no one did. A car sat out front of the motel in the street, riddled with bullets. He made a dash for it, crouching behind the engine. His fingers gripped the gunshot holes in the passenger door.
 
Another car sat parked in front of the pharmacy. He glanced back through the window of the car, checking to see if anyone was watching. When he took off running his knees popped and when he reached the curb of the sidewalk he tripped. The pistol flew from his hand and skidded across the sidewalk.
 
He pushed himself off the pavement, wincing. He grabbed the pistol and leaned back against a building wall. He looked to see if anyone saw him. Nothing. He panted heavily trying to catch his breath. He looked down at his knee and his torn jeans. The skin peeled off revealing a bloody spot. He reached out to touch it, then recoiled.
 
“Dammit.”
 
He grabbed the side of the car for support and pushed himself up on his good leg. He limped over to the pharmacy door. The frame was busted and it swung open crooked when he pushed it. Glass crunched under his boots. He kept the pistol up, scanning the abandoned store.
 
Most of the shelves were smashed. The tip of his boot kicked an empty prescription bottle and it rolled across the floor. He grabbed the bag and pulled out the piece of paper with the name of the antibiotics that Anne told him to find.
 
His fingers fumbled through the bottles of pills. They rattled as he spun them around, holding each of them to the light from the window checking the labels. He scanned the first wall, found nothing, then moved on to the next.
 
He went through all of the shelves, scraping his hands reaching through the broken glass cabinets that had been locked. Finally, Ulysses brought one of the bottles to the window, checked the label, and gave a sigh.
 
Ulysses tossed the bottle into his bag and made a step toward the exit when he saw three bikers head out of their room in the motel and walk across the parking lot. Ulysses slid behind the wall next to the door. He inched to the edge of the broken window and peered out through the jagged edges of glass.
 
“Hold on, Frankie, I’m gonna go grab some more of that shit out of the pharmacy. I’ll meet you guys over there.”
 
“All right, Garrett.”
 
Two of them drifted off further down the road and Garret made a beeline for the pharmacy. Ulysses tried to move, but he his leg didn’t respond fast enough to hide. When Garrett walked through the door Ulysses hit him in the back of the head with his pistol.
 
Garret stumbled into the counter and pulled out his piece. Ulysses squeezed his trigger and shot Garrett in the leg and stomach. He squeezed the trigger again sending a bullet through Garret’s chest, dropping him to the floor.
 
Ulysses could hear the shouts and the sound of boots coming in his direction. He hobbled around Garrett’s body and made his way to the back of the store. Each step sent a knife digging into his knee and then ran all the way up to his hip. He pushed himself as fast as he could go. He swung the back door open and stepped outside, the sun shining bright in the blue sky. He glanced around for any place he could hide. He looked to his left. Nothing. He looked right. Nothing. The tall grass in front of him was the only place that offered any cover.
 
Ulysses limped through the grass for twenty feet, then dropped to the ground. He crawled, spreading the grass apart, trying to see in front of him when he found himself looking into the eyes of a young girl, frozen in shock, lying hidden in the grass.
 
“Spread out! I want the head of whatever prick did this on a steak before lunch!” Frankie said.
 
“Alright, Frankie.”
 
Ulysses brought his finger to his lips. The girl nodded. Ulysses saw some other movement behind her and then Nancy’s and Erin’s eyes stared back at him, through the grass.
 
The bikers swept through the tall grass, searching for them.
 
“Frankie, this shit is thick. It could take a while before we find them.”
 
“Then you can be the one to tell Jake why you let someone get away with killing one of our brothers.”



 
 
***
 
It was an hour before the bikers gave up their search. The bikers disappeared and Ulysses finally let his body relax. He let his head rest on the ground for a moment. He felt the cool earth, with its rocks and pebbles under his belly. He rolled onto his back, wincing from the pain in his knee.
 
“Are you girls okay?” Ulysses asked.
 
“We’re not hurt,” Mary said.
 
“If we can get to the edge of town we can follow the highway to my cabin. You three can come with me,” Ulysses said.
 
He saw her hesitation as she stared at the pistol in his hand. He holstered it.
 
“My family is there. It’s safe. I promise.”
 
“Mary, I don’t know if we should go. What about Mom?” Nancy asked.
 
“We can come back for your mom, but we’ll need help,” Ulysses said.
 
“You promise we can come back for her?” Mary asked.
 
“Promise.”
 
Ulysses noticed the dirt smeared on their faces, the scratches and cuts from the rocks and grass around them, the dark circles under their eyes, their sunburnt faces. These girls had been here for a while.
 
“Okay,” Mary said.
 
“Stay low and follow me,” Ulysses said.
 
Each time Ulysses’ knee hit the ground while he crawled, a shot of pain shot through his entire leg. After thirty yards he collapsed on his side. It felt like a pad of spikes was sticking into knee.
 
“Are you all right?” Mary asked.
 
Ulysses nodded. He led the girls through the grass, Ulysses having to stop every now and then to rest.
 
“How much longer?” Mary asked.
 
“Shouldn’t be much further,” Ulysses answered. He poked his head over the grass and saw they were even with the end of the stores on Main Street.
 
“The highway is just another twenty yards. We’ll want to stay in the grass for a little ways before we start walking on the road in case they have people keeping watch,” he said.
 
They traveled up the side of the highway a little further, crawling along the grass, avoiding rocks, and on the watch for snakes. Ulysses checked behind them one more time to see how far they were from the town. It was over a hundred yards behind them, so Ulysses motioned for them to get on the road and the three of them moved as fast as they could. Ulysses hobbled trying to keep up and Mary went back and she put his arm around her shoulder to help steady him.



 
 
***
 
Jake slammed the knife onto the table. The men around him had their heads down, not daring to look him in the face.
 
“You’re telling me three girls did this?” Jake asked.
 
“Maybe they thought they could get their mom back,” Frankie answered.
 
Jake stared Frankie down. He motioned for the other two bikers to leave the room and they shut the door behind them. Jake walked over to Frankie, looking behind him at the closed door. The room was hot and stuffy. Jake put his hand on Frankie’s shoulder.
 
“You’re getting sloppy, Frankie,” Jake said.
 
“Jake, I’m sorry.”
 
Jake patted Frankie’s cheeks softly and then turned his back to him.
 
“I know you are,” Jake said.
 
Jake sent his fist to the side of Frankie’s jaw, sending him to the ground with a thud. Jake picked him up by his cut and threw him into the mirror above the dresser, shattering it to pieces. Jake picked Frankie up by his hair and yanked his head back.
 
“You’re letting a group of girls get the better of you? I want you to find them and bring them to me, do you understand?”
 
Frankie nodded. Jake let go of his hair and pushed him backwards.
 
“Tell the boys we’ll have Garrett’s wake tonight,” Jake said.



 
 
***
 
Kalen sat on the end of her bed, staring out the cabin window. The sun was breaking through the trees, sending beams of light into her room. Her fingers rubbed the bruises around her neck. The flesh was still tender. Whenever she moved she could feel the strain of her muscles and tendons. Her lip was still slightly swollen on the bottom corner.
 
She fell back on the bed, a faint memory of the day before, of the woods and being dragged into them by a strange man. She didn’t feel like moving. She hadn’t felt like talking. Every time her mom came in the room to speak with her she shut down. She knew her mom was trying to help, but there wasn’t anything that she could tell her that would make her feel better.
 
She hadn’t slept for more than a few hours a night since they arrived at the cabin, and the hours she did rest were distressing. When she closed her eyes all she could see was him on top of her. She could feel his hands gripping her neck, the weight of his body forcing himself on her, the feel of his unwanted hands.
 
Then, she would wake. Her heart would be pounding, her hands trying to free a grip that wasn’t there. The attack replayed in her mind over and over. She tried to remember everything, but pieces were missing. Her last visible thought was of the man on top of her, his hands around her neck and the screams of her mother in the distance. After that she could only remember waking up in the Jeep with the blanket over her.
 
Kalen reached into the drawer of the nightstand next to her and pulled out a bottle of pills. Her hands were shaky as she opened the top of the bottle. The label on the side read “Oxycodone.” The once full bottle was already half empty.
 
She popped three of the pills in her mouth letting her body go numb. Her heart rate started to come back down; the rolling weight of dullness fell upon her. Her thoughts started to scramble. She couldn’t remember what she was thinking about anymore. She could only feel herself sinking into the bed beneath her and the warm sun beating on her legs through the window.
 
The crash of the front door swinging open snapped her out of her daze. She could hear the shuffling of feet and the sliding of furniture. There were voices she couldn’t recognize.
 
Her legs felt heavy when she moved them. Her whole body was heavy. She moved toward the door of her room, slightly swaying back and forth. When she reached for the doorknob everything seemed to move in slow motion.
 
Kalen’s hands padded along the walls of the hallway, as she tried to steady herself. She could see people moving in the living room. She saw two young girls staring back at her, their faces smudged in dirt and their nightgowns covered in grass and mud.
 
The two girls were holding each other’s hands. That’s all Kalen could focus on. Then there was a slight buzzing in her ears. Her eyes shifted from the two small hands laced together to her mother mouthing words at her, until finally the sound broke through the humming in her mind.
 
“Kalen!” Anne said.
 
“What?” Kalen asked.
 
“Grab the antibiotics out of Grandpa’s bag and a bottle of water out of the kitchen and give them to Ray.”
 
“Okay.”
 
Kalen tried to focus on the task. She made herself walk to the bag, search it until she heard the sound of pills rattling in a bottle, then put one foot in front of the other to grab a bottle of water from the cabinet.
 
On the walk back a third girl was staring at her. She was around Kalen’s age, a little bit taller than she was though, and had the same dirt smudged face as the younger girls. The three of them looked alike.
 
Kalen twisted the top of the bottle off. Ray’s face was dripping with sweat. She could feel the heat coming off of his body just standing next to him. She shut her eyes, hard. Her thoughts felt jumbled. She tried focusing on the task at hand.
 
Tilt his head up. Give him the pill. Have him drink the water.
 
She recited it a few more times in her head, making sure she had it correctly. She opened her eyes and tilted Ray’s head up. His mouth opened and she placed the pill on his tongue. She placed the bottle of the rim to his lips. She slowly tilted the water into his mouth. Most of it went down his chin and onto his shirt, but enough made it into his mouth for him to swallow the pill.
 
She fell onto the floor, her butt landing hard against the wooden planks. Her thoughts became jumbled again. She felt a hand pulling her up then pushing her down the hallway. She felt the hand guide her into bed where she collapsed into a dreamless sleep she desperately needed.



 
 
***
 
The room was dark when Kalen opened her eyes. The sunlight that had come through the window earlier in the day had been replaced by the silver glow of the moon. The pills had worn off. She started to remember again. She reached for the drawer of the nightstand.
 
The familiar rattle of pills was gone. She pulled the drawer open further, her hand running along the bare sides and bottom. Nothing.
 
A glow of light from under her door caught her attention. The glow faded, as if moving down the hall. When she opened the door she saw a girl, around her age, her face lit by candlelight. She looked familiar.
 
“Hi,” Mary said.
 
“Hi.”
 
“I didn’t mean to wake you up. I was just getting some water.”
 
“You came in with my grandfather earlier today didn’t you?”
 
“Yeah. He found us in town and brought us up here.”
 
“I’m Kalen.”
 
“Mary.”
 
The two girls shook hands. Kalen could feel the dryness in her mouth. She followed Mary to the kitchen for some water.
 
Kalen tipped the bottle back and downed half of it immediately. She didn’t realize how thirsty she was until the water hit her lips. Her stomach growled.
 
“I think there was still some meat left over from dinner,” Mary said.
 
Anne had cooked some of the canned chicken from the supplies downstairs. Mary had saved some for a snack later, but gave it to Kalen instead.
 
Kalen wolfed the food down. The fork scraped the sides of the bowl until there was nothing left, and placed it on the counter. She wiped her mouth with the corners of her sleeve.
 
“Are you okay?” Mary asked.
 
“Yeah, why?”
 
“It’s just I don’t’ see how someone who has an entire basement stock piled with food acts like they haven’t eaten in days.”
 
That’s because she hadn’t eaten in days. Her last meal had been in their old house. A house she watched go up in flames with her father inside.
 
“Who were the girls with you?” Kalen asked.
 
“My sisters.”
 
“What about your parents?”
 
Kalen recognized the look on Mary’s face. It was the same look she’d been wearing for the past three days. Kalen changed the subject.
 
“Where are you from?” Kalen asked.
 
“California.”

“What are you doing in Ohio?”
 
“We were on vacation. My dad wanted to have his daughters experience the world of the small town. We’ve been on a road trip all summer. We were planning on heading back the day everything turned off.”
 
Kalen watched Mary’s eyes drift down when she mentioned her father. She had said “dad” very softly.
 
“What about you?” Mary asked.
 
“Pennsylvania.”
 
“Were you guys here when everything went out?”
 
“No, we were back home in Pittsburgh.”
 
“You walked all the way from Pittsburgh to here?”
 
“We drove.”
 
Mary laughed.
 
“I’m serious,” Kalen said. “The Jeep out front works. That’s what we came here in,” she said.
 
“You’re telling me that you have a working car?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
Mary’s smile faded. Her face turned serious. She rushed over seizing Kalen by her shoulders.
 
“We have to get out of here,” Mary said.
 
Kalen felt Mary’s fingers digging into her shoulders. She squeezed hard, pulling her closer.
 
“Why? We came here because it was safe. My grandfather brought you here because it’s safe,” Kalen said.
 
“You don’t understand. That town, Carrollton, that’s just a few miles from here, is overrun. There’s this gang there. You want to know what happened to my parents? They killed my dad and raped my mom in front of me.”
 
When the words hit Kalen’s ears she didn’t have the reaction she thought she would. She’d been scared of facing what had happened to her in the woods. She didn’t want to give it a name. She couldn’t force the words from her lips. It wasn’t until Mary had said the words that she finally felt something about what had happened.
 
She felt angry.
 
“They raped her?” Kalen asked.
 
Mary didn’t cry. She kept the same rushed tone as before. She spoke not out of remorse for what happened to her mother, but of the fact that she didn’t want it to happen to her sisters.
 
“One of them burst down the door of the room we were in. My dad tried to stop them, but the guy pulled a knife on him. After he stabbed my dad he pulled a gun on me, my mom, and my sisters.”
 
Kalen felt herself being drawn into Mary’s story, her anger rising with every word leaving Mary’s mouth.
 
“He grabbed my arm and threw me on the bed. Before he could do anything to me my mom stepped in. She took her clothes off and let him…”
 
“Rape her,” Kalen said.
 
It was the first time those words left Kalen’s mouth. The man who had tried to rape her shared the same face in her mind as the man who raped Mary’s mom. They were the same person. She never asked what her grandfather did to that man in the woods, but she had imagined a few scenarios. The satisfaction of revenge on her assailant by her hands could no longer come to fruition, but maybe she could do something about the man who hurt Mary’s mom.
 
“He’s still alive?” Kalen asked.
 
“I think so. I mean I don’t know what happened afterwards. I just grabbed my sisters and we ran. We hid in the fields for almost two days.”
 
Kalen’s grip on the water bottle tightened, causing the plastic to crack and crumple from the pressure.
 
“How many?” Kalen asked.
 
“How many?” Mary repeated.
 
“How many gang members were there?”
 
“I’m not sure. I only saw around ten, but there could be more, that’s why we have to get out of here. We need to get in that Jeep and drive as far away from this place as fast as we can.”
 
“And go where?”
 
“Some place safe.”
 
“There isn’t any place safe anymore.”
 
“We can’t just stay here forever.”
 
“No, but we’ll stay here for as long as we can and do what we need to do to make this place safe.”
 
“What are you talking about? Those people out number us. They have guns. They don’t care who they kill. They don’t care who they hurt. They’re animals.”
 
“Then we’ll hunt them down and kill them like animals.”
 



Day 10 (Mike’s Journey)
 
The “Welcome to Ohio” sign dripped with water from the storm that blew through earlier. Once Mike saw that sign he knew they were at the halfway mark. The caravan of people behind him was spaced out along the highway, huddled in their own separate groups.
 
The To family walked directly behind Mike. Fay, Nelson, and Sean were to his left. Tom and Clarence brought up the rear.
 
They hadn’t run into another person for almost three hours, and Mike was glad. The people they ran into were interested in either one of two things: following them or hurting them. So far they’d been lucky enough to avoid the latter, but Mike knew it was only a matter of time. If they ran into a group large enough with the guns and manpower to take them they’d be in trouble.
 
Everyone, but Mike, seemed to think that the road was safer than staying at the airport, but they hadn’t experienced true desperation yet. They hadn’t felt it put its hands around their necks, trying to squeeze the life out of them, draining their energy and resources until there was nothing left.
 
Mike feared that the people he was helping now would soon turn out to be his enemies. He desperately wanted to believe that the people walking behind him were good, decent people, but he also knew what a man could do when he was hungry enough. And what happened to the man who was foolish enough to feed him.
 
Jung walked up beside Mike, carrying his daughter, Claire, on his back, her head resting there, her thick black hair clinging to her forehead from the sweat collecting on her face.
 
“How far along are we?” Jung asked.
 
“We’re halfway. If we keep us this pace we should be there in less than forty-eight hours.”
 
“That’s great news.”
 
Mike glanced down at Jung’s belt. He held no knives, pistols, or weapons of any kind.
 
“Jung, you should carry the extra pistol. If something happens or if we get separated you’ll need to protect your family.”
 
“I am protecting my family, Mike. Men fool themselves into thinking that the justification of violence for protection safeguards them from it. All it does is paint a target on your back signaling those who share your views that you will have to face each other and fight until one of you dies.”
 
“You think that because I carry a gun that it invites, rather than deters, danger?”
 
“No. It’s the mentality of how you carry the gun and why you have it. If someone came out of those bushes with a knife in his hand and saw that you had a gun, he’d know the only way to get what he wants is to kill you. If he doesn’t kill you, then you’d kill him. If a man pops out of those bushes and pulls a gun on me and I have nothing to counter him he’ll be less likely to pull the trigger.”
 
“Only if you give him what he wants.”
 
“What I want is my life and the lives of my family to be safe. That’s what I want. I want to be able to ensure that my family has the chance to survive and go on.”
 
“Well, your family won’t survive for very long without the supplies those people with guns take from you. You can only go three days without water and a week without food. If what you have on your back is it, then that is your life. You keep that, then you’ll have a chance at survival. You don’t get to keep it, well, then you’re better off having the robber shoot you then and there.”
 
“Don’t lose your faith in people, Mike.”
 
“I haven’t lost my faith in people. I’ve just lost caring about them.”
 
The thunder from the storm clouds in front of them rumbled through the sky. The storm was moving away, but in the same direction they were heading.
 
Sean and Jung Jr. splashed in the puddles left in the road when the storm passed through earlier. Claire frowned, but Jung and Nelson both gave their boys a good-natured smile. With all of the things that were going on in the world, seeing their boys laugh and act like kids was worth the cost of their shoes and clothes getting muddy.
 
Sean kept pretending that there was something in one of the larger puddles, trying to pull him in. Fay kept egging him on with her laughter.
 
“Your boy’s quite the comedian,” she said, looking at Nelson.
 
“His mother’s the funny one. I’ve been told I have the sense of humor of paint thinner.”
 
“Well, depending on how much paint thinner you sniff you could have one hell of a time.”
 
Fay held the other rifle in her hands that Mike and Clarence grabbed from the weapons cache at the airport. She kept the barrel leaned up against her shoulder as she walked.
 
“What happened?” Fay asked.
 
“To what?” Nelson said.
 
“Your wife.”
 
“She’s a Vice President for an engineering company in Pittsburgh. She was in the city when everything stopped working. We stayed at the house for almost a week, waiting for her to come home, but after what happened in our neighborhood, we left with Mike.”
 
“What happened to your neighborhood?”
 
“The same thing that happens to people who give up.”
 
“Which is?”
 
“We forget how to be human.”
 
“Maybe it’s just how we really are.”
 
“You really think that? You think that we’re such a depraved species that at the first sign of trouble we all turn on each other like animals?”
 
“Nelson, we’ve both seen what people can do when they’re desperate. They don’t have any rules. They don’t have any principles. They just go by what they need at the moment. With everything that’s happened people aren’t planning for the future, they’re not showing restraint. They’re only worried about what they’re going to get for their next meal, and they don’t care how they get it.”
 
“I don’t think so. I think we can still get out of this. ”
 
Fay raised her arm, her gesture encompassing the scene around them: the scattered abandoned cars with their windows smashed, the rising of fires in the distance sent smoke into the sky.
 
“Look around, Nelson.”
 
“I am.”
 
Fay noticed that Nelson wasn’t looking at her when he said that. His eyes were focused on Mike, up ahead.
 
Fay remembered her conversation with Mike the night before they left the airport. She wanted to believe what Nelson was saying was true. She wanted to believe that Mike could get them out of harm’s way and keep them safe. She wasn’t sure what was more frightening though: the fact that she was actually able to believe it, or that she was resisting it so much.



 
 
***
 
With the sun fading in the sky Mike decided to call it a day. The sighs of relief immediately followed.
 
A forest ran parallel along the highway. Mike picked out a spot on the tree line where they’d be concealed from view by anyone on the road, but still close enough to jump back on it quickly if they needed to get out in a hurry.
 
Just as in the airport the group set up shifts to keep watch. Tom had the first shift and posted up against a tree with the rifle across his lap.
 
“Just don’t shoot me in my sleep,” Clarence said, as he lay down on his sleeping bag.
 
“’White business man shoots black male in the woods’. That sounds like a CNN headline if I’ve ever heard one.”
 
“Good thing I’m more of an NPR man,” Clarence said.
 
The group settled in for the night and Tom drummed the rifle in his lap lightly. He’d never really fired a gun before, except on a business trip to Kentucky once. The clients there had been hunting fanatics and insisted on taking him out. He didn’t kill anything, but he did show a few trees a thing or two.
 
Tom absentmindedly checked his watch. He’d kept doing that since the first day when everything turned off. He always checked his watch. He was always in a hurry to go to a meeting, have lunch with a new client, look over his emails, check his voicemails, or review the earnings report that had just come out.
 
Clarence had asked him the day before why he hadn’t thrown the watch away once he realized it wasn’t working. After the explanation of informing everyone that it was an Omega failed to justify his reason of not throwing it out, he simply turned to the one reason that made the most sense to him.
 
It represented what his life had been, and God willing, would be again. The craftsmanship of the watch, the efficiency, the quality of detail that set it apart from its peers, his whole life he’d strived to be the man who earned that watch and he had worn it every day for the past three years since he bought it as a symbol of what he had achieved.
 
The clouds drifted in the sky above, obscuring the stars from view. The leaves in the trees rustled from a breeze drifting past. Tom adjusted his back against the trunk of the oak where he had propped himself.
 
After the first hour he got up to stretch. His back popped from being crouched on the ground for so long. He walked away from the group deeper into the woods to go to the bathroom, rifle in hand.
 
He found a spot behind a tree and unzipped his pants. Afterward, as he turned back to rejoin the group, he heard a twig snap.
 
Tom froze. The gun stayed at his side. The only things he allowed to move were his eyes. He slowly turned his neck and then allowed his body to turn with it.
 
He brought the rifle up to his shoulder. He rocked it awkwardly in his arms. His footsteps were clumsy, stepping on branches and making more noise than whatever had caused the sound from earlier.
 
Tom squinted into the darkness, looking for the source of the noise. The lack of light from the moon and stars made it harder to see through the trees in the forest. He kept the rifle pointed outwards trying to scan the area and find whatever was out there.
 
After a few more minutes of not hearing anything but the sound of his breathing and a few owls, he turned around and headed back over to the rest of the group. He stepped over a fallen tree limb and when his foot came down on the other side he slipped and smacked hard against the ground.
 
“Goddammit,” Tom said spreading his hands into the dirt steadying himself to get up. Then a scent hit his nose. It smelled rotten.
 
He fumbled around looking for the rifle he dropped and pulled out one of the glow sticks he had in his pocket. He snapped it in half triggering the phosphorescent light.
 
The green light spread across the ground and Tom moved the stick in large sweeping motions. He knelt down next to the limb where he had slipped. He shone the light on to the ground where he saw bits and pieces of guts that he stepped in.
 
“Christ,” he said.
 
Tom kept scanning the ground, looking for the rifle. He wandered around, combing the forest floor on his hands and knees until he felt his hand fall on something stiff, yet organic. The smell was stronger here and when he turned around he saw the lifeless eyes of a corpse staring back at him.
 
“SHIT!” he screamed.
 
Tom jumped up and took off running, dropping the light. He tore through the camp waking everyone up.
 
Mike jolted from his sleeping bag and had his pistol out, scanning the depths of the forest that Tom just ran from. The rest of the camp awoke, rubbing their eyes.
 
“What happened?” Mike asked.
 
Tom doubled over with his hands on his knees, gasping for breath. He kept pointing in the forest repeatedly.
 
“Saw… Body… In… There,” Tom spit out.
 
Mike kept his weapon pointed into the trees.
 
“How many?” Mike asked.
 
“Just one,” Tom said.
 
“Where’s your rifle?” Clarence asked.
 
Tom threw his hands up in the air. Mike frowned.
 
“Nelson, Clarence, come with me. Tom you lead us. We need to find that rifle,” Mike said.
 
Tom led the other three back the best way he could remember. The green glow stick he had dropped made it a little easier to pinpoint where to start looking. Clarence picked up the glow stick and held it out to see if he could get a better look at the surroundings.
 
“The body was over there I think,” Tom said.
 
Mike stepped over the guts by the tree limb. It didn’t take him long to spot the boulder-size mass next to the tree. When he saw the body he tucked the pistol back into his waistband.
 
“Clarence, toss me that light,” Mike said.
 
The corpse was completely mangled. Animals had ripped the stomach open, most likely, but what caused Mike to grimace was what had happened to the man below his waist.
 
The body didn’t have any pants on and had been castrated. Nelson and Clarence timidly came over, covering their mouths with their shirts trying to shield themselves from the smell.
 
“Oh my god,” Nelson said.
 
“Who would do that to someone?” Clarence asked.
 
“The question is what did he do, to make someone do that to him?” Mike asked.
 



Day 10 (The Bikers)
 
Half the crew was outside the motel. After Garrett’s Wake most people slept where they fell. Jake, at least, had made it into his room.
 
Open pill bottles littered the floor. Cigarette butts overflowed out of an ashtray. Jake lay passed out on the bed, still wearing all of his clothes. A pistol was on the pillow next to him.
 
He moaned when he woke up. He cracked his neck as he stood up. The room was hot, musty, and filthy. He flung the door open to let some air in and stumbled over to the mirror above the kitchen sink.
 
Jake rubbed his hands across the growing stubble on his chin. His eyes were bloodshot red. He picked up some of the pills lying on the floor and washed it down with a swig of beer from a bottle left unfinished.
 
He sat on the carpet, leaning his head back against the bed, taking sips of beer. His long hair, dirty and matted, stuck to his face. He ran his hands through it a few times trying to tame it, but was unsuccessful.
 
His mind was still gone from the night before. He hoped the oxy he just took would cause the jackhammer in his brain to shut off, at least for a few minutes. He waited for the drugs to take over so he could go to sleep.
 
Jake looked at the room. The sheets were torn off the other bed. Dirt, pill bottles, beer cans, and half-smoked cigarettes lined the floor. He dug into his pocket and pulled a pack of smokes out.
 
When he flipped the lid of the pack open he saw that he only had two left. He pulled one out, flicked the lighter and lit the tip. The first drag was always the best. He let the smoke and heat fill his lungs, then released it in one long exhale.
 
“Like a fucking dragon,” Jake said.
 
Once the nicotine and oxy started to fill his bloodstream the headache subsided. He tucked the cigarette into the side of his mouth and stepped outside.
 
Whatever food they were able to salvage from the grocery they’d piled up in the main lobby behind the front desk. There were boxes of food packed with canned goods. He grabbed a hostess cake and ripped the bag open. He stuffed the pie into his mouth and in two bites it was gone.
 
He ripped a Gatorade out of its plastic ring older and chugged half the bottle. The yellow liquid dribbled down his chin. He gave a few throaty coughs and then headed back out to the courtyard where most of his crew was still passed out.
 
Jake saw Frankie sprawled out on the edge of the fountain in the middle of the courtyard. Jake kicked Frankie’s boot. Frankie didn’t move. Jake sent his toe harder in the side of Frankie’s leg, shaking his whole body.

“Wake up, asshole,” Jake said.
 
Frankie moaned. He jerked his head up. He squinted his eyes open and put his hand up to shield them from the sun.
 
“What?” Frankie asked.
 
“Where’s the girl?”
 
It took Frankie a minute to process what Jake had told him. Jake kicked him again, impatiently.
 
“I don’t know, man. I think she’s still in my room,” Frankie said.
 
“Wake up the rest of the boys and have them meet us in your room then.”
 
Jake and his boys killed everyone in town they could find. The only souls that got away from them, were the three girls that Frankie let escape. Jake had thought about who could have killed Garrett and he still wanted justice. He would find the people that murdered his brother and make them pay.
 
He didn’t think the girls had any weapons on them to kill Garrett with, and Jake had also considered that it could have been a drifter passing through, but he wanted to narrow the field of who to hunt down, and he had a good idea to determine if it was the girls who did it.
 
Jake allowed his boys to keep the mother around. It was a good… stress-reliever for them. They needed to let off some steam from time to time and she reluctantly provided the services to do so.
 
Jake pushed the door to Frankie’s room open and she lay naked on the bed. Her wrists were tied to the headrest. Black and blue bruises spotted her legs and neck. Her eyes had opened at the sound of the door.
 
The bed next to the one she was lying on had some crumpled sheets. Jake tore one off and placed it over her body, covering her up. Unlike the rest of his crew, he hadn’t touched her.
 
The cigarette Jake had was down to a nub, so he dropped it to the carpet, putting it out with the toe of his boot. He pulled out the cigarette from his pack and lit it. He took a drag and sat down on the bed across from her. He just sat there, smoking and staring at her.
 
Her lower lip was cut and swollen, her mangled hair half-fell over her face, partly hiding her eyes from view. She tried to shift her body under the sheets, and in doing so, the top part of the sheet fell away, exposing one of her breasts.
 
Jake leaned forward reaching his hand out. Her body shuddered as she recoiled trying to escape his touch, but he pulled the sheet back up, covering her.
 
She started breathing heavy. Jake took another drag from the smoke, watching her examine him. Trying to understand why he was here.
 
“Let me go,” she said.
 
Jake tapped the end of his cigarette. The bits of grey ash fell to the carpet and on top of his boot.
 
“What’s your name?” Jake asked.
 
Her voice was barely above a whisper when she spoke. The name came out in hushed breaths.
 
“Hannah,” she said.
 
“Hannah. A beautiful name,” Jake said.
 
Jake took another drag on the cigarette. The smoke began to cloud his face from her view. It became thick and heavy in the room. She coughed a little.
 
“Have you had anything to drink or eat?” Jake asked.
 
“No.”
 
Jake rose from the bed and left the room, just as Frankie and a few of the others were stumbling in.
 
“The rest wouldn’t budge, Jake. Everybody’s passed out stone cold. It got wild last night,” Frankie said.
 
“Search the rooms. Look for any women’s clothing and bring it to me. Nobody touches her this morning. Just drop the stuff off.”
 
“Yeah, sure, no problem, Jake,” Frankie said.
 
Jake headed back up to the motel lobby, grabbed a box of peanut butter crackers, two bottles of water, and a Gatorade. When he returned to the room he saw that the men were waiting outside.
 
“Everybody leave,” Jake said, pushing past them and entering the room.
 
His crew scattered, most of them stumbling back to bed. When Jake entered he saw a line of pants, blouses, and shirts on the dresser. He set the crackers and Gatorade next to them and walked over to the side of the bed. He bent down intimately close to her. He placed his hand gently on her face and brushed the hair out of her eyes. He held her small chin in his hand.
 
“I’m going to untie you. If you do anything stupid I’ll bring everyone in here and every single one of my men will fuck you. Do you understand me?” Jake asked.
 
She nodded her head. Jake reached up and untied the rope binding her to the bed. Red lines marked her wrists made by the rope she desperately struggled against to free herself. Jake tossed her the clothes.
 
“Once you change I have some food for you,” Jake said pointing to the peanut butter crackers on the dresser.
 
“The bathroom’s over there. Come out when you’re done,” he said.
 
Hannah clutched the sheet to her chest and picked up the clothes Jake had thrown her. She walked to the bathroom and shut the door. A few minutes later she came out wearing a shirt that was a few sizes too large and a pair of baggy jeans. She pulled her hair back into a ponytail and walked to the dresser. Her hands shook when she picked up the box of crackers. She tried opening one of the packs, but was too weak to do it.
 
Jake grabbed the pack from her hand and ripped one end of the plastic open. He extended his hand, offering it to her. His hand lingered in the air for a moment before she took it. The first cracker went to her lips slow, but she brought the rest to her mouth greedily. She grabbed the bottle of water and chugged it down, coughing a bit from drinking too fast.
 
Once she was finished with one pack she tore open another one and devoured it, continuously sipping water while she did.
 
Jake sat on the bed across from her patiently waiting for her to finish. Once she was done he leaned forward, his hands folded together.
 
“What were you and your family doing here?” Jake asked.
 
“Vacation,” she said.
 
“Where are you from?”
 
“California.”
 
Hannah’s eyes watered. The swollen lip started to quiver. Her head dropped and then she started nodding.
 
“What did your husband do?” Jake asked.
 
Hannah wiped her eyes on the shirtsleeves and rubbed her nose clean of any snot dribbling down.
 
“H-He was a financial investor.”
 
“And what were you guys doing in Ohio on your vacation?”
 
“We were doing a cross-country trip. My h-husband and I wanted o-our girls to see the country.”
 
Jake could see her barely holding it together. Her whole body was shaking. She was tired and afraid. She had no idea where her girls were and no husband. Jake knew, just as she did, that her life was over.
 
“What you did to save your girls was courageous, Hannah. You’re a very brave woman. Frankie would have raped all of them,” Jake said.
 
Jake stood up and paced the room. He ran his hands through his matted hair.
 
“You see Frankie’s different than I am. He lacks a certain amount of control. He’s more animal than man. He’s vicious, dangerous, manipulative, and angry. Whatever he wants he takes. He doesn’t care who gets hurt along the way. Now, you add him to this type of climate where everything is chaos? Where there’s no law, no rules, no decency? Well… This is a world he was made for and he’ll live for a very, very long time.”
 
Hannah had pulled her legs and arms in and formed herself into a ball sitting on the bed. Jake looked at her curled up, retreating into herself.
 
“With the way things are now people like you and your husband will die. People like your daughters will die. You and your family don’t have what it takes to survive in this type of world. You don’t know how to flip that switch on that transforms you into someone like Frankie.”
 
Jake joined her on the bed. Hannah jumped back, recoiling when he sat next to her. A few stray strands of hair had escaped her ponytail. He smoothed them out with his hand. Hannah flinched, her eyes closing when he touched her.
 
“One of my men was killed yesterday. Now, the only people that made it out of here alive when we showed up were your girls. Do you think their survival switch flipped on? Do you think that after seeing their mother raped in front of them and the fear of knowing they would be next finally caused them to see the world for what it really is? What it’s always been?”
 
“They wouldn’t hurt anyone,” Hannah said.
 
Her voice was shaking as she said it. Jake could hear the effort put forth in being strong, but she was betrayed by her emotions.
 
“And that’s why you won’t make it, Hannah. Just like your husband you don’t understand what people are really capable of,” Jake said



 
 
***
“How’s he doing?” Ulysses asked. Thanks to the meds, Ray had been dozing for a while.
 
Anne tossed the bloody bandages into the trash. She pumped a few sprays of hand sanitizer onto her hands and rubbed them together.
 
“His fever’s down. The antibiotics seem to be working,” Anne said.
 
Ulysses rubbed his knee. It was still sore from the previous day. He could walk on his own still, but he couldn’t move very fast and he wasn’t able to put a lot of pressure on the left leg.
 
“How about the girls?” Ulysses asked.
 
“The only one that’s said anything has been Mary. The other two haven’t said a word,” Anne answered.
 
“Did they tell you what happened?”
 
Anne turned to Ulysses. She had the face of a worried mother. Someone who feared for the safety of the people put in her care.
 
“Mary did. Ulysses, if those people find out we’re here they’ll-”
 
“Nobody saw me, Anne. We’re safe. Trust me. The only way you could find this cabin is if you knew where you were going,” Ulysses said.
 
Nancy sat crouched in the hall eavesdropping on their conversation.
 
“But what if someone else stumbles across us? What if someone else finds us by accident? By now people have started roaming around looking for shelter, food, safety. That’s what people are looking for and will kill to get it,” Anne said.
 
“Anne, we’ll be okay.
 
Nancy could hear footsteps coming from the kitchen and she took off back down the hallway into Freddy’s room where she and her sisters were sleeping. Freddy was staying in Ulysses’ room to make space.
 
Mary was brushing Erin’s hair when Nancy burst in.
 
“What are you in a hurry about?” Mary asked.
 
“They’re going to give us up,” Nancy said.
 
“Who?”
 
“These people.”
 
“Nancy, they’re trying to help us.”
 
“Mom wouldn’t want us to be with strangers.”
 
“Mom would want us to be safe, and right now we’re safe with them.”
 
“But Mom-”
 
Mary slammed the brush on the bed. Erin hopped down and backed away from her. Mary’s voice was exasperated when she spoke, the stress from the last few days finally boiling over.
 
“Dammit, Nancy, Mom’s not here!” Mary said.
 
Nancy stood there quietly. Erin crouched in the corner of the room. Nancy walked to Erin and put her arm around her. Mary exhaled.
 
“I’m sorry,” Mary said.
 
“You’re sorry? You’re sorry for what? For scaring Erin? For yelling at me? For giving up on Mom?”
 
“I didn’t give up on Mom, Nancy.”
 
Mary picked up the brush from the bed. She ran her fingers over individual prongs. She felt the tiny balls of plastic move over her palm.
 
“If you haven’t given up on her, then why is it that every time I talk about her you change the subject?” Nancy asked.
 
“Because I’m scared.”
 
“You’re scared?” Erin asked.
 
Mary and Nancy stared at Erin. It was the first time she’d spoken since they left the motel. Mary got off the bed and joined her sisters.
 
“Yes, but it’s okay,” Mary said.
 
“Is Mommy really dead?” Erin asked.
 
“No, she’s not dead. She’ll never be gone from us. She loved you very much, Erin. She loved the both of you more than you could ever know.”

Mary threw her arms around both of her sisters and the three of them rocked back and forth with each other in silence.
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Kalen had her ear pressed against the other side of the door, listening to Mary, Nancy, and Erin. Both Anne and Ulysses heard the commotion from inside their room and lingered at the end of the hallway. Kalen walked down to meet them.
 
“It’s going to be hard for them,” Kalen said when she joined her mom in the kitchen.
 
“It’s been hard for everyone, sweetheart,” Anne said.
 
“Maybe, but me and Freddy only lost Dad. We still have you and grandpa. They lost both their parents.”
 
Kalen realized that they hadn’t spoken about her dad since they arrived. No one had mentioned him. None of them had taken the time to slow down and talk about it.
 
“We didn’t get to say goodbye,” Kalen said.
 
“No, we didn’t,” Anne said.
 
Ulysses moved uncomfortably in his chair. He pushed himself up off the armrests and hobbled to the door. He limped down the front steps and onto the pine needle ground of the forest floor. The pain shooting up his leg became too much and he stopped to lean against the Jeep, propping himself up for support.
 
Anne and Kalen came running outside after him.
 
“Ulysses,” Anne said.
 
Kalen wrapped her arms around her grandfather and buried her face into his chest. Ulysses wrapped her up. His body was shaking. Anne walked up to him and wrapped her arms around him.
 



Day 11 (Mike’s Journey)
 
“I don’t have anything else!” Fay screamed.
 
“That’s bullshit and you know it!” he said.
 
“Guys, knock it off,” Mike said.
 
It was the third time they had stopped like this today. Fay and Tom had been building up some animosity toward one another since yesterday.
 
Fay had her rifle gripped a little too tightly. The barrel was next to Tom’s head. He shoved the barrel down. Mike jumped in before Fay swung at him.
 
“Enough!” Mike said.
 
Jung and Jenna held Jung Jr. and Claire in their arms. Sean hid behind Nelson’s legs. Clarence came over with Mike to help diffuse the situation.
 
“Break it up you two,” Clarence said.
 
“Look, I’m not the one who decided to remember to bring their stupid watch instead of enough food to last them the trip!” Fay shouted.
 
“The only reason I didn’t have enough food was because I was helping you get your supplies,” Tom said.
 
“Take it easy, Tom,” Mike said.
 
Mike turned, took Fay by the shoulders and pointed her down the road.
 
“And you keep walking,” he said.
 
Fay stomped off and headed down the pavement. The To family, Nelson and Sean, and Clarence followed after her. Mike hung back with Tom.
 
“She knows I’m right,” Tom said.
 
“You don’t have anything left?” Mike asked.
 
When Tom exhaled the fight went out of him. He swung his pack around and unzipped the main pouch. He opened it up and Mike glanced inside. It was completely empty.
 
“I told you that it would be at least a two day trip, Tom,” Mike said.
 
“I know! It’s just… I haven’t been rationing like you told us to.”
 
Mike dropped his pack to the ground and pulled out a can of peaches. He handed it to Tom.
 
“I only have one of those left, so that has to last you until tonight. We should be at the cabin by then,” Mike said.
 
“Thanks.”



 
 
***
 
The road was taking its toll on everyone, especially the kids. Sean had been such a good sport the entire time, but he was starting to wear down. Nelson could see it on his face.
 
“Dad?” Sean asked.
 
“Yeah, buddy?”
 
“How much longer do we have to go?”
 
“We’re almost there. Just a little while longer.”
 
The lump on the side of Nelson’s face had gone down. The headaches were also starting to subside. He hadn’t mentioned anything to anyone, but he was still having nightmares from when they were mugged on their first day out.
 
He was so embarrassed about what happened. If Mike hadn’t been there then he could have died. Sean could have been hurt, kidnapped, or killed.
 
He was also struggling with what he’d done back in the neighborhood when Mike’s house was burning down. Nelson tried to justify it in his mind that if he hadn’t killed Ted, then Mike would have been the one to die. The justification of killing was never a choice he thought he’d have to make.
 
“Hey, Dad?” Sean asked.
 
“Yeah?”
 
“How long do you think it’ll take Mom to catch up with us once she gets home?”
 
That was a topic Nelson had evaded desperately. He hadn’t spoken about his wife with Sean since they’d left. He knew it was going to be hard for Sean to understand that they wouldn’t see her again, and he didn’t want to see his son suffer anymore.
 
“I don’t know, bud,” Nelson said.
 
“I just hope we left her enough food to make it. I know that we don’t have much left and I think we took more than we left for her.”
 
“Well, you know Mom could never finish her meals anyway. We always had to help her with desert, remember?”
 
“That’s true.”
 
Sean stayed quiet a moment before he spoke up again.
 
“Is Mom dead?” Sean asked.
 
“What? Why would you say that?” Nelson asked.
 
“I don’t know. We don’t talk about her and I thought she’d be here by now. I keep thinking that any minute she’s going to appear behind us on the road, shouting our names, and we’ll see her running to catch up with us, but every time I turn around to check nobody’s there.”
 
Nelson could feel his legs growing weak. He knelt down in front of his son. He smoothed Sean’s wavy blonde hair. He had his mother’s nose and her eyes. When he looked into his son’s face he could see her as clear as day.
 
“Well, then let’s talk about her more, okay? That way we can remember all the good stuff,” Nelson answered.
 
“Okay.”
 
“Do you remember her favorite ice cream?”
 
“Mint chocolate chip.”
 
“That’s right. And do you remember what she did when you were in the school play last year as Peter Pan and you lost your costume the day before opening night?”
 
“She made me a new one,” Sean said smiling.
 
As they walked Nelson continued to talk about his wife with his son. Its purpose had been to make Sean feel better, but the more they spoke about her, the lighter the burden of remembering her felt.
 
“She made the best macaroni and cheese,” Sean added.
 
“Do you remember when you were in first grade and Mom wasn’t feeling well and you tried to cook some of the spaghetti art you made for her?”
 
“Yeah, I remember you finding me and asking me what I was doing and then we had to throw away all of the spaghetti art in the house because I got mad at you for not letting me cook for her.”
 
“I actually don’t think I’d mind having some of that spaghetti art right about now.”
 
“Me either.”
 
Sean giggled and Nelson threw his arm around his son. He turned around and saw Mike making his way toward them with Tom in tow.
 
“Looks like Tom and Fay sorted out whatever was wrong,” Nelson said.
 
Mike pulled Nelson aside. He kept his voice low so nobody within earshot could hear.
 
“Everyone’s running low on food. Watch yourself,” Mike said.
 
Nelson watched Mike head to the front of the group, but saw him slow down once he made it. The whole group stopped, but nobody understood why. Nelson squinted in the distance to see what Mike was looking at, but it was too far to see. It wasn’t until the gunshots rang out that he realized what Mike was looking at.
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“Jenna!” Jung yelled.
 
He rushed over to her. Claire and Jung Jr. were both crying. Jung Jr. had his mother’s blood on his face, shirt, and hands. He stared down at her, lying on the ground with a hole in her shoulder, oozing blood.
 
Everyone hit the ground once the gunshots were fired. Mike had waited for more shots to ring out, but nothing came. He looked through the sight of his rifle, trying to locate the source of the shot. He scanned the roadside, along the trees, around the abandoned cars, but he couldn’t see anyone.
 
He could only hear the screams coming from Jung who was hunched over his wife, keeping pressure on the wound.
 
“Jung! Get your family off the road and into the trees. Tom, help Jung carry Jenna,” Mike said.
 
Tom rushed over and hoisted Jenna up, lifting under her armpits. Mike looked up at Fay who was also flat on her belly looking through her scope, scanning to see where the gunfire had come from.
 
“Anything, Fay?” Mike asked.
 
Her right eye was squinted shut, while the other peered through the scope and her mouth hung open trying to locate the shooter.
 
“Not yet.” She continued looking. “Wait, I think I have something. Red sedan about one hundred yards out,” Fay said.
 
Mike swung his rifle to the sedan. She was right. Mike could see the top half of a head through the shattered back windows.
 
“Do you have a shot?” Mike asked.
 
“No.”
 
“Keep an eye on him until we get Jenna over to the trees.”
 
The tree line was thirty yards from the highway. Mike watched Jung and Tom carry Jenna through the open field of grass. He glanced back into his sight, relocating the shooter, whose rifle was positioned on the trunk of the car, pointed in the direction where Jenna was being taken.
 
Mike exhaled. He lined up his shot and squeezed the trigger on his rifle. The opposing shooter ducked back behind the vehicle. Mike’s eye searched the rest of the car. He went up and down trying to see if he could get another clean shot off, but found none. He looked back over and saw that the group had made it safely to the tree line.
 
“Fay, head for the forest. I’ll cover you. When you get in position keep an eye on the shooter for my run over, got it?” Mike asked.
 
“Okay,” she answered.
 
Mike stared down the road at the sedan. He could hear Fay’s footsteps hit the pavement and then disappear onto the grass. He felt the gravel of the road digging through his shirt into his stomach. His elbows rested on the hard asphalt, causing pain to shoot up through his arms. He waited a few more seconds before he looked over and saw Fay in the tree line with her rifle pointed toward the sedan.
 
Mike pushed himself off the pavement and sprinted toward the forest to meet with the rest of the group. His feet were heavy and slow. After days of walking with little to no sleep his body wasn’t holding together very well.
 
When he made it to the forest he smacked against a tree trunk for support. He could feel the sharp pain in his lungs with each breath. He tried to gain his composure, but he was feeling light headed.
 
Jung gripped Mike’s shoulder. Jenna’s blood covered Jung’s hands.
 
“Mike, help Jenna,” Jung said.
 
“Fay, make sure you keep an eye out,” Mike said.
 
“Got it,” Fay answered.
 
The bloodstain around Jenna’s shoulder covered most of her arm and the top half of her shirt. Mike ripped the shirt around the source of the wound to get a better look. The blood poured out of her like a river. He checked the back of her shoulder for an exit wound.
 
“The bullet’s still inside,” Mike said.
 
Mike grabbed Tom’s hands and placed them over Jenna’s shoulder. She cried out in pain from the pressure.
 
“Keep firm, even pressure on it,” Mike explained. “It’s going to hurt for her either way, so we need to keep as much blood in her as possible.”
 
Mike swung his backpack around. He unzipped the main pack flinging out extra clothes, water, and food until he pulled out a small medical kit he found at the airport. He popped the hatches off the top and pushed the bandages aside until he reached a pair of tweezers.
 
“Clarence, hold her down,” Mike said.
 
Clarence brought the weight of his body down on Jenna’s arms and legs.
 
“Jenna, this is going to hurt, but I need to get the bullet out so it doesn’t get infected okay?” Mike said.
 
“G-give me some medicine,” Jenna said.
 
“I don’t have anything to give you. I’ll try and make it quick,” Mike said.
 
Mike dug the tweezers into the open gash on Fay’s shoulder and she let out a scream. Her good arm and legs swung wildly as she tried to push them off of her.
 
“Keep her still!” Mike said.
 
Clarence pressed down harder, but Fay was going wild. Each time Mike dug deeper into Fay’s shoulder more blood poured out followed by writhing and screams. Mike probed through the jagged pieces of flesh until he reached the tip of the bullet.
 
“I think it got it,” Mike said.
 
Mike pulled out a .224 round and dumped it on the ground. The leaves, grass, and twigs around them were stained red. He grabbed the bandages from the medical kit. He handed a few to Tom and placed the bulk of the bandages on the wound itself. Mike wrapped it tightly. 

“I’ve done what I can,” Mike said.
 
Jung dropped to his wife’s side. He held her hand in his. Mike crept over to Fay who was still watching the red sedan in the distance.
 
“Whoever shot her is still there. I didn’t see anyone come or go,” Fay said.
 
“Just the one?” Mike asked.
 
“As far as I can tell. Unless there’s another person down the road, or back behind the tree lines.”
 
“Let me see your scope,” Mike said.
 
The red sedan came into view, but he couldn’t see anyone. He moved the barrel a bit to the right to get a different view and then saw the shooter with his gun over the hood of the car, aimed right at him.
 
The bullet flew into the tree next to Mike, sending pieces of wood splintering into the air.
 
“So I guess he’s still there,” Fay said.
 
“Move everyone deeper into the trees,” Mike said.
 
Nelson grabbed Jung Jr. and Claire and led them deeper into the forest. Jung and Tom carried Jenna, and Clarence came up to join Mike and Fay by the tree line.
 
“What are we going to do?” Clarence asked.
 
Mike poked his head out just a bit to get another look at the sedan, then glanced up into the sky. It was only mid-afternoon and it would be another six hours before it became dark.
 
“If we don’t get Jenna some serious medical attention she could get an infection, blood poisoning, anything,” Mike said.
 
“But you took the bullet out,” Clarence said.
 
“That doesn’t mean she’s in the clear just yet,” Mike answered.
 
“We can move through the trees, deep enough to where he wouldn’t be able to hit us, but close enough for us to still see the road,” Fay said.
 
“I don’t want to risk this guy following us,” Mike said. “Clarence, you still have the pistol I gave you?”
 
“Yeah, why?”
 
“Trade me.”
 
Clarence pulled the pistol from his waistband and handed it to Mike who gave him the rifle.
 
“Listen, I’m going to move down the edge of the forest until I get parallel with the car. I’m going to make a sprint for the sedan and try to force him out. When I start firing that’s when you guys give me cover,” Mike said.
 
“Mike, that’s a terrible idea,” Fay said.
 
“Yeah, what if we miss, or what if he shoots you before you get to the car?” Clarence added.
 
“You two are the best shots in the group beside myself, and neither of you have had any training in close combat situations, so I’m making the run. It’ll force his hand. He’ll either fire back, or he’ll run.”
 
“Mike, think about what you’re doing,” Fay said.
 
“Keep a bead on him. We’ll hit from both angles. Confuse him,” Mike said.
 
Before Fay could stop him Mike rushed off. He weaved in and out of the trees keeping an eye on the sedan in the distance. Once he was parallel to the car on the road he crouched down.
 
Mike ejected the magazine from the pistol, checking the number of shots he had. Thirteen.
 
He shoved the magazine back into the pistol and racked the bullet from the magazine into the chamber. His thumb flipped the safety off. He took a deep breath and exhaled, letting the nerves melt out of him. He closed his eyes, slowly controlling his breathing through his nose.
 
When Mike opened his eyes he aimed the pistol and sprinted for the sedan twenty yards away. Dirt flew up from the ground as he tore off into the field separating the highway from the forest. He squeezed the trigger sending bullets into the trunk of the car, then another barrage of bullets went flying into the side of the sedan coming from Fay and Clarence.
 
Mike was ten yards away now and he could see the boots of a man underneath the front of the car by the hood. The clank of bullets from Fay and Clarence smacked against the side of the car.
 
Mike could see the shooter’s head now and the hail of bullets from Fay and Clarence hitting the car stopped when Mike reached the trunk. He dashed along the backside, his finger on the trigger, when the shooter came into full view.
 
He must have been no older than seventeen. The boy’s rifle was on the ground next to him and his hands were in the air. Mike’s finger left the trigger as he kicked the boy’s rifle away from him on the ground.
 
“Please,” the boy said.
 
“What are you doing out here? Why’d you shoot at us?” Mike asked.
 
“I thought you were with the people in town. I thought you were coming to hurt my family.”
 
“People in town? What town?”
 
“Carrollton. It’s just a few miles west of here. We had a group of bikers ride through and they killed everyone. They killed my grandfather. I just didn’t want anyone else to hurt my family.”
 
Mike picked the boy up by the scruff of his neck and threw him onto the hood of the car.
 
“So you thought you’d shoot at a group of people traveling with children?” Mike asked keeping the gun pointed at him.
 
The young man’s arms were out wide, his palms still up in surrender.
 
“I didn’t even mean to hit anyone. I was just trying to scare you. I swear,” the boy said.
 
“Your family still in town?”
 
“No, we have a farm just outside of it. It runs right along this road a few miles west. That’s why I was out here, to keep watch.”
 
Mike glanced down the road where the boy’s farm would be, then grabbed the collar of his shirt pulling him toward him.
 
“You have anyone else keeping watch?” Mike asked.
 
“No, it’s just me. It’s just me.”
 
Mike backed up, leaving the boy on the hood of the car. Mike picked up the rifle the boy dropped and slung it over his shoulder. With his pistol, Mike gestured toward the tree line.
 
“Walk,” Mike said.
 
The boy rolled off the hood of the car and started marching toward the forest. He kept glancing back at Mike, his eyes red and wet.
 
“Please, don’t kill me. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone. I swear,” the boy said.
 
Mike walked up behind him bringing both of the boy’s arms to his head.
 
“Keep your hands up where I can see them,” Mike said.
 
Clarence and Fay came out from behind their cover and started walking toward them.
 
“Mike, what are you doing?” Fay asked.
 
“Stop,” Mike said.
 
The boy froze, his hands still tucked behind the back of his head. Mike kicked the boy’s legs from under him, collapsing him to the ground. Mike tossed the boy’s rifle to Fay.
 
Tom and Nelson came rushing out.
 
“He’s just a kid,” Tom said.
 
“I keep telling him that it was just an accident. I wasn’t trying to hurt any of you. I was just trying to scare you off. I just wanted to protect my family,” the boy said.
 
“What do we do with him?” Clarence asked.
 
“You’re going to let him go, right, Mike?” Nelson asked.
 
“No, he’s going to take us to his barn and then we’re going to drop him off there and make sure he doesn’t follow us,” Mike said.
 
The boy’s expression eased. The color flushed back into his face and his body lost some of its tension.
 
“Thank you. Thank you, so much,” the boy said.
 
Jung came out from behind the trees. The boy caught sight of the blood stained over his clothes. Jung had a dazed look on his face. He walked like a zombie; jagged, limping steps propelled him forward. He stared at the boy sitting at the base of the tree.
 
“It was him?” Jung asked still looking at the boy.
 
“Yes,” Mike said.
 
The look Mike saw in Jung’s eye was a look he’d seen before. As much as Jung spoke about taking the non-violent road he could see the struggle in the man’s face. It was the first time someone had hurt a member of his family like that. It was the first time Jung had a taste of real violence in his life.
 
“You shot my wife,” Jung said.
 
“It was an accident,” the boy said.
 
“You could have hit my kids.”
 
“Take it easy, Jung,” Mike said, inching closer to Jung who had his eyes glued on the boy.
 
Before Mike had to intervene Jung turned away and headed back to his wife.
 
“Did she die?” the boy whispered.
 
“Not yet,” Mike answered.



 
 
***
 
Jenna was too weak to move, and everyone was too weak to carry her for a distance longer than twenty feet. Mike and Tom tried to carry her through the trees to the highway, but couldn’t even make it that far.
 
The boy, who told them his name was Billy Murth, said the farm he was from was a mile down the road.
 
“The farm has a cart we could wheel her back in,” Billy said.
 
“Fine. Me, Tom, and Nelson will go with Billy and grab the cart,” Mike said.
 
“I should come with you,” Jung said.
 
“No, you should stay here and make sure your wife and kids are okay,” Mike said. “That’s the best thing that you can do right now, Jung.”
 
Mike gave Nelson Billy’s rifle, and Mike took one of the rifles from their own stash and gave the handgun he was carrying to Tom. Mike pulled Fay to the side out of earshot from the rest of the group.
 
“If we don’t make it back, there might be a good chance that his family will come back here looking for you guys. Have somebody posted on watch at all times. The kid could be playing us,” Mike said.
 
“What am I supposed to do if you guys don’t make it back?” Fay asked.
 
“If we’re not back by nightfall and if Jenna gets some of her strength back, follow the tree line down the highway. There’s a dirt road that’s hidden with some brush about four miles west. It’ll be on the left side. You won’t be able to see entrance from the highway, so when you guys are walking make sure you stay to the left.”
 
“Where does the road lead?”
 
“My cabin. My family will recognize Sean, so make sure you keep him safe.”
 
“No, Mike, this is insane. You don’t know what you’re walking into.”
 
“If we don’t get Jenna somewhere where we can sterilize that wound she’s going to die of infection. The only place that I know of is my cabin, and the only way I can get her there right now is to find something to carry her with.”
 
“Be careful.”
 
Mike kept his hand on Billy’s shoulder and the four of them took off down the road. He made sure to keep his eyes peeled for anything suspicious.
 
“How many people do you have at the farm?” Mike asked.
 
“Four,” Billy said.
 
“Who?”
 
“Me, my dad, my mom, and my younger brother.”
 
“Do they have any weapons, other than the rifle you had?”

“Yeah, my dad’s got a lot of guns. He’s a hunter. He takes tourists out on hunting trips for deer. Or he used to.”
 
“Great,” Tom said. “So we’re walking into a situation where we’re holding the son of a hunter and gun enthusiast hostage.”
 
“Will he be home when we get there?” Mike asked.
 
“I don’t know. He sent me to cover the east road while he went out hunting. He usually doesn’t come back till closer to sundown.”
 
“What about your mom and brother?”
 
“They’ll be home.”
 
“Can your mom shoot?” Tom asked.
 
“Yeah,” Billy answered.
 
“So much for catching a break,” Tom said.
 
It took them twenty minutes to reach the farm. The house sat in a clearing off the highway. An open pasture cut through the middle of the forest and cattle, horses, and other livestock roamed the fields grazing.
 
A large steel gate surrounded the property, fencing the cattle in. The gate creaked when Mike undid the lock and swung it open.
 
They kicked up dust from the dirt road as they walked closer to the house. Mike could see a barn in the back. Bells from the cattle dinged in the fields around them. Suddenly the front door of the house flew open and a woman wielding a shotgun marched onto the front porch.
 
“Let my son go or so help me God I will pump you full of lead,” Beth said.
 
Beth was a skinny woman. Her body looked far too frail for the 12-gauge she was holding, but the barrel of the gun stood rock steady.
 
Mike kept his grip on Billy’s shoulder, but made sure his gun wasn’t pointing anywhere near the boy.
 
“We don’t want any trouble, Ma’am,” Mike said.
 
“If you don’t want any trouble then why did you come onto my property, holding my son hostage, and armed to the teeth?”
 
“Your boy shot one of the people in our party. The girl he shot needs help. All we need is a cart to carry her and we’ll be on our way.”
 
“Tell them to put their guns down.”
 
Mike nodded to Tom and Nelson and they placed their rifles on the ground in front of them.
 
“Kick them away from you,” Beth said.
 
Tom and Nelson complied sending the guns sliding across the gravel. Mike placed his gun down last, but kept Billy close.
 
“You all right, Billy?” Beth asked.
 
“I’m fine.”
 
“Did they hurt you?”
 
“No.”
 
Beth walked toward them keeping the barrel of the gun pointed at the three of them. The sun reflected off the steel of the shotgun. When she got close enough Mike let Billy go and he ran for his mom.
 
“Mom, it’s okay. They’re not going to hurt us,” Billy said.
 
Beth kept the shotgun pointed at them. She paused for a moment taking all of them in, their hands in the air, waiting for her judgment.
 
The barrel of the gun finally dropped and Tom and Nelson let out a sigh.
 
“Thank God,” Tom said.
 
“The cart’s around back. How bad is she hurt?” Beth asked.
 
“She took a bullet to the shoulder, but she lost a lot of blood. She’s not strong enough to walk yet and we need to move her quickly,” Mike said.
 
Mike followed Beth around the side of the house and his eye fell on an old wooden cart. It was six feet long and stood four feet high. The wood was cracked and splintered along the bed. Two long handles jutted out from the front, where it looked like it would normally be pulled by a horse, or ox.
 
“That thing looks like it’s about to fall apart,” Tom said.
 
“It’s sturdy. We still use it to push around some of the livestock feed,” Billy said.
 
Mike grabbed the front handles and turned it around.
 
“We don’t have a lot of options. Nelson, grab the other handle and help me pull. Tom, grab the guns on the way out,” Mike said.
 
Tom tossed Billy his rifle back and collected their guns from the ground and put them on the bed of the cart, shielding his mouth from the dust kicked up by the wheels.



 
 
***
 
Jung held his wife’s hand. Her eyes were half open. He had pulled out his sleeping bag and laid her down on it. The white bandages covering her shoulder were soaked red. Sean kept their two children preoccupied by playing a game with them. Jung watched from a distance as their two small children tried knocking an empty can from a tree trunk with a rock.
 
“Jung,” Jenna whispered.
 
“Shh, it’s okay. You’re going to be okay,” Jung said. “Mike went to get us something to carry you in and then we’ll go to his cabin. Mike said he’d be able to help you more once we get there.”
 
Jung tilted her head up and pressed a bottle of water to her lips.
 
“Do you remember that vacation we took to Sea World last year? I kept complaining about flying all the way to California for a week filled with nothing but sea animals?” Jung said.
 
“You tried to convince the kids to just take a weekend trip to the coast.”
 
“And they wouldn’t even budge because of all of the pictures you showed them. They were so excited and when we finally left for the trip and we made it there they wanted to leave right away, but you couldn’t peel me away from it.”
 
“You kept wanting to get your picture taken with penguins.”
 
“They were so cool, but they smelled awful.”
 
Jung’s face broke into a smile, reflecting Jenna’s. The creases of his eyes wrinkled up, while the dark circles underneath seemed to be under more stress.
 
“You were right about that trip. It was a good idea. We should do it again,” Jung said.
 
“I’m glad you liked it.”
 
His smile faded. The circles under his eyes darkened. Tears began running down his cheeks.

“Jung,” Fay said. “Mike’s back.”
 
Mike and Nelson dragged the cart all the way through the field to the edge of the trees.
 
“Tom, come help me get Jenna on here,” Mike said.
 
Mike and Tom scooped her up while Jung grabbed the bags underneath her. Jung spread the sleeping bags on the bed of the cart. Mike and Tom laid her down. Jenna winced as the guys set her in the cart.
 
Jung managed to put Claire and Jung Jr. in the cart with their mother. Jung and Nelson pulled while Fay, Tom, and Mike kept watch on the sides and front of the group. Sean kept close to his father while Clarence brought up the rear.
 
The rickety cart’s wheels clattered against the pavement, the handles vibrating in Jung and Nelson’s hands.
 
Mike knew they’d be slower now, and he wasn’t sure how the group was going to get the cart up the dirt path to the cabin, but for now they were moving and that was priority number one. Fay came up behind him.
 
“So, what happened back there? How did you get the cart?” Fay asked.
 
“I asked for it,” Mike answered.
 
“Are you going to bring it back to her?”
 
“If it survives the trip.”
 
With their rifles loaded and the dirt path to the cabin only a few more miles up the road Mike let himself hope. He hoped that his family was there. He hoped that they were all okay. He hoped that Jenna would make it.
 
It was a feeling he hadn’t let himself experience since they left the neighborhood. He didn’t want to let false expectations get in the way of having to do what needed to be done. He knew the trip would be hard. He knew there wouldn’t be any guarantee that he would make it to the cabin and that there wouldn’t be any guarantee that his family was there when he did arrive, but being so close to the finish line caused the hope that he kept at bay for so long to creep in.
 
“We’re close, right?” Fay asked.
 
“Yeah, we’re close,” Mike answered.
 



Day 11 (Cabin)
 
“I don’t want you going outside by yourself,” Anne said.
 
“Mom, I’ll be fine,” Freddy answered.
 
Freddy hadn’t been outside since his grandfather brought the three girls back from town. He was kicked out of his room, so they could have his space, and moved in with his grandfather. He heard his mom arguing with his grandfather about it the other night. She was still worried about what happened in the town nearby.
 
The three toys Freddy brought with him were starting to bore him and he wanted to explore outside, but his mom refused to let him go alone.
 
“I have to get lunch ready. If you want to go outside then ask your sister if she’ll go with you,” Anne said.
 
“But she never wants to go outside. She just sits in her room all day.”
 
“Well, maybe she’ll change her mind today.”
 
Freddy threw his head back in exasperation and marched over to his sister’s room. The door was shut. He gave it three knocks.
 
“Kalen, will you come outside with me for a little while?” Freddy asked.
 
The room was silent. Freddy knocked again.
 
“Kalen, open up. Pleeeeease, mom won’t let me go outside unless you come with. I’m dying in here.”
 
Freddy slumped his whole body against the door. He pathetically clawed the wood and jiggled the handle. He almost fell over when Kalen jerked the door open.
 
“What do you want?” Kalen asked.
 
Freddy caught himself from falling face first onto the floor when Kalen swung the door open.
 
“Please, please, please, please, please come outside with meeeeeee?” Freddy asked.
 
He dropped to his knees and clenched his hands together, begging her. Kalen rolled her eyes and walked over to her bed. He saw her reach for her shoes and slide them on.
 
“Yes!” Freddy said.
 
Mary, Erin, and Nancy joined them outside. There was a storm in the distance and the sun was hidden by clouds, but Freddy didn’t care. He ran around the cabin, exploring everything he hadn’t been able to see since they arrived.
 
After doing a lap of the cabin he circled back around to Mary and Kalen sitting on the front steps. Freddy held his arms out, closed his eyes, looked up into the sky, and spun around.
 
“Happy?” Kalen asked.
 
“You have no idea,” Freddy answered.
 
Freddy opened his eyes back up and they widened with excitement as a thought occurred to him and he gasped.
 
“Do you guys want to play Agent Match and Dr. Doomsday?” he asked.
 
Erin and Nancy looked at him questioningly.
 
“What’s that?” Erin asked.
 
“It’s a comic book that I read. Agent Match works for a super top secret agency and his nemesis, Dr. Doomsday, tries to destroy the world,” Freddy said.
 
“That sounds dumb,” Nancy said.
 
“It’s not dumb, it’s fun!” Freddy exclaimed.
 
Erin was the only one smiling.
 
“I’ll play,” she said.
 
“Okay, I’ll be Dr. Doomsday and you can be Agent Match. You have to stop me from building my Doom Ray and destroying the world.”
 
Freddy grabbed Erin’s hand and pulled her to a cluster of bushes in front of the cabin. She giggled. Nancy joined Mary and Kalen on the front door steps of the cabin.
 
“Okay, so this is your headquarters. Now you stay here and count to ten and I’ll go to my base where you try and find me okay?”
 
“Okay.”
 
Freddy took off and headed around the back of the cabin. There stood a cluster of trees in the back with a few low hanging branches. He rushed over to them and climbed up along the trees and perched himself as high as he could go.
 
He heard Erin yell ten and watched her run around looking for him. He could see the top of the cabin, all around the house, and deep into the forest. Beyond the trees he could see the town that Erin came from. It didn’t look dangerous from where he sat. He wondered what his mom was so worried about.
 
Erin checked around the cabin, peering into bushes, looking around trees, but she never looked up. Freddy smiled at her running around searching for him. After about ten minutes he climbed down the tree and decided to sneak up on her and scare her. She was to the left of him as he quietly descended the tree.
 
Freddy stepped lightly on the ground. Erin was crouched down looking through a bush when he snuck up behind her and poked her in the back and screamed.
 
“AHHHHHHH,” Erin yelped.
 
Freddy fell onto his back laughing. Mary, Kalen, and Nancy came running around toward them, their eyes frantic.
 
“Freddy!” Kalen yelled.
 
Freddy looked up from the leaves, dirt, and grass he’d fallen in and saw Erin crying. Nancy came over and wrapped Erin in her arms. She tossed a nasty look at Freddy.
 
“What did you do?” Nancy asked.
 
Freddy’s mouth hung open. He pushed himself up off the ground, wiping the dirt from his pants.
 
“We were just playing. She couldn’t find me, so I snuck up behind her. That’s all. I didn’t mean to make her cry like that,” Freddy said.
 
Anne came marching toward them, upset. Her hands were stained with bits of berries from some of the surrounding bushes.
 
“What is going on?” Anne said.
 
“Mom, I’m sorry I didn’t mean to scare her,” Freddy said.
 
“Frederick, get in the house now.”
 
“But, Mom.”
 
“Now!”
 
Freddy kept his head down. He lumbered to the front of the cabin. Before he reached the door he gave one last look at the trees around him. He figured he wouldn’t be allowed outside for a while.
 
Anne marched him inside and took him to his grandfather’s room. Freddy sat on his bed and his mother towered over him.
 
“What is wrong with you? Don’t you know what those girls have been through? You can’t sneak up on them like that,” Anne said.
 
“Mom, I didn’t mean to scare her. I swear. It wasn’t supposed to be a big deal. We were just playing.”
 
“You stay in this room and you are not to go outside. Do you understand me?”
 
“But it’s not fair!”
 
Freddy slammed his fist into the bed. His face turned red, his eyes were getting wet. He jumped off the bed and stomped to the window.
 
“Do not take that tone of voice with me, young man,” Anne said.
 
“I don’t care! Everyone’s worried about other people. You helped Ray, Grandpa helped those girls, but nobody went back after Dad! Nobody cared about Dad!”
 
Anne’s face softened as Freddy collapsed to the ground. She walked toward her son, and knelt down. She lifted his head up, tears streaming down his cheeks and he buried his face in her shoulder. Anne stroked his hair.
 
“It’s okay, sweetheart. It’s okay,” Anne said.
 
“I miss him.”
 
“Me, too”



 
 
***
 
Freddy and Erin made up by dinner, although Nancy was still flashing Freddy dirty looks.
 
Ray was finally feeling better enough to join them at the table. He’d been on his back for most of the past few days from the fever after his leg became infected. He still needed help moving around, but he was eating again.
 
Once dinner was over Kalen was the first to get up and head toward her room. Anne stopped her.
 
“Honey, wait. Why don’t we all play a game? I think there are some old board games downstairs.”
 
“Mom, do we have to?” Kalen asked.
 
“I think it’ll be good for everyone. Freddy, go downstairs with your sister and bring us something up. We’ll play it in the living room,” Anne said.
 
Freddy smiled. He shoved his hands against the table, his chair squeaking as he pushed back. Kalen followed less enthusiastically.
 
Freddy swung the lantern past the shelves to the box in the corner where the games were stashed. He tore the lid off and started sifting through the choices.
 
“What about Monopoly?” Freddy asked.
 
“Well, that would be a good way to pass the time for the next three months.”
 
“Okay, how about Life?”
 
“You want to play that one because the one we’re in is so great?”
 
Freddy dropped the game back into the box.
 
“Fine, Kalen, you pick,” he said.
 
Freddy moved away from the box and his sister walked over and looked inside. Freddy stood back, lantern in hand, when something caught his eye on one of the shelves next to him. The light from the lantern reflected off a metallic box on the bottom shelf. He moved over to get a better look, and then set the lantern down.
 
The box wasn’t large or heavy when Freddy pulled it from its place on the shelf.  It had tin foil tightly wrapped around the outside of it. He ran his fingers along the sides feeling the smooth, slick metal.
 
“Kalen, what’s this?”
 
Freddy held out the box and Kalen stopped her search of games to examine it.
 
“Probably something you’re not supposed to touch,” she said.
 
Freddy snatched the box back from his sister and rushed upstairs. Everyone was gathered in the living room. Ray lay stretched across the couch, Ulysses sat in the armchair, Anne was stoking the fireplace, and Mary, Nancy, and Erin were sitting on the floor.
 
“What’d you get?” Anne asked.
 
“I don’t know. Whatever this is,” Freddy said.
 
“Wait, I know what that is. It’s a Faraday cage,” Ulysses said.
 
“A what?” Freddy asked.
 
“It’s a homemade Faraday cage. It protects electronics from EMP blasts,” Ulysses said.
 
Freddy brought the box over to his grandfather and sat it in his lap. Every eye in the room turned to Ulysses.
 
“What’s in it?” Mary asked.
 
“Is it a phone?” Nancy asked.
 
“A computer?” Kalen asked.
 
Ulysses peeled the top off the box and his jaw dropped.
 
“What is it?” Freddy asked.
 
“It’s a pair of radios,” Ulysses said.
 
Ulysses pulled them out of the box. They were medium sized, black, and each with a long antenna.
 
“They look like they’re used for long range communication,” Ray said.
 
“Do they work?” Anne asked.
 
Ulysses turned the knob on top and the radio squealed on. The room was completely silent except for the static of the radio. Ulysses scanned the frequencies, slowly.
 
Everyone leaned forward. Each of them prayed that something would come through the speaker other than the clicks and pops of static. After ten minutes of silence Ray finally spoke up.
 
“You should turn the battery off, Ulysses. We don’t want to waste it,” he said.
 
“You’re right.”
 
Ulysses clicked it off. He put the radios back in the box and handed it to Freddy.
 
“Go put them back downstairs, Fred.”
 
Before Freddy could grab them Nancy cut in between the two of them and snatched the box out of their hands. She clutched the box to her chest, protecting it.
 
“No! We need to keep it on. We need to call for help!”
 
“Nancy, put it down,” Mary said.
 
“We can use it to call help for Mom. She doesn’t have to be with those people anymore. We can save her.”
 
“Nancy, put it down now!”
 
Nancy handed the box back to Freddy and collapsed into a pile of tears.
 
“It’s not fair,” Nancy said.
 
“I know,” Mary said.
 
Freddy walked back down into the basement. He set the box back on the shelf, but stared at it for a moment. The tin foil shined against the lantern of the light like a star in the darkness. He set the lantern back down and pulled one of the radios out. He turned the knob on and the same hum of static blew through the speakers. He squeezed the talk button on the side. He brought the radio close to his mouth.
 
“Dad? If you’re out there we need your help. Everyone’s sad. We’re all scared and we need you. I miss you a lot.”
 
Freddy let go of the talk button and more static blew through. He waited, listening, hoping that he would hear his father’s voice come through to tell him it would be all right, but it never came. Freddy turned the radio off and put it back in the box.



 
 
***
 
The rest of the cabin was sleeping, but Kalen was wide-awake. She lay on her bed staring out the window. Most of the cluster of trees around them blocked out the night sky, but there was one patch of space open where she could see the stars in the cloudless night. She was on top of her sheets, drumming her hands on her stomach.
 
She thought about the men down there in the town. She thought about what they did to Mary, Nancy, and Erin’s family. She thought about how someone like them hurt her, made her afraid.
 
Silently, she slid out of bed. The bedroom door creaked when she opened it, sounding loud in the quiet of the cabin. She stood frozen making sure no one had heard her. After a few moments of waiting she didn’t see anyone come out, so she headed for the basement.
 
She kept the door shut and almost slipped down the stairs in the darkness. She didn’t want to turn the lantern on until she was all the way at the bottom, afraid that someone would see the light through the crack in the door.
 
She took the lids off the boxes in the far corner of the room. She rummaged through them, looking for a spare key she knew was somewhere amidst the junk.
 
“C’mon, where are you?”
 
The floor of the basement was lined with sheets, gauze, and winter clothes from pulling the materials out of their containers. She kicked one of the coats across the floor in frustration.
 
She let out a sigh and started packing up what she’d torn apart until a small black box caught her eye. She snatched it up. The insides were lined with spare batteries, ammo, and a ring of keys.
 
She took the keys and they jingled in a lock on a safe against the wall. Kalen pulled the safe door open and a row of guns lined the inside. Rifles, shotguns, and handguns organized neatly together. She picked up a 9mm Glock. She felt the plastic composite around her hand. She gripped the pistol in her hand, remembering what her dad had told her when shooting.
 
Keep your right hand high on the handle. Thumbs over thumbs. Don’t put your finger on the trigger until you’re ready to squeeze.
 
She brought the pistol up to her eye and pointed it at different objects around the basement. She kept her finger hovering over the trigger, never letting it touch. She ejected the magazine. It was fully loaded. She shoved it back in and racked a bullet into the chamber. She tucked the pistol behind her back and headed upstairs.
 
She snuck back to her room down the hallway when a whisper caused her to turn around. Mary was leaning out of her room into the hallway watching her.
 
“What are you doing?” Mary asked.
 
“Nothing. Go back to bed.”
 
Mary stepped out into the hallway, closing the door behind her. She tiptoed to Kalen who kept waving her to go back into her room. When Kalen finally determined that Mary wouldn’t go she pulled her into her room and shut the door.
 
“Why are you up this late?” Mary asked.
 
“I could ask you the same thing.”
 
“I couldn’t sleep.”
 
Kalen wasn’t sure how Mary would react to the gun, so she kept it tucked behind her back. Mary walked over to the bed and sat herself on the edge.
 
“I don’t sleep much anymore,” Mary said.
 
Should she tell her? Should she let her in on what she was planning to do? Kalen figured that Mary had just as much right as she did to hurt the people in town, but she wasn’t sure if she would go through with it.
 
“It’s because of them isn’t it?” Kalen said, gesturing in the direction of the town.
 
“Yeah. I keep seeing my mom’s face, or my dad’s lifeless eyes just staring back at me. It doesn’t scare me anymore it’s just… I don’t know.”
 
“You want to do something about it.”
 
It was the way Kalen said it that made Mary look up at her. The faint moonlight coming through the window cast pale shadows along Kalen’s figure.
 
“Do what?” Mary asked.
 
“Make them feel what you felt. Make them suffer like you suffered.”
 
Kalen watched Mary’s face carefully.
 
“How? They have guns. They have more people. They don’t care what they do. They have no conscious. They’re-”
 
“Animals.”
 
Kalen wasn’t sure if that was the word that Mary was going to use, but looking at Mary’s face she knew it was the right one.
 
“You have to hate them as much as they hated you, because that’s what made them do it. They didn’t do it because they were bored. They didn’t do it because they were forced to. They did it because they liked it,” Kalen said.
 
Mary’s answer came out like a whisper. A realization of what Kalen spoke of.
 
“Yes,” Mary said.
 
Kalen pulled the pistol from behind her back. The black metal glowed from the reflection of the moonlight. Mary took the pistol from Kalen’s hand. She laid it across her palm, flat.
 
“I can get you one,” Kalen said.
 
Mary looked up at her. She placed the gun down next to her on the bed and got up quickly. She started shaking her head and moved toward the door.
 
“No, I can’t do this,” Mary said.
 
Kalen rushed up behind her and grabbed Mary’s arm. She spun her around. Her fingers dug into Mary’s arm, hard.
 
“Stop it. Let me go,” Mary whispered.
 
“You want to just hide out here for the rest of your life? If you don’t do something now you’ll die here. Those bikers in town may not be the ones who do it, but someone like them will. They’ll come through here and rape your sisters, then kill them in front of you, and just before they put a bullet in your head they’ll have their way with you too.”
 
Kalen had Mary’s face less than an inch from her own. Kalen’s teeth gritted together. She could feel the harshness of her words. The sting they sent with each syllable.
 
Mary stopped resisting, but it wasn’t from Kalen’s words, it was from something she was looking at past her. Kalen could see a faint orange light in the reflection of Mary’s eyes and she turned around.
 
Through the trees out of the window there was small twinkling of a fire. Kalen moved closer to the window to get a better look. The flames were in the distance, dancing into the night air.
 



Day 11 (The Bikers)
 
Jake walked along the line of his men standing in front of him. The sun was sinking in the west, sending a golden glow across the town that gave it a false beauty with the pile of bodies circled around a post where Hannah was tied and bound.
 
A red metal container of gasoline sat on the ground next to Frankie, who looked up at Hannah, blew a kiss, and smiled.
 
The blood from Hannah’s lip dripped onto the pile of bodies below her. She looked at the faces of, not the bikers around her, but of the blank stares of the rotting corpses. Some eyes were closed; some were open, while flies and maggots picked at the flesh on their faces. She could taste the stench of the bodies.
 
“Our club has been around for over fifty years. In those fifty years we have never let anyone walk over us. Not the cops, other clubs, no one,” Jake said.
 
The rope wrapped around her wrists and ankles was rough and tight. Her hands and feet had gone numb. She listened to Jake’s calm, even tone.
 
“We never let anyone walk on us because the only thing that matters in this world is strength, and we are strong.”
 
As the bikers clapped and nodded she could feel her muscles tightening.
 
“The Diablos have never lost a fight. We beat the Warriors, the Rebels, the Suns, anyone who’s come up against us has lost, and I’ll be damned if I let anyone beat us now. Those bitches that killed Garrett will come back. They’ll come back for her,” Jake said pointing at Hannah.
 
Hannah felt her body start to shake when the cheers from the bikers exploded. Strands of her hair covered her face, but she could see Jake pick up the red container of gasoline.
 
When the gas made contact with the open cuts along her body she cried out. Her skin burned. The taste of the dead below her was replaced by the taste of gas. It burned her mouth, her eyes, everything.
 
Jake pulled out a box of matches in his pocket and lit one. He pinched the match in between his fingers. The sun had disappeared below the horizon and glow of the fire in his hands accentuated the encroaching night sky.
 
Hannah thought of her children. She thought of her husband. She could see each of them as clear as if they were in front of her now. Their smiling faces looking up at her, letting her know that she would see them soon.
 
“Everything we touch. Burns,” Jake said.
 
He dropped the match onto the pile of bodies and the massive flame spread upwards into the sky. The flames swallowed the flesh and when the heat reached Hannah she began to scream. The fire crawled up her legs, consuming her body. She thrashed on the pole, her screams piercing through the cheers of the bikers. She could feel the fire tearing at her flesh. Finally, her body went limp, engulfed in the orange flames dancing along her charred body.
 
Jake watched the bodies burn. The fire danced in the reflection of his eyes. He’d always loved fire. It had ferocity, beauty, and power. He closed his eyes letting him feel the heat from the flames, his cheeks reddening from the burning flesh. He pulled Frankie away from the group and the two of them headed toward the lobby.
 
“You think they’ll come back?” Frankie asked.
 
“They will. They’ll want to know what happened to their mother, and when they do come back, and whoever they bring with them to help, will burn.”
 



Day 12 (Mike’s Journey)
 
The sun rose above the horizon. Mike had pulled the cart carrying Jenna the entire night. It took them twice as long with the cart as it would have without it. The path up to the cabin was meant for a vehicle with four-wheel drive capabilities, not two men dragging an injured woman in a cart from the early 20th century.
 
Everyone begged to stop, but Mike wouldn’t let them rest. He was so close to his family. Every time he slipped on the trail, or he felt the pain in his hands, legs, and back he thought of them.
 
Jung was the only one as motivated as he was to get there. He pulled the other side of the cart along with Mike when everyone else was giving up. They were less than a hundred yards from the cabin now. It wouldn’t be much longer.
 
The wheels of the car bumped along the roots and rocks of the beaten path. With the sun coming up he searched the ground for tire tracks that he hadn’t been able to see in the dead of night. They approached a stretch of mud and Mike saw the familiar tread of his Jeep’s tires in the soil.
 
Mike’s heart leapt. They made it. His family was there. Mike could feel his legs losing their fatigue. His eyes lost their weariness. His hands gripped the wooden handles harder.
 
“We’re almost there,” Mike said.
 
He could see the cabin now. The Jeep was parked on the side. Everything seemed to be intact. There wasn’t any damage that Mike noticed. His feet trudged faster through the mud and dirt.
 
When he finally reached the cabin and stood in front of the door he felt like he was in a dream. None of it seemed real.
 
“Tom, Jung, grab Jenna and we’ll get her inside,” Mike said setting the cart down.
 
Mike rushed to the door, flinging it open. The first person he saw was Ray lying on the couch in the living room. Ray opened his eyes and his jaw dropped.
 
“Mike?” Ray asked.
 
“Anne? Freddy? Kalen? Dad?” Mike called out.
 
Mike didn’t acknowledge Ray’s presence. He could only think of his family. He heard the creak of doors opening. The first person out was Anne. Mike stood at the end of the hallway when she stepped out of their room. She gasped as her hands covered her mouth in shock.
 
The next door that opened was Freddy, then Kalen. The hallway was silent as the four of them stared at each other.
 
“Dad?” Freddy asked.
 
A tear rolled down Mike’s face. His son, his daughter, his wife, they were here. They were safe. They were alive.
 
“Dad!” Freddy yelled.
 
Mike dropped to his knee as Freddy rushed toward him. He threw his arms around Freddy and wrapped him in a tight hug. Kalen came in next to her brother and Mike pulled her in. He clutched his children, kissing the tops of their heads. Each of them squeezing back as hard as he was.
 
Anne walked slowly toward him. The sight of her children with their father was better than seeing Mike alone. She wanted to join, but she didn’t want to miss what she was seeing. She finally made it to the three of them. Mike opened his arms and she stepped inside the circle. The four of them just sat, huddled on the floor, holding onto each other.
 
When Tom and Jung carried Jenna inside Mike finally got up, still holding his family close. Everyone stared at each other for a moment. Anne was the first to speak when she saw that Jenna was hurt.
 
“What happened?” Anne asked.
 
“She was shot. I’ll grab the spare cot downstairs and bring it up,” Mike said.
 
Mike rummaged through the basement searching for the cot and found it lying on its side against some of the medical supplies. On his way back he glanced at the gun cabinet. It was unlocked.
 
Mike set the cot up in the living room and Tom and Jung set Jenna down on it to rest. Anne felt Jenna’s forehead with the back of her hand.
 
“She’s burning up. I’ll grab some Ibuprofen and some new bandages to dress her wounds,” Anne said.
 
“Dad, I can’t believe you’re here,” Freddy said looking up at his father.
 
Mike scooped him up and gave him a kiss on the cheek.
 
“I missed you, bud,” Mike said.
 
“I missed you too.”
 
When Ulysses opened the door of his room he noticed that he was drying his eyes on the corner of his shirt. He didn’t say anything but walked up to Mike and gave him a hug, squishing Freddy in between the two of them.
 
“It’s good to have you home, son,” Ulysses said.
 
“Thanks, Pop.”



 
 
***
 
Jenna lay passed out on the cot. She had fresh bandages on her shoulder and Anne had given her some of the antibiotics that Ray was taking. Everyone was crowded around the kitchen table.
 
After introductions the group caught up on what happened. Ulysses and Anne explained about the storm and the tree falling, which hurt Ray’s leg and the trip to town where Ulysses found Mary and her sisters. She purposefully left out the situation with Kalen. She would fill Mike in about that later in private.
 
“The bikers killed everyone,” Mary said.
 
Mike noticed that her voice was emotionless. She stood there not with a face of pain, but of solace. He couldn’t imagine what those three girls had gone through, but he found it odd how put together she seemed after what happened. Maybe it was her way of coping.
 
Mike explained what Nelson had done and how he saved him after the house caught fire. He told them about the trip and the detour to the airport, the boy who shot Jenna, and the trip to the farm.
 
After the explanations Anne, Mary, and Tom, who claimed to be an excellent cook, started breakfast for everyone. Powdered eggs, dried fruit, and nuts were on the menu. Tom explained that he didn’t have access to his normal ingredients and he did the best he could, but nobody cared. It was the first hot meal any of them had in days.
 
When breakfast was over they did some rearranging. The cabin was built to only hold five and there were now eighteen of them. Mary, Nancy, Erin, Kalen, and Fay would crash in Kalen’s room. Nelson, Sean, Ulysses, and Freddy would stay in Ulysses’ room. Jung, Jenna, Jung Jr. and Claire would get Freddy’s room. Clarence, Tom, and Ray would be in the living room. Mike and Anne would stay in their room, which they tried to give up, but nobody would take.
 
It took most of the morning to get everyone situated and by the time they did it was lunchtime. They cracked open the canned food and had lunch outside. Mike noticed that Mary kept glancing at the smoke rising from the town. She caught him looking at her once and didn’t look back at the town again.
 
There were chores to get done, but Mike put them all off. He did nothing except be with his family. Everything that needed to be done he would put off until tomorrow. That was his gift to himself for making it this far.
 
The day went by fast. Everyone got along well enough. There were some awkward moments with everyone coming in and out of the outhouse, but for the most part it went smoothly.
 
That night Mike walked into his father’s room to tuck Freddy in. His son was in his sleeping bag on the ground. He watched Freddy’s smile as he ran his fingers through his son’s hair. He kissed his son’s forehead.
 
“I love you,” Mike said.
 
“I love you, too.”
 
Mike pulled the pocket watch out and set it down in Freddy’s hands. Freddy picked it up by its chain and it spun, sparkling in the candlelight.
 
“That was your grandfather’s. I want you to have it,” Mike said.
 
Freddy flipped the watch open. The hands ticked steadily forward. The time was in roman numerals.
 
“Thanks, Dad,” Freddy said.
 
When Mike walked to Kalen’s room the girls were settling in. Kalen had tried giving up the bed, but no one would take it. Mike looked at her like when she was a little girl, her hair messy and curly, looking up at him with her big brown eyes. He weaved in and out of the girls on the floor and made it to the side of her bed where he sat.
 
“I missed you, kiddo,” Mike said.
 
“I missed you too, Dad.”
 
Mike placed his hand over hers, which lay across her stomach. He rubbed her fingers in his rough hands and bent down and kissed her on the cheek.
 
“I’m glad you’re safe,” Mike said.
 
Ray, Tom, and Clarence were sprawled out in the living room. Ray on the couch, and Tom and Clarence on the floor.
 
“Night, guys,” Mike said walking down the hallway to his room.
 
“Night,” they said together.
 
Mike pushed the door to his room open. Candles flickered and Anne was lying across the bed, waiting for him. He lingered in the doorway for a moment looking at her. She wore an old T-shirt of his and her hair fell down to her shoulders. It was the most beautiful sight he’d ever laid eyes on. He shut the door behind him and crawled into bed next to her.
 
“Hey,” Mike said
 
“Hey.”
 
The light from the candles danced across their faces. They lay there holding each other until their lips met. Mike breathed deep the moment his lips hit hers. He pulled her closer, her body running the length of his.
 
Anne pulled herself back after a moment.
 
“What is it?” Mike asked.
 
“Mike, something happened on our way to the cabin.”
 
He noticed that her voice sounded scared.
 
“What?” Mike asked.
 
“We stopped halfway here. Freddy needed to go to the bathroom and couldn’t hold it, so your dad pulled over next to a wooded area.”
 
Mike’s heart pounded through his chest. His mind flashed back to the corpse he saw just beyond the Ohio borderline where they camped a few nights ago.
 
“She went into the woods and there was someone there,” Anne said.
 
Mike got out of bed. His adrenaline coursed through his veins.
 
“Your dad was able to get there before anything happened, but she got beat up a little.”

“Someone tried to rape my daughter?”
 
“Honey, she’s okay. Your dad got to her in time.”
 
Mike fell back against the wall. He slid down to the floor across from the bed. He buried his face in his hands. He played the scenario over in his head: the man grabbing her from behind, tossing her to the ground, pulling a knife to her throat, ripping her clothes off.
 
Anne crawled out of bed and bent down to her husband. She took his hands off his face and held them in hers.
 
“My baby girl,” Mike said, his eyes watering with tears.
 
Anne cradled his head in her chest. He let himself go. His shoulders shook as the sobs left his body.



 
 
***
 
Mike slept well past sunrise into the next day. When he woke he stretched his neck, cracked his knuckles, wincing at the stiffness and pain throughout his body. He looked over and saw that Anne was already out of bed.
 
The living room and kitchen were buzzing with kids laughing and chasing each other, Ulysses and Ray debating baseball statistics, Fay showing Mary and Kalen her tattoos, Jung and his children still yawning from waking up, Freddy eating a bowl of cereal complaining about the powdered milk with his hair sticking straight up and Anne trying to put it down.
 
Mike thought of all of the implications of having this group here. The shortage of food, water, medical supplies, the danger of being seen and heard, protecting them from danger, all of these things ran through his mind. He thought of the biker gang in the town a mile away who already murdered several people. As he glanced around the room and looked to each of them individually he wasn’t sure he could keep them alive until his eyes found his wife. She stood straight, her head held back with a smile in her eyes. He saw how strong she was, how she had held everyone together while he was gone. He could make it through this. They could all survive.
 
When the group noticed him standing quietly in the hallway, they all stopped what they were doing and watched him. They looked to him with the hope that he could keep them alive.
 



Day 8 (Katie)
 
When Katie turned onto 24th Street her jaw dropped. The cars along the streets were trashed with bullet holes and broken windows. The houses were violated by looters breaking in and stealing whatever they could find. A few trashcans smoldered from the remains of firs started, then left alone to burn out.
 
Sam walked behind her, his pistol at the ready, on alert for any signs of danger. When they walked past Mike’s house she covered her mouth. It was nothing more than a burnt pile of wreckage.
 
Katie looked at the two crosses sitting in the Beachums’ yard. The two mounds of dirt rising from the Earth caused her heart to sink in her stomach.
 
“Your house?” Sam asked.
 
“No.”
 
Katie pulled the front door to her own house open. The door creaked, as it swung open. She lingered there in the doorframe, afraid of what she’d find inside. When she finally crossed the threshold, she tiptoed gently.
 
Most of the house was intact. When Katie walked past the living room she stopped. All of the furniture was rearranged.
 
Sam stood patiently in the foyer, watching her examine the living room. He could see pictures of her family along the walls leading up the staircase.
 
The couch legs squeaked against the wooden floorboards when she pushed it aside, allowing herself into the circle of furniture. The empty space in the middle suggested there was something there before, but whatever Nelson and Sean had left her was gone.
 
Katie sat down on one of the chairs. She looked up at their family portrait hanging above the fireplace. The photo was taken last fall. On their way to the studio that day she remembered the leaves falling from the trees and gathering on the road. The faded browns and oranges of fall decorated the black pavement. She could hear Sean laughing in the back seat from Nelson’s singing, begging for him to stop.
 
Katie forgot Sam’s presence until he spoke very quietly.
 
“Mrs. Miller,” Sam said.
 
Katie continued to look at the family portrait. That day she was thinking of in her mind seemed so far away.
 
“I’m never going to see them again, Sam,” Katie said.
 
“You don’t know that.”
 
“I do. Look at the rest of the neighborhood. They either died when everything collapsed on them, or they ran off. Either way, I won’t be able to find them.”
 
“Maybe they headed back into the city looking for you.”
 
“I hope not. I hope they got as far away from this place as they could.”
 
Katie leaned forward, burying her face in her hands. She didn’t cry and she didn’t feel angry, she was just tired. She was foolish to think she could find them, to think that they were still here. Of course they left, just as she should have left the city the first day the blast hit.
 
“I’m going to look around, make sure the rest of the house is secure,” Sam said.
 
Katie nodded her head. She leaned back into the chair, sliding down against the burgundy velvet seat. Her eyes focused lazily on the fireplace. She could feel her eyelids drooping down, the exhaustion from the day of traveling hitting her all at once. She tilted her head down, and that’s when she saw the crumpled up ball under the couch.
 
Her head perked up. She dropped to her hands and knees and reached under the couch, grasping the ball of paper in her hands. She smoothed the crumpled sheet out on the couch. After reading it, a few tears fell and stained the edges.
 
Sam came back downstairs and stopped when he saw her crying.
 
“Mrs. Miller?” he asked.
 
Katie looked up at him. She was laughing through her sobs.
 
“I know where they are.”
 
 
 



Broken Ties



Day 1 (First Day of Blackout)
 
The trucks burst through the security gates and peeled out onto the highway. The military MPs were hot on their tails. Gunshots blasted back and forth from both sides. The driver of the lead truck, trying to escape, clicked his radio mic on.
 
“When do we blow it? Well, how much farther do we have to go? They’ll have air support on our asses in less than two minutes! Roger that.”
 
The driver clicked his mic off angrily. His passenger next to him, dressed in army fatigues, reloaded his rifle. The name McGuire was pasted on across the uniform.
 
“What’d he say, Blake?” McGuire asked.
 
Blake shifted into sixth gear as the speedometer pushed to ninety.
 
“We can’t blow it until we’re twenty miles out,” Blake said.
 
“Shit, are you serious?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
Blake checked the side rearview mirror and saw an RPG flying into the rear truck. The blast almost shook them off the road, and fire and metal flew through the air.
 
“We’re not gonna make it!” McGuire screamed.
 
“Tell Team Two to hop on the fifty-caliber,” Blake said.
 
“Copy that.”
 
McGuire flipped on the radio and gave the instructions to the truck behind them. A few minutes later, they could hear the thunderous shots of the gun blasting away at the MPs chasing them.
 
“You sure they won’t be able to crack the code before we launch?” McGuire asked.
 
“They won’t be able to get through the fire wall.”
 
“How much further?”
 
“Fifteen miles.”
 
“Slow down.”
 
“What?”
 
“I’ll have Team Two catch up with us, and then we’ll concentrate fire.”
 
“Copy that.”
 
McGuire moved to the backseat of the truck and jumped through the opening in the roof to man the .50-caliber on their armored truck.
 
He racked the chamber, and when the second truck moved into position, he squeezed the trigger. Between the two guns, they lit up the cars behind them like fireworks. 
 
Blake had the gas pedal almost all the way to the floor. The speedometer was over 100 miles per hour. He did his best to keep the wheel steady, but with the increased speed any sort of adjustments were jerky.
 
Only twelve more miles.
 
“How we looking back there?” Blake asked.
 
“They’re starting to drop back, but we’ve got choppers coming inbound fast,” McGuire replied.
 
Blake knew that once air support made it their way, they’d be toast. He didn’t have an option. 
 
“McGuire! Come down and take the wheel,” Blake said.
 
McGuire descended back into the truck, and he grabbed hold of the wheel while Blake kept his foot on the gas. He pulled the laptop from his bag and flipped it open.
 
His fingers flew across the keyboard, opening files and entering passcodes until a screen finally popped up that read, “Launch Code Sequence.”
 
“I thought we had to be twenty miles out?” McGuire asked.
 
“We do.”
 
“Then what are you doing?”
 
“Keeping us alive.”
 
Blake finished typing in the last piece of code and hit enter. Behind them, they could hear the blastoff of the missile launching into the atmosphere. 



 Day 13 (The Cabin)
 
Mike’s hand twitched on the clipboard and the pen dropped to the floor. He winced, forming a fist, fighting through the pain. He paused, letting his will gather to force his hand open again. Once the shaking subsided he bent down to pick up the pen. 
 
The shelves in the basement of the cabin were still lined with rations, but Mike knew it wouldn’t last them much longer. He’d planned for a six-month supply of food, but that was for five people. Now he had seventeen mouths to feed. If they kept consuming at the rate they were going the shelves would be barren in a matter of weeks. 
 
With the inventory done Mike picked up the lantern with one hand and the basket with the morning’s breakfast in the other, and headed upstairs.
 
Anne was pulling some of the pots and pans out of the cabinet when Mike set the basket on the counter.
 
“How’s it looking down there?” Anne asked.
 
Mike handed her the clipboard. She ran her finger down the list, shaking her head as she flipped through the pages. 
 
“How long do we have?” Anne asked.
 
“Best case six weeks. Worse case three.”
 
When Mike reached for the clipboard. His hand shook from another tremor. 
 
“Mike,” Anne said.
 
She grabbed his hand and rubbed gently. 
 
“They’re fine,” Mike said.
 
“Take some of the medicine downstairs.”
 
“No, I don’t want to waste it. They don’t hurt that bad yet.”
 
Mike focused all of his will to keep his hands steady when Anne reached down to kiss them. He didn’t want to tell her that it took him twenty minutes in the morning, working through the pain, to perform the simple task of curling his fingers into a fist.
 
“I’ll start getting everyone up. We need to have a house meeting,” Mike said.
 
Mike’s dad, Ulysses, was already up when he stepped into his room. Nelson, his son Sean, and Freddy were still asleep on the floor.
 
“I tried giving the boys the bed, but they wouldn’t take it,” Ulysses said, stepping in between the bodies lying on the floor.
 
“Don’t give them a hard time about it. They just want to make sure you’re comfortable.”
 
“No, they just want to give it to me because I’m old.”
 
Mike waited to roll his eyes until Ulysses brushed past him. He watched his son for a moment before he woke him. He always enjoyed watching him sleep. Before the EMP blast, everyday before work, Mike would walk into each of his kids’ rooms and kiss them on the forehead before heading to work. It was his ritual, and it helped make the 5 a.m. wake-up time a little easier.
 
“Hey, bud. Time to get up,” Mike said.
 
Freddy groaned and rolled onto his back. His Spiderman shirt was pulled up, exposing his belly. Mike tickled him. Freddy squirmed and giggled.
 
“Dad! Stop!”
 
“It’s time for breakfast. Get Sean up, will you?”
 
Nelson woke up, looking groggy, and reached for his glasses. 
 
“Breakfast in ten, Nelson.”
 
“Right,” Nelson said, yawning.
 
Mike headed down the hallway to his daughter’s room. Before he reached the handle the door swung open.
 
“Hey, Dad,” Kalen said.
 
“Hey, Kay.”
 
It threw Mike off, her being awake. It wasn’t like her. On the weekends when they had to be somewhere in the morning, he would have to use a crowbar to pry her out of bed, but then again, things had changed since then. 
 
“Breakfast ready?” Kalen asked.
 
“Your mom’s getting everything ready. You sleep okay?”
 
“Yeah, it was fine.”
 
The bruising around her neck had mostly faded with the exception of a few blotches of faint purple on the sides. When Mike arrived at the cabin yesterday, his wife told him what happened while he was gone. She waited to tell him until last night, and it hadn’t left Mike’s mind since. It festered like a disease. His daughter was almost raped, and he was powerless to do anything about it.
 
Mike watched Kalen head down to the kitchen. He was worried about her. She seemed too put together for what happened. Something didn’t feel right.
 
“You’ve got quite a girl, Mike,” Fay said, walking up behind him.
 
Fay pulled her hair back and flipped it through a band, giving herself a ponytail. Mike’s eye went to the pistol strapped to her hip. 
 
“Did you sleep with that thing?” Mike asked.
 
Fay laughed.
 
“Mike, who the hell sleeps anymore?”
 
She slapped his arm and went to join everyone at breakfast. 
 
“Hi, Mr. Grant,” Mary said. 
 
Mike hadn’t noticed her until she spoke. Behind Mary were her two younger sisters starting to wake, both of them dressed in some of Freddy’s and Kalen’s old clothes that were left at the cabin a few years back. 
 
The three girls had been in the town, Carrollton, a mile west of the cabin with their parents on vacation when the EMP blast crippled the country. Then, a few days ago, a biker gang came through and wiped almost everyone out. Mary’s father was part of the body count. Her mother fared much worse. 
 
Ulysses found them hiding in the tall grass fields on the edge of town. The girls hid there for almost two days without any food or water. 
 
“You girls head for the kitchen. Breakfast will be ready soon,” Mike said.
 
The last door on the hallway was Freddy’s room. Inside were Jung, his wife Jenna, and their two children, Claire and Jung Jr. Mike brought the To family with him on his way from Pittsburgh to the cabin. He found them in an airport, and when Jung found out about the cabin and where Mike was going, he begged to bring his family along. 
 
Mike knew the dangers of bringing the family with him. He wasn’t sure if they’d even make the journey. On their way here, Jenna was shot in the shoulder. It wasn’t a fatal hit, and Mike was able to get the bullet out. But she lost a lot of blood and without professional medical attention there was always the risk of complications. 
 
Jung hadn’t stopped shaking since his wife was hit. Before Mike knocked on the door he could hear whispering on the other side. 
 
“Jung?” Mike asked.
 
Mike pushed the door open. Jung was kneeling on the side of the bed, Jenna lying motionless on top of the sheets. His head was bowed, and his hands clutched a string of beads wrapped around his knuckles. 
 
The youngest, Claire, was cuddled up to Jenna on the bed, while Jung Jr. sat in the corner reading an old picture book that belonged to Freddy when he was a kid.
 
Jenna looked bad. Her face dripped with sweat. Her skin was pale.
 
“Jung?” Mike repeated.
 
The whispering stopped. Jung looked back at Mike. His eyes were red and strained from either crying or a sleepless night. 
 
“Whenever you’re done, everyone’s in the kitchen,” Mike said.
 
Jung inclined his head and went back to his whispers. Mike shut the door gently behind him. He knew what Jung was going through right now. It’s what Mike went through during his four-day journey trying to get back to his own family.
 
When Mike’s family escaped the neighborhood after everyone turned on him he wasn’t sure if he’d ever see them again. He knew that he’d give everything he had to find them, but in the back of his mind stood the looming presence of reality. It was a reality he faced with every step of the eighty miles he walked to get here.
 
Ray, Tom, and Clarence were up after all the commotion and traffic from people passing the living room where they slept.
 
The cabin was loud with chatter about what was for breakfast. Stomachs growled and Anne started handing out a few cans of pears. People passed them around as Tom came in to help Anne fire up the skillet.
 
Mike waited until after breakfast to speak with everyone. He thought it best to tell people difficult news on a full stomach rather than an empty one. 
 
“Hey, everyone, listen up,” Mike said.
 
The kitchen and living room fell silent. Every eye in the cabin was staring at him. It was an odd feeling for Mike, the air of authority he now possessed; it was an unspoken agreement from everyone he’d helped stay alive. They wouldn’t be here without him. 
 
“With the amount of people we have here now, the cabin is beyond its intended capacity. I built this place with the idea that there’d only be five occupants. Now, there’s more than triple that. I stashed enough food rations and water to last five people six months. With the rate we’ve been going through food and the number of mouths we now have to feed, our food rations will be gone much sooner.”
 
“So what’s the call?” Clarence asked.
 
“The husband of the woman who let us borrow the cart to bring Jenna up here is a hunter. He knows the area well. I’m going back there today to see if we can work out an arrangement. See if there is anything we can trade,” Mike said.
 
“The family of the boy who shot my wife?” Jung asked.
 
Mike hadn’t noticed Jung join them. The beads were still wrapped tight around Jung’s hand, swinging back and forth.
 
“Jung, it was an accident,” Mike said.
 
“I don’t know, Mike. The family wasn’t exactly thrilled to see us when we went there the first time,” Tom said.
 
“We’re going to need food. It’s better if we’re able to work something out now before things get too scarce. I don’t know how long we’ll be here, but if we end up staying through the winter, we’re going to need to know the game in the area,” Mike replied.
 
“Winter?” Fay asked. “You don’t think everything will get figured out by then?”
 
“We can’t count on the power coming back on. While I hope things will get better, we have to prepare for the worst. We have to think long term,” Mike answered.
 
“Mike’s right,” Nelson said. “We don’t know what’s going to happen. It’s better to be overprepared than underprepared.”
 
“I want everybody moving in pairs when you’re outside the cabin. Anne and Ulysses will give everyone a breakdown of chores. Everyone pulls their own weight. No exceptions,” Mike said.
 
He wasn’t sure how the group was going to handle being here. Seventeen people living under the roof of one four-bedroom cabin for an extended period of time was going to be rough. Throwing in the fact that half of them had only known each other for a few days wasn’t going to help. 
 
Mike pushed it out of his mind. One thing at a time. Right now he just needed to focus on setting up a sustainable food channel.
 
“Fay, you’re with me,” Mike said.
 
Anne raised her eyebrow and pulled Mike aside once Fay had turned her back. 
 
“Why don’t you take your dad?” Anne asked.
 
“I want him here. Ulysses already knows where everything is and you’ll need his help to pick up the slack from Ray and Jenna being down.”
 
Anne grabbed his shirt collar and pulled him close for a kiss.
 
“Just make sure blondie doesn’t get any porridge.”
 
Mike smiled.
 
“Yes, ma’am.”
 
Once breakfast was over, Mike and Fay headed out for the Murth’s farm. The trip there would only take a few hours, but Mike packed a day’s worth of rations for him and Fay.
 
“I’m not to sure of the welcome we’re going to get, so if things go bad don’t hesitate. Either shoot, or run,” Mike said.
 
“You really think they’re going to just give us food?”
 
“No, the family didn’t strike me as the type to give handouts, but we might be able to work out a bartering deal. I’m willing to bet I’ve got some things they don’t.”
 
Mike kept to the east on his way down to the highway. He wanted to avoid getting close to the town. After hearing the stories from Mary and Ulysses about the biker gang, he didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks. 
 
Once they made it to the highway, the farm was only a few miles down the road. Mike could see it in the distance. 
 
The farm was modest, roughly twenty acres or so from what he could tell, although he wasn’t sure how much land the family owned beyond the fences. They could have come through the back way, but Mike didn’t want to risk spooking them. The last time he saw them he did have their son at gunpoint.
 
“You have your safety off?” Mike asked.
 
“Always.”
 
Mike swung the gate open and the two of them headed down the dirt road toward the house, the cart kicking up dust behind them. The house was sixty yards away when Mike heard the click of a hammer behind him. 
 
“Drop it,” Ken said.
 
Mike kept his hands in the air.
 
“Easy. We’re not here to cause trouble,” Mike said.
 
“You always keep your rifles on you when you’re not looking for trouble?” Ken asked.
 
“Put it down, Fay. It’s all right,” Mike said.
 
Fay placed her rifle on the ground. Mike could feel the barrel of the pistol pressing hard against the back of his skull.
 
“You have sixty seconds to explain what you’re doing here and if I don’t like the answer I’ll be staining my driveway red,” Ken said.
 
“Are you Mr. Murth?” Mike asked.
 
“Who wants to know?”
 
“My name is Mike. I came here yesterday with your son. Your wife let me borrow your cart to wheel a woman in our group who was injured up to my cabin.”
 
Mike felt the pressure of the barrel on his head ease. He turned slowly, keeping his hands in the air. 
 
“You’re the guy who shot at Billy?” Ken asked.
 
Ken Murth looked as rough as he sounded. White and gray scruff covered his face. What little hair he had was messy and tussled. His lower lip puffed out, concealing the dip in his mouth. His face and hands were dark and worn from working outdoors. 
 
“He opened fire first,” Mike answered.
 
Ken spit a brown wad onto the ground. The juices from the dip dribbled down his chin. 
 
“I know,” Ken said.
 
It was a father’s order to his son to protect his family at all costs. There wasn’t any remorse in Ken’s eyes, and with the barrel of the gun still aimed at Mike he wasn’t sure how willing Ken was to broker a mutual agreement.
 
“I was hoping we could talk,” Mike said.
 
The brown and yellow of Ken’s teeth flashed in a crooked smile. 
 
“Your boyfriend sure has some balls on him,” Ken said, giving Fay a look up and down. “All right. Let’s talk.”
 
Beth and Billy were walking from the barn to the house when Mike, Ken, and Fay reached the front porch. 
 
Ken insisted on keeping the rifles if they wanted to chat. Mike complied, hoping the show of good faith would build him some trust.
 
The inside of the house was simple, clean, and neat. The living room was absent of any television, computer, or any electronic device that he could see. A wooden cross with a figure of Jesus crucified was fixed as the centerpiece above the dining room table. 
 
The back door swing open as Mike and Fay sat on the couch in the living room.
 
“Ken? Who’s in there with you?” Beth asked.
 
“They’re from the party that Billy shot at,” Ken answered.
 
“They bring back our cart?”
 
Ken sent another wad of brown spit into an empty soup can. He wiped his mouth with his sleeve and kept his eyes on Mike.
 
“Yeah,” Ken said.
 
Billy froze when he saw Mike, then when his eyes landed on Fay he blushed.
 
Beth set a basket of eggs on the counter and wiped her hands on the front of her apron as she walked into the living room. 
 
“I’m sure you know what’s happened, or at least have an idea of what’s happened. The whole country’s gone down. There’s no power, no water, no transportation, nothing,” Mike said.
 
Ken laughed. 
 
“Boy, you just described my childhood. What are you getting at?”
 
“Your son mentioned to me that you’re a hunter, been doing it a long time. I’m sure you know these woods better than anyone. I was hoping we could set up a trade.”
 
Ken’s head slowly turned to his son. Billy kept his head down. His fingers fumbled with the front of his shirt nervously.
 
“What else did you tell him?” Ken asked.
 
“I didn’t tell him anything else,” Billy said.
 
“I have medical supplies, clothes, ammunition. I was hoping we could work something out,” Mike said.
 
“What kind of ammunition?” Ken asked.
 
“Every kind.”
 
“I see,” Ken said, rubbing his chin. He walked over to Mike slowly. The wooden floors creaked under his boots. 
 
“We can help you hunt,” Fay added. “It’s been a while, but my dad used to take me all the time. Deer, boar, turkeys, I’ve tracked them all.”
 
Mike tried to hide his surprise at the statement, but he turned his head a little too quickly. She never mentioned anything like that. When he showed Fay how to shoot the rifle at the airport he just thought she was a natural. Now he knew why.
 
“You provide the ammo for the hunts, along with an extra five boxes each of nine millimeter, two twenty-three, and forty-five shells each month,” Ken said.
 
Mike extended his hand.
 
“Done.”
 
Ken flashed another yellow-stained smile. He squeezed Mike’s hand and laughed.
“Well, okay then. I’ll take this month’s supply up front,” Ken said.
 
“What?” Fay asked.
 
“Hey, you came here looking for my help remember? Unless you think you’ll be able to find the game around here by yourself?” Ken asked.
 
All of those extra mouths handicapped Mike. It was like he was wearing a pair of cement shoes and then was asked to run a marathon. He didn’t have a choice but to give Ken what he wanted.
 
“It’s fine. We’ll bring the ammo back first thing in the morning,” Mike said.
 
“No, I’ll come and collect the ammo now,” Ken said. “Besides, it’ll be nice to know where you are in case we need to stop by for some… sugar.”
 
Ken looked at Fay when he said it. She took a step forward, but Mike stepped in between them.
 
“The cabin’s a few hours away. We better get going,” Mike said.
 
Ken brought Billy with him to help carry the gear back. On the way back Mike didn’t want to show him the entrance from the main road, so he just cut through the forest. 
 
Mike and Ken were up front, while Fay and Billy walked behind them. There wasn’t much talk on the way up. Fay kept her eyes on Ken, while Billy kept his eyes on Fay. 
 
“Your dad always like that?” Fay finally asked.
 
“Yeah, most of the time. It’s been worse over the past couple weeks. He pretends that what’s happened doesn’t affect us, but it does, especially since the town’s been taken over by those bikers.”
 
“I heard your grandfather was there when they came in. I’m sorry.”
 
“Thanks.”
 
“Were you guys close?”
 
“Not really. My dad and he never really saw eye to eye. They always butted heads. The only time I got to see him was when I went into town alone. I don’t know why my dad always hated him.”
 
“Well, you know what they say; you can’t choose your family.”
 
Fay noticed that Billy kept looking away when she would look at him. She smiled.
 
“So, you have a girlfriend, Bill?”
 
“Um, no, I… uh… well, not that I haven’t wanted one it’s just, I, um… you know helping out with the farm, and… hey, how much longer till we get to the cabin?”



 
 
*** 
 
Mike spent most of the walk trying to figure out who Ken was, but the man was a closed book. He wouldn’t budge on anything. He wouldn’t say how long he’d lived here, or who he knew in town, and when Mike brought up the fact that it’d be good to get to know each other a bit, Ken simply popped another piece of chew in his mouth and laughed.
 
So Mike focused most of his brain power on how much food they’d need to ration moving forward. Just because he’d set the agreement up with Ken didn’t mean they’d get food whenever they wanted. They still had to hunt for it. 
 
The only game Mike had seen were a few birds. If they could get a deer they’d be able to cure it and it could last them a few weeks. If he could pull down a deer every other week they’d be in good shape. 
 
“When’s the next time you’re heading out hunting?” Mike asked.
 
“Mornin’.”
 
“What time?”
 
“I’ll let you know when I get my ammo.”
 
“Look, Ken, if this is going to work we’re going to need a little trust. It’s not like I’m asking for your social security number.”
 
“You wanna know why the rest of the country’s gone to shit and I’m still alive? It’s because of that trust. Except my trust isn’t with other people it’s with me. I know how to stay alive. I know how to keep moving forward. It’s no skin off my back if no one else knows how to do that.”
 
There wasn’t any doubt in Mike’s mind that Ken was right about being able to survive, about not needing to depend on others to make it through, but Mike wondered if that’s what he would have to become. Would he have to push everything out of him except his own stubborn will to survive? And if he did, then what did that mean for his family?
 
“You’re pretty cynical for a man with all those crosses in your house,” Mike said.
 
“Ha! That’s all of the wife’s shit. She’s the one who dragged our boys to church every Sunday. The only thing I miss from before the power went out was having those Sunday mornings to myself while the rest of them were gone. What about you? Have you found solace in the fact that God will save us?”
 
The last sentence came out in a sarcastic plea. Mike listened to the stillness of the forest. It was midafternoon now, and there wasn’t even the rustle of leaves, just the sound of their boots crunching on the forest floor and the periodic spit of the man next to him.
 
“No. Whatever saving happens comes from us.”



Day 13 (Biker Gang)
 
The bags under Jake’s eyes told the story of his night. It told the story for most of his nights over the past few weeks. The cold concrete of the fountain he leaned against was uncomfortable, but he was too numb to move. The sky was gray, struggling to turn blue with the morning’s rising sun.
 
Jake took another swig of the nearly empty bottle of Jack Daniels and finally succumbed to the heaviness of his eyelids. 
 
Find the bitches. Make them suffer. Kill them. Burn them.
 
He opened his eyes and saw the charred corpses on the ground and the woman tied to the pole. She was the mother of the three girls he believed killed one of his brothers. He ran his hand over the president’s patch on his cut, feeling the outline of the raised letters against the leather.
 
That patch was his life. The club was his life. Everything he did was for the prosperity of his brothers, the advancement of the club… the amelioration of his own survival.
 
He walked back to his room at the motel. He passed the open doors of his brothers asleep in their beds, snoring, slumbering from restless dreams. 
 
When he made it to his room, he felt his body collapse onto the dirty sheets of his bed. They were stained with sweat and dirt from the past week. The room was starting to smell. He was starting to smell. The whole goddamn town reeked of death. It was a death that he brought, a death that he would always bring. 
 
Jake tore the sheets off the bed, balled them up, and threw them in the trash. He picked up the pieces of garbage, collecting the empty wrappers and half-eaten sandwiches from the floor. As he bent over, he felt dizzy and collapsed.
 
The room was spinning. He looked at the whiskey still clutched in his hand. The brown liquid sloshed back and forth. He smiled, laughed. 
 
Jake steadied himself, rose, then began chugging the rest of the bottle in defiance. He wouldn’t let anything stand in the way of him finishing the things he wanted, no matter what the cost. 
 
The last few drops were drained from the bottle and he threw it against the wall violently. The bottle burst into jagged shards that rained to the carpet. 
 
Jake fell onto the nightstand behind him. The lamp crashed to the bed and the blank clock slid into the space between the wall and the stand. 
 
The edges of the smashed glass were sharp when he picked them up. The pieces dug into his skin, drawing blood as he pinched them between his fingers. 
 
When the bottle was whole, the glass was harmless. He could run his fingers along the edges without hurting himself. The bottle only became a weapon when he made it one. The bottle only became dangerous because of him.
 
Jake liked that. He liked the violence in him. That violence propelled him to lead the storied Diablo Motorcycle Club. Everyone knew who he was back in Cleveland. Everyone feared him there, just as he had made everyone fear him here in Carrollton. 
 
That fear gave him strength. It gave him purpose.



 
 
***
 
Kalen waited for her mother to head outside with the rest of the group to start work on the garden. They’d taken what they needed from the basement, but Kalen wanted to make sure she could get the other pistol out of the safe quickly, so she did a few practice runs.
 
The safe downstairs had been relocked. Kalen searched the boxes for the key but couldn’t find it. She figured her dad must have it. She knew he had a spare, but she wasn’t sure where he kept it.
 
When she came back up from the basement, her mom was coming back inside.
 
“Mom,” Kalen said.
 
“Yeah.”
 
“Do you know where the key to the gun safe is?”
 
“What?”
 
“I wanted to show Mary how to handle a weapon.”
 
“Kalen, I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
 
“We won’t be shooting. I just want to make sure she feels comfortable with it. She’s still pretty spooked about what happened to her parents. I think having some knowledge of how to protect herself will help her feel safer.”
 
There was some truth to that. Mary was still having trouble dealing with her parents. Kalen just chose to leave out her own motives. 
 
“Okay,” Anne said.
 
Kalen followed her mom down to her bedroom. Anne pulled the key out of the top dresser drawer and dropped it into Kalen’s hand.
 
“Just put everything back when you’re done. And make sure the pistols aren’t loaded.”
 
“Thanks, Mom.”
 
Kalen rushed back downstairs to the basement. Some of the rifles were gone, since her dad left this morning, but there was still a large assortment to choose from.
 
The .223 Remington with a lever action, the 12-gauge shotguns, and a number of AR-15s were all organized in the safe. There were also 9mm and .45, .22, and .40-caliber pistols lining the inside of the safe. 
 
Kalen grabbed two AR-15 rifles along with several boxes of ammunition and four spare magazines. She placed the rifles, ammunition, and magazines into a duffel bag. She also grabbed one of the 9mm Smith and Wesson pistols and tucked it behind her waistband.
 
When Kalen found Mary she was outside helping with the garden. She brought her around to the front of the house and pulled out the 9mm.
 
“It’s not loaded,” Kalen said. “See how it feels. You want it to be comfortable.”
 
“It’s heavy.”
 
Mary aimed at one of the trees, peering through the three-white-dot alignment sight. After a few moments, the gun began to shake in her hands. Mary’s face twitched, the corners of her mouth folded downward. Finally she lowered the gun.
 
“I can’t do this,” Mary said.
 
“What?”
 
“Whatever it is you think we can do, Kalen. We’re not soldiers. I don’t know how to fight.”
 
Mary extended the pistol back to Kalen. It lingered in the air between the two of them. Kalen finally placed her hands on top of Mary’s, stepped directly behind her, and guided the pistol’s sight back up to eye level. 
 
“Those men down there will come for you again. They’ll make you hurt long before they decide to put a bullet in your brain and end you,” Kalen said.
 
Kalen kept Mary’s hand steady. She continued to whisper in her ear.
 
“They won’t care about the type of person you are. They’ll only care what they can do to you, every terrible thing imaginable and worse. All of your fears, whatever they are, won’t be as bad as their reality.”
 
Kalen guided Mary’s finger to the trigger. 
 
“Remember what they did to your parents?” Kalen asked.
 
Mary’s body tensed up. She could see her father lying on the ground, blood pouring from his stomach, and the biker with the smile across his face. She saw her mother lying on the bed naked with the biker on top of her. She could feel the rocking of the bed as her mother was being raped.
 
“Once they kill you they’ll find your sisters, then they’ll hurt them,” Kalen said.
 
She could see her sisters crying, begging for help. When she saw their faces in her mind she could feel a shift. 
 
“Pull the trigger, Mary,” Kalen said.
 
Whatever fear she was feeling had to be put aside. She couldn’t let her sisters suffer the same fate as their parents.
 
“Pull it!” Kalen said.
 
The click of the firing pin went off. Kalen let Mary go and the pistol dropped to the ground. Kalen picked the pistol up, dusting some of the dirt and leaves from the side. She tucked it back into her waistband.
 
Mary looked down at her hand. It was shaking. She closed her eyes, focusing her energy on forming a fist, trying to squeeze the adrenaline out of her body.
 
“Are we going to die?” Mary asked.
 
“Only if we want to.”



 
 
***
 
Frankie pulled a state map of Ohio from behind the lobby counter. He spread it out on the desk, and his finger ran along the paper creases from Cleveland to Carrollton. He snatched a pen from a jar and picked up a ruler from the desk. 
 
He placed the end of the ruler on the center of Carrollton and marked a small line a few inches out. He made similar marks of equal length around the entire town. Then he drew a circle, connecting each mark on the map, which encompassed an area around Carrollton.
 
Frankie tossed the pen and ruler back behind the counter and stormed out of the lobby, grabbing a bag of chips from the food pile on his way out.
 
When Frankie made it to Jake’s room he was on the bed, cleaning his pistol. Frankie stopped at the doorway before he entered. Scanning the room he saw that the bed was made and the trash from their week’s stay had been picked from the floor.
 
“Housekeeping come by?” Frankie asked.
 
“What’d you find?” Jake asked.
Frankie spread the map out on the bed adjacent from where Jake was sitting. 
 
“Carrollton’s the only town for at least twenty miles in any direction. It’s just highways and woods until you get anywhere,” Frankie said.
 
“What’d Spence find with tracks?”
 
“Nothing. We think they went through the grass fields.”
 
Jake slid the rag along the barrel of the gun. He dropped a few bits of lubricant on the barrel’s rim, then wiped the excess clean.
 
“If they had transportation, we would have heard them. They must have gone on foot,” Jake said.
 
“Jake, whoever killed Garrett isn’t coming back. They’re long gone. The chances of us finding them are… aren’t there.”
 
Jake set the barrel of the gun down next to the other pieces on the bed. He tossed the dirty rag in the trash and picked up the different pieces of the pistol, examining each of them individually in his hand.
 
“Each part of this gun serves a purpose. They all work in an understanding that each element will do its job. The gun needs all of its parts to work properly, and when they do the outcome is exactly what the shooter intends it to be… deadly,” Jake said.
 
The pieces of the gun clicked into place as Jake reassembled the weapon. When he put the slide back on and slid the magazine inside, he racked a bullet into the chamber, clicking the safety off.
 
“This club works the same way. If we don’t follow through with our commitment of avenging our brother’s death, then we become as useless as a gun with no trigger. We lose our direction and our bond,” Jake said.
 
Jake pointed the pistol at Frankie. Frankie took a step back, folding the map in his hands. 
 
“I’ll check the public records. See if there’s any property registered in the woods around the town.”

Jake holstered his pistol. 
 
“Good.”



 
 
***
 
The two AR-15s were on Kalen’s bed. She shoved the last bullet the spare magazine would hold, and threw it in the duffel bag. The rest of the magazines were full with thirty bullets apiece. Counting the bullets already loaded into the both rifles, it gave her a total of one hundred eighty shots. 
 
From Mary’s and Ulysses’s description there were no more than twenty bikers in town. Nine bullets apiece, she figured that would be enough.
 
Kalen stuffed the empty bullet boxes in the bag she brought up from the basement and shoved it under her bed to hide it. The door to her room opened, and Mary entered, holding the pistol at her side. 
 
“When do we leave?
 
Kalen smiled. She picked up one of the AR-15s and handed it to Mary. 
 
“Now.”
 
Mary slipped the rifle strap over her shoulder and Kalen did the same. The two headed outside, and before they reached the forest Ulysses stopped them.
 
“Where are you two going?” Ulysses asked.
 
“We’re heading to the rifle stand,” Kalen answered.
 
“Those things loaded?”
 
“No, but we have some extra magazines… just in case.”
 
“You should let me come with you.”
 
“No offense, Grandpa, but we were hoping for some girl time.”
 
Ulysses threw his hands up.

“Okay. Don’t go far.”
 
Kalen led them through the forest. They walked for fifteen minutes before she changed course and headed for Carrollton.
 
“So, what happens when we get there?” Mary asked.
 
“We’ll be outnumbered, but we’ll have the element of surprise on our side. If we can funnel them into a central location we can pin them down. We’ll be able to take a lot of them out that way, especially since they don’t know we’re coming.”
 
“What if they stay spread out?”
 
“Then we pick off as many as we can and keep moving. The moment they know where we are we’ll be in trouble. It won’t matter how many bullets we have at that point.”
 
Kalen acted as if she were going on a hunt with her dad. It wasn’t any different in her mind. She’d killed before. The only difference this time was the animals could shoot back.
 
Her mind went back to the man in the forest. The one who tried to rape her on their trip from Pittsburgh to the cabin. She could still feel his hands around her neck. She still remembered the weight of his body on top of hers, the helplessness she felt, and the greedy lust in the man’s eyes. The curling lip that formed a smile was fresh in her mind. 
 
That man didn’t care who she was, what she wanted from life, or how it made her feel. The man had no regard for the nightmares she’d had since that day or the number of pills she took to stop making her feel anything than the hate she filled her mind and heart with to replace the fear. He didn’t care about any of that. All he cared about was taking what he wanted.
 
Kalen knew the bikers in town were the same way. They rode in, killed who they wanted, and had zero regard for what it meant to own something, to work for something, to truly value something. 
 
All of them were the same in Kalen’s mind. There was no difference between the face of the man in the forest and the faces of the bikers in town. 
 
“Kalen, are you okay?” Mary asked.
 
Kalen was squeezing the rifle’s handle so hard that her arms were shaking. She suddenly became aware of the sweat on her face. Her knuckles had turned white, and when she removed her hand from the pistol grip on the front of the rifle she felt her skin peel off like Velcro. 
 
“I’m fine,” Kalen said.
 
She wasn’t sure how much time she was going to get before her family realized she was gone. She knew that once her dad came home he’d come looking for them at the shooting stand, and when he saw they weren’t there he’d be worried. 
 
That was the only thing weighing on her. She knew not coming back alive would hurt her family. She understood what it would do to her father, how it would change him, but this was her choice, and it was a choice she had the right to make.



 
 
***
 
The rifle still felt awkward for Mary. She wasn’t used to the weight or the feel of it. Kalen had explained as much to her about shooting as she could. She did her best to pay attention, to try and focus on the task at hand, but her mind wandered. 
 
Thoughts of her mother, her father, and her sisters flashed like lightning strikes in her mind. Her imagination ran wild with the horrors the biker gang was committing on her mother. 
 
At night she lay awake, still feeling the rocking of the bed she was on as her mom lay next to her with that biker on top of her. She could still hear his grunts, heavy breaths, the violent commands he barked at her, each syllable sending a tremor through her body.
 
The longer they walked, the more she questioned what she was doing. She knew it was fear that was fogging her mind. She tried focusing on the thought of protecting her sisters, but it didn’t seem strong enough to keep the fear at bay. 
 
Mary kept a few steps behind Kalen the entire journey through the woods. She watched Kalen, observed how she moved, how she carried herself. The girl she saw the first day she arrived at the cabin was gone. 
 
Mary remembered seeing how out of touch Kalen was. When she took Kalen back to her room where she passed out on the bed, she figured she was on some type of drug. Then when Mary found the bottle of pills in the nightstand, which were almost empty, it confirmed her suspicions.
 
When Mary told Kalen what happened to her family, she saw something change in Kalen. A switch flipped. Kalen’s resolve hardened. That’s what made Mary follow her. Mary was leaning on Kalen’s strength to help find her own.
 
“How do you do it?” Mary asked.
 
“Do what?”
 
“Act like you’re not afraid.”
 
“I don’t.”
 
“Well, you’re doing a good job of hiding it.”
 
“That’s just it. You can’t hide it. You can’t shove something that big into a corner without it being seen. So you expose it to the light for everyone to see, then instead of you being afraid of the fear, the fear becomes afraid of what you’ve done to unmask it. The fear yields to you.”
 
“What if you can’t control it?”
 
“Then it kills you. Either way, your struggle’s over.”
 
Was that her fate if she accepted her fear? She’d never been in any position like that her entire life. She’d never experienced the type of fear and pain that she’d felt over the past two weeks. 
 
There was a time when the only things she was scared of were the final exams at school and seeing what she got on her report card. 
 
But the lump in her throat wouldn’t give way, and the pit in her stomach wouldn’t fill up. What she was feeling was endless, and she couldn’t see a way out.



 
 
***
Frankie dumped the rest of the red fuel cans on the concrete next to the bikes. He managed to pull a total of twelve five-gallon cans from the mechanic’s shop. 
 
“We can try and siphon some gas out of the cars, but aside from that, this is it, Jake,” Frankie said.
 
Jake counted the bikes in the row. Most of them still had some fuel left in the tank, but the majority of them were low. The ride from Cleveland drained a lot of the gas they had. The old bikes they rode here managed to survive the EMP blast because they didn’t have any microprocessors in them, but they also had terrible gas mileage.
 
“Any bike that’s below a quarter of a tank, fill it up. I want everyone able to ride,” Jake said.
 
Frankie grabbed two other members, and the three of them started checking the bikes’ fuel gauges.
 
Jake pulled out the map with the radius of how far the girls could have traveled. He figured they stayed close. There were a handful of cabins Frankie was able to find in the county office. He wanted to start hitting those first. If they traveled through the woods, it would be a good place to start.
 
Tank, Jake’s vice president of the club, came up behind him. Tank’s eyes were hidden behind his shades. His long gray beard was greased with grime and clumped together from weeks without a shower. His belly poked through the space between his cut, the buttons barely holding back the weight behind them.
 
“Jake, we need to talk,” Tank said.
 
The two men walked out of earshot of the rest of the club. 
“I don’t know if this is the best time for us to be doing this,” Tank said.
 
“One of our brothers is dead. You don’t want to make sure whoever did this pays for that?”
 
“You really think those girls killed Garrett? C’mon, Jake. They’re long gone and starving somewhere in the woods.”
 
“Well, if they’re close by just sitting under the trees in the shade, they’ll be easy to find.”
 
Jake slammed his shoulder into Tank when he moved past him. Tank put his hand on Jake’s shoulder to spin him around, but Jake twisted the old man’s hand. Tank winced.
 
“We are going to find whoever did this. I don’t care what it costs us, you understand me? Diablos don’t let one of their own die without the bastards who killed them answering for their crime,” Jake said.
 
Jake let Tank’s hand go. Tank backed away slowly, both hands in the air, surrendering.
 
“Okay, brother. Okay,” Tank said.
 
“And you make sure the rest of the club knows that too,” Jake finished.
 
Keep the club together. That’s what Jake needed to do. He couldn’t let his club waver now, not with what they had in front of them. He knew his men would need a distraction. If the group wasn’t heading somewhere, anywhere, with a goal in mind, they would fall apart.
 
Jake passed the pile of burnt bodies on the way to his room. For better or worse, he was their leader, and no matter what hell he brought on them, they’d follow him to the end. That was their brotherhood, a family of death.



 
 
*** 
 
The perimeter of the town was deserted. Kalen couldn’t see anyone on patrol. From what Mary had told her, the biker gang had men on watch around the clock. 
 
When she double-checked the east end of the town, she figured they were either gone or focused on something important. Either way, they had a clear entrance.
 
When Kalen came back from scouting, Mary looked like she hadn’t breathed since she left.
 
“You ready?” Kalen asked.
Mary nodded her head quickly, avoiding Kalen’s eyes. Kalen grabbed Mary’s chin and pulled her face toward hers.
 
“We can’t have any doubts once we cross this line. I need to know now if you’re ready for this,” Kalen said.
 
“I’m ready.”
 
“All right then. Stay close behind me. I’ll find you a good spot with cover, and then I’ll position myself. I think they must be gathered together since there aren’t any patrols. Let’s go.”
 
The two girls left the cover of the tall grass and headed for the first building on the right side. They inched their way up the street, ducking behind cars, doors, anything large enough to hide behind.
 
Kalen kept glancing back at Mary, still behind her. Every time she checked to see if Mary was there, she expected her to be gone or frozen in the last spot she saw her. Kalen was having second thoughts about bringing her along. She needed someone who was willing to do what it took. She needed to have confidence in her partner. 
 
A team was only as strong as the weakest link, and Mary wasn’t looking very strong. If Kalen’s life came down to Mary’s ability to keep her alive, it wasn’t going to end well. But it was a fate she’d come to terms with.
 
It was an odd feeling though, thinking about death with such indifference. Kalen never considered it before. It seemed so far away, like a dream you couldn’t remember. 
 
The days of boys, parties, and going to college just weren’t a part of her reality anymore. The only thing that felt real was the rifle in her hands and the extra magazines loaded in her bag, smacking against her back as she pressed forward.
 
The motel sign was just ahead. Kalen recognized it from Mary’s description. When she saw the group of a dozen bikers starting their bikes, she whipped around to grab Mary’s attention.
 
“They’re leaving!”
 
But Mary’s eyes were focused on something in the courtyard of the motel. Kalen followed her line of sight to the pile of black and brown figures stacked around a pole. There was something tied to the pole, but she couldn’t tell what it was.
 
Mary stood up, oblivious of being seen. Kalen yanked her back down.
 
“What are you doing?” Kalen asked.
“That’s… a person… on the pole.”
 
Kalen peered through the scope on her rifle. When the object on the pole came into view, her stomach turned. 
 
It wasn’t a person anymore. It was a charred piece of meat slumped over a pile of another dozen burnt bodies. 
 
“Jesus,” Kalen said.
 
She wanted to look for a building with a second-story window to give them the advantage of higher ground, but she wasn’t sure if they’d have time now. 
 
A few bikers had already started to weave through the parking lot and onto the street. When three of the bikers disappeared heading toward the west side of town, Kalen checked to see if the others would be joining them, but no one else showed.
 
“Must be a scout party,” Kalen said.
 
“What did they do to those people?” Mary asked.
 
“Mary, listen to me. I’m going to the other side of the motel. I’ll fire a few shots in the air to draw them out. When they do, you open fire, understand? If it gets bad, head back for the tall grass.”
 
“It was a woman tied up there.”
 
“Once you open fire, I’ll start taking them out on my side. We’ll bottleneck them. They’ll think there are more than two of us in the beginning, but that’ll only last for a little while.”
 
“There’s a reason she’s up there. Why is she up there?”
 
“Mary!”
 
Kalen shook Mary’s shoulders, trying to bring her back to the moment. 
 
“You want to help that woman on the pole? The one they burned? The one they hurt? Shoot them, and don’t let up. Here,” Kalen said, giving her two of the loaded magazines. “If you need to reload you shove the magazine in like this, and rack the chamber. You’ll only need to do it once.”
 
Mary nodded.
 
“Remember, bring the rifle to your eyes, squeeze the trigger, don’t pull it, and be prepared for some recoil. It’ll hurt the first couple times,” Kalen said.
 
Kalen took off, leaving Mary behind one of the cars. She kept low, sprinting toward the other side. Once she was clear and caught her breath, she closed her eyes.
 
Focus. This is why you’re here. You can do this. You can do this. Just do it.
 
She aimed her pistol in the air, poised to fire the opening shots that would draw the bikers out, but just before she squeezed the trigger she stopped herself. She peeked back around the corner of the building she was hiding behind and saw the row of motorcycles that were still parked in the lot. She smiled.
 
“Might as well make an entrance.”
 
She brought the Harleys into her cross hairs and squeezed the trigger. The bullets blasted through two of the bikes closest to her, knocking them over.
 
Shouts from inside the rooms immediately followed. The bikers had their guns drawn, rushing outside. When Kalen heard the shots from Mary’s rifle, she ran for a parked car that had a better vantage point in front of the motel.
 
One of the bikers must have seen her because as soon as she ducked behind the car’s engine, she could hear the thud of bullets hitting the metal. 
 
Be patient. Wait for your shot. Draw them out.
 
There was a break in the firing. Kalen jumped up from her cover. There were five of them she could see. The closest was out in the open, exposed. He tried to make a run for it, but Kalen had a bead on him. 
 
Squeeze it.
 
The sound of the bullet leaving the barrel and the spray of blood from the biker’s chest was simultaneous. When he hit the ground she moved on to the next.
 
One of the bikers ducked behind the fountain in the courtyard. He was crouched low, but the top of his head was still exposed. She squeezed the trigger and a bullet nicked the concrete fountain. She missed.
 
Kalen ducked behind the car again. Another round of bullets volleyed back at her. She could hear Mary’s shots coming from her right. 
Kalen jumped back up on the hood, hoping the biker behind the fountain would give her a better shot. 
 
“Gotcha.”
 
The bullet sliced the biker’s head in two. Kalen swung the rifle up to the second floor where some of the bikers were coming out of their rooms. 
 
Bullets ricocheted off the iron posts from the guardrail on the second floor. She hit one of the bikers in the leg, and he crumpled to the ground. Kalen sent several rounds of bullets into him to finish the job.
 
More bikers were filling the courtyard now, each of them with pistols, rifles, and shotguns. The cars Kalen and Mary were hiding behind were starting to look like Swiss cheese. The time frame between the bikers reloading was getting smaller.
 
The side mirror exploded over Mary, sending a rain of glass on top of her. She ducked lower, shielding herself from the endless firing of gunshots.
“Mary! Head to the other side of the street! I’ll cover you!” Kalen said.
 
Mary nodded. Kalen inched toward the trunk of the car, keeping herself low so the bikers couldn’t see her. When she made it to the rear of the car, the tires exploded, dropping the car lower. 
 
Kalen ducked with it, keeping her head down as more bullets rained upon on her. She jumped up and gave Mary the cover fire she needed to sprint across the street. 
 
A few of the bikers had grown bold and left themselves exposed. Kalen killed three more before they could find cover.
 
As Kalen dropped back behind the car, she could hear the shouts of one of the bikers.
“Send some around back. We’ll cut them off.”
 
“Jake wants them alive!”
 
Kalen sprinted back toward the corner of the building where she was earlier. Her feet smacked against the pavement as she fired a few more shots into the biker’s direction, then heard the click of the firing pen.
 
Empty.
 
Once she made it to the building’s corner, clear from the exposed road, the empty magazine hit the sidewalk. She loaded a new magazine in and racked the chamber.
 
She wanted to cut the bikers off before they made it to the other side of town. If the bikers sandwiched them in one of the buildings, they’d be goners.
 
Kalen ran past the storefronts toward the west side of town, trying to beat the bikers there. She skidded to a stop just before the buildings ended.
 
Four of the bikers pursued her. They inched their way toward her, moving from car to car up the side of the street and using some of the doors to the shops for cover.
 
“Shit,” Kalen said.
 
She looked around, trying to think of a way out. When the bikers came around from the back, she’d be cornered. 
 
It was a good thirty yards from her location to safety on the other side of the street, thirty yards without any cover. She could make a run for it, but it would expose her.
 
The bikers were getting closer. Kalen could feel her heart pounding in her chest. Her hands gripped the rifle harder. Was this it? Was this how it was going to end?


No.

 
She still had more left. The dirt flew up from the ground as she dug her heels and dashed for the other side of Main Street. She aimed the rifle back blindly, shooting at random, trying to provide her own cover for the run.
 
When she made it to the other side, she kept running. She didn’t stop until she made it to the back of the building. 
 
Kalen couldn’t remember how many stores down Mary was or which one she ran inside. The first store she ran inside was the old gun shop. Most of it was cleaned out, but there were still some cases and a few rifles and pistols lying around. 
 
Kalen found two 9mm pistols and a box of ammo. She shoved them both in her bag and did one last scan for any .223 shells for her rifle. 
 
She scanned the barren shelves, desperately searching for more bullets. She shoved a few cases of shotgun shells out of the way and found an entire case of .223 ammo.
 
She stuffed five boxes into her bag, with the pistols and other ammo she had remaining, and hurried out the back door. 
 
The gunshots coming from the front of the store were becoming more frequent, which was a good thing in Kalen’s mind. As long as the guns kept firing, then Mary was still alive.
 
Kalen checked a few more back doors before she finally found Mary in what was left of the hardware store. She was still by the front holding her ground. Two empty magazines were at her feet. 
 
“Mary!” Kalen shouted.
 
When Mary turned around a hail of bullets came down on them, sending both of them to the floor.
 
Kalen crawled forward, dragging the bag with her, shelves of hardware supplies exploding above her from the gunshots.
 
A box of nails exploded from a gunshot and sent one of the four-inch nails flying into Kalen’s leg. She screamed in pain. Half the nail dug into her flesh. She reached her hand down, her body shaking, and when she yanked it out, a spurt of blood followed.
 
She let out a relieved gasp and continued her progression forward toward the front of the store. 
 
Mary covered her ears, her arms around the top of her head, attempting to protect herself from harm. Kalen ripped Mary’s hands off her head and handed her one of the empty magazines and a box of shells.
 
“Load the magazines,” Kalen ordered.
 
The first few bullets Mary grabbed slipped out of her shaking hands. She finally managed to pick one up and pressed it down into the magazine. She loaded them as fast as her nerves would let her. 
 
Kalen poked her head over the windowpane. There were a half-dozen bikers advancing at them. She knew it wouldn’t be long before the others in the gang would be behind them. She had to get the gun loaded and have one of them guard the back. It was the only way they’d still have a chance.
 
Mary held up one of the finished magazines and Kalen snatched it from her. The bullets were still screaming into the hardware store, both of them were crouched low avoiding the blasts.
 
“Watch the back. They’ll most likely be coming from the left. There’s no cover back there, so they’ll have to duck in between the buildings,” Kalen said.
 
“What about you?” Mary asked.
 
Kalen dumped the boxes of ammo onto the floor.
 
“I’m watching the front,” Kalen said.
 
Mary grabbed her rifle, a box of shells, and the other empty magazine and crawled to the back.
 
The bikers’ gunshots were relentless. Kalen knew they’d have to go back and get more ammo soon. They had to reload at some point.
 
Kalen took the time to reload the magazines she had and made sure the two pistols were loaded as well. A few moments later the gunfire lightened and she jumped up, rifle in hand, and squeezed the trigger. She was able to hit two of the bikers, killing one while the other dragged himself behind a car.
 
Then, before she could duck back down, she felt the sharp pain of steel and metal slice through her arm. The force of the bullet pushed her back, and the rifle fell from her hand. 
 
Kalen hit the floor, pressing her hand against her arm. The blood was warm, sticking to her fingers and shirt as she tried to stop the bleeding. She tried moving, but each time she did it sent stabbing pain through the left side of her body. 
 
Kalen could see one of the pistols on the ground. She stretched out her good arm, her fingertips almost touching the composite of the handle, when a boot pressed down on her hand.
 
When she looked up, Frankie had his pistol aimed at her head.
 
“Game’s up, sweetheart,” Frankie said.
 
The rest of the bikers converged on them and dragged both girls to the motel. Neither of them screamed or resisted. Kalen simply kept pressure on her arm, trying to staunch the bleeding. 
 
All of the tortures she was about to experience raced through her mind. When she made the decision to do this she knew this could be one of the outcomes.
 
No matter what happened though, she wouldn’t scream. She wouldn’t cry for help. They wouldn’t get the satisfaction of hearing her beg.
 



Day 13 (the Cabin)
 
Whatever doubts Ken had about Mike in regards to their deal dissipated when he saw the amount of ammo he had stock piled. 
 
There were enough rounds to keep them hunting for the next decade. Mike agreed to give Ken the boxes up front, but he made Ken agree to take them hunting tomorrow.
 
“I need fresh game and I need it soon,” Mike said.
 
“Okay. Meet me at the trailhead that leads down to the road in the morning.”
 
Mike looked at him surprised. He specifically took Ken the way he did to avoid the trailhead entrance at the highway.
 
“I’ve been hunting this land for more than forty years; you really think I didn’t know about the road entrance to your cabin, did you?” Ken asked.
 
“I guess not.”
 
“Six a.m. We’ll need to get started before the sun comes up.”
 
Before the two men could shake on it, Freddy came running into the basement. He almost tripped over himself coming down the stairs.
 
“Dad! You have to hear this! Come upstairs!” Freddy said.
 
“What is it?” Mike asked.
 
“There’s someone on the radio!”
 
Upstairs the entire household was gathered in the living room, circled around one of the radios Freddy had found the day before, protected from the EMP by the faraday box Mike made to store them in.
 
It was a woman’s voice coming over the radio. Mike couldn’t tell if it was a recording. The sound kept breaking in and out. 
 
“We have food, water, shelter, medical attention, and protection. We have our operations up and running and we are restoring power to our area. If you have the ability to arrive, please know that we can help. We can offer assistance. We can keep you safe.”
 
“She’s not saying where it is. Where is it?” Jung said.
 
The rest of the group hushed him. The tension cut through the air as the group waited to hear more. 
“Cincinnati has been chosen as the starting point for relief efforts in Ohio. Similar cities have been chosen in other states to act as rallying points in bringing power back online along with other basic utilities. Again if you are in the area and can make it to Cincinnati we have food, water, shelter, medical assistance, and protection.”
 
The signal went dead, and the woman’s voice was replaced by static. It filled the room as everyone looked at each other, letting what they’d just heard sink in. 
 
“What are we waiting for? We need to get there now!” Jung said.
 
“Jung, we don’t even know who that was. It could be a recording from weeks ago,” Mike said.
 
“But shouldn’t we at least try? What if it’s true? What if the power is on in Cincinnati? We have the Jeep. We can send a few people,” Tom said.
 
“The only highway around here that leads to the interstate has to go through Carrollton. That means dealing with the biker gang that’s down there. A gang that’s killed most of the townspeople,” Mike said.
 
“We have to try something!” Jung screamed.
 
The group members around Jung separated themselves from him. His body was shaking. His eyes were desperate, pleading to the group. He had the look of a man who was willing to do anything to save his wife. 
 
Mike understood. It was a feeling he had the entire walk from Pittsburgh to here. He was willing to do whatever he needed to get to his family, but just because Mike understood Jung’s pain didn’t mean he could let him take the Jeep. 
“We’ll keep the radio on, Jung. See if anything else comes through. Okay?” Mike said.
 
He placed his hand on Jung’s shoulder, trying to comfort him. Jung jerked Mike’s hand off him and headed back to his room.
 
“Okay, everyone. Sitting around won’t make the radio magically work again. Back to work,” Ulysses said.
 
As the crowd dispersed, Ken let out a whistle.
 
“Looks like not everyone’s happy to have your hospitality,” Ken said.
 
“I’ll see you in the morning,” Mike said.
 
The two men shook hands, and Ken headed out the door. Once Ken was gone, Anne came and wrapped her arms around Mike.
“I didn’t think you wanted to bring him back here.” Anne said.
 
“I didn’t, but it was part of his agreement.”
 
“You think we can trust him?”
 
“I’m not sure yet, but we’re going to need the food, so I don’t have much of a choice.”
 
“What are we going to do about the radio? You think it’s real?”
 
Mike found it hard to believe the power would come back up that fast, especially after what he saw in Pittsburgh. He figured by next spring the country would be in a better position to rebuild, but maybe it was happening faster than he thought.
 
“We can’t worry about that right now. We have supplies here that will last us a while, and with Ken helping me hunt, we’ll have a fresh supply of food coming in. How’s the garden coming?” Mike asked.
 
“Good. We’ve got peas, squash, and corn in the ground,” Anne said.
 
Mike gave her a kiss on the forehead. 
 
“I’m gonna keep the radio in our room. We don’t need it being a distraction for anyone. Where’s Kalen?”
 
“She went out to the old shooting stand with Mary.”
 
Mike raised his eyebrows.
 
“Did she say why?” Mike asked.
 
“Mary’s been having some trouble dealing with what happened to her mom. Kalen thought that if she showed her how to handle a weapon, it’d make her feel… safer.”
 
Mike didn’t like that the girls had gone out alone, but he felt a surge of pride about his daughter helping Mary. 
 
“Okay, I’m going to get things ready for the morning. I’ll be in the basement if you need me.”



 
 
***
 
It was getting dark and Kalen and Mary still hadn’t returned. Mike was getting worried. He grabbed his rifle and decided to head out to the hunting stand where the girls said they were going. 
 
Mike kept his ears open, but the closer he moved to the stand, the more concerned he became. He’d been walking for almost fifteen minutes, and he hadn’t heard a single shot go off. He quickened his pace, his boots smashing the forest dirt underneath. 
 
The stand was only forty yards away, and from what he could see, it was empty. He brought his rifle up and flicked the safety off. 
“Kalen?” Mike said.
 
He circled the stand. There weren’t any shell casings on the ground, no foot tracks in the dirt, no sign the girls were ever here at all.
 
Mike’s pulse quickened. His breathing accelerated. The irrational panic of his daughter not being here rushed over him. 
 
“Kalen! Mary!” 
 
They’re not here. They never came here, but why? Why would they need rifles if they weren’t-
 
“The bikers,” Mike said.
 
Mike sprinted back to the cabin. It was a two-mile hike and usually took close to forty minutes on foot for a one-way trip. He made it back in less than twenty-five minutes.
 
Ulysses was the first to see Mike burst through the trees into the cabin’s front yard.
 
“Michael?” Ulysses asked.
 
“Mary and Kalen? Did I miss them?”
 
“No, I thought you were going to get them.”
 
“They never went to the stand.”
 
Mike could see Ulysses’s eyes make the connection. He was the one who brought Mary and her sisters back to the cabin after he found them in town. Mary’s mother was raped in front of them, and they watched their father die. 
 
Mike gathered Erin and Nancy, Mary’s sisters, in the living room. The rest of the group lingered in the kitchen and hallway, letting Mike speak to them in semiprivacy.
 
“I just need to know where they went, Nancy. I’m not mad; I just want to know where we can find them. I want to make sure they’re safe,” Mike said.
 
Nancy looked up at him, her eyes wide and wet. 
 
“I don’t know. She never told me anything,” Nancy said. 
 
Mike lowered his head. He believed her. 
 
“Why did she leave us? She promised me she wouldn’t leave us,” Nancy said.
 
Nancy broke down crying. Mike scooped her up in his arms. The little girl buried her face into Mike’s shirt, wrapping her arms around his neck. 
 
Anne came over and peeled the girl off of him, rocking her back and forth. The younger sister, Erin, didn’t say anything. She kept her head down, twisting the edge of her shirt. Mike gently rested his hand on the top of her head.
 
Mike didn’t make eye contact with anyone as he headed for the basement. Ulysses followed. The two of them started gathering as much ammo and weapons as they could carry. 
 
They said nothing to each other as they collected bullets, loaded magazines, attached scopes, and threw holsters around their waist and shoulders. It was an unspoken agreement between a father and grandfather. Their offspring were in trouble, and they were going to get them out.
 
Fay, Tom, and Clarence crept down the steps. They watched Ulysses and Mike in the glow of the candlelight. Each of them had bullets and guns strapped around their waists and shoulders. They didn’t look like normal men anymore; they were soldiers preparing for war.
 
“So you’re just going to go in there guns blazing?” Tom asked.
 
Mike shoved a magazine into his Smith and Wesson .45, holstered it, and looked up at the two of them on the stairway.
 
“I don’t expect you three to come. It’s going to get bad,” Mike said.
 
Fay grabbed one of the rifles and started loading shells into one of the empty magazines. She said nothing. She didn’t look at Mike until he put his hand on her shoulder. 
 
“Thank you,” Mike said.
 
Fay gave a half smile. Clarence was the next to join. He picked up one of the shotguns and found a case of 12-guage shells and started loading. 
 
Tom let out a sigh at the top of the staircase. 
 
“Fine, but I want the biggest guns you have. With my aim, I’ll need all the help I can get,” Tom said.
 
It took them thirty minutes to gather everything they needed. At least everything Mike thought they would need. 
 
They were loaded to the teeth with weapons and ammo. Mike also thought to pack some medical supplies, which he hoped he wouldn’t need.
 
Anne didn’t say much. When she walked up to Mike she placed her hands on his shirt, twisting his collar. 
 
“You bring our girl home.”
 
Mike led Ulysses, Fay, Clarence, and Tom down the trail. Dusk had settled outside, with the night growing darker. 
 
Anne’s words rang through Mike’s mind like a chorus, repeating over and over. He wasn’t going to let his daughter suffer a cruel fate like those he’d seen over the past two weeks. Bring her home.
 



Day 13 (Biker Gang)
 
The cots from the prison cell were removed. It was nothing but concrete and steel. Mary sat in the corner, huddled in a ball, listening to the bikers inside the interrogation room scream at Kalen. 
 
Every once in a while she would hear something hard hit the ground, but she never heard Kalen scream. Mary didn’t know what was happening in there, but she was able to imagine a few scenarios.
 
She wondered why she chose to come with Kalen? She didn’t want to die. Her mind wandered to her sisters. Their faces were burning in her thoughts.
 
Mary promised she wouldn’t leave them, let them be alone, and now that promise was broken. She broke it to fulfill the selfish need of revenge. 
 
Frankie recognized her immediately when they finally captured her and Kalen. He didn’t say anything to her as he threw her in the cell. He just smiled and laughed. 
 
The laugh wasn’t human. It was senseless, malicious. It was the same laugh he had when he killed her dad and the same smile when he raped her mother.
 
What would they do to her? Would she be passed around to the other bikers? Used only for their pleasure at the expense of her suffering? 
 
Stop it.
 
Mary pushed it out of her mind. She couldn’t go to pieces now. As dire as everything was, she couldn’t let her imagination get the better of her. She had to think about what she could control, and right now the only thing that she could control was how she would react to whatever came next.
 
The door to the interrogation room flung open. Mary rushed to the front of the cell, grasping her hands around the old flaky iron bars. 
 
Two of the bikers dragged Kalen past her cell. Her head was down, her hair covering her face, but Mary could see the drops of blood falling from her body.
 
Kalen’s body was limp. The biker’s were carrying her by her arms. Once Kalen was out of sight Mary could hear the thud of Kalen’s body hit the cell floor next to hers, followed by the door slamming shut.
 
Mary let go of the bars and backed to the rear wall of the cell as Frankie rested his forehead in between the cell bars. 
 
“Your turn, sweetheart,” Frankie said.
 
When Frankie brought her into the interrogation room, the first thing she noticed was the blood stains on the floor. The next thing she saw was the smeared red on Jake’s knuckles. 
 
There were only two chairs and one small table. Frankie pushed her down into the chair across from Jake. The two of them were only two feet apart. She didn’t like it. The setting felt too intimate.
 
“Whatever you’re going to do to me, just get it over with,” Mary said.
 
Jake leaned back, wiping his knuckles clean of Kalen’s blood with a rag, which he tossed to the floor when he was done.
 
“What do you want us to do to you?” Jake asked.
 
“I’m not giving you anything,” Mary said. 
 
“You don’t even know what we want,” Jake said.
 
“You want to hurt us.”
“I do.”
 
The simple answer frightened her. There was a vicious truth in those words. He didn’t just have the ability to hurt her, but the desire.
 
“I want to see my mom,” Mary said.
 
Frankie let out a chuckle, but she kept her eyes on Jake.
 
“I’m not sure you do,” Jake answered.
 
“I need to see her.”
 
“No. You want to see her. You want to see her the way you used to see her. You want to see her before what happened here. Trust me, girl. It’s better that you keep the image of what your mother used to be. It’s much better than the image she is now.”
 
“The last image I have of my mother was her being raped in front of me. The last image I have of my father was his blood pouring out of his stomach and him gasping for breath.”
 
“I’m going to ask you some questions. It will be better if you give me the truth the first time around.” 
 
“I guess Kalen didn’t tell you the truth? That’s why she’s unconscious in her cell right now?”
 
“She didn’t lie.”
 
Mary’s mouth went dry. Jake leaned forward on the table. Mary caught herself staring at Jake’s hands. The only bits of blood that remained covered the rings he wore. 
 
Jake twisted one of the rings off his hand and extended it to Mary.
 
“I was going to clean them off, but I liked the new color to much. What do you think?” Jake asked.
 
“You’re a coward.”
 
Jake slid the ring back on his finger. He formed his hand into a fist, his joints cracking the harder he squeezed.
 
“A coward is afraid. I’m not afraid, and that’s what makes it so bad for you. I’m not afraid to hit a woman. I’m not afraid to make a little girl cry. I’m not afraid to hear them scream.”
 
Mary felt Frankie place his hands on her shoulders. She could feel the calluses on his hands running up along the side of her neck.
 
“Did you kill any of my men before today?” Jake asked.
 
“No.”
 
Frankie grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked her head back, exposing her neck. He brought the edge of a blade to her flesh.
 
“Did you kill any of men before today?” Jake repeated.
 
“No,” Mary answered.
 
Frankie slammed her head down on the table. She was able to brace herself with her hands, but she felt the trickle of blood run from her nose over her lips.
 
“Two days ago one of my men was killed. Who did it?” Jake asked.
 
Mary wiped her hand under her nose. A streak of blood smeared across her finger. 
 
“I don’t know,” Mary answered.
 
“The cabin you’re staying at. Where is it?”
 
Her sisters. She couldn’t give them up. She wasn’t going to give them anything.
 
“I know you’re staying with a family. I know someone helped you escape. I will find it eventually. The only difference you can make now is how I treat your sisters when I find them.”
 
They’re bluffing. They couldn’t know where the cabin was.
 
Jake rose from the table at her silence. He kicked her chair leg, knocking her over and sending her to the floor. He grabbed her arm and flung her against the wall. He slapped her across the face. 
 
When his hand made contact with her cheek, it was like a being dumped in cold water. The pain was overwhelming and shocking all at once. 
 
Jake’s hand came across the other side of her face, harder than the before. Mary could feel her face reddening. The stings from each hit lingered, then swelled.
 
“Where’s the cabin?” Jake asked.
 
His voice was calm. Mary felt his hand closing around her windpipe. The grip tightened. She gasped for breath. She tried to peel his hand off her but struggled against his size and strength. 
 
Life was being choked from her. Mary started to panic. Her head felt light. Her vision started to blur. Just before she thought she’d pass out, he let go.
 
Mary dropped to the floor, coughing, hacking, and gasping for air. Jake kicked her stomach. The shot sent pain rippling through her body.
 
“Give me the knife,” Jake said.
 
Frankie handed him the blade. He grabbed Mary’s hand, stepping on her wrist to keep her arm pinned down. He dug the tip of the blade into the flesh of her exposed palm, slowly.
 
Mary screamed. She reached for the knife with her free hand, but Frankie held her down. She writhed and twisted on the ground, crying and screaming as Jake dug the blade’s tip deeper into her hand, cutting away flesh, scraping against the bones.
 
“Where’s the cabin?” Jake shouted.
 
“Stop! P-p-please stop!” Mary cried.
 
Jake pulled the knife out and lifted his boot off Mary’s wrist. Each time she tried to move a finger a sharp pain shot up through her arm. 
 
“Stand her up,” Jake said.
 
Mary pulled the injured hand to her, pressing it against her chest to stop the bleeding. Frankie lifted her from the ground. 
 
“You wanted to see your mom? Let’s go see her,” Jake said.
 
Frankie pulled her through the sheriff’s office. She looked back at Kalen still lying on the floor of her cell, passed out. Maybe she was dead. No one could take that kind of pain. They had to have killed her. That’s why Kalen never screamed.
 
Now, they were going to kill her, probably in front of her mother. More torture. Or maybe they’d rape her in front of her mom, make the both of them suffer more before she died.
 
They were closer to the motel now. The pain in Mary’s hand was replaced by the adrenaline coursing through her veins. 
 
When they turned the corner, Mary’s stomach started to sink. They weren’t leading her to one of the rooms. They were taking her to the center of the courtyard. They were taking her to the burnt bodies.
 
“No,” Mary said.
 
She didn’t want to see them. She didn’t want to hear the truth that was sinking in right now.
 
“God, no, please don’t, no,” Mary said.
 
Mary pushed and pulled against Frankie’s grip but she couldn’t break free.
 
“You wanted to see her?” Jake asked.
 
Frankie tossed her to the ground in front of the charred bodies, which formed an altar of death. Mary could smell the remnants of flesh no longer covering their bones. 
 
“There she is,” Jake said.
 
Mary looked up at the corpse, shriveled and still tied with her hands behind her back to the pole. Her mother’s body was rigid, holding her in place. 
 
The woman she knew was gone. She was always told by people that she looked like her mother. They had the same hair, the same eyes. She always wore that compliment like a badge of pride. 
 
Those similarities were gone now. Mary couldn’t prove that she was the daughter of the woman on the pole. She was gone. Completely wiped clean by fire.
 
Mary fell to her side, sobbing hysterically. 
 
“Mom,” Mary said.
 
She mouthed the words more than she said them. The spit and tears coming from her face mixed together. Whatever pain they caused her before, whatever pain they would bring her next wouldn’t hurt like this. This was the type of pain that you never came back from. It was the type of pain that you carried forever.



 
 
***
 
The room was spinning. Kalen’s vision was blurred. The concrete floor felt cool against her skin. She lay there, motionless.
 
Kalen gently lifted her shirt up. Black and blue bruises were blotched along her rib cage. She managed to roll onto her back. Her hands found her face and she ran her fingertips across the lumps and welts, wincing with each touch. 
 
The last thing she remembered before she blacked out was a fist slamming into her cheek and her body hitting the ground. She lasted a long time, and she didn’t break. She didn’t give them anything.
 
It was hard though. The hardest thing she’d ever done. There were times where she wanted to give them all the answers to the questions they asked. 
 
When she raised her head from the ground to get a better look at her surroundings, she saw the door to the interrogation room was open and the room empty. The only thing in there was her blood staining the floor.
 
Kalen flipped to her belly and crawled to the front of the cell. Her neck strained as she looked down the halls, trying to see where they took Mary. 
 
“Mary?” Kalen said.
 
Her voice came out in a hoarse whisper. The exertion of speaking was painful. Her ribs felt razor sharp, stabbing her insides with each breath, word, and movement. She squinted her eyes shut, trying to block the pain out. 
 
Kalen focused on figuring out where she saw Mary last. Did she see her when she came out? No. Her last memories before her blackout were still in the room. 
 
The hardware store? No, they were dragged to the sheriff’s office together. The cells. She remembered Mary being thrown into one of the cells as she was taken to the interrogation room.
 
“Mary?” Kalen repeated.
 
Another shot of pain went through Kalen’s stomach; guilt. She was the one who convinced Mary to come. She was the one who gave her the gun. Whatever fate Mary had run into was because of her actions.
 
Kalen rested her back against the wall. She placed her right hand on the cell bars and gripped the metal tight. Her arm started to shake. 
 
Don’t break. Don’t give in. Fight it. Fight it!
 
She held the tears back. She wasn’t going to cry. She wasn’t going to show weakness. If the bikers came back in they wouldn’t find a self-pitying girl wallowing in tears. All they would see was her resolve and the lumps across her face.
 



 
Night of Day 13 (the Cabin)
 
Nelson pulled the sheets over Sean. He bent down to kiss his forehead, brushing the hair out of his eyes. He dimmed the candlelight in the lantern and shut the door. 
 
He walked down the hall quietly. When he reached the living room, Ray was on the couch, his leg propped up on a few pillows as he flipped through the pages of a hunting magazine Freddy had brought up for him from the basement. 
 
Nelson leaned back in the armchair across from the couch slowly and let out a sigh. He closed his eyes and rested his head back on the cushion behind him. 
 
“Crazy day,” Ray said.
 
“Yeah,” Nelson answered.
 
“Any reason you didn’t go with Mike?”
 
Nelson opened his eyes. Ray had set the magazine down and was looking at him.
 
“What are you getting at?” Nelson asked.
 
“Well, I know why I didn’t go,” Ray said, gesturing to his leg.
 
“We couldn’t send everyone,” Nelson answered.
 
Ray turned back to his magazine.
 
“I’m not a coward, Ray.”
 
The magazine fell to Ray’s lap. He turned on his side, making sure he was looking Nelson full in the face. 
 
“No, I know you’re not a coward, Nelson. But you’re also not a man of action. You let things happen to you. You let things happen to your family. You’re no better than the people who burned down Mike’s house in our neighborhood.”

Nelson shot up out of his chair. He marched over to Ray, his temper rising.
 
“I don’t know where you were when Mike’s house was getting burned to the ground, but I’m the one who pulled him out of the fire. If I hadn’t been there to pull him out, he would have died.”
 
The words came out in stinging, harsh whispers. Nelson was right in Ray’s face, and Ray grabbed hold of his collar.
 
“The only reason you were able to pull him out was because you were tucked away in your house. I saw you out there on the lawn. I saw you walk away,” Ray said.
 
Nelson grabbed hold of Ray’s shirt. The two men locked together. Ray’s body hit the floor as Nelson pulled him from the couch. The commotion caused Anne to run from the hall into the living room.
 
“Enough! Stop it, you two!” Anne said.
 
She peeled them off each other. Ray sat propped up against the couch, his leg lying at an awkward angle. 
 
“Now is not the time to start this. Am I clear?” Anne said.
 
The two men nodded, looking at one another, each breathing heavily.
 
“Sorry,” Ray said. 
 
“It’s all right,” Nelson answered.
 
Then when the door to the cabin opened and Nelson looked up, he didn’t think it was real.
 
Katie’s face was smeared with dirt, and her tattered business clothes were filthy. She almost looked like a stranger, but her green eyes staring back at him were familiar territory. 
 
“Katie?” Nelson asked.
 
Her name left his lips like a whisper. He wasn’t sure how long he sat there before he jumped to his feet and rushed to her. He held her, kissed her, afraid letting go would stop making the moment real, as if she would dissipate into the night air like she had in so many of his dreams.
 
“Sean? Is he okay?” Katie asked.
 
“Yes, he’s fine. I just put him to bed.”
 
Nelson noticed Sam standing there in the doorway behind her, looking unsure of whether he should say anything.
 
“Sam?” Nelson asked.
 
“Hi, Nelson,” Sam answered.
 
“He helped get me out. I wouldn’t have made it without him,” Katie said.
 
Sam extended his hand, but Nelson embraced him in a hug.
 
“Thank you,” Nelson said.
 
Sam patted him on the back.
 
“Can I see him?” Katie asked.
 
“Of course.”
 
Nelson led her to the bedroom where Sean was sleeping. When he opened the door to let her in, she took a moment just watching him sleep. He was still, peaceful. 
 
She walked to him and knelt down by his side. She ran her hands softly along the length of his small arms and legs—a feather’s touch. 
 
Nelson saw the smile spread across Sean’s face when he opened his eyes. Sean jumped up and threw his arms around Katie.
 
“Mom!”
 
“Hey, baby,” Katie said.
 
Nelson left them alone. There would be time for words later. For now, seeing his wife with his son was all that he needed.



 
 
*** 
Sean fell asleep in Katie’s lap in the living room. She didn’t want to move him; she just let him sleep and brushed his hair with her fingers. 
 
Jung had joined Anne, Ray, Sam, Nelson, and Katie in the living room. The six of them were sitting around, trying not to speak too loudly to wake Sean.
 
“We thought the relief center would be safe, but it didn’t last very long. All of the hospitals, Red Cross locations, or public welfare stations giving out food rations were looted. It was chaos everywhere,” Sam said.
 
“Did you guys hear anything about the rest of the country? Is there any spot that’s safe?” Anne asked.
 
“No, none of the authorities we spoke with had any information,” Katie answered. 
 
“Nobody mentioned anything about Cincinnati?” Jung asked.
 
“Cincinnati?” Katie asked.
 
“We have a radio. It works and we heard a broadcast come through,” Anne said.
 
“It said that Cincinnati was the rallying point for the power coming back on in Ohio. A woman’s voice came through and said that there was food, shelter, protection,” Nelson said.
 
“Sounds too good to be true,” Sam said.
 
“That’s what I said,” Ray said.
 
“I don’t think they’d be able to set something up that fast. And even if they did, there’s no way of knowing if the place is already overrun. I’m sure whatever was set up had good intentions, but people are desperate now. Good intentions will get you killed,” Sam said.
 
“Where’s Mike? What did he say about all this?” Katie asked.
 
Katie watched everyone’s eyes shift around awkwardly. Everyone seemed to look at Anne, but Anne focused on Katie.
 
“Kalen disappeared this morning. Mike went to go find her,” Anne said.
 
“Oh my God. Anne, I’m sorry,” Katie said.
 
“Mike wanted us to stay put. We have enough supplies to last us a while, and we just set up an agreement with a local hunter for fresh game. Leaving now would be too much of a risk. We’d lose more than we’d gain,” Anne said.
 
Jung stormed out of the living room, heading to his room at the end of the hallway.
 
“It’s a bit of a sore subject with him,” Ray said.
 
“His wife was shot on the way here. The antibiotics we have aren’t helping with her infection. She’s not doing very well,” Anne explained.
 
Anne got up from the chair she brought in from the kitchen.
 
“I’ll sleep in Kalen’s room. You and Nelson should take my and Mike’s room,” Anne said.
 
“No, Anne, we can’t do that,” Katie said.
 
“It’s fine. It’s going to be a long night for me anyway, and I probably won’t get much sleep. You two take it. You need the time alone,” Anne said.
 
“Thanks, Anne,” Nelson said.
The rest of the group headed to bed as Katie scooped Sean up in her arms and let him down in Freddy’s room. She kissed him on the forehead and slowly shut the door behind her. 
 
Nelson took Katie’s hand and they walked side by side down the hall into Mike and Anne’s room.
 
There was a small glow of a candle lighting the bedroom. Katie walked in and sat on the edge of the bed. Nelson hung back at the door.
 
“I missed you,” Nelson said.
 
“I missed you too.”
 
Nelson walked to her. Each step slow, savoring the anticipation of being with her again.
“I thought I’d lost you,” Nelson said.
 
“I tried getting out sooner, but by the time we realized what was going on, the city was locked down. Sam tried getting a group of us out, but we were picked up by an army reserve patrol. We went with them, but after six days at the relief center, everything just collapsed. There wasn’t enough food for the number of people who were there. People just… turned on each other.”
 
“That’s what happened to the neighborhood.”
 
“I saw the two grave markers at the Beachums’. Is that what happened to them?”
 
“Bessie was the one who started it.”
 
“What?”
 
“She organized half the neighborhood to turn on Mike and his family.”
 
“Mike killed them?”

“No, Ray killed Bessie and—”
 
Nelson cut himself short. He hadn’t spoken out loud about what happened that day, what he did. He found himself ashamed to tell his wife, afraid of what she’d think. Would she judge him? Would she think less of him knowing that he took someone’s life? 
 
“What is it?” Katie asked.
 
“I killed Ted.”
 
Nelson wasn’t sure how long the silence between them lasted. Each second that ticked by sent a stab into his stomach, which turned over and over again. 
 
Then Katie took his hand and brought it to her lips. She pressed it to the side of her face, her cheek running along the back of his hand.
 
“You kept our family safe. You did what you had to do. There’s no shame in that,” Katie said.
 
Nelson exhaled. Of all the answers he thought he’d hear, that was the one he wanted most. He sought affirmation, and she gave it to him. Nelson reached for the candle on the nightstand and pinched the wick, extinguishing the light, letting the room fall into darkness.



 
 
*** 
 
Jenna’s breathing was labored. Her face was dripping with sweat. Jung placed the cloth into the bowl of water, rewetting it, and padded her forehead. She was whispering nonsense, delirious from the fever.
 
When Jung lifted the bandage off her shoulder to look at the bullet wound, he could see the flesh blackening around the bullet’s entrance point. Red dots lined her arm and crept up her neck. He could feel the heat coming off her body.
 
Jung didn’t know what to do. The medication Anne gave him wasn’t helping. The only hope he had was to get her to the relief center in Cincinnati, but he couldn’t persuade anyone else to come with him.
 
They didn’t care. None of them were in the position he was. He was the one with the sick wife. He was the one who had to do something now. Nobody was going to save his family. He had to do it.
 
All he had to do was find the key to the Jeep. With the car he could make the trip in an hour. Even if they did want to follow him, it’d take them days to catch up by foot. He wouldn’t even need to take any supplies with him, just his family.
 
He just wasn’t sure how to sneak his wife and kids outside without waking up the rest of the house. There was the window, but it was small, and Jenna could barely stay awake, let alone gather the strength to pull herself from bed.
 
Jenna started coughing. She hacked and convulsed on the bed. Jung tried to steady her, giving her the cloth to cover her mouth. 
 
She fell back against the bed, trying to catch her breath as the cloth fell from her hand. Jung grabbed it and noticed the red, pinkish stains covering the white cloth. He had to do something. He had to get her help. He couldn’t let her die here. He couldn’t let their children grow up without their mother.



 
 
***
Anne paced the backyard, looking up through the branches of the trees into the night sky. Whatever hell she thought she’d been through before didn’t feel like this. Her daughter was in danger. Her husband was about to run headfirst into that danger, and she had no idea if she’d see either of them again.
 
The cigarette in her hand stayed unlit. She just felt better holding it. It’d been more than fifteen years since she smoked, but tonight she desperately wanted to light it. 
 
It remained pinched between her fingers. Every once in a while she’d bring it to her lips, a motion that felt seamless. She’d let it hang there, dangling from her lower lip, begging to be lit. Then she’d rip it out of her mouth and clutch the cigarette in her hand tightly.
Mike would bring Kalen home. Anne knew that. He wouldn’t let their daughter stay in the hands of whatever creatures were in that town. 
 
A shudder ran through her thinking of what they would do to her if they caught her, of what they’d do to Mary. 
 
Anne just couldn’t wrap her head around why her daughter would leave, why would she put herself in that type of danger? She knew Kalen had been through a lot, but she seemed like she was getting better.
 
She shoved the cigarette back into the package. She crushed the packet in her hands and tossed it angrily into the depths of the forest. 
 



Night of Day 13 (Carrollton)
 
The town was dark. The only light provided was the reflection of the moon. Mike, Ulysses, Tom, Clarence, and Fay all moved in unison. Mike and Ulysses were up front, while Tom, Clarence, and Fay brought up the rear.
 
Mike could tell his father was still limping from twisting his knee a few days ago, but he didn’t have the brain power to concentrate on anything but getting Kalen back. 
 
He knew Fay would be able to keep up, and Clarence was a decent enough shot, but the weakest link of the group was Tom. This wasn’t an elite group of fighters, but it was what Mike had to work with. 
 
“You said there were twenty bikers?” Mike asked.
 
“Yeah, could be more though. I only got a look at a handful of them, but there were a lot of bikes parked out front at the motel,” Ulysses answered.
 
The five of them took time to scan the streets on the edge of the town, hiding in the tall grass. If Mike could swing it, he’d like to get his daughter back without having to fire a shot, but the doubt of that happening was growing in the back of his mind.
 
If the bikers saw or heard him before they were able to get Kalen out, they’d hurt her. Mike couldn’t take that chance.
 
“Okay, here’s the plan. Fay, Clarence, and Ulysses, you go and set yourselves up on the second story of one of the buildings across from the motel. You have enough ammo to provide a lot of cover fire. I only want you to shoot if you hear someone else shooting first, understand?” Mike asked.
 
“Of course,” Clarence said.
 
“Got it,” Fay replied.
 
“I should be coming with you,” Ulysses said.
“Dad, you’re still limping from the other day. Whoever goes into get the girls will have to be mobile, and right now you’re not.”
 
“I’m on the ground with you?” Tom asked.
 
“You stay on my tail the whole way in. You have the silencer I gave you?” Mike asked.
 
“I got it,” Tom said.
 
“If the girls are dead,” Mike said, pausing after the last word left his mouth. “Then I’m going to draw the bikers out. And I want to bury all of them. If you have a problem with that, then tell me now.”
 
The others didn’t say anything. 
 
“Let’s go,” Mike said.
 
The group took off. Ulysses, Clarence, and Fay headed toward the other side of the street, keeping low until they found a good spot across from the motel.
 
While Mike tried to be as quiet as possible, Tom marched behind him like an elephant stampeding through a field.
 
“Try and keep it quiet,” Mike said.
 
“I am.”
 
Mike counted the bikes out front. Ulysses was right; there were at least twenty of them. If they doubled up when they rode here then there could be even more. 
 
“We’ll check the first floor and work our way around. I’ll check the windows. You just make sure no one sees us,” Mike said.
 
“And if someone does?”
 
“Kill them fast.”
 
The first few rooms were empty. When they got to the end of the hall and started making their way to the other side, one of the doors opened. Mike and Tom jumped behind a staircase to hide.
 
The biker never looked their way as he headed through the courtyard. Mike stayed put, making sure he didn’t come back, then made his way to the room he just left.
 
Mike kept the barrel of the rifle buried in the crack of the door and slowly turned the handle. The inside was dark. After his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he could see the room was empty.
 
They left and continued checking the other rooms as they passed them. A few of them had bikers inside, making Mike and Tom crawl for a few feet below the window, but Kalen and Mary weren’t anywhere on the first floor. 
 
The second floor wasn’t any better. All of those rooms were empty. Wherever the girls were, the bikers weren’t keeping them at the motel. 
 
Mike sat on the edge of the bed in the last empty room they checked. The dim light of hope that his daughter was still alive was fading. 
 
Then he heard two voices coming up the stairs outside. Mike raised his rifle, poised to shoot, aiming at the door. 
 
Tom’s head was on a swivel as he kept glancing between the window and Mike. He slowly moved to the back of the room. 
 
Mike positioned himself in the right front corner next to the window so he could get a clear shot.
 
“I wish Jake hadn’t beaten them up so bad.”
 
“Yeah, they would’ve been a good lay if their faces weren’t all fucked up.”
 
“Did he say what he wanted to do with them?”
 
“They’re supposed to stay alive for now. Jake thinks they got help from people staying in a cabin nearby. We’re going to check in the morning.”
 
Mike watched the patches on the backs of the bikers’ cuts fade out of view along with the sound of their voices. 
 
The girls were hurt, but they were still alive. The bikers were coming from somewhere, now he just had to find out where they were coming from. 
 
Mike cracked the door and saw one of the bikers turn into a room a few doors down while the other kept walking. He waited until the other biker disappeared into his own room.
 
“Mike,” Tom said.
 
“We’ll go down and ambush him. But we have to keep him quiet. I’ll hold him down while you gag him.”
 
“Mike, listen.”
 
“What?”
 
“If we know they’re alive and it looks like most of the bikers will be heading out for a search party in the morning, why don’t we just wait until then to look for them. There’ll be less chance of us getting caught.” 
 
“Because they might not be alive in the morning.”
 
Tom didn’t have kids. He wasn’t a father. If he could do something to get his daughter out, then he was going to explore every opportunity that presented itself, and right now one of them was less than a hundred feet away from them.
 
Mike counted the rooms off quietly in this head. One. Two. Three. He could feel his pulse quicken. He checked the window. The room was empty, but the bathroom door was open.
 
Mike opened the door quietly, keeping the handle turned when he shut it to avoid the door clicking when he closed it.
 
He set the rifle on the bed and motioned for Tom to do the same. The sound of the urine hitting the toilet was followed by the groan of relief. Mike put his back to the wall just outside the door, and when the biker came out Mike covered his mouth and held him in a headlock.
 
“Grab the zip ties out of my bag,” Mike said.
 
Tom pulled two zip ties and grabbed the biker’s legs, taking a boot to the face in the process but eventually tying him up. 

Mike replaced his hand with the biker’s bandana, shoved it in his mouth, then zip-tied his hands behind his back. 
 
The biker squirmed on the bed, struggling to free himself. Sweat dripped from the tip of Mike’s nose as he pulled a blade from his belt. He could see the whites of the biker’s eyes stare at the sharp edge of steal in his hand.
 
Mike brought the knife to the biker’s throat. The edge dug into his skin, drawing blood that trickled beneath his shirt and onto the bed.
 
“The girls you were talking to your friend about earlier. Where are they?” Mike asked.
What came out of the biker’s mouth was “duck you,” but Mike figured that wasn’t what he meant. 
 
He slammed the knife into the biker’s calf. The blood oozed from the gash as Mike kept pressure on the blade, digging it deeper into the flesh. The biker thrashed on the bed, screaming into the bandana.
 
“Where is she?” Mike asked.
 
The gurgling sound of blood and the cutting of meat followed every twist of the knife Mike gave. He could feel the blade scrape along the bone. The biker’s body jerked and convulsed. 
 
“Harrifs ahffice. Harrifs ahffice,” the biker said.
 
Mike slammed the butt of his rifle into the biker’s forehead, knocking him unconscious. 
 
“Let’s go,” Mike said.
 
Mike hurried down the steps and crouched behind a car on the street. He looked up at the second floor of the Laundromat, waving his arms trying to get Fay’s, Clarence’s, and Ulysses’s attention.
 
He saw Fay wave back, and he pointed down the street toward the sheriff’s office. She gave a thumbs-up in response.
 
“They’ll have guards inside. We’re not detaining this time. You shoot to kill, got it?” Mike said.
 
“Got it,” Tom said.
 
Mike was alert. Adrenaline pumped through his veins. His daughter was alive, and he was less than sixty feet away from getting her out.
 
Then, when Frankie came out of his room and saw Mike and Tom running across the courtyard, everything started to move in slow motion. 
 
“Hey!” Frankie shouted.
 
Frankie started screaming for everyone to get out of bed. Mike pulled the pistol from his side and fired in Frankie’s direction. When he did, he could hear his sniper team open fire from their position. 
 
Mike kicked down the sheriff’s door, poised to shoot with his finger on the trigger. 
 
Through his sights, he could see Jake with a knife to Kalen’s throat, using her as a human shield. His daughter’s face was bruised and cut. Her right eye was completely swollen shut.
 
“I knew someone would come for them,” Jake said.
 
Mike kept his finger on the trigger. He might be able to get a shot off, but it would be risky. Jake had Kalen close. There wasn’t a lot of room for error.
 
“Let her go,” Mike said.
 
“I don’t think so. You put your gun down, or I slit her throat right here.”
 
Mike took a step forward, and Jake dug the blade deeper into Kalen’s skin, making her tense up. 
 
“I’m not bluffing. I killed everyone in this town. One more dead bitch is no skin off my back,” Jake said. “Put the gun down.”
 
It would only be a matter of time before more bikers came rushing in and put a bullet in Mike’s back, which did Kalen zero good. If he was captured, at least he could be here with her. That was something… for now.
 
Mike took his finger off the trigger. He lowered the rifle and disarmed himself of all guns, knives, and ammunition.
 
“Your friend too,” Jake said.
 
Tom lowered his rifle and put his hands in the air.
 
“Let’s take a walk,” Jake said.



 
 
*** 
 
Ulysses took the first shot, aiming for Frankie, who was running after Mike. He missed only by a few inches, but it was enough to give Frankie time to duck for cover. The next biker who came into Ulysses’s cross hairs wasn’t as lucky. 
 
Fay opened fire on a group running into the courtyard, ducking behind a cluster of stone statues, which she redecorated with some .223 ammo.
 
Clarence concentrated on the top floor, for any bikers rushing out. He managed to pick one off, before the other realized where the shooting was coming from.
 
They were in a good position. Any biker who came out of his room was met with a hail of gunfire. 
 
Ulysses was the first to stop firing when he saw Mike with his hands in the air. Kalen was being dragged behind him with a knife to her throat.
 
“Fay,” Ulysses said.
 
She stopped shooting. Clarence did as well. Fay glanced through the sights. Jake’s shoulder was in her cross hairs.
 
“I think I have a shot,” Fay said.
 
“No, it’s too close,” Clarence said.
 
Fay took the rifle off the windowpane and ducked behind the wall.
 
“Hello, friends,” Jake said.
 
His voice echoed in the street, hanging in the night air. 
 
“What do you want?” Ulysses asked.
 
“I want you to come down here, guns and hands in the air, and join us,” Jake said.
 
“We’ve got a good bead on you from up here, so why don’t we do this? You let our people go, we leave, and no one else dies,” Ulysses said.
 
“No,” Jake said.
 
Jake pulled a pistol from the back of his shirt and aimed at Tom’s head. A shot rang out and bits of blood, bone, and brain matter exploded out the side of Tom’s temple. Tom’s body hit the floor, and Jake pointed the pistol at Kalen’s head.
 
“You come down now, or I continue my new paint job of Main Street with your people’s blood,” Jake said.
 
Ulysses motioned for Fay to creep back from the windows where they couldn’t be seen. Clarence did the same. His voice was a whisper when he spoke.
 
“I’m going down. You two head back to the cabin and warn the others. Take them to that farm if you have to, but don’t let any of them come into town.”
 
“Ulysses, if you go down there, they’ll kill you, Mike, and Kalen,” Fay said.
 
“I can’t let you go down there alone, Ulysses,” Clarence said.
 
“They’ll kill them anyway if I don’t go down there. If they think one of us got away that means they still might keep us for leverage. They don’t know how many people we have.”
 
“Ulysses, I don’t like this,” Fay said.
 
“Just go. Hurry!”
 
Fay disappeared behind the stores and kept low in the tall grass until Ulysses couldn’t see her anymore.
 
“I’m with you. Us old guys have to stick together,” Clarence said.
 
When the two came out front, they both kept their hands in the air. Two bikers patted them down then threw their arms behind their backs.
 
Frankie had Kalen, and another biker had Mike. Jake walked up to Ulysses and Clarence smiling.
 
“Where’s your other friend?” Jake asked.
 
“It was just the two of us up there,” Clarence said.
 
Jake brought his pistol up to Clarence’s forehead.
 
“Never play poker, old timer. You’d lose every hand,” Jake said.
 
Jake squeezed the trigger and Clarence’s body collapsed to the ground.
 
“Who wants to play next?” Jake asked.
 



Night of Day 13 (the Cabin)
 
Once Fay had put some distance between herself and the town, she jumped out of the tall grass and started the jog back up to the cabin. She had all three rifles slung over her shoulder, which slammed into her back with every step.
 
When she heard the other gunshot go off in the distance while she was running through the fields she stopped to look back. She wanted to turn back, help them, but she knew Ulysses was right. She couldn’t do it by herself.
 
She never let up, even with her muscles cramping and burning; she told herself she wouldn’t stop until she reached the cabin. When she finally arrived, she opened the door and collapsed. 
 
Ray jolted up from the couch at the sound of her entrance, and when he saw Fay on the ground, he yelled for help. Sam was lying on the floor and was the first person by Fay’s side.
 
Anne came in through the back kitchen door. She rushed toward Fay on the ground and helped sit her up against the wall as she took gasps of air, trying to catch her breath. 
 
“What happened? Where’s Mike?” Anne asked.
 
“They… have him… and Ulysses.”
 
“Just breathe,” Sam said.
 
“Did you see Kalen? Is she all right?” Anne asked.
 
“She’s… fine… Tom’s dead… and someone else… I couldn’t see who though.”
 
“Jesus.”
 
“Slow, deep breaths. In through your nose and out through your mouth,” Sam said, coaching her to try to get her heart rate down.
 
“We need to get out of here now,” Fay answered.
 
“What?” Ray asked, still propping himself up by his arms, trying to listen to the conversation.
 
“Ulysses said we should head to the farm,” Fay said.
 
“The farm with the hunter we’re trading with?” Anne asked.
 
“Yeah, he said that would be a good place to fall back to.”
 
Jung came running into the living room, hearing the commotion that was going on.
“What’s happening? Fay, are you okay?” Jung asked.
 
“I’m fine, but we need to get going,” Fay replied.
 
“We’re going to Cincinnati?” Jung asked, his eyes wide with relief.
 
“No, we need to get to the farm,” Fay answered.
 
Jung shook his head. He stepped in between Anne and Fay, pleading with them.
 
“If something’s happened, then our best chance is to drive to Cincinnati. We can’t stay here anymore. It’s not safe.”

“That’s why we’re going to the farm, Jung,” Fay said.
 
“No!”
 
Jung’s voice thundered through the cabin. His body went rigid, his hands clenched into fists at his side.
 
Sam’s hand instinctively went to his side arm. Anne saw the motion, and she shook her head. Sam let go of the pistol’s handle.
 
“We need to get to Cincinnati. It’s our only chance to be safe. We can’t stay here. I need to get Jenna to a hospital.”
 
“Jung, we ca—”
 
“We have to! She’s going to die if we don’t. I can’t let her die. I won’t let her die!” Jung said.
 
“Take it easy, pal,” Sam said.
 
Fay had never seen Jung like this before. When they were at the airport together, he was always so calm, so collected. He was always the first to help, to volunteer.
 
“Jung, I know what you’re feeling,” Fay said.
 
“No, you don’t. None of you have a wife who is dying in the room down the hall!”
 
Jung pushed Nelson and Katie aside, who heard him screaming, and then slammed the door to his room shut. 
 
“Someone needs to keep an eye on him. He’s going to do something reckless,” Sam said.
 
“He’ll be fine. He’s not dangerous, and… who are you again?” Fay asked.
 
“Sam,” he said, extending his hand.
 
“My wife’s bodyguard,” Nelson said, smiling.
 
“Hi,” Katie said.
 
“Katie, this is Fay. She’s one of the people who are staying here with us,” Nelson said.
 
“Nice to meet you,” Katie said, and the two women shook hands.
 
“We don’t have a lot of time. The gang’s going to find out where we are. They’ll use Kalen against Mike to make him talk. We need to move,” Fay said.
 
“Did your husband leave any weapons when he left?” Sam asked.
 
“Yes, I think so,” Anne answered.
 
“Sam, what are you doing?” Katie asked.
 
“I can help. I might be able to get your family back, but I’ll have to move quickly. Show me where the guns are.”
 
Only one rifle was left. Sam grabbed magazines, ammo, holsters, anything that would allow him to bring as much weaponry as possible without slowing him down.
 
“You’ve done this kind of thing before?” Anne asked.
 
“Before I got into private security, I was part of the Seventy-fifth Ranger Regiment for more than ten years.”
 
Sam clicked the magazine into the bushmaster and started loading some shotgun shells into the pump action 12-gauge. 
 
Anne placed her hand on Sam’s arm, and his rhythmic motions ceased. He looked down at her. 
 
“Thank you for doing this,” Anne said.
 
“Yes, ma’am.”
 
Anne let go of his arm, and Sam continued getting everything together. He grabbed one of the hunting knives off the table and slid it into his belt. Two 9mm pistols were at his sides, with four backup magazines, and he had a Bushmaster M4 in his hands and the 12-gauge strapped to his back. 
 
“If I don’t make it back, then that means nobody made it,” Sam said, standing in the doorway.
 
“Well, then come back,” Anne said.
 
“Katie, Nelson. Tell Sean I said hi,” Sam said.
 
“Sam, I can’t thank you enough for bringing Katie here, for keeping her safe. I owe you my life,” Nelson said.
 
Nelson shook his hand, and then Sam was gone. He trotted off into the forest, leaving the rest of them at the cabin.



 
 
***
 
Jung paced the room. Both of his kids were awake now from the shouting from earlier. His daughter was sobbing from being tired and scared, and his son tried to comfort her.
 
Jenna was still passed out on the bed. She hadn’t moved for hours. She was still breathing, but her body was burning up. He tried giving her more ibuprofen to help bring the fever down, but it wasn’t working.
 
He needed to move her now. He wouldn’t get another chance. The only people left here who could try and stop him were Fay and Anne. He knew Nelson wouldn’t be a problem, and Ray’s broken leg put him out of commission. 
 
Jung knelt down to his children. He kissed them both on the forehead, and he tried to speak as calmly as he could.
 
“Daddy needs to get us out of here, okay? Now, I need the two of you to be brave for Mommy. She’s needs our help because she doesn’t feel well,” Jung said.
“Is Mommy going to be okay, Daddy?” Jung Jr. asked.
 
His son still had some tears streaked down his cheeks. Jung gently took his thumb and wiped them away. 
 
“Yes, now when I say it’s safe, I want you to come out and follow me, okay? I love you.”
 
When he checked the hallway, Anne and Fay were still in the living room. He couldn’t hear what they were saying, but both of their backs were turned to him. He slid out the door and tiptoed to the basement. 
 
The gun safe was still open. Almost everything was gone. The only thing left was a small revolver at the bottom shelf. Jung picked it up and tried searching through the boxes of ammo. He had to check three different types of boxes before he got the right size that fit in the gun.
 
It was a six-shooter, so he took the rest of the bullets and dumped them in his pocket. Before he headed back upstairs, he saw a box of zip ties. He grabbed a handful of them, clicked the hammer back on the pistol, and headed upstairs. 
 
Jung kept the pistol pointed in front of him. Anne and Fay didn’t see him until he finally spoke.
 
“Give me the keys to the Jeep, Anne.”
 
“Jung… what are you doing?”
 
“I’m saving my family. Where are the keys?”
Fay started to get up, but Jung swung the pistol at her.
 
“Sit down!” he screamed. 
 
“Jung, don’t do this,” Fay said.
 
“I don’t have a choice. Keys, Anne. Now.”
 
Nelson came out of the room down the hall again.
 
“What is going on out he—”
 
Nelson froze when Jung swung the pistol at him.
 
“Get in the living room, Nelson,” Jung said.
 
Nelson kept his hands in the air, moving slowly down the hall. Jung made him sit down next to Anne at the kitchen table. 
 
“So what are you going to do now, Jung?” Ray asked, propping himself up from the couch.
 
Jung tossed Nelson some zip ties. 
“Tie Ray up, then Fay.”
 
Nelson tied Ray’s hands and legs together then fastened Fay to the solid oak table. Once they were secure, Jung tossed one of the zip ties to Anne.
 
“Now, tie Nelson up,” Jung said.
 
Anne looped the zip tie around Nelson’s wrists, then another one at his ankles.
 
“Good. Now, where are the keys?” Jung asked.
 
“They’re in my room,” Anne said.
 
“Katie’s still in there,” Nelson said.
 
“As long as I get the keys, then nobody gets hurt. I just want to get my family out of here. That’s all.”
 
Jung walked behind Anne, staying close enough to where he could easily shoot her, but far enough away to make sure she didn’t try anything stupid. 
 
Katie got out of the bed when Anne entered, but when she saw Jung follow her in with the pistol in his hand she sat back down.
 
“Don’t move,” Jung said.
 
Anne opened one of the drawers to the dresser and pulled the keys out. 
 
“Now, you two, help me get Jenna into the Jeep.”
 
The two women carried Jenna from her bed down the hallway. Jung gathered his kids and led them down the hallway, making sure they kept their eyes closed as he guided them.
 
Anne and Katie propped Jenna up in the passenger seat of the car. They strapped her in and closed the door. Jung put Claire and Jung Jr. in the backseat.
 
He marched the two women back into the house. He had Anne zip-tie Katie, then Jung tied Anne’s hands up.
 
“Jung, listen to me. You don’t know what you’re doing,” Anne said.
 
“I know exactly what I’m doing. I’m doing what your husband taught me to do. Keep my family safe.”
 
“Not like this, Jung. You’re making a mistake.”
 
Jung turned to leave, but before he made it to the door, he stopped, turning back to the people behind him. 
 
All of them were restrained. These people helped him. Each of their faces looked betrayed. 
 
“I’m sorry,” Jung said.
 
“Coward,” Ray replied.
 
Jung looked at the pistol in his hand. It was shaking. He placed it on the windowsill next to the front door before he left.
 
When he got in the Jeep, he cranked the engine to life and told his kids they could open their eyes. 
 
“Where are we going, Daddy?” Jung Jr. asked.
 
“To get Mommy some help.”
 



Day 13 (the Farm)
 
Ken stashed the bullets in one of the kitchen cabinets. Beth was getting lunch ready and yelled for the boys to come inside.
 
Billy and Joey came running in from the front yard, chasing after one another and laughing.
 
“Enough, you two. Sit down,” Beth said.
The two boys pulled their chairs out from the kitchen table and sat down. Ken sat at the head of the table while Beth set their plates down.
 
“What’d those people say?” Beth asked.
 
The soup dribbled down Ken’s chin as he slurped it up. He spoke with his mouth still half-full.
 
“They want food,” Ken answered.
 
Ken continued to shovel the food into his mouth as he spoke. Joey mimicked his father, taking down big gulps. Billy didn’t eat.
 
“They have enough ammo stashed in that cabin to last for years,” Ken said.
 
“So they made good on the deal?” Billy asked.
 
“Yeah,” Ken replied.
 
“I think they’re good people,” Billy said.
 
Ken laughed as he brought the bowl to his mouth and downed the last of the soup. When he was done he slammed it on the table. 
 
“They’re naïve,” Ken said.
 
“You think we can take them?” Beth asked.
 
Ken shook his head, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his shirt.
 
“No, there’re too many of them right now. The only way we’re going to beat them is to pick them off one at a time. We can use the bikers in town to our advantage. When I take Mike out tomorrow for the hunt I’ll take care of him, then blame the gang. I’ll say they came after us,” Ken said.
 
“You can’t do that,” Billy said.
 
Ken cocked his head to the side. His son had never spoken to him in that tone before, never questioned him. 
 
“I’ll do whatever I want, boy,” Ken said.
 
“You can’t just go back on your deal like that. It’s not right. They’re good people. They could have killed me when I shot that guy’s wife, but they didn’t. They brought me back here. They kept me alive.”
 
“And what do you think I’m doing? You don’t think I’m keeping you alive?”
 
Ken rose from the table. He walked over to his son. He glanced down in his soup bowl, still half-full. Billy recoiled into his chair, with his father towering over him.
 
“Or maybe you think you’d be better off on your own? Getting your own food, protecting yourself, living out in the woods with no bed, no water, nothing. You think people just get things? That they just happen? No, if you want something in this world, you have to take it. And you have to be strong enough to be able to make sure nobody takes it from you once you have it. If you don’t, then you die. End of story.”
 
“Dad, they’re not trying to hurt us. They’re trying to help.”
 
Ken looked back at his wife.
 
“You see the crap that preacher filled his head with? You see what it’s doing now? It’s made him weak.”
 
“I’m not weak,” Billy said.
 
Ken slapped his son across the face, sending him out of his chair and onto the floor. Billy crawled away from his father advancing on him.
 
“You are weak because you trust people. You can’t trust anybody, you understand? If you do, they’ll take advantage of you. That’s how the world works, boy. Even your God knows it. That’s how he controls you. That’s how he makes sure you stay weak.”
 
Ken raised his hand again, and Billy braced himself for another blow. Ken didn’t hit him. He smiled.
 
“Hard to believe you’re any son of mine. Finish your lunch. You’ve got work to do.”



 
 
***
 
Joey helped Billy pull the cart through the pasture. They’d walk for a while then dump some of the hay in a pile for the cows and horses to circle around. 
 
“Why’d you have to go and make Dad so mad earlier?” Joey asked.
 
Joey was five years younger than Billy. He’d always looked up to their father in a way that Billy never did. There was always a disconnect between Billy and his dad. Billy was afraid of him. Joey wasn’t.
 
“It’s not something I do on purpose, Joe,” Billy said.
 
“He gets angry at you a lot.”
 
“I know.”
 
Both Billy and Joey were homeschooled. The town had a school, but it was small. Their mother made the decision to keep the boys out of public school. It allowed her to teach what she wanted them to learn, and it opened up more time for the boys to help with the farm work.
 
“You think Dad will let me go hunting with him tomorrow?” Joey asked.
 
“Probably not. There’s too much work to do around here.”
 
Billy tossed the last of the hay into the pile and then set the cart down for a break. Joey hopped up into the back of the empty cart, and Billy handed him some of the water he had.
 
“I could do it,” Joey said.
 
“Do what?”
 
“I could kill them.”
 
“What?”
 
“Those people at the cabin. If I needed to, I could do it. To keep us safe.”
 
Billy grabbed the water from Joey’s hand. He placed the other on his younger brother’s shoulder. He knew his brother always wanted to please their father and that the two of them shared a similar frame of mind, but he refused to believe that his brother was the same man as their father. 
 
“Joey, you don’t mean that.”
 
“I do. I could do it. It’s like Dad said—you can’t be weak. And I’m not weak.”
 
“There’s a difference between being weak and doing the right thing.”
 
Joey shoved Billy’s hands off him and jumped off the edge of the cart.
 
“Dad’s right. You are weak. You’re not strong enough to do what needs to be done.”
 
Joey started walking back to the barn. Billy tried calling out to him, but Joey ignored him. 
 
Maybe Joey and his father were right. Maybe he didn’t have what it took to keep his family safe. But what did that mean? Did that mean he would have to change who he was? What he believed in? 
 
Whatever Billy did now he would have to live with for the rest of his life, and he wasn’t sure if living in what the world was now was even worth it.



 
 
***
 
Ken spread the parts of the rifle along his workbench. He ran the cleaning rags along the creases of the inner workings of the gun. 
 
It was completely torn apart. Ken oiled the firing pin around the edges of the barrel and placed little drops along any surface where metal grinded together. 
 
He’d had that rifle for more than ten years. It brought down more deer, boar, and turkeys than any other gun he’d ever owned. That rifle was his prized possession.
 
It wasn’t because the rifle was expensive. He purchased it for five hundred dollars. He made a few modifications on it, upgrading to a better scope, switching out the stock for one that fit against his shoulder better, but the dollar amount wasn’t what made the gun so special to him.
When Ken was out hunting, tracking game, he felt alive. Out of all the things he’d ever done in his life, hunting was what he loved. There wasn’t anything else like it.
 
He never understood how people could just sit behind a desk or push paper for a living. He couldn’t grasp the concept of working at a bank or a store. He had to be outside. He had to be in the woods. He had to hunt.
 
The first time he went was when he was nine. He remembered his father getting him his first rifle. It was just a little .22-caliber, but when his hands felt the wood and steel and the power it gave him, he was never the same.
 
The moment he had his hands on the gun he was out the door and running for the woods. He had to try it out, see how it felt to finally go shooting. 
 
Ken had been hunting with his father before but was never allowed to actually shoot anything. His father told him he had to earn that right. Once he did, he would be given his own gun.
 
He learned everything he could in those lessons with his father. He watched how he walked through the forest, the way he carried his gun, his alertness, and the way he noticed even the smallest detail.
 
As much as Ken hated his father, he did give the old man one piece of credit. He wouldn’t have become the hunter he was without him. 
 
Ken’s dad taught him how to track anything and everything. He always told Ken that any fool could aim a gun and shoot an animal, but it took a hunter to find them.
 
Hunting wasn’t luck. It was a skill, one which Ken had been mastering for the last forty years. 
 
That first day when he was in the woods by himself, he ran across a pair of deer tracks. As soon as he saw them, his face lit up. He kept himself upwind, maneuvering through the forest, tracking the animal.
 
It was almost an hour before he finally came across them. A mother and her baby were grazing between the trees. The fawn must have only been a few weeks old. Its legs wobbled underneath it.
 
He knew the .22 wouldn’t be able to bring the mother down, but he knew he’d be able to take the fawn. 
 
Then he remembered what his father told him about the hunting laws, how you could only shoot a deer that was a certain size. He was conflicted. He knew what he wanted to do, but he also knew what he wanted was wrong.
 
The fawn pranced around its mother aimlessly. Ken could feel the itch of the trigger, just waiting to be pulled. He wanted to do it. He wanted to show his father that he was just as good as he was. He wanted to prove that he could do it, that he was worthy.
 
When he finally squeezed the trigger, the mother ran and the fawn collapsed to the ground. 
 
It took him nearly twice as long to get back to the farm, dragging the deer carcass with him. He left the deer outside by the gutting station and rushed inside to find his father.
 
When Ken brought his dad outside, the look on his father’s face was one he never forgot. His father was disgusted. He snatched the rifle from Ken’s hands and told him that he wouldn’t get it back until he learned that hunting was a privilege, not a right, and that he had to learn and understand the laws and abide by them.
 
The surge of pride he felt from killing the deer deflated out of him and was replaced with anger. 
 
His father taught him something very valuable that day. No matter what you do or how you do it, there is someone out there who can always take away the thing you want the most. And at that moment, he vowed to never let anyone take away the things he wanted ever again.



 
 
***
With all of the chores done for the day, Billy came back into the house. His mother was in the kitchen, getting dinner ready.
“Mom, have you seen Joe?” Billy asked.
 
“I think he’s with your father.”
 
Billy lingered in the kitchen. He wanted to speak with his mother, try and get some perspective on everything that was happening, but he knew she would always side with his father.
 
“Mom,” Billy said.
 
The knife sliced through the carrots, each time a thud hitting the cutting board in a melodic rhythm. 
 
“What?” Beth asked.
“I think Dad’s wrong.”
 
The chopping ceased. Beth wiped the blade clean on her apron and set it on the counter. 
“They haven’t done anything to us. Hurting them could hurt us in the long run,” Billy said.
 
“Billy, your father made his decision. Now, drop it.”
 
She went back to preparing dinner and dumped the carrots into a boiling pot of water.
 
“And you agree with him?” Billy asked.
 
Beth was a small woman, but when she was mad about something she looked larger than her size suggested
 
“Listen to me. The decisions your father makes are to keep us alive. That’s what he does. You may not like it or agree with it, but it’s something that has to be done. All you have to do is have the backbone to go through with it, because if you don’t, then it could be your brother who dies. Is that what you want? To place other people above your own family?”
 
“No… I… that’s not what I want, but there has to be a better way.”
 
“What makes you think they won’t try and steal from us? You think they’re better than us? Is that it?”
“Mom, no, that’s not what I’m saying.”
 
“That’s because you don’t know what you’re talking about. Listen to me, Son, if you don’t wipe that idealistic bullshit from your mind, then the only thing that you’ll get in return is a bullet from somebody who knows how the world works. How it really works.”
 
Billy didn’t have a rebuttal, no counterpunch. He was stuck in a world that he didn’t understand. Whatever he thought was bad before all of this happened wouldn’t hold a candle to what was going to happen moving forward. 
 



Night of Day 13 (the Town)
 
The Jeep bounced back and forth as Jung maneuvered the dirt road. He was going faster than what was safe, but he didn’t care. He wanted to put as much distance between himself and the cabin as possible. 
 
The headlights on the Jeep illuminated the path through the winding trees. It was pitch black, with the trees blocking the light from the moon. The headlights were the only guidance that Jung had.
 
Jenna’s head bobbed back and forth from the dips and curves of the road. Her whole body was limp.
 
“Hang on, honey,” Jung said.
 
When Jung finally saw the road ahead, his heart lightened. All he had to do now was follow the road, and the signs would take him to Cincinnati. He turned west onto the highway. He was going to make it. His wife was going to live. 



 
 
***
 
Mike could taste the metallic fluid filling his mouth. He spit the blood on the ground and forced himself to stand up. The biker gang circled him. He could see his daughter, his father, and Mary tied up on the ground watching the beating.
 
Frankie and Jake had taken turns with him. Whenever one got tired, he would tag his partner in to take his place.
 
Mike landed a few blows in the beginning, but the arthritis in his hands was starting to get the better of him. He could barely form a fist, and each time he did, it felt like jagged glass digging into his joints.
 
Frankie danced around him, throwing a few jabs, causing Mike to back up. A sharp pain shot through his left side any time he took a deep breath. He figured one of his ribs punctured his lung.
 
Mike wasn’t sure how much longer he was going to last. This was a fight he was going to lose, but he needed to make it last. Every punch he took was one his daughter didn’t have to take. 
 
“C’mon, daddio,” Frankie said. “You’re not getting tired on me, are you?”
 
Mike forced his hands up. He saw three of Frankie, so he aimed for the one in the middle. He moved in and threw a right cross. Frankie dodged and countered with his own right across Mike’s chin.
 
More blood and a tooth flew from Mike’s mouth. Mike shook it off. He hit Frankie with a three-punch combo, knocking him to the ground. 
 
“Oh-ho! Looks like the old man’s got some spunk left in him, Frankie,” Jake said.
 
Frankie wiped the blood from his nose and jumped back up. He slapped Jake’s hand and retreated from the ring.
 
Jake walked in with a swagger, taking his cut and shirt off and tossing it to one of his guys. He was a lot faster than Frankie was, and he worked Mike’s face like a punching bag. 
 
Mike’s stance started to waiver. He was losing his balance. Everything was starting to fade in and out of darkness. The more he tried to fight it the harder it became. 
 
“C’mon, Jake! Finish it already!” Frankie shouted.
 
Jake moved in, and with one massive haymaker, Mike hit the ground. 
 
Mike’s whole body was numb. He couldn’t move. This was it. He couldn’t go on any longer.
 
“Pick him up,” Jake said.
 
When they moved Mike, he felt like he was floating. He looked down at this feet and saw himself standing, but he couldn’t feel the ground.
 
Jake walked up and patted Mike’s cheek. 
 
“Hey, fun time’s over. Wake up,” Jake said.
 
Mike’s head swayed back and forth, looking left, then right, until his eyes finally focused on one thing; his daughter. When he saw her, a surge of strength ran through him.
 
Keep going. Keep going for her.
 
“As much as I’ve enjoyed beating the shit out of you, it’s time to take care of business. Since neither of the girls confessed to murdering our brother, and since the two of you have killed some of our club members tonight, you’ll be facing the death penalty,” Jake said.
 
The bikers grunted in agreement.
 
“Now, since there are ten of us and only four of you, we can’t all kill you, so I thought it would be better to watch you kill each other,” Jake said.
 
“What?” Mike asked.
 
“You’re going to duel.”
 
“No.”
 
“Then you watch me kill her.”
 
Jake pointed to Kalen tied up on the ground. Mike struggled against the bikers holding him, but couldn’t break free. Jake moved in close. His voice dropped to a whisper.
 
“Or maybe I have some fun with her first. How does that sound, Dad?” 
 
Mike’s mind wandered to when Kalen was a little girl. She was riding her bike for the first time. She kept screaming for him to let go, but he didn’t want to. He wanted to keep her safe, protect her. It was the same instinct guiding him now. After all these years he still hadn’t let go.
 
“Okay,” Mike said.
 
“Bring the old man and the girl,” Jake said.
 
Kalen was tossed over to Jake while Ulysses was shoved into the circle with Mike.
 
Two pistols were emptied with the exception of one bullet. They spaced Mike and Ulysses ten feet apart.
 
“The first person to shoot wins, then dies, so take your time,” Jake said.
 
The gang laughed. 
 
“Oh, and if either of you get any ideas about who you’re going to shoot, let me present to you my insurance,” Jake said.
 
Jake took out his pistol, cocked it, and put the barrel to Kalen’s temple.
 
One of the bikers shoved the pistol into Mike’s hand. He gripped it loosely, keeping it at his side; Ulysses had one as well.
 
“You only get one shot, so make it count!” Frankie said.
 
All of the bikers placed bets on who would shoot first, laughing, egging both of them on to get it over with.
 
“Don’t be a pussy!”
 
“C’mon, pull the trigger!”
 
“Kill him!”
Mike couldn’t lift the pistol. It was dead weight in his hand. Across from him was the man who raised him. His father was the one who taught him wrong from right. He was the one who made him the man he was today—a good man.
 
There were times when Ulysses was harder than the steel that poured from Pittsburgh’s mills, but he could say one word to make everything all right.
 
If Mike didn’t shoot his father or his father shoot him, then his daughter would die. He struggled, trying to bring the pistol up from his waist. His entire arm was shaking. 
 
“I’m getting bored, boys,” Jake said.
 
Mike finally forced the gun up. His index finger went to the trigger, barely touching the small sliver of steel. Ulysses’s head was lined up in the sights. Tears started to well up in Mike’s eyes. They streamed down his face. He couldn’t keep the gun steady.
 
“Dad,” Mike said.
 
“It’s okay, Son.”
 
Mike’s knuckles turned white against the black composite of the handle. He squeezed the grip so hard he thought it would crush in his hand. He knew what he had to do, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it, and as the gun dropped to his side, he stood there crying, shaking his head.
“I’m sorry. I can’t do it. Dad, I can’t do it,” Mike said.
 
His father’s figure was blurred through the tears pouring form his eyes. Mike looked to Kalen, who was sobbing. His family was falling apart. He couldn’t save them. Everything he’d done, all he had sacrificed was for naught. 
 
“Michael,” Ulysses said.
 
His father looked calm. A faint smile grew on his face. It wasn’t a smile of happiness, but one of pain.
 
“I love you,” Ulysses said.
 
Mike couldn’t hear his own screams above the sound of the gun when Ulysses put the pistol to his temple and squeezed the trigger.



 
 
***
 
Ulysses lay collapsed on the ground. He was nothing more than a pile of flesh, lifeless and motionless. Everything was silent with the exception of the high-pitched hum of the ringing in his ears from the sound of the pistol.
 
Frankie ripped the pistol from Mike’s hand and put the barrel to the back of his head.
 
“Congratulations. You’ve moved on to the next round. Too bad it’s sudden death,” Frankie said.
 
Mike saw Kalen, who was crying hysterically, crumpling to a heaped mess on the floor. This was the world now. This was what happened to people when they had something of value; it was taken from them.
 
“Good-bye, asshole,” Frankie said.
 
Before Frankie could squeeze the trigger, the ringing in Mike’s ears was replaced by another sound. He turned his head to the east, and he could see lights in the distance, moving quickly toward the town.
 
Mike felt the barrel of the gun removed from his head.
 
“What the hell?” Frankie said.
 
“Move some of the cars, block the road!” Jake shouted.
 
Frankie started to run off, but Jake called him back.
 
“Secure them first,” Jake yelled.
 
A few of the bikers helped Frankie drag them back to the sheriff’s office, tossing them in separate cells.
 
Jake’s crew managed to move four cars, staggering them across Main Street. 
 
“When it slows down, aim for the tires,” Jake ordered.
 
“It’s a Jeep!” Frankie shouted.
 
When the Jeep came within shooting range, it didn’t slow down. It sped up. 
 
“Fire!” Jake said.
 
The Jeep smashed through the first car, the front crumpling, but still moved forward. It swerved to try and miss the second, but was met by the gang’s gunfire. 
 
The bullets blew out the driver’s-side tire, and the Jeep lost control, flipping onto its side, and skidded into another one of the parked cars. 
 
Tank was the first person who made it to the Jeep. When he looked inside, he saw the kids crying in the backseat. Jung was stirring awake, and Jenna was motionless.
 
“There’re kids in here!” Tank shouted.
 
Tank unbuckled Claire first and then grabbed Jung Jr. Both of them were screaming for their parents as Tank set them on the sidewalk, making sure they were okay. 
 
He pressed his finger to Jenna’s neck, trying to feel a pulse, but there was nothing. The side of her head was covered in blood. He unbuckled her and pulled her from the Jeep, laying her away from the kids.
 
Jung was starting to regain consciousness when Tank got to him.
 
“W-where’s Jenna?” he asked.
 
“Just hold on, pal,” Tank said.
 
Jung was bleeding from his forehead, and a shard of glass stuck out of his arm. 
 
“What are you doing?” Jake asked.
 
“They’re hurt,” Tank answered.
 
“I know. Now finish the job. Let’s get this Jeep flipped over and see if it’ll still run. It could come in handy.”
 
Tank pushed Jake in the back, sending him to the ground. When Jake got up, he pulled his gun on Tank.
 
“You gonna make them duel too?” Tank shouted.
 
“You’re way out of line, brother,” Jake said.
 
“We can’t keep going down this path, Jake. We don’t kill kids.”
“We’ll go down whatever path I take us.”
 
“We’ve killed a lot of people since this shit went down, Jake, but we’ve never hurt kids before. It’s not something I’m going to start doing now.”
 
Jake lowered the pistol and holstered it.
 
“The kids are on you. Do what you want with them. Take the other two to the sheriff’s cells. Let’s see if they know our friends in there.”
 
“The woman’s dead. She doesn’t have a pulse.”
 
“Fine, then take the man.”



 
 
***
 
Mike tried to make sense of everything that just happened, but he couldn’t. He just watched his father kill himself, sacrifice his life so Mike wouldn’t have the burden of pulling the trigger.
 
When Frankie came in and tossed Jung inside the cell with him, Mike was brought back to reality. His wife and son were still at the cabin, and his daughter was still alive; he was still alive. There was still a chance.
 
“Looks like you’re getting a little company,” Frankie said.
 
Jung was unconscious when he hit the floor. Mike crawled to him, checked his pulse, and made sure he was still breathing. 
 
“Jung,” Mike said. “Jung, what happened?”
 
Jung’s reply was nothing but mumbles and groans. Mike couldn’t understand what he was babbling on about.
 
“Cincinnati… Jenna… I’m sorry,” Jung said.
 
“Cincinnati? Jung, where’s Anne? Where’s Freddy?”
 
Mike brought his hand to the side of Jung’s head, and blood stuck to his fingers. 

“Jesus, Jung, what happened?”
 
Jung started to cry. Mike wasn’t sure if it was from the pain or something else. He just kept shaking his head and weeping. The sobs were silent, but every once in a while a gasp would escape.
 
He rocked back and forth on the ground, curled in a ball, until he didn’t have any tears left. Finally, he spoke.
 
“I took the Jeep,” Jung said.
 
“What?”
 
“Jenna was getting worse. The antibiotics weren’t working. The only way she was going to live was if I got her to Cincinnati.”
 
“Where’s my family, Jung?”
 
“They’re at the cabin. I… I tied them up and stole the car and got out of there as fast as I could.”
 
Jung didn’t look Mike in the eye. He kept his face down, ashamed. 
 
The pain Mike felt was fading away. His father was dead, his daughter was beaten to a pulp, and now a man who he let into his home, protected, fed, and made sure his family was safe, betrayed him. 
 
“Did you hurt them?” Mike asked.
 
“No, no, they’re okay.”
 
Mike wanted to smash what was left of Jung’s life into oblivion. There were a lot of things that Mike could forgive, but attempting to hurt his family by stealing from him wasn’t one of them.
 
“Daddy!” Jung Jr. said.
 
“See? Daddy’s okay. He’s just in here,” Tank said.
 
Jung crawled to the front of the cell, pushing his arms through the cracks in the bar, grasping his children.
 
“Are you guys okay?” Jung asked.
 
Jung Jr. and Claire nodded. Tank unlocked the cell.
 
“C’mon, I’m taking you to one of the motel rooms. You can stay with your kids there,” Tank said.
 
“Thank you. Thank you so much,” Jung said. “Wait. What about the rest of them?”
“You know these people?” 
 
“Yes.”
 
“Listen, it’s better if you act like you don’t know them, trust me.”
 
Jung didn’t bother to turn around. He just left with his kids, and Tank locked the cell. If he had turned around, he would have seen a face that haunted him for the rest of his life. Mike never felt more disgusted in his entire life.



 
 
***
When Sam saw the Jeep heading down the dirt road to the highway, he double-timed it. Whatever made them leave must have been bad. 
 
He still had his business shoes on, which made it awkward to run, especially through the uneven forest floor. Sam pushed through it though. The moment he left the cabin, he went into operation mode.
 
Every mission he went on as an Army Ranger, he would get into a single mind-set. Complete the objective. 
 
It was all just a job, a task given to him and carried out as quickly and efficiently as he and his team could do it.
 
When he was done, he felt no remorse for anything that happened on the mission. It wasn’t because he was heartless but because it was the only way for him to keep on living once the mission was over. 
 
Once he made it out of the forest and onto the highway, he was able to pick up his pace. The flat, level road was easier to run on than the divots and tree roots of the forest.
 
Sam kept his rifle up at all times, scanning the perimeter of the town. When he made it to Main Street, he saw the Jeep flipped on its side. 
 
He could hear some commotion down the street. It was the sound of a child crying. Sam advanced, each step hitting the sidewalk quickly, quietly. 
 
Tank was taking Jung and his two kids up the stairs to the second floor of the motel. Sam watched them go into one of the rooms a few doors down.
 
Sam peered through the scope. Room 24. He sat there for a moment, taking in the surroundings. The motel had forty-two rooms, twenty-one rooms on each floor. From what he heard at the cabin, there were no more than twenty bikers, probably fewer if Mike was a good shot. 
 
It wasn’t likely the bikers would have bunked up, so they were probably in their own rooms. Sam didn’t see anyone on watch, so they either didn’t have enough men for that, were too tired, or thought they weren’t in danger anymore. Either way, he had the advantage.
 
Sam wanted to keep this as covert as possible. It wouldn’t do any good to let the gang know he was here by running in guns blazing. He climbed the staircase, pressed his ear to the door of room 24. 
 
There was nothing but mumbles, but he recognized Jung’s voice. He never saw the biker who went in there with him come out, so he’d have to act fast the moment he opened the door. He strapped the rifle over his shoulder and pulled the knife from his belt. 
 
One. Two. Three.
 
He swung the door open and immediately went for Tank, who had his back to him. Sam made it to him in two steps, and in less than three seconds, he had his hand over Tank’s mouth and the knife slicing his throat.
 
Jung gasped and jumped back, covering his children. Tank let out a few gargled chokes of breath before he finally passed out.
 
“Shh, Jung, it’s me, Sam. I’m here to help. Are you all right?”
 
Jung just stared at Sam, then his face twisted into grief and he started to cry.
 
“She’s d-dead. I-I killed h-her,” Jung said.
 
“What? Who’s dead?”
“J-jenna. My w-wife. Oh, G-god.”
 
Jung collapsed on the ground; both his children were starting to cry now. The louder they became the more attention they’d bring, and that was something Sam wanted to avoid.
 
“Jung, listen to me, I know you’re hurting, but we have to get out of here now. We can’t stay. I need you to pull it together for me. Do you know where the others are?”
 
Jung tried to compose himself.
 
“There… in the sheriff’s office. They have them locked up in the cells.”
 
“Who has the keys?”
Jung motioned over to Tank, collapsed on the bed. 
 
He patted Tank down and found the keys on the inside pocket of his cut. Then he could hear a voice coming up the stairs.
 
“Tank, everything all right in there?”
 
Sam stuffed the keys into his pocket and brought his knife at the ready. He put his back against the wall, hiding himself behind the door. When the biker came in and saw Tank dead with Jung on the bed next to him, he pulled his gun.
 
“You son of a bit—”
 
One swift snap of the neck and the biker folded to the floor like a stack of cards. 
 
“C’mon,” Sam said. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
Sam checked the hallway to see if anyone else heard the scuffle, but no one came. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do with Jung and his family. The man was obviously in no shape to fight, and it was too dangerous to move forward with the kids around. 
 
The best bet was to stash them somewhere then come back for them once he had everyone accounted for.
 
“Head for the hardware store, then go out the back and hide in the tall grass. I’ll come back for you once this is over. If I don’t come back in the next twenty minutes, then get out of here. Head back to the cabin.”
 
Jung didn’t say anything. No thank you, no handshake, nothing. He just took his kids and headed across the street, and Sam watched him disappear in the shadows of the store.
 
Sam made his way down to the sheriff’s office. When he entered there weren’t any guards, no one on patrol, nothing. 
 
He saw Mary and Kalen first, then Mike in the last cell down the hall. All of them were beaten badly. Kalen had the worst of it. 
 
“You guys all right? Just hang on, I’ll get you out of here.”
 
Sam went for Mary’s cell first, then Kalen’s, then Mike’s. The moment Mike was out, he rushed to his daughter, who collapsed in his arms. Sam didn’t want to break up the moment, but he knew they had to move.
 
Mike didn’t know the man who just let him out, but he didn’t care. He had his daughter again. It was a small victory for the high cost he paid today.
 
“Are you Mike or Ulysses?” Sam asked.
 
“Mike.”
 
“I’m Sam. Your wife sent me. I came in with Nelson’s wife, Katie. We need to get out of here. I don’t know how many of these guys are left, but I’ve already taken out two.”
 
“Give me one of your pistols.”
 
Sam tossed Mike one of his 9mms. 
“Any extra magazines?” Mike asked.
 
Sam handed him two of the magazines he had on him. Mike tucked them into his pocket then clicked the gun’s safety off.
 
“Take them back to the cabin,” Mike said.
 
“Whoa, you’re not in any condition to do what I think you’re going to do,” Sam said.
 
“This isn’t any of your business.”
 
“Maybe, but I do know that rule number one of war is you only start one if there’s a chance of winning.”
 
“I didn’t start this.”
 
Mike disappeared out of the sheriff’s office, leaving Sam with Kalen and Mary. 
 
“Shit.”
 
Sam grabbed the girls and gave them the same instructions he did to Jung. He handed Kalen the other pistol he had.
 
“You shoot anyone you don’t know.”
 
Kalen grabbed Mary, and the two of them leaned on each other, with Kalen gripping the pistol in her right hand as they walked out the door.
 
Mike was already out of sight when Sam made it to the motel. Sam scanned the top floor when he heard the first shots go off in a room down the hall.
 
“Here we go,” Sam said.
Once the gunfire went off, the remaining bikers flew out of their rooms, guns loaded, looking to shoot anything that moved.
 
Sam picked off the first one easy. The other six were smarter than their friends. Whoever Mike was looking for must not have been anyone who came out on the first floor because he went straight for the back of the motel.
Sam didn’t let up. His training kicked in, and he advanced, moving closer to engage, funneling the bikers into a corner.
 
It was like shooting fish in a barrel. Each shot Sam squeezed off either killed someone or exposed them from their cover. The only exit the biker’s had was to retreat back into the rooms, and from there they wouldn’t have anywhere to go.
 
One biker made a run for it in the opposite direction, thinking he could outrun the bead Sam had on him. He was wrong.
 
The biker’s jaw exploded off his face, and he dropped to the ground. There were only three of them left now; that’s when the bargaining started. 
 
“All right. We don’t want any more trouble.”
 
“Getting tired?” Sam shouted back.
 
“We just want to get out of here in one piece.”
 
Sam reloaded the rifle with his last magazine. 
 
“So did those girls,” Sam said.
 
He knew he had them on the ropes now. He jumped up from behind the stone fountain he positioned himself against and fired into the corner, where the bikers tried to hide behind the staircase. 
 
Sam sent two shots through the space in the steps and sent each bullet through an eye of the gang members. 
 
Frankie was the only left. He jumped from behind the staircase and aimed his pistol at Sam, but when he squeezed the trigger, all that came out was the click of the firing pin. Sam lowered his rifle.
 
“Empty,” Sam said.
 
The biker tossed his gun on the ground and threw his hands in the air.
 
“You think we’ll be the last? There will be more people like me. You won’t be able to kill us all.”
Sam pulled the knife out. Tank’s blood was still stained on the blade. 
 
“Maybe not, but you’ll do for now.”



 
 
***
 
Mike knew he was out there. He saw him run around back, trying to escape. All of his rage was focused on one point; kill Jake.
 
The pain shooting through his body didn’t faze him. He wheezed with every breath, a knife-like pain stabbed his lung, his hands felt like they were going to break off, but he pushed through it.
 
He limped along the backside of the stores. When he made it to the edge, he could see Jake running back up Main Street by the storefronts. He was trying to flank Sam.
 
Mike sprinted as fast as he could. Every movement and breath was like swallowing glass, feeling it scrape along his insides as it slid down his throat and into his stomach.
 
When Mike heard the gunshot go off, his pace quickened, then when he turned the corner onto Main Street, he saw Jake lying on the road with Kalen towering over him.
 
“No,” he whispered.
 
Killing was something you never came back from. It changed you, turned you into something else. That was what it did to him. You couldn’t unpull the trigger. You couldn’t rechamber that bullet once it had been fired.
 
Jake’s blood pooled on the street, oozing from his neck where Kalen had shot him. Whatever childhood she had left in her was gone forever.
 



Night of Day 13 (the Cabin)
 
Freddy waited until he couldn’t hear the Jeep’s engine anymore before he opened the door to his room. He and Sean had stayed hidden inside when Jung was tying everyone up.
 
Freddy wanted to do something. He wanted to help, but Sean was too scared to move, so Freddy stayed with him. They hid under the bed until Freddy was sure Jung was long gone.
 
When Freddy came out, his mother let out a sigh of relief.
 
“Freddy, thank God,” Anne said.
 
“Mom, are you okay?” Freddy asked.
 
“I’m fine, sweetheart. See if you can find some scissors in the kitchen.”
 
Sean ran to his mom, burying his face into her stomach.
 
“I’m sorry I didn’t help. I was scared.”
 
“It’s okay,” Katie said. “I’m glad you’re safe. That’s all that matters.”
 
Freddy found the scissors in one of the kitchen drawers and started cutting everyone loose. Anne and Fay were the first ones out the door, but came back in quickly.
 
“He’s long gone now,” Fay said.
 
“Why would he do that? I know his wife’s sick, but did he really think this was his best option?” Katie asked.
 
“Desperate people do desperate things,” Fay said, picking up the revolver Jung had left behind.
 
Ray propped himself up in a sitting position after Freddy took the zip ties off him. He had his leg on the coffee table and was gently adjusting the splint around it.
 
“So, what’s the call, Anne?” Ray asked.
 
“What?”
 
“Well, right now we know three things: Mike, Ulysses, and Tom are in trouble, Jung took the Jeep, and Sam went to go help Mike. Assuming Sam doesn’t come back and the bikers come looking for us, our one chance of escape is now gone. ”
 
“You think we should leave?”
 
“That’s your call, Anne. This is your place, and it’s your family down there.”
 
Anne knew he was right. She had to be the one who made the call. What did Mike always tell her? Hope for the best, prepare for the worst.
 
“We’ll head to the farm. If things turn that bad, then we’ll have a better place to defend ourselves. We’ll be able to see them coming. If we stay here we’re sitting ducks, especially if they come back tonight,” Anne said.
 
“What if Mike comes back?” Fay asked.
 
“If he comes back, then he’ll know where we went. The farm will be the first place he checks. Better to cause him a little worry now and keep everyone safe than try and be stubborn and stay here,” Anne answered.
 
There was only one problem with the plan they had, and everyone knew it. They just didn’t say it out loud.
 
Ray couldn’t make the journey to the farm, and if the bikers came back tonight, he wouldn’t survive.
 
“I’ll be fine, Anne,” Ray said, responding to the look on her face.
 
“I don’t know how we’re going to move you, Ray, but we will.”
 
“You leave me a twelve-gauge and a box of shells, and I’ll give anyone who comes through that door a nice surprise.”
 
“They still have the cart. If we bring it back, we can wheel him out of here,” Fay said. “Just like we did with Jung’s wife.”
 
“Let’s get started,” Anne said.
 
Anne had everyone grab a few things. There was the potential of them never coming back, so whatever they didn’t want to lose she told them to bring with them.
 
Fay still had her rifle. Anne picked up the pistol that Jung left behind and grabbed a new box of ammo, along with some rations, water, first aid kit, and a few spare articles of clothing. She packed enough for both her and Freddy.
 
They gave Ray one of the rifles Fay brought back and some ammo. They moved him over to a chair in the living room where he had a better angle at the door and was hidden from the view of the window.
 
“We’ll be back, Ray,” Anne said.
 
“I’ll be here when you do.”
 
Once everything was packed up, Fay led the group through the trees to Ken’s farm. Anne looked back at the cabin as they departed. This was the second time she was forced to leave her home. It was easier this time, leaving, and that sense of detachment worried her. She wasn’t sure if her family would really ever have a home again.
 
***
 
Fay was greeted with the barrel of a shotgun sticking in her face when Ken opened the door to their house. It must have been close to midnight by the time they arrived, and the late-night call did nothing to improve Ken’s already less than cordial manner in regards to visitors.
 
“What in the hell are you people doing here at this time of night?” Ken asked.
 
“We have a reservation,” Fay answered.
 
“Don’t get smart with me, woman.”
 
Anne pushed her way to the front of the group. From Mike’s description of Ken, she knew what she was walking into. Even with the agreement he had set up with Mike, there wasn’t a guarantee that he’d help them, but he was their last hope.
 
“Mr. Murth, my name’s Anne Grant. You spoke with my husband earlier today,” Anne said.
 
“What does that have to do with your visit?”
 
“I know you’re aware of the biker gang in town?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
“I think they may be on their way to the cabin. I was hoping we would be able to stay with you until my husband comes back.”
 
“If your husband went down to face that gang, then he’s as good as dead. And so is our agreement.”
 
Ken went to slam the door shut, but Anne grabbed it before it closed. She could only see a sliver of his profile through the crack of the door. 
 
“The agreement will still be honored. We can help you bring the ammo back here. One of the members in our group has a broken leg. If we can use the cart to bring him back, we can load the rest of the ammo in with him,” Anne said.
 
The door neither opened nor closed any further.
 
“All of it?” Ken asked.
 
“Yes.”
 
Anne took her hand off the door. Ken slammed it quickly. The one thing she tried to do to save her family didn’t work. They had nowhere else to go, and without the cart to wheel Ray to safety, there was no telling what kind of fate would befall him.
 
When the front door swung open, Anne jumped back as Ken stepped out with his rifle slung over his shoulder. 
 
“The cart’s around back. I’ll need someone to come with me to help carry it back,” Ken said.
 
“I’ll come with you,” Anne said.
 
“No, him,” Ken said pointing at Nelson. “I’ll need somebody who can pull the weight we’ll have to deal with.”
 
Anne started to protest, but Nelson assured her it was fine. Before he took off, Anne slipped him the revolver. He didn’t say anything when he felt it fall into his hand. He simply nodded and hid the gun in his pants pocket.
 
Nelson kissed Katie and Sean and headed off with the cart in tow back toward the cabin.



 
 
***
 
Freddy and Sean shared the couch in the living room, while Anne, Katie, Fay, and Beth sat in the kitchen. Beth grabbed a kettle of tea from the stove and poured them each a cup.
 
“We can’t thank you enough, Mrs. Murth,” Katie said.
 
“I should thank you. With that ammo we’ll be able to hunt until Ken and I are in the dirt.”
 
The steam rose from the cup. Katie put it to her lips and sipped slowly. The warm blast of liquid scorched her tongue and lips. 
 
“If that isn’t warm enough for you…” Beth said, pulling a flask from her pocket. “This might help.”
 
Katie smiled and extended her cup, then winced when she took a sip. 
 
“That’s… strong,” Katie said.
 
Beth poured some in Fay’s, but Anne declined. Beth took a swig straight from the flask and tucked it back into her pocket.
 
“Hard day calls for a hard drink,” Beth said.
 
“How long have you and Ken been married?” Katie asked.
 
“Going on thirty years now.”
 
“Nelson and I just hit our fifteenth this past year. Anne, you and Mike have been married for twenty years?”
 
“Twenty-five next spring.”
 
Katie glanced at Fay who held up her barren left hand.
 
“Divorced,” Fay said.
 
“I’m sorry,” Katie said.
 
“I’m not.”
 
Katie glanced around the house. She admired the rustic look of the home. She wasn’t sure if it was a look by design or of purpose. Judging from the look of Beth and her husband, she figured it was the latter.
 
Then Katie’s eyes landed on the crucifix hanging high on the wall in the kitchen. It was an old piece, but kept in good condition. The polish of the metal shined and reflected the candlelight.
 
“That’s beautiful,” Katie said, pointing to the crucifix.
 
“That’s been in my family for five generations,” Beth answered. “It’s always been passed down to the eldest daughter in the family.”
 
“Do you have any daughters?” Katie asked.
 
“No, just Billy and Joey.”
 
“I’m sure it’ll be hard giving it away to one of their wives once they’re married.”
 
“No, I won’t be giving it to their wives.”
 
“Why?”
 
“That crucifix doesn’t just represent the blood of Christ, it has the blood of my family. It’s been with us through wars, droughts, depressions, and no matter what has come our way we’ve always survived. My family has always found a way. It’s never easy pushing through hell, but we did it, and we’ll keep doing it. Some woman from the outside wouldn’t understand that. They wouldn’t appreciate what that pain means.”
 
Beth pulled the flask back out and took another swig. Katie thought it was an odd statement to make, but agreed that the pain you went through to push forward couldn’t truly be appreciated unless experienced firsthand. 
 
There was an exultation that came from conquering that pain, but when Beth spoke, her tone had no hope, no redemption. It was as if the pain was there not to make you stronger, but make you callous. 
 
“I’ll run and grab you ladies some sheets. I’m sure the boys will be back soon. It’s been a long day,” Beth said.
 
Beth pushed her chair back, and it squeaked along the wooden floor boards. Anne reached for her arm before she left, and Beth whipped around to her.
 
“Thank you for helping us,” Anne said.
 
When Beth was sure she was out of sight from the kitchen she leaned up against the wall. In the dark hallway she felt the guilt wrestling in her conscious. She knew what she had to do, but the conflict raging inside her intensified. 
 
She pounded her fist into the cushioned back of the chair next to her. She punched it over and over again. Each hit, submitting to her guilt.
 
She brushed the loose strands of her hair out of her face and regained her composure. She walked to the end of the hall and pulled open a closet. The shelves were lined with blankets, pillows, and sewing supplies. She reached into the corner and pulled out a shotgun.
 
Beth made sure the gun was loaded, then tucked the shotgun under the crook of her arm and walked back to the kitchen.



 
 
***
 
Ken didn’t say anything on the way up to the cabin. The only noise the two of them created was the creak of the cart’s wheels as they hauled it through the forest.
 
Nelson kept touching the side of his pant leg, feeling the outline of the pistol. He wasn’t sure why Anne had given it to him. Was she worried about what Ken might do? Could he be trusted?
 
He shook the notion out of his mind. Of course he could trust Ken. Mike wouldn’t have cooperated with him if he didn’t believe it. He was overthinking. His imagination was getting the better of him. 
 
Nelson hadn’t done much exploring since he’d been at the cabin, but the times he did go for a walk he couldn’t help but see the beauty around him. Aside from the circumstances that brought him here, he felt like he could be on vacation. 
 
The forest was different at night. During the day he could see all of the details, the small nests in the trees, the bushels of fresh berries, the squirrels and birds traveling from branch to branch. Everything was so green, lush, and full of life.
 
The walk during the night was cooler though. There was a crisp lightness in the air. But in the darkness Nelson couldn’t see the green leaves or the bushes bearing fruit. Everything was lumped together in shadows.
 
Nelson felt the cart jerk to a stop, and he stumbled forward a bit. He hadn’t realized they were already at the cabin.
 
“C’mon,” Ken said.
 
Nelson made sure to let Ray know who it was before he approached the door. He didn’t want to get a belly full of lead.
 
“Ray?” Nelson asked, walking through the front door.
 
“You alone?” Ray asked.
 
“No, Ken’s with me. We’re here to grab you.”
 
Ken pushed his way inside. Ray sat in the dark corner of the living room, aiming the rifle at the two of them. 
 
“We load the ammo first, then we grab him,” Ken instructed.
 
Ken didn’t wait for permission, or for Nelson, as he made his way to the basement door. Between Nelson and Ken, it only took them twenty minutes to load all of the ammunition into the cart, but Ken insisted on gathering as much of the other supplies as they could. 
 
Boxes and cases of different caliber rounds weighed the cart down. Nelson couldn’t believe how much Mike was able to stockpile. It was enough bullets to supply a small army. The rest of the space in the cart was occupied by first aid kits, a few tools, and food rations.
 
“That’s the last of it,” Nelson said.
 
Ken followed Nelson back inside. When Nelson grabbed the rifle from Ray and threw his arm around his shoulders to steady him, Ken aimed his rifle at the two of them.
 
“What are you doing?” Nelson asked.
 
“Slide the rifle over to me,” Ken said.
 
“You son of a bitch,” Ray said.
 
“No hard feelings, boys, but I couldn’t just let all of these supplies go to waste, not after the bikers finish off the rest of your group.”
“We don’t even know if they’re dead or not. They could still be alive,” Nelson said.
 
“The gang wiped out the whole town. They killed everyone. Your people walked into a meat grinder. They’re not coming back,” Ken said.
 
“What about your deal with Mike?” Nelson asked.
 
“I was going to kill him tomorrow, but it looks like the bikers saved me some trouble.”
 
“You can’t do this.”
 
“I can.”
 
If Ken was going to kill them, then what would happen to Nelson’s family? He just got his wife back, and now he was going to lose her. His son would probably suffer the same fate as him. 
 
He couldn’t let that happen, not after everything they’d been through, not after they were finally together again. 
 
“Well, get it over with then,” Ray said.
 
Nelson looked down. The rifle rested at his feet. The butt of the gun faced him and was slightly elevated off the ground. By the time Ken realized what Nelson was thinking, it was too late.
 
Nelson kicked the rifle up and sent it flying toward Ken, who dodged out of the way and fired in their direction, hitting Ray in the shoulder. Nelson pushed both of them to the floor and reached for the revolver in his pocket. 
 
When Ken got up, Nelson fired a few rounds, missing Ken completely, but it caused Ken to retreat down the hall, looking for cover. It gave Nelson and Ray enough time to crawl and drag their way through the kitchen.
 
If Nelson could get to the back door and make it in the woods, then they might have a chance. Nelson gave Ray the pistol.
 
“I’ll pull, you shoot,” Nelson said.
 
Nelson grabbed Ray by his shoulders and pulled him through the dirt toward the trees. Ken appeared in the doorway, and Ray squeezed a few rounds off.
 
The kitchen window’s glass shattered, and Ken shoved his rifle through the opening, firing shots in their direction.
 
Nelson gave one last heave and pulled both he and Ray behind a tree, shielding themselves from the barrage of bullets splintering the oak’s trunk.
 
Ray kept reaching for his leg, wincing. When Nelson tried to adjust the splint, Ray screamed and smacked his hand away.
“Sorry,” Nelson said.
Ray’s breath was labored. Nelson didn’t know what to do. There was no way he could drag Ray through the woods, not in the condition he was in. 
 
“Just go,” Ray said.
 
“What?”
 
“I’ll hold him off as long as I can.”
 
“Ray, I’m not going to leave you here.”
“If you don’t go and warn Mike, then his family’s going to die, if they haven’t killed them already.”
 
Ray pushed Nelson backward, pointing for him to run. Another spray of bullets peppered the tree behind them.
 
“You’re not being a coward for leaving me here, Nelson. This is my choice. Now, go,” Ray said.
 
Nelson grabbed Ray’s hand and squeezed tight. 
 
“Good luck,” Nelson said.
 
“You, too.”
 
Ray gave Nelson some cover fire as he disappeared deeper into the woods then checked the revolver, seeing how many bullets he had left. 
 
Two. 
 
He knew his fate the moment he chose to stay behind. Ken had an unlimited supply of ammo within an arm’s reach, and Ray couldn’t hobble more than a few feet without crashing to the ground. He was a sitting duck.
 
“Hey!” Ray shouted.
 
The firing ceased. Ray pushed himself off the ground with his good leg, using the tree trunk to help give him leverage. His leg felt like it was going to explode.
 
“You go back on your deals that quick?” Ray asked.
 
Gunfire blasted the tree again. Ray ducked, trying to shield himself from the ricochet. 
 
“Guess so,” Ray mumbled.
 
After a moment, everything was silent. Ray aimed the pistol at the cabin, switching targets between the door and the kitchen window, but he couldn’t see Ken.
 
“Drop it,” Ken said.
 
Ray froze. The pistol hit the ground and he put his hands in the air.
 
“Where’d he go?” Ken asked.
 
Ray said nothing. He wouldn’t let his last breaths in life betray the people who helped him. 
 
“You think I’m a bad man, don’t you?” Ken asked.
 
“I think you’re a coward.”
 
Ken laughed.
 
“You people. In all of your self-righteous bullshit you think that the act of sacrifice is so noble, that we should all elevate ourselves to your level. Well, this is what you get for your noble deeds.”
 
The barrel of the gun pressed firmly against Ray’s forehead. It was hot, burning a circle into his skin. Ray didn’t move; whatever pain Ken would put him through he wasn’t going to give him any satisfaction of showing that he was hurting.
 
“Surviving without a soul isn’t living,” Ray said.
 
“Neither is having a bullet in your brain.”
 
Ken squeezed the trigger, and Ray’s body hit the ground.
 
 



Night of Day 13 (the Town)
 
Mike wheezed; the pain in his side was sharp. He stood above his father’s body. There were bits of bone and splashes of blood strewn around Ulysses’s head where the bullet entered and left.
 
The gun Ulysses used on himself lay by his side. His eyes were still open, staring up into the night sky. 
 
Nothing seemed real at that moment. This town Mike was in couldn’t exist. That wasn’t his father dead on the ground. This wasn’t his broken body he was trapped in. That wasn’t his daughter who was almost beaten to death. This wasn’t his life.
 
“Mike?” Sam asked.
 
The graveyard where his mother was buried had an empty spot right next to her. That’s where his father should be right now. He wanted to take him home, away from this hell he died in.
 
“Mike, we need to get you checked out. Your daughter’s over at the pharmacy,” Sam said.
 
“What?”
 
“Your daughter.”
 
“Right.”
 
He couldn’t dwell on the pain he was feeling now. His daughter was still alive. He still had a family to protect. He still had a job to do. 
 
The town felt quiet after the gunfight. There wasn’t any motion in the town now. At one point in time this place was filled with people enjoying their lives, people with a purpose.
 
When the biker gang came through, all of that was replaced with fear and death. Now that the bikers were gone, the town was filled with neither fear nor purpose. It was just there, a shell of what it used to be, frozen in time.
 
Mike’s Jeep was still flipped on its side. On the sidewalk next to it Jung rocked Jenna back and forth in his arms. Mike could see the pain on his face, and when he thought to himself that whatever pain Jung received was justified, he felt no guilt.
 
Most of the pharmacy was barren. The bikers had come through like locusts, pillaging the stores, stealing supplies, destroying what they wanted. 
 
Kalen sifted through the bottles and supplies thrown on the ground. When Mike walked in, she turned around.
 
The only thing worse than seeing his daughter beaten and bloody was the knowledge of what she had seen. He knew the bruises would fade, the bones would mend, and the wounds would close, but the violence she’d been exposed to, witnessing evil in its most terrible forms and letting it become a part of you… that was a scar that would leave its mark for a very, very long time.
 
Mike picked up a bottle of hydrogen peroxide and a bag of cotton balls. He led Kalen over to the counter. She hopped on top of it. Mike dumped some of the peroxide onto the cotton ball. 
 
Kalen winced when the peroxide made contact. Mike ran the cotton ball gently along the cuts on her face. 
 
“I’m sorry, Dad,” Kalen said.
 
“It’s okay.”
 
“No, it’s not. Grandpa’s dead, you’re hurt, everyone is hurt. I shouldn’t have come here. It was stupid.”
 
Mike knew whatever words left his mouth now would have a deciding factor in the type of life his daughter would have moving forward. He knew the guilt she was feeling. It was a guilt that could consume her life, send her into a spiral that she wouldn’t be able to come out of.
 
“You came here because of what these people did. You stood up to those who tried to hurt you and the people you care about,” Mike said.
 
“Your dad’s right,” Mary said.
 
Mike hadn’t seen her when he entered. He couldn’t make out the features on her face, but the tone of her voice made her sound older than she was.
 
“Whatever we lost today, we gained more by not having that gang here anymore. All of them deserved to die,” Mary said.
 
“When someone pushes you to the brink of killing, when it comes down to your survival or the survival of your family, then you do what you have to do,” Mike said. “No repentance.”
 
Kalen nodded and leaned into his chest. He hoped the words reached her. It would take time, he knew that, for her to accept it, but he wanted it to be sooner rather than later.
 
Sam helped patch them up as best he could. Most of the injuries would heal over time. When Sam checked Mike out he agreed that one of the ribs punctured a lung, but only time would tell how bad it really was.
 
Jung was still on the sidewalk, his children on either side of him. His kids were crying, but he wasn’t.
 
Mike wanted to hurt him, even more than the pain he was going through right now. All of those talks Mike had with Jung about trusting people, about having faith, were all erased by what he did.
 
Ulysses always taught Mike that he needed to have something to stand for; he needed a line in the sand. Every man did. That value was your guiding path, and no matter what, you never went back on it.
 
And that was exactly what Jung did. The line in the sand he so proudly towed, all of it was a lie. 
 
“Mike,” Jung said, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
 
Mike said nothing. He simply turned his back and started the long walk back to the cabin.
 
“You’re just going to leave them here?” Sam asked.
 
“Yes.”
“What about the kids?”
Mike knew what type of fate he would be leaving them to, but that was his line in the sand. He wouldn’t sacrifice the safety of his family for the well-being of others.
 
“It’s a father’s job to protect his children. That’s his responsibility. Not mine,” Mike said.
 
Before Mike left, he wanted to bury Ulysses. He grabbed some shovels from the hardware store and picked a spot on the edge of town by the tall grass. Sam helped him dig the grave, and once they were six feet down, he wrapped his father’s body in a tarp and carried him to the spot. This was as close to a funeral as there was going to be.
 
“My father was a good man. He loved his family, his work, and the Pittsburgh Pirates,” Mike said.
 
Everyone gave a slight smile.
 
“He was a man who always stood up for what he believed in, no matter the cost. He couldn’t be bribed, threatened, or beaten into anything he didn’t want to do. In his last moments on Earth, he held true to that belief that he was in control of everything he did. He had a choice, and he made the choice to keep his family safe,” Mike said.
 
The tears started to flow now. All of the memories of his childhood, being with his father, collided with the reality that he’d never see his dad again. He would no longer be able to ask him for advice, to hear his words of comfort and wisdom when he needed them most. A pillar in Mike’s life was struck down, and for the first time he wondered whether he would be able to go on.
 
“I never knew, or will ever know, a better man, husband, or father than my dad,” Mike said.
 
The first tear that hit the dirt was followed by a rain that Mike couldn’t stop. He’d never cried like this before. Each sob was a stab digging into his heart.
 
Kalen came over and wrapped her arms around him. Mike clutched his daughter and held her tight. Just as he had held her earlier, she was holding him now.
 
Sam began shoveling the dirt back into the hole. After Mike composed himself, he picked up the other shovel and helped.
 
They packed the dirt tight. Mary picked some flowers she found along the side of the road and arranged a small bouquet. She laid them down on the fresh mound of dirt.
 
“Okay,” Mike said. “Let’s gather up any weapons and ammo we can find. Grab anything that’s high quality or in good condition. Sam, do you know how to ride a motorcycle?”
 
“I had one when I was in the Rangers.”
 
“Good. If we can’t get the Jeep running, we’ll take the bikes back to the cabin.”
 
“Nelson?” Sam asked.
 
Mike turned around and saw a man running down the highway toward them. His arms flailed wildly at his sides, and his legs wobbled. 
 
Nelson collapsed in Mike’s arms when he made it to him and brought the two of them to the ground. Nelson could barely speak he was so out of breath.
“Ken… took… supplies,” Nelson said. 
 
“What?”
 
“Katie… Anne… Sean, Freddy… they’re in trouble.”
 
Mike closed his eyes. Jung wasn’t the only one going back on his word.
 



Night of Day 13 (the Farm)
 
It took Ken twice as long to bring the supplies back to the farm than when he left. Beth was still awake when he got home. She helped him unload the supplies and bring them in the house.
 
“What happened to him?” Beth asked.
 
“He got away,” Ken said.
 
“You didn’t kill him?”
 
“No, but I killed the friend they had at the cabin.”
 
“He’s going to come back, Ken.”
“Only if Mike’s still alive, which I doubt. Besides, even if he does come back, we have his guns, ammo, and supplies.”
 
“And his family.”
 
Ken stopped. He set the case of 9mm bullets on the kitchen counter and turned to his wife.
 
“You didn’t kill them?” Ken asked.
 
Beth said nothing. When she turned to pick up the rest of the supplies, Ken grabbed her arm.
 
“Where are they?” Ken asked.
 
“I put them in the storm cellar.”
 
“Goddamn it, Beth, we talked about this. You weren’t supposed to keep them alive.”
 
“And you weren’t supposed to let one of them get away, but it happened.”
There was viciousness in her words as she jerked her arm out of Ken’s grip and stormed outside to the cart. Ken followed her.
 
“What happened?” Ken asked.
 
“I know why we’re doing this, Ken. I do,” Beth said, turning around to face him. “You’ve been responsible for keeping this family safe, but… what if we don’t have to hurt people like we have? What if there’s another way?”
 
“Did they talk to you? Get in your head?” 
 
“No, but we can’t keep going on like this forever, can we?”
 
“Of course we can! The moment we let guilt slip into our minds is the moment we start digging our own graves.”
 
Ken grabbed one of the rifles out of the back of his cart along with a box of ammo. He started loading bullets into the rifle’s magazine.
 
“What are you doing?” Beth asked.
 
“Your job.”
 
“Ken, the boys, they’re no older than Joey. You ca—”
 
“It’s them or us, Beth. There can’t be both.”
 
“What if they come back? What if they managed to kill the bikers? We’ll need a bargaining chip.”
 
Ken stopped. On the slim chance that Mike did manage to kill the bikers, he would come looking for his family. Mike didn’t strike him as someone who forgave easily, and with the knowledge of how prepared he was, Ken figured that Mike knew how to handle himself in a fight. He set the rifle back down on the cart and grabbed a box with first aid supplies.
 
“We give it one day,” Ken said.



 
 
***
The only light in the storm cellar was a single candle. It was a small, cramped space, not meant for an extended stay, and Anne had no idea how long they’d be there.
 
The boys finally fell asleep, but she, Fay, and Katie couldn’t. Anne twirled her wedding ring on her hand, watching Freddy’s slow breaths. 
 
“Mike will come back,” Fay said.
 
“I know,” Anne replied.
 
That’s what she kept telling herself. He would come back. He wouldn’t let them suffer a fate like this when he had the ability to save them. She knew her husband better than any soul on Earth, and the one thing she learned about him a long time ago was he never quit, no matter what. As long as Mike had air in his lungs, then they had a chance of getting out.
 
“I’m sure Nelson will be back too,” Anne added.
 
Katie hadn’t said much after they were put in the cellar. Anne was worried about her. She knew what it was like to have your family back and then immediately be ripped away from them, not knowing if you’d ever see them again.
 
“Why are they doing this to us?” Katie asked.
 
“Because they’re assholes,” Fay replied.
 
“They think this is the best way to survive. They think it’s the only way to survive,” Anne said.
 
“What is wrong with people?” Katie asked.
 
“They’re assholes,” Fay answered.
 
“Fay,” Anne said. “Please.”
 
Fay crossed her arms and leaned back against the wall. Anne sat and watched the flame flicker. The orange and yellow light danced in the darkness, causing shadows to drift over their faces.
 
“What do you think they’ll do?” Katie asked.
 
“I don’t know,” Anne said.
 
Anne had been trying to answer that question since Beth threw all of them in here. She just couldn’t make sense of it. The family didn’t seem desperate or in need of anything. In fact, it was Mike who came to them for help in the first place. 
 
Whatever fate would fall upon them, Anne only hoped Freddy would be okay. Maybe she could bargain with them, strike a deal to keep him alive. 
 
“You know, I never thought I’d see him again,” Katie said.
 
Katie was looking at her son, Sean. 
 
“A part of me wishes I never did,” Katie added.
 
“You don’t mean that,” Anne said.
 
“I know, and I feel ashamed for saying it, but there’s a part of me that does mean it. When I first came back to the house after Sam and I finally made it out of the city I thought, ‘This is it. They’re gone,’ but when I finally saw the letter there was a hope that burned inside of me. The hope that I could see them again, and it raged within me, propelling me to keep moving forward, to keep pushing, no matter how hard it was.”
 
“That’s a good thing.”
 
“Is it? It did keep me going forward, and, yes, I did find my family again, but how many of us let that hope burn and consume them? How many never find what they’re looking for? It can lead you on an endless quest of pain.”
 
Maybe Katie was right. Letting a false hope fuel you could be more dangerous than the alternative, but that meant taking away every chance, and Anne couldn’t do that. She had to believe. She had to take every chance she could.



 
 
***
 
Billy’s parents didn’t see him watching them argue from the second-floor bedroom window. He knew they were bickering about his mother letting the family live. 
 
When his mother came and woke him up to ask him for his help, he dreaded what she would make him do, but then when she told him her plan of keeping them alive, he felt a burst of pride rush through him.
 
He might have actually gotten through to her. Maybe she was starting to understand what he was telling her. 
 
They couldn’t keep going on like this. Sooner or later everything they’d done would come back to haunt them, he was sure of that. But he also knew it wasn’t too late for them to change. He could still save his parents from the violent fates they were heading toward.
 
Billy thought of his brother and how much he idolized their father. If he could change his dad, then his brother would change too. It could be done. He could do it.
 
 



Dawn of Day 14 (the Farm)
 
The sky was lightening. The sun would be coming up soon. Mike wanted to use the darkness to his advantage, so he’d have to move in quickly.
 
He knew if Ken was going hunting, he’d be up by now, getting things ready, but if he had to haul the supplies back by himself, it would have taken him most of the night, so there was the chance he was still asleep.
 
Even in the physical state Mike was in, between himself, Sam, and Nelson, he was confident they’d be able to take Ken out. Sam could probably do it singlehandedly, but Mike wasn’t going to let one man be the deciding factor in his family’s fate. 
 
Mike made sure everyone was loaded down with weapons. He gave a pistol to Mary and Kalen but told them they had to stay hidden.
 
Kalen didn’t argue. Mary simply nodded. After everything that happened, now wasn’t the time to question him.
 
“Where do you think they’re keeping them?” Nelson asked.
 
“Wouldn’t they just be in the house?” Sam asked.
 
“No, I’ve been inside. There isn’t any space for them to hide in the house. They’ll have to be somewhere else on the property. Nelson, did you see anything when you left? Anywhere they would keep them?” Mike asked.
 
“No, I didn’t see anything.”
 
“Most farms around here would have a storm cellar, I would think. It’d be out of sight, no windows, one door. It’d be a good place to hide them,” Sam said.
 
“That’s as good a place to start looking as any,” Mike answered. 
 
Mike followed the forest line that faced the side of the house. He wanted to approach from there because it had the fewest windows and areas to spot them coming. 
 
“Okay, Sam, you look for the storm cellar, if you find it before we do, then take everyone to Kalen and Mary’s location. We’ll catch up with you. Nelson and I will handle the house,” Mike said.
 
“Roger that,” Sam said.
 
“Okay,” Nelson replied.
 
Fatigue was starting to catch up with Mike. He had to force his hands closed over his rifle. The pain in his side still hadn’t let up, and it was getting harder to breath. He closed his eyes and counted to three.
 
One.
 
They’re alive. You have to keep moving. They’re going to be okay.
 
Two.
 
Push the pain out of your mind. You only have to go a little bit further. 
 
Three.
 
Done.
 
Mike led the three of them as they jogged across the field toward the house. They had to weave around some of the cows in the pasture, but it was an easy jog for the most part.
 
Sam separated himself from the rest of the group and headed around back while Mike and Nelson moved to the front of the house.
 
As much as Mike wanted to go in and shoot first, he couldn’t risk them hurting his family. He had no idea what he could potentially be walking into, so he kept it quiet.
 
The wind blew the chimes hanging from the front porch and also rocked a chair that creaked back and forth on the splintered wooden panels. 

Each step Mike took was slow, deliberate. He reached his hand for the screen door and gently pulled it open. He placed his hand on the brass knob to the front door and jiggled the handle. It was open.
 
Mike looked back at Nelson and raised his hand to count down when they’d enter. Five. Four. Three. Two. One.
 
Mike pushed the door open, rifle at the ready, and stepped inside. The living room was empty. He listened for any sign of struggle, mumbles for help, but heard nothing. 
 
“I don’t think they’re here,” Mike whispered.
 
The two of them entered the kitchen, their eyes never leaving the sights of their rifles. A thud from upstairs caused the nose of their guns to point upward.
 
Mike motioned toward the staircase. The old steps creaked with each step up. His hands were aching badly. He could barely control the tremors. If someone came out, he wasn’t even sure if he could keep the gun steady enough to get a shot off.
 
At the top of the stairs, Mike could see someone walking back and forth through a crack in the door that was opened slightly. He figured that was where the noise came from, but he wasn’t sure who it was.
 
Nelson was right behind him, matching him step for step. When Mike pointed toward the door, Nelson nodded in understanding. They both lined up on either side, waiting for the person to come out. 
 
Mike couldn’t hear anyone speaking, so he figured whoever was in there was alone. He peeked through the crack. As soon as he did, the door opened and Mike subdued Billy, dragging him back into the room, keeping his hand over his mouth.
 
Nelson followed quickly, shutting the three of them in the room. Billy was struggling against Mike but stopped once Nelson put the barrel of his rifle to his face.
 
“Is my family still alive?” Mike asked.
 
Billy nodded his head.
 
“Listen to me, Billy. I know you’re not a bad person. I know you wouldn’t try and hurt anyone. I just want my family. Nothing else. I spared your life once. Now I’m asking you to spare my family’s,” Mike said.
 
Billy’s eyes darted back and forth between Mike and Nelson. His breathing was quick. 
 
“I’m going to let you go, and when I do you’re going to take me to my family, do you understand?” Mike asked.
 
Mike slowly moved his hand from Billy’s mouth. Billy didn’t scream.
 
“Where are they?” Mike asked.
 
“My mom put them in the storm shelter,” Billy said.
 
“Show me.”
 
The three of them snuck back down the stairs quietly. On their way out, Billy opened one of the drawers, grabbing the spare key to the shelter.
 
Billy led them out the back door into the fields. Mike looked around for Sam, but didn’t see him anywhere. 
 
“Over here,” Billy said.
 
The storm cellar was underground, covered by overgrown grass and bushes; it was meant to be hidden. Billy unlocked the latch and pulled the door open.
 
When Mike looked inside, it was completely empty.
 
“Where are they?” Nelson asked.
Mike grabbed Billy by the throat and slammed him to the ground.
 
“Is this some kind of joke?”
 
Billy struggled for breath.
 
“No! They were here! I helped my mother put them here!”
 
Mike let go. Billy coughed, catching his breath. Mike paced around the shelter, looking in all directions, searching for any sign of his family, but there were none to be seen. Was this how he was going to lose them? Was this how it would end for him?
 
“Mike,” Nelson said.
 
Nelson was staring at the ground to the left of the shelter. When Mike went over, he could see several foot prints in the dirt.
 
“They’re still alive,” Mike said.
 
“Oh God,” Billy said.
 
“What?” Mike asked.
 
“My dad. He must have come and got them after we went to bed.”
 
“Do you know where he’s taking them?” Nelson asked.
 
“Hunting,” Billy said.



 
*** 
 
Kalen leaned up against the trunk of a tree. Her mind wandered. Everything felt like a haze. She could see, but she couldn’t understand. She couldn’t comprehend what happened. It was too much. All of it was too much.
 
She could still see Jake’s face, his blood pouring from the bullet hole in his head. When she squeezed she felt nothing. She saw him. She was angry. She killed him. 
 
The progression of her thoughts that led her to that point was fast, unmerciful. Whatever satisfaction she thought she’d receive never came. It was nothing more than an illusion. 
 
That emptiness she felt inside her, the fear and void that she replaced with anger, didn’t fade away. It simply grew.
 
She traded all of her pain for more pain, but this was different than before. There wasn’t a numbness. This had more clarity to it. She had an unexplainable need for more.
 
“Kalen,” Mary said.
 
“What?”
 
Mary moved to her quickly. She pointed behind Kalen, her eyes fixed on something in the distance.
 
When Kalen turned around she could see her mother and brother walking through the forest. Behind them were Mary’s sisters and Fay.
 
Mary started to run to them, but Kalen pulled her back down.
“Look,” Kalen said.
 
Just behind their family members, Ken watched them with his rifle aimed at the back of their heads, marching them forward.
 
Kalen could feel that burning inside her grow. Her hand went to the pistol her dad left her. When she pulled it out of her pocket, Mary grabbed her wrist.
 
“No. If you miss, he might hurt them,” Mary said.
“If we hesitate, he’ll kill them before we have a chance to do anything,” Kalen replied.
 
“We need to go and get your dad.”

Kalen tossed Mary’s arm off her. 
 
“We don’t have time.”
 
Before Mary could stop her, Kalen was chasing after them. Kalen knew from what her father had said that Ken was a skilled hunter. She felt a slight thrill run through her. The void was filling up again. This is what she needed. She needed to hunt.



 
 
***
 
Ken snuck out of bed, and headed downstairs. It was still dark out, so he knew he had time, but needed to act fast. 
 
The promise of waiting to kill those people was a lie. He knew that even if Mike made it back there wouldn’t be any bargaining, not after this. 
 
If the rest of his family was kept alive, then his family would be outnumbered, and he knew it would only be a matter of time before they were killed. He didn’t care what type of good intentions Mike would spit out. In the end it would be either him or Mike, and Ken wasn’t about to lie down.
 
The looks on their faces when Ken opened that cellar were tired. They hadn’t slept all night, and when they saw him with the rifle, he could tell they knew what was coming. 
 
“Please,” Anne said. “Don’t do this.”
 
“Everyone out,” Ken replied.
 
He marched them off to the woods. There was a place he would take them, his hunting spot deep within the forest. It was far enough away from the farm and town that Mike would never find their bodies. It was a spot that you couldn’t get to unless you knew where it was.
 
Ken found his eyes falling onto Freddy and Sean. His mind went back to the fawn he killed as a boy, and the scolding his father gave him. 
 
It wouldn’t be any different than anyone else he’d killed. All he had to do was pull the trigger. 
 
None of them cried or begged on their march. He was impressed by it actually. He could never understand the sniveling characteristics of a beggar. All anyone had to do in life was figure out what they wanted and then take it. It was that simple. It was exactly what he was doing now. 
 
He had enough bullets for all of them, but for some reason, he felt exposed. It was a feeling he couldn’t shake. Something was off, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. 
 
Then when the first shot rang out, he realized that it wasn’t the dread of killing these people that he was feeling, but that he was being followed.



 
 
***
 
When Mike heard the shots, Billy and Nelson had a hard time keeping up with him. It was a burst of energy that came out of nowhere, a primal surge that coursed through his veins. 
 
The firing was going back and forth. It grew louder the closer he moved. Screams echoed in between the shots. He just couldn’t tell whose screams it was.
 
Mike finally saw Sam up ahead, firing and ducking behind a tree. Bullets whizzed past. Mike dropped behind a log next to Sam.
 
“I thought I had a clear shot. I tripped on a goddamn rock,” Sam said, reloading a magazine into his rifle.
 
“Who were you shooting at?” Mike asked.
 
“The guy who had the rifle pointing at your family.”
 
Mike glanced over the log, and he could see people running toward him. Katie had Sean with her, but he couldn’t see Fay, Anne, or Freddy.
 
“Where’d they go?” Mike asked.
 
“He ran north,” Sam said.
 
“He’s heading to his hunting spot,” Billy said. “It’s where he takes his game to gut and clean before he brings it home.”
 
“Show me,” Mike said.
 
They were on foot for a few more minutes before they came across Fay, scanning the woods.
 
“Mike?” Fay asked.
 
“You all right?”
 
“I’m sorry, Mike. I’m so sorry.”
 
“Where’s Ann? Where’s Freddy?”
 
“Ken grabbed Freddy, and Anne and I started chasing after him, but I got turned around. I don’t know where they went.”
 
“It’s not much farther,” Billy said. “C’mon.”
 
As Billy brought them closer to Ken’s spot they came across Anne’s body. She was unconscious on the ground, but still alive.
 
“Fay, Nelson, you two make sure she’s okay. Billy, Sam, you two with me,” Mike said.
 
Billy slowed down once they were close. He gathered Mike and Sam around him.
 
“It’s just beyond those trees. My dad can smell an ambush coming, and right now we’re downwind. He’ll know we’re coming, so we have to be careful,” Billy said.
 
Mike shoved Billy out of the way, marching forward in stubborn persistence.
 
“Mike!” Billy said.
 
“Ken!” Mike shouted. “Let my boy go! If you want to hurt someone, hurt me.”
 
Ken’s face appeared from behind a tree. He kept his hand over Freddy’s mouth, keeping him quiet. Ken had a gun to his head with his finger on the trigger.
 
“Funny, ain’t it, Mike? You had my son as a hostage, and now I’ve got yours. I just don’t know if I’m going to be as willing to let him go as you were for mine.”
 
“Ken, you don’t have to do this. Please, let him go.”
 
“Tell whoever you’ve got back there with you to come out, or I kill your boy right now.”
 
Mike didn’t have to ask Sam or Billy to come out; they did it on their own. When Mike saw Ken’s reaction to Billy being there, he was surprised.
 
There was no look of shock on Ken’s face. He just started to laugh.
 
“Just couldn’t let it go, could you, boy?” Ken asked.
 
“Dad, let him go. This isn’t right,” Billy said.
“Right?” Ken shouted. “What’s right isn’t for my own son to betray me! It isn’t right for my own blood to turn against me!”
 
“I’m not turning against you, Dad, but I can’t let you do this.”
 
Freddy squirmed against Ken, trying to free himself, but Ken’s grip was too strong. He couldn’t get loose. Then Ken felt the tip of Kalen’s pistol on the back of his head.
 
“Put the gun down,” Kalen said. “And let my brother go.”
 
“Kalen?” Mike asked.
 
Ken slowly raised his hands in the air, letting Freddy go and setting the pistol on the ground. Kalen walked around to face him, the gun aimed at his face. Freddy ran to his father, and Mike scooped him up.
 
“Well done, girl,” Ken said. 
 
 
“Kalen, it’s okay. It’s over,” Mike said.
 
Kalen only took her eyes off Ken for a second, but it was enough for him to get the drop on her. He knocked the gun from her hands and went for his pistol on the ground. 
 
The moment Ken had his hand on the gun and jumped up to aim at Kalen a shot rang out and Ken flew backward, a bullet tearing through his chest.
 
The smoke from Billy’s rifle rose into the morning air. As quickly as he fired the shot he ran to his father.
 
“Dad!”
 
Ken coughed up blood. He grabbed Billy’s collar and pulled him toward him.
 
“Dad, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Billy said, tears streaming down his face. “Somebody help him!”
Sam rushed over, putting pressure on the wound, but there was too much blood. 
 
Ken’s fingers slowly lost their grip on Billy’s shirt, and his hand went limp. Sam checked his pulse, listened for his breathing, but there was nothing. Ken was gone.
 
Billy screamed. He shook his father, but nothing brought back the life in Ken’s eyes. Billy just sat there, hunched over his dad, crying.
 
Mike wasn’t sure what would happen next. Billy was emotional. He could turn on the rest of the group. He walked up and picked up the rifle, so Billy couldn’t do anything rash. 
 
“Billy, he’s gone,” Mike said.
 
Mike placed his hand on the boy’s back, and Billy shoved him off him. He kept shoving Mike’s chest, pushing him back. 
 
“You made me do this! This is your fault!” Billy said.
 
“Billy, I know what you’re going through. I do.”
 
“No, you don’t!”
 
The adrenaline finally left him, and Billy fell to the ground. Mike and Sam picked him up and carried him back to the farm. 
 



Day 16 (the Cabin)
 
The reports coming in from Cincinnati had been constant for the past forty-eight hours. It was something Mike couldn’t ignore anymore.
 
He decided to give himself and the rest of his family a few more days before they would head out. He and Kalen had been sleeping during most of the days and nights. He’d never been so exhausted in his life. The days were more for him than anyone else.
 
The breathing was getting a little easier, but he still couldn’t move around a lot. His body felt like concrete, heavy and rigid. He was resting in his room when Anne came and knocked on the door.
 
“Honey, Fay’s here,” Anne said.
 
“Send her in.”
 
Fay had her daily basket of provisions that she came in from town to get.
 
“I suppose you still haven’t changed your mind?” Fay asked.
 
“No.”
 
“There has to be a way to fix this, Mike.”
 
“There isn’t.”
 
“If you could just talk to him. Hear him out.”
 
“It’s good to see you, Fay.”
 
Mike didn’t have anything else to add on the subject. He closed his eyes and went back to sleep.
 
He knew what she wanted. She wanted him to let Jung back in the cabin, into their circle. But it was something he just couldn’t do. Jung crossed a line that he never should have tried. He put Mike’s family in danger, and it almost got them killed. It wasn’t something that he took lightly.
 
Fay had chosen to stay with Jung and his kids at the motel in town. He knew she felt that he was being too hard on him, but Mike didn’t care. He’d given enough already. He didn’t have any more charity to offer.



 
 
***
 
The cabin was gathered around the dinner table. It was the first time Mike and Kalen decided to join everyone and eat in the kitchen. 
 
There was a sense of relief when everyone saw Mike and Kalen walk in. For them it was a sign of things getting back to normal. For Mike and Kalen, it was them ready to face the people around them.
 
There wasn’t much talk. A few comments here and there, but Mike was thankful he didn’t have to say anything. 
 
He knew everyone was already aware of the trip to Cincinnati. There wasn’t much objection when it was brought up. Everyone seemed to be glad to go. It gave everyone a sense of hope that once they made it to Cincinnati they’d be safe and that soon they’d be able to go home.
 
Mike wasn’t sure what home meant to him anymore. He wanted to believe that it was still a place where his family was, and that was true, but if his family wasn’t safe, then how could they enjoy their time together? How was someone supposed to grow and love and feel joy when the constant threat of violence was hanging over their heads?
 
He couldn’t answer that question now. All he was focusing on were the faces around the table. These were the people he could trust. This was his family. 
 



Six Months after Blackout
 
Ben Sullivan took his glasses off and rubbed his eyes. He’d been staring at data and spreadsheets for the past three hours. His eyes were dry and bloodshot. He needed to take a break.
 
He walked over to the snack machine and swiped his card. He pressed A7, and a Snickers dropped to the slot at the bottom. 
His partner, Mitch, walked in with another file just as Ben was about to take a bite.
 
“C’mon, Mitch. I need a break,” Ben said.
 
“Trust me, you’ll want to take a look at this one. It’s Cincinnati.”
 
Ben raised his eyebrows. He stuffed the rest of the candy bar in his mouth and snatched the file from Mitch’s hands.
 
He flipped through the manila folder, studying the notes, pictures, and interviews that had already taken place.
 
“When did he get here?” Ben asked, not looking up from the file.
 
“About an hour ago. We have him in a holding cell. Should I bring him in?” 
 
“I’ll meet you there in five minutes.”
 
Ben couldn’t believe it. Since the power came back on he must have questioned more than one hundred people who were indicted with crimes during the power outage.
 
He was put in charge with investigating all major crimes in the northeast that were committed during the time the EMP blast took out power for the entire country. 
 
Most of the stuff he ran across were murder charges, but this guy, he was a big fish. The allegations coming out of Cincinnati were huge. People were still scrambling to figure out what happened, and if this guy was everything the file was telling him, then Ben could have just found the biggest break of his career.
 
Ben took a seat behind the two-way glass as Mitch brought in the suspect. His face was bearded, and he looked nothing like the picture in his file. 
 
The violence on this guy’s record was incredible. Ben was surprised they didn’t bring him in with a straight jacket on.
 
Once the prisoner was secure with his hands and feet shackled, Ben walked in and sat down across from him. He slapped the file on the clean steel table between them, folded his hands together, and leaned forward.
 
“That file doesn’t paint a very flattering picture,” Ben said.
 
The prisoner said nothing.
 
“We’re going to be spending quite a lot of time together, and I can tell you that it will make both our lives a lot easier if you cooperate,” Ben said.
The prisoner wouldn’t look at Ben. He kept his face down, staring at his hands. That’s when Ben noticed the rigidness of the man’s fingers. They were swollen and crooked.
 
“If you give me something now I might be able to do something about your hands. Maybe a little extra pain reliever? Hmm? How does that sound?” Ben asked.
 
“Pain?”
 
“Pain reliever. For your hands. It loos like pretty bad arthritis.”
 
The prisoner looked up, his eyes shielded from the ragged strands of hair. He leaned forward.
 
“There is nothing on this planet that can numb me after the things I’ve done,” the prisoner said.
 
Ben leaned back into his chair. He pulled the Snickers bar from his pocket and took a bite. 
 
“Well,” Ben said, trying to talk and chew at the same time. “It could be a long night for the both of us, Mike.”
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Six Months Before the EMP Blast
 
Dr. Wyatt’s knee bounced nervously under the desk. The Senate committee would be entering any minute. He kept glancing around, his gaze never staying on one item for too long. The building itself was simple, yet grandiose. It had the stale scent of wood, but the overwhelming sense of power.
 
His mouth felt dry. He reached for the glass of water and the condensation rolled down the glass and onto his tie. He drank too fast and coughed, spilling some of the water on the files on the desk. 
 
“Damn it,” he said.
 
The senators entered and took their places while Dr. Wyatt brushed the water off the file with a napkin. Once the senators had taken their seats, the sergeant at arms called everyone to attention.
 
“Ladies and gentlemen, the Vice President of the United States of America,” he said.
 
Dr. Wyatt shot out of his chair quicker than the rest of the building. The vice president took his spot at the center of the table, and once he was seated everyone else sat down.
 
The vice president smacked the gavel on the desk, calling everyone to order.
 
“Today’s hearing will be discussing the budgetary needs of the nation’s main utility functions. We will hear from one of the EPA’s representatives and the results of his research. Dr. Wyatt, you have the floor,” the vice president said.
 
Dr. Wyatt took a breath and leaned into the microphone. Feedback squealed and the entire room covered their ears. Dr. Wyatt flushed red.
 
“Thank you, Mr. Vice President,” Wyatt said. “Senators and guests, I have spent the past eight months reviewing our nation’s security measures for our basic utility functions and the results that I’ve found are disturbing.”
 
Dr. Wyatt was able to save his notes from the water spill, and he flipped to the first page. 
 
“We’ll start with our water utilities for the eastern hub of the country, as you can see on page two ther—”
 
“Dr. Wyatt, this committee has not received a copy of your research,” the vice president said.
 
“Oh, I uh… I thought I had my assistant—”
 
“Your assistant did not provide us with any of the information prior to this meeting.”
 
Dr. Wyatt loosened the collar around his neck. He felt hot, uncomfortable. All eyes were on him, waiting for an explanation. When it didn’t come the vice president let out a sigh, looking frustrated. 
 
“Dr. Wyatt, the purpose of this committee is to assess our nation’s utility needs, not to waste the time and resources of our taxpayers by coming unprepared.”
 
“Of course, Mr. Vice President. That’s not what I was attempting to do.”
 
“I move we adjourn here and reconvene at a later time when Dr. Wyatt has the courtesy to provide us with the data he allegedly collected over the past eight months.”
 
Just before the vice president reached for his gavel Dr. Wyatt grabbed the microphone. 
 
“Mr. Vice President, putting this meeting off would be detrimental to national security.”
 
The room went into a quiet murmur. Senators, political aids, and members of the press whispered to their neighbors.
 
“Dr. Wyatt, it’s unwise to casually mention the threat of national security in today’s climate in a forum such as this,” the vice president said.
 
Dr. Wyatt closed the report in front of him. He knew whatever he said next wouldn’t just have an effect on his career but on the entire country as well.
 
“Our entire national utility infrastructure is at risk. Power and water utilities are completely exposed and if we don’t invest in the resources necessary to protect them, then this country will be sent back to the Stone Age,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
“Congress has passed laws to help strengthen our national security and assess all threats to utilities and develop countermeasures to ensure the safety of our nation’s people,” the vice president responded.
 
 
“If you’re referring to the Homeland Security Presidential Directives, then I’m sorry to say those measures are nowhere near the level of preparedness that we need. It will only take the demolition of nine power substations around the country and we would be without power for months, possibly over a year, and that’s not even taking into consideration the probability of an EMP attack.”
 
“There isn’t a known EMP device powerful enough to take out our nation’s power grid, Dr. Wyatt.”
 
“It doesn’t just have to do with the size or range of the device; you also have to take into consideration the placement of detonation. If an EMP bomb was detonated in the atmosphere over the Midwest the effects of the blast would be felt around the entire country.”
 
The vice president started to laugh. 
 
“Doctor, what you’re proposing is a missile launch over US soil. If such a missile was launched our air defense systems would be able to handle it.”
 
“Not if the launch happened internally.”
 
The vice president’s expression turned from dismissive to impatient. He gripped the microphone on the desk and moved in close.
 
“Dr. Wyatt, your tone is neither amusing nor welcome. The idea of a missile launching on US soil against its own citizens isn’t just preposterous, it’s treasonous,” the vice president said.
 
“If we don’t prepare for all possible scenarios then this country will be sent back to the days of horse-drawn carriages and steam engines.”
 
Dr. Wyatt’s chest was heaving, trying to catch his breath from the anger welling up inside. The press snapped a few pictures before the vice president finally spoke.
 
“This hearing is in recess until Dr. Wyatt can give us the documented facts of his allegations and present them in a more professional manner.”
 
The vice president slammed the gavel on the table, ending the session. Dr. Wyatt’s eyes closed when he heard that sound. However long this “recess” was going to last was time he knew the country couldn’t afford. Every minute that ticked by was one less to help prepare. 
 
A few of the reporters came up to him, barking questions, but he didn’t hear what they said. The only sound left was the ringing of the gavel still lingering in his ears. 
 
When the cleaning crew came in he was asked to leave. He didn’t want to though. He knew the world outside would call him eccentric, or a fearmonger, trying to panic the American people. 
 
Outside, the Capitol building was buzzing with tourists running around snapping pictures on the Capitol steps. He walked around to the National Mall and he could see the Washington Monument protruding into the sky. Just beyond that the lights were turning on in the Lincoln Memorial. 
 
The construction of those buildings was a testament to the human spirit, the will to go on; it renewed his strength to keep pushing. The men who made those monuments were the embodiment of this nation’s endurance, of its reason.
 
It was hard for him to imagine a world where that voice of reason was snuffed out by the fear and hypocrisy of politicians. Whatever fate awaited him after today’s events wouldn’t be as bad as that to come if men like the vice president remained in power.
 
“I was wondering when you’d come out of there.”
 
Dr. Wyatt turned around. Walking toward him was a tall, well-dressed man. The cut of his suit suggested wealth, but the manner in which he wore it gave him an air of power. 
 
“I’m sorry. Can I help you?” Dr. Wyatt asked.
 
“I hope so. My name’s Bram Thorn.” 
 
“What can I do for you, Mr. Thorn?”
 
“Please, call me Bram.”
 
“Okay, what can I do for you, Bram?”
 
“Those comments you made in the Senate hearing today were bold, but I don’t think you got your point across.”
 
 
“Those hearings were closed to the general public. The only people allowed to attend were government officials and the press, so which one are you?”
 
“I’m like you, Dr. Wyatt. A kindred spirit in trying to bring awareness to our nation’s weaknesses.”
 
“Well, in that case it looks like you’re the only friend I have right now.”
 
“Then perhaps you could give your friend a few minutes of your time.”
 



 
 
*** 
 
Bram’s office had the same opulence as the car that drove Dr. Wyatt there. The office was small, but whatever it lacked in size it made up for in location. It was on the top floor of a high-rise in downtown Washington, DC. The view was spectacular. You could see some of DC’s most notable sites: the Capitol Building, Washington Monument, Lincoln Memorial, and The White House.
 
“One of the reasons I bought the place,” Bram said.
 
“Did you know they stopped construction on the Washington Monument for over two decades? When they went to finish it they had to use another type of marble. It’s one of my favorite monuments,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
“The storms of winter must blow and beat upon it… the lightnings of Heaven may scar and blacken it. An earthquake may shake its foundations… but the character which it commemorates and illustrates is secure.”
 
“Who wrote that?”
 
“It was a speech written by Robert Winthrop at the dedication ceremony of the Washington Monument. Please, have a seat.”
 
A group of chairs surrounded a small coffee table in the center of the office. As he set his bag down a young man entered.
 
“Can I get you anything, Dr. Wyatt? Something to eat or drink?” the young man asked.
 
“No, I’m fine. Thank you.”
 
“I’ll take an iced tea, Trent,” Bram said.
 
Trent left, leaving Bram and Dr. Wyatt alone.
 
“I’m glad you could make time for me today,” Bram said.
 
“Well, you were a hard man to say no to, what with the phone calls, and e-mails, and the car that you sent to come and pick me up.”
 
“I know what I want, Dr. Wyatt.”
 
Trent came back with the iced tea and set it on a coaster on the table, then left.
 
“What is it that you do, Mr. Thorn, I-I mean, Bram?” Dr. Wyatt asked.
 
“A few years ago I engineered a new piece of software that protected financial information. That success led me to expand into the development of hardware. Today my company is the fifth-largest microprocessor manufacturer in the country, and we continue to grow.”
 
“I can see that.” 
 
Dr. Wyatt took another glance around the office. The place had a simple elegance to it. The office was neither intimidating nor excessive; it was powerfully quiet. 
 
There were a few pictures on the walls. Most of them looked as though they were from the company’s first few days. There were also a couple of ribbon-cutting ceremonies for factories, personal vacations around the world, and one with him in military fatigues surrounded by military personnel.
 
“What branch?” Dr. Wyatt asked.
 
“Marines.”
 
“How long did you serve?”
 
Bram’s mouth curved into a taut smile. 
 
“Too long,” Bram answered, and then broke the tension with a small chuckle. “My back still isn’t the same from lugging that pack around.”
 
“Bram, I have to be honest with you. I’m not sure you want to be associated with me after yesterday’s events. Aggravating the vice president like I did isn’t the best career advancer. If you’re looking for someone to help with producing funds, or getting an inside scoop on any appropriations in the technology industry, I’m afraid I won’t be of much use.”
 
“Dr. Wyatt, I didn’t bring you here because of your tenure with working in government. Your talents far exceed any politician’s. I read your research. It was very thorough.”
 
“So, you’re looking for a consultant?”
 
“A partner.”
 
“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”
 
“The hardware my company produces is useless without the utilities to power it. If the country’s grid goes down, so does my business.”
 
“Mr. Thorn, I feel I must tell you that even with the small chance that the results of my research do get approved, it’ll take years before the security measures are put into place, and by the time that happens there could be new threats that arise. Our legislative process is just too slow.” 
 
“And that’s why I need your help. Our elected officials have done nothing but prolong the inevitable.”
 
“And what is that?”
 
“Our fall from being a world power.”
 
“Mr. Thorn, I’m afraid I can’t help you with that.”
 
 
 
Bram set the iced tea down on the table and reached for his inside jacket pocket. He pulled out a card and handed it to Dr. Wyatt.
 
“If you change your mind,” Bram said.
 
Dr. Wyatt took the card hesitantly. He shook Bram’s hand and headed for the door. 
 
“We could do a lot, Dr. Wyatt,” Bram said.
 
Dr. Wyatt gave him a nod and Trent escorted him out. 



 
 
***
 
When he arrived home, Dr. Wyatt flicked on the living room light and set his bag on the couch. His apartment was modest. The living room was filled to the brim with books and papers spread across every surface.
 
The research from his work on the national utilities was in the same spot he left it when he arrived home yesterday: the trash.
 
He rescued it from under an empty soup can and set the wrinkled and bound papers on his desk. He pressed the pages down, trying to smooth them out, then flipped through his work, remembering the countless hours spent collecting the data, analyzing it, and coming up with solutions that could solve the problems found.
 
“All for nothing,” Dr. Wyatt said, dropping them back on the desk. 
 
Maybe Bram was right. The politicians were the root of the problem. There wasn’t any place for knowledge or facts, not when favors and political pull overrode everything.
 
His fingers ran along the edges of Bram’s business card in his pocket. He touched the corners, letting the paper dig into his skin. Finally, he pulled the card out and held it under the lamp on his desk, the gold letters shining in the light.
 
Dr. Wyatt’s eyes kept moving from the card to his phone. The conflict was burning inside him. He wanted to call, but was afraid of what that meant. He’d spent his entire life working for the government in the belief that he was making a difference, but now, there seemed to be no difference at all. 
 
His fingers found the keypad on the phone and when he heard the ringing on the other line he felt his pulse quicken. Within three rings he heard not the voice of Trent but Bram himself. It wasn’t something he expected.
 
“Mr. Thorn? Yes, right, Bram… I was wondering if your offer was still on the table?... Great. When can we get started?” 
 



Day 20 After the Blackout (The Cabin)
 
Mike opened Freddy’s door. His son was sound asleep, just as he’d been every morning when he checked on him. Mike liked watching him rest. Whatever peace Freddy had in those moments Mike felt a part of. 
 
“Dad.”
 
Kalen stood behind him in the hallway. He gave her a nod and closed Freddy’s door. His daughter was up with him every morning for the past week. The scars and bruises on her face were almost healed. Aside from a few lumps and a little discoloring you couldn’t tell she was almost beaten to death.
 
“Nelson up?” Mike asked.
 
“Yeah, he’s outside. You think Sam was able to fix the Jeep?”
 
“We’ll find out soon enough.”
 
This new bond the two of them shared was one he wished had never formed. Both of them were veterans of bloody conflicts. Each of them had inflicted pain, and they had received it in kind.
 
Nelson looked half asleep when they walked outside, but he was standing. The three of them headed down the dirt path that would take them to the highway. Once they were on the road they’d follow it to the small town of Carrollton. 
 
None of them made any unnecessary trips there over the past week. It was a place consumed with death. The biker gang responsible for his daughter’s injuries was the same group that laid waste to everyone in the town that they came into contact with.
 
The grass fields that surrounded the town were filled with the people that used to live inside it. The bodies were too burned and charred to be identified by any records, so an unmarked stone was placed for each body. The stones formed a circle around the mass grave Mike and his group had dug.
 
The casualties of the gang’s violence were made personal when they killed Mike’s father, Ulysses, and two other members of his group. Ulysses sacrificed himself to save Mike and Kalen. 
 
When they were digging the graves Ulysses’ body wasn’t placed with the townspeople. Mike dug his father  his own grave along with four others. Two were for the mother and father of three girls that Ulysses had saved from the brutality of the biker’s violence, one was for Tom, and the other was for Jung’s wife.
 
Mike hadn’t visited the grave since he put his father in the ground. He didn’t need to. He saw his father every time he fell asleep. In his nightmares he relieved the pain of watching his dad put a gun to his own head and squeeze the trigger. 
 
Kalen was up front taking point, gun at the ready. Mike noticed that she still hadn’t let her guard down. She always had a firearm within arm’s reach, even when she was at the cabin.
 
Despite all of the pain Kalen went through, a part of Mike was glad she experienced it. She was sharper, more aware of everything she did. 
 
That’s how you had to be now. In a split second, everything could change and your life, or the lives of the people you love, could be over.
 
Nelson hadn’t said much since the events. Out of the whole group, his family suffered the least. Mike figured Nelson felt guilty about it. His wife had been kept safe by Sam, who was her security escort for her vice president’s position at the engineering firm she worked at, and Mike had managed to keep Nelson and his son safe on their travels from Pittsburgh to the cabin.
 
“How are you holding up?” Mike asked.
 
“I should be asking you that,” Nelson said.
 
“Everything seems to be healing all right.”
 
“What about Kalen? How’s she doing?”
 
“As good as she can be.”
 
“Mike, I don’t know if this is a good time to bring it up, but when we get into town you know that Sam’s not the only person that’s going to be there, right?”
 
“I know.”
 
“We all know what Jung did was terrible, and we’re with you on your decision, but if you jus—”
 
“I’m not changing my mind. And I shouldn’t have to remind you that he didn’t just put my family in danger, Nelson, he put yours as well. He let desperation and fear guide his choices, and I don’t want that anywhere near my family. I wouldn’t think you would either.”
 
“What about Fay?”
 
Mike paused. He didn’t agree with Fay staying with Jung. She was a valuable member of their group. He didn’t want to lose her, but he wasn’t going to budge on their disagreement with Jung’s fate.
 
“It’s her decision. She’s still welcome to come with us, but I won’t allow her to bring Jung,” Mike said. “It’s not up for discussion.”
 
Mike continued down the path, catching up to Kalen, who’d stopped to wait for them. Nelson was quiet the rest of the way down.
 
 



 
*** 
 
Sam dropped the wrench to the ground and it clanged against the concrete. The barrage of bullets that flew into the engine damaged the battery and the coolant tank of the Jeep. The tank was easy enough to repair, and luckily the mechanic’s garage in town had some spare batteries.
 
After a few other adjustments with getting new tires and knocking out the cracked, bullet-ridden windshield, the Jeep was as good as it was going to get. The only test now was to see if it’d run.
 
It had been a lot of trial and error over the past week, trying to figure out which parts were working and which weren’t. Sam grabbed the keys, hopped into the driver’s seat, and put the key in the ignition. He waited a few moments before finally turning the engine over.
 
The Jeep cranked to life and Sam leaned back and smiled. He threw the shifter in reverse to take it for a spin. 
 
Sam pulled onto the road and shifted the Jeep into second gear. The clutch was a little touchy, but everything seemed to be working fine. He did a few laps up and down Main Street. 
 
The sound of the engine caused Fay to come out of her motel room. Sam gave her a wave when he saw her and she threw her hands up in the air and started clapping. Sam parked in one of the motel’s spaces and she came out to greet him.
 
“Feel like going for a ride?” Sam asked.
 
“Only if you can take me to a place with a shower.”
 
“I hear Cincinnati is nice this time of year.”
 
Fay’s smile faded. 
 
“You haven’t talked to Mike about it, have you?” Sam said.
 
“He hasn’t been in the talking mood lately.”
 
“Well, he’s on his way down this morning. You’ll get your chance.”
 
“Yeah.”
 
Sam patted the seat and Fay’s smile came back. She hopped up in the passenger’s side and Sam tore off. 
 
The two of them rode through the fields. Sam spun the tires and did a few donuts. Fay screamed and held on tight to the roll bar as the dirt and dust flew up around them. Sam finally brought the Jeep to a stop and the two of them started to laugh.
 
“I think she’ll run just fine,” Sam said.
 
When Sam came back into town from the fields he could see Mike, Nelson, and Kalen walking down Main Street toward the garage. Nelson and Kalen spun around and sprinted toward him when they heard the Jeep’s engine.
 
“You got it running!” Nelson shouted.
 
“You say that like it’s a surprise,” Sam said.
 
“Good work, Sam,” Mike said. “How’s the fuel situation looking?”
 
“We should be okay. The garage had enough fuel left in spare tanks to fill up the bikes and the Jeep.”
 
“We should be able to fit the girls in the Jeep along with Sean and Freddy. The rest of us will have to ride the bikes. Nelson, I suggest you start practicing now.”
 
“Right,” Nelson said.
 
“C’mon, I’ll give you a few pointers,” Sam said.
 
Nelson and Sam headed off to one of the old Harleys at the end of the row. Kalen followed.
 
“Where are you going?” Mike asked.
 
“If I ride there’ll be more room for supplies in the Jeep,” Kalen said.
 
Mike and Fay were left alone. 
 
“How are you healing up?” Fay asked.
 
“I’m good.”
 
Mike answered quickly. His tone came out harsher than he intended it to be. He knew Fay’s heart was in the right place staying with Jung, but that wasn’t going to change what happened.
 
“You should come with us,” Mike said.
 
“What about Jung?”
 
“What about him?”
 
“He’s not doing very well.”
 
“He’s not my responsibility.”
 
“The man I met at the airport wouldn’t have thought that. If he had the ability to save someone, he did.”
 
“I don’t want that anymore.”
 
Mike joined Sam, Nelson, and Kalen by the Harleys, leaving Fay alone.
 
 



 
*** 
 
The shades were barely cracked, letting in a few rays of light. Jung sat on the edge of the bed, staring into the corner. His kids were still asleep.
 
He liked it when they slept. He didn’t have to think about them, or worry about them needing anything. They were so still. A part of him wished they could sleep forever. He didn’t want them to see the world they lived in anymore.
 
Jung reached into his pocket, pulling out his prayer beads. He rolled them between his fingertips, feeling the smooth wood on his skin. He wasn’t sure why he still had them. Whatever God he prayed to stopped listening. 
 
He shoved the beads back into his pocket and paced the room. He was always restless. He hadn’t slept or eaten anything in days; that need had vanished. The only thing he wanted to do now was waste away. He wanted to drift off as his children did every night, but he never wanted to wake up.
 
Those terrifying moments when he did drift off to sleep, he would be holding his wife’s lifeless body in his hands, begging for her to come back. 
 
There was no escaping what happened. It haunted him while he dreamed, and it tortured him while he was awake.
 
Jung bent down slowly, picking up a nearly empty bottle of liquor. That was the one thing he couldn’t get enough of. Whatever he could do to numb himself he indulged in.
 
He did have some pills he managed to steal from the pharmacy, but Fay found them and tossed them down the drain. She’d come by every day to check on him and the kids. 
 
The thought of someone else taking care of his children used to be such a ludicrous idea, but now he was glad someone was there to make sure his children were safe, although he wasn’t sure how much longer that was going to last.
 
He knew that Mike and the rest of the group were planning to head to Cincinnati soon. A week ago he would have been going with them, but not now. 
 
Jung thought back to their first meeting at the airport. He remembered the talks the two of them had about family, and keeping faith. 
 
Mike didn’t have to help him, but he did. Mike opened up his home, his supplies, and his protection to Jung’s family and he repaid Mike by spitting in his face.
 
The need to protect his own family blinded him to everything else. The moment he tied Mike’s family up at gunpoint, along with the rest of the group, leaving them to die at the hands of the bikers, was the point of no return. 
 
There wasn’t a doubt in Jung’s mind that Mike wanted to kill him. He wasn’t sure what was stopping him, but he wished Mike would come and finish the job. Maybe that was his punishment though, a fate worse than death: to live with the guilt and shame of losing his faith.
 
The sound of the Jeep’s engine outside snapped him out of the stupor. He kept the bottle of liquor in his hand as he walked to the window. He pulled back the curtain slightly and peeked down into the motel’s parking lot. He could see Sam, Nelson, and Kalen by the bikes. Fay and Mike were talking by the Jeep.  
 
If the Jeep was working they’d be leaving any day now. He drew the curtain back and set the liquor bottle on the carpet.
 



 
*** 
 
The grave marker rose from the earth like a lump, nestled between two trees. The branches provided good shade. Billy and his family decided to lay Ken to rest here, next to his hunting spot, where he started his day every morning. 
 
Billy had visited the grave every day since his father was buried. He never set out to start his morning hunts here, but each time he began walking into the forest his feet led him there with a mind of their own. 
 
His mother and younger brother still hadn’t forgiven him for what he did. Every time he tried to explain himself he would be greeted with the same disgusted look. He just stopped trying after a few days. 
 
He couldn’t force them to listen to him. Deep down he knew they knew what kind of man his father was. If Billy hadn’t done something to stop him, more people would have been hurt. 
 
The sound of a gunshot would wake him each night. It was never real, but he couldn’t stop the dreams from coming. Each time he closed his eyes, and laid his head to rest, he would see the bullet he fired from his own gun flying through his father’s chest.
 
The dreams never ended with his father dying though. Screams of betrayal and hate flew from the mouths of his mother and brother. Then he would wake up with a cold sweat covering his body, shaking.
 
Billy wasn’t sure how long the nightmares would last. Maybe it was something that would always be there, hanging over his head.
 
The rest of the morning was spent hunting game. He enjoyed being out in the woods now, more than he did before his father died. Whenever he went hunting with his dad it felt malicious, void of anything good.
 
Now, he felt a purpose to it. The skills he learned were put into practice to provide food for his family. He no longer felt the pang of guilt every time he sent a bullet through a bird, squirrel, or deer.
 
After nabbing two turkeys, Billy called it a day. He was on his way back to the farm when he bumped into Joey, who had a string of squirrels and rabbits on his belt. 
 
Joey hadn’t said a word to him since they buried their father. In fact, the two had barely seen each other. Neither of them wanted to discuss what their minds were begging to say.
 
“Nice haul,” Billy said.
 
Joey had his gun over his shoulder. He said nothing. He brushed past Billy and kept walking. 
 
That’s how their relationship was now. Whatever brotherly bonds the two of them had had ended with their father’s last breaths.
 
“Hey, we need to talk,” Billy said.
 
“No, we don’t.”
 
Billy grabbed Joey’s shoulder and spun him around. 
 
“Yes, we do,” Billy said.
 
“What’s there to talk about? You want to tell me what it was like to kill Dad? You want me to forgive you? I’ll never forgive you. I hate you. I HATE YOU!”
 
Joey squirmed free from Billy’s grip and ran. Joey wove in and out of the trees until Billy couldn’t see him anymore.
 
The last bit of hope started to dissipate out of him. His brother wasn’t going to forgive him. That hate would burn in him for a long time. The only thing Billy wasn’t sure of was if he’d still be alive when his brother’s hate finally burned out.
 



 
***
 
The front door was open when Billy made it back to the farm and the house was empty. He walked out back and could see his mother coming from the barn with the pelts from the rabbits and squirrels Joey brought back.
 
Beth’s hands and apron were bloody. She looked older than she did before, rougher. The small hunch she had seemed more prominent. It was as if she was retreating within herself.
 
“Joey still back there?” Billy asked.
 
His mom didn’t answer. She didn’t even look at him. A few minutes later Joey appeared, heading in his direction with the meat from his game, following their mother’s example in silence.
 
Billy spent the next hour cleaning the turkeys. When he walked back into the kitchen his mother was canning the squirrel meat. He dropped the cuts on the counter. Beth picked them up and threw them in the garbage.
 
“Hey!” Billy said.
 
Beth slammed the knife into the counter. The force of the blow caused Billy to pause before reaching for the meat. 
 
“It’s a waste if we don’t eat it,” Billy said.
 
“We don’t eat anything you bring in this house,” Beth said.
 
Billy stood frozen, half bent reaching for the turkey in the trash, half watching the knife gripped tightly in his mother’s hand. Her tone was low. It wasn’t a statement. It was a threat.
 
“Mom, I—”
 
“Don’t.” 
 
There wasn’t anything he could say, or do, to get his family back. The trust was broken.
 
“I’m sorry,” Billy said.
 
Billy left his mother in the kitchen and walked upstairs to his room. He passed his brother’s room and the door was cracked. Quiet sobs escaped through the sliver of an opening and Billy stopped. He leaned in close to listen and peer inside.
 
Joey was on the edge of his bed, his face in his hands. He looked up when Billy entered, his face red.
 
“Get out!” Joey screamed.
 
“Joey.”
 
“Get OUT!”
 
Joey jumped off the bed and shoved Billy out of his room, slamming the door in his face. Billy stood in the hallway, the door inches from his nose. He gently rested his forehead on the cool wood of the door panel and let out a slow breath.
 
Billy went back to his room and collapsed onto his bed. The pain of his family was weighing on him. 
 
Under those layers of hate, he knew there was still a foundation of love. If he could hold onto that he might be able to get his family back. 
 



 
***
 
Anne threw the last of the medical supplies into the bag. She wanted to bring as many of the modern amenities they had with them as possible. As optimistic as she was about Cincinnati having everything they hoped it would, she still wanted to be ready if it didn’t.
 
She lugged the bag up the basement stairs and stacked it on the growing pile of supplies everyone had packed for the journey.
 
“Anything else we need to grab?” Katie asked, walking down the hallway toward the living room.
 
“No, I think we’re all set,” Anne said.
 
“The boys are ready.”
 
“Good.”
 
Katie sat down on one of the chairs in the living room. Anne repositioned some of the gear.
 
“Do you think it’ll be today?” Katie asked.
 
“Well, Sam said he’d be done with the Jeep by today, so I guess we’ll know when Mike gets back.”
 
“What if Cincinnati isn’t what we think it is? What if it’s just as bad as everywhere else? The broadcasts we heard could just be loops of old recordings.”
 
“That’s a lot of trouble to go through for a prank.”
 
“But what if—”
 
“Katie, we’ll be fine.”
 
“You’re right. I’m sorry.”
 
“Why don’t you get breakfast ready for the boys. I’ll go and grab them.”
 
Katie nodded and headed for the kitchen. Anne noticed that she had been hesitant about going to Cincinnati. She figured it was because of what happened in Pittsburgh. The “relief” center Katie was stuck in didn’t hold up to its name. 
 
Anne had her doubts too though, after hearing the stories of what went on in Pittsburgh, and seeing firsthand what happened here. A part of her thought it was too good to be true, but there was another part that desperately wanted to believe. Both were dangerous.
 
Freddy and Sean were playing on the floor when she entered Freddy’s room. She knocked on the door and the two boys looked up, realizing she was watching them.
 
“You boys hungry?” Anne asked.
 
“Yes!” both of them answered at the same time.
 
“Sean, your mom is getting breakfast started. Why don’t you two go and help her?”
 
Freddy and Sean tore out of the room, past her and down the hallway. Anne stayed in the doorway of Freddy’s room, listening to the sounds coming from the kitchen. 
 
It’d been a long week, and it was starting to wear her down. She’d exhausted a lot of energy nursing Mike and Kalen back to health, and it wasn’t just the physical demands but the emotional stressors too.
 
Her husband and daughter had been beaten bloody, within an inch of their lives; it wasn’t an easy thing to see. She made sure Freddy didn’t have to be witness to it. She kept him out of their rooms for the first few days, giving them time to rest.
 
Anne wasn’t worried about Mike, but she was concerned about Kalen. Her daughter had been through a lot, and it changed her. The girl she’d known was gone. The person that worried about boys and school and getting her own car had vanished, hardened by the harsh realities of the world around her.
 
“Mrs. Grant?”
 
“Mary, you scared me,” Anne said, laughing a bit. “What is it, sweetheart?”
 
“I know we’re leaving tomorrow, and everyone’s busy getting ready, but I wanted to take my sisters down to visit our parents’ graves. Give us one last chance to say good-bye.”
 
“Of course. Let me finish up here and we’ll head down together.”
 
“Thank you.”
 
Mary disappeared into Kalen’s room and Anne listened to the boys’ laughter coming from the kitchen. That sound kept her going. Whatever burdens she felt lifted with the voices echoing through the cabin.
 



 
***
 
Erin seemed oblivious to the whole thing. Nancy wouldn’t stop crying, but Mary felt an eerie calm about her. 
 
The two headstones were close together. Kalen helped Mary carve her parents’ names in with a knife. It looked crude, but Mary refused to let the graves go unmarked. 
 
“Nance, go and pick some flowers. Take Erin with you,” Mary said.
 
Nancy wiped her eyes and nose with her forearm and grabbed Erin’s hand. There was a patch of wild flowers a little deeper into the fields and the two girls trotted off together.
 
Mary was left alone with her parents, or at least what was left of them. She couldn’t pick her father’s body out of the other burned victims, so the grave next to her mother’s was empty.
 
Her mother had been alone her last days on this earth. She was beaten and raped with the knowledge that her husband was dead and no information as to whether her daughters were still alive. 
 
Mary thought back to all of the times she bickered with her mom, arguing over petty things like what she wore, or not getting the new phone she wanted. She could remember every hurtful thing she screamed at her.
 
Now the one thing she wanted more than anything she would never get. Her father would never tell her he loved her again. Her mother wouldn’t be there to hold her and stroke her hair when she was having a bad day. All of that was buried now. 
 
“I love you,” Mary said.
 
The words left her reflexively. She tried saying the phrase as she used to say it before she would go to bed at night, when her parents would come and tuck her in. But when she said the words now they sounded different. There wouldn’t be another time in her life where she would be in this position again, to say good-bye. There was a finality underlined in the weight of those words.
 
Erin came back, struggling to push her way through the tall grass with Nancy guiding her to ensure that she made it through okay. She had a bundle of flowers in her arms and held them up for Mary to see.
 
“They’re very pretty, Erin,” Mary said.
 
Erin smiled and placed some of them on their father’s grave, while the rest were left on their mother’s. 
 
Nancy’s eyes were still red, but she wasn’t crying anymore. Mary wrapped her up in her arms and Nancy reciprocated. The two of them watched Erin bounce around the two pieces of stone, running her small, chubby fingers over the names of their parents carved on the rocks. 
 



 
***
 
It took a few tries, but Nelson and Kalen finally managed to ride the length of Main Street back and forth twice on the motorcycles. They pulled into the parking lot and shut the engines off.
 
“How’d it feel?” Mike asked.
 
“I don’t know why I ever thought of asking for a car. You can get me a motorcycle for Christmas this year,” Kalen said.
 
“Pretty soon you’ll have to get your first ink,” Fay said.
 
“Um, no,” Anne replied.
 
“I ate a few bugs, but other than that it was all right,” Nelson added.
 
“It’s good protein,” Sam said.
 
Mary laughed, and Erin giggled. Even Nancy cracked a smile. 
 
“Dad,” Kalen said.
 
Jung was standing in the courtyard of the motel behind them, next to the fountain, half looking at them and half looking at the ground. 
 
The whole group tensed up. Almost every person Jung tied up and left for dead was standing in front of him. None of them had seen him since that day, and none of them wanted to. Mike started to walk toward him, but Anne grabbed his arm, stopping him.
 
“I won’t kill him,” Mike said.
 
Jung didn’t make eye contact with Mike until he was right in front of him, and even then it was minimal. 
 
“What do you want?” Mike asked.
 
Jung fidgeted nervously. His hands kept wandering over his body, unsure of what to do. His eyes stayed aimed at the ground.
 
“Mike, I… I…”
 
Jung’s voice was trembling. The words came out jumbled and quiet. Jung was swaying back and forth. Mike could smell the booze on him. 
 
“I’m sorry, Mike,” Jung said. 
 
“You remember what you told me on the road from the airport to the cabin?” Mike asked.
 
“I was only trying to keep my family safe.”
 
“And what about my family? What about Nelson’s family? Did you keep them safe? Did you think about that when you pointed a gun at my wife and children?”
 
Mike’s forehead was almost touching Jung’s, whose head was still bowed in submission. Mike wanted to break him. He wanted to reach for the pistol at his side and put that man out of his misery for good. It wouldn’t be a loss. If anything the world would have one less nuisance. 
 
The group behind Mike crept closer, trying to hear what was being said, and who was speaking. Finally they were right behind him. The only one of them that separated from the group was Fay. 
 
“Whatever you think you’re entitled to, whatever rights you think you have, they don’t exist anymore. Not for you,” Mike said.
 
“It doesn’t have to be this way,” Fay said.
 
“Yes, it does.”
 
Mike was done. He wasn’t going to waste any more time on the subject. He turned to go and the rest of the group followed. One by one they all turned their backs on Jung, just as he did to them, but Kalen stayed behind. When Mike looked back she was visibly shaking. He could see her hands tighten around the rifle.
 
“Kalen,” Mike said.
 
“You’re not a man,” Kalen said, her eyes locked on Jung. “You think you can just try and hurt our family and then we forgive you? Is that what you pray to your God about? Forgiveness?”
 
“Kalen, c’mon,” Mike said.
 
“You don’t get forgiveness. You’ll never get it,” Kalen said.
 
When Kalen walked away Jung broke down. The dam of tears he held back gave way. Whatever resolve he had left was gone. He collapsed in a heaped mess and only Fay was left to help him up.
 
Mike didn’t want her to stay. Fay wasn’t just a valuable member of their group, she had become a member of his family. She made her choice though and Mike wasn’t going to be able to change her mind. Each of them had to live with the repercussions of their actions. 



Six Months after the EMP Blast
 
Agent Ben Sullivan flipped through the file in his hands. The evidence, the confession, it was all there, wrapped up in a bow. 
 
“It doesn’t fit,” Ben said.
 
His partner, Mitch Hamon, leaned back in his chair, his large hands resting on his equally large stomach. Mitch had just been paired with Ben for the investigation, but the old man wasn’t much help.
 
“You’re overthinking it, Sullivan,” Mitch said. “People went nuts when the lights went out, and this guy was at the center of everything. It’s all there.”
 
“So this guy organizes an EMP missile launch, a coup against the government, and then decides to blow everything up? It doesn’t make sense.”
 
“Like I said, people went nuts.”
 
“He had enough supplies and manpower to pretty much do whatever he wanted. You really think he’d just give it all up like that?”
 
“People. Went. Nuts.”
 
Ben brushed Mitch off. Of all the things they heard about from across the country during the blackout, this one took the cake. 
 
“Agent Sullivan?”
 
Ben looked up from the file. One of the office assistants had opened the door to their office.
 
“Yes?” Ben asked.
 
“I have a man out here asking to speak with you.”
 
“Tell him I’m busy.”
 
“He says he has information about the Cincinnati case.”
 
Ben shot a glance at Mitch.
 
“People went nuts, huh?” Ben asked.
 
The agency was packed. There were people from all around the country. Allegations and reports of what people did to each other ranged from murder to theft. The dust was still clearing, but the majority of the country was back on its feet.
 
Power started to come back on in most major cities two months ago. Once that happened and communication channels opened back up people started to calm down.
 
Ben was selected to head the task force to ensure that all claims of serious illegal activity during the time of the blackout were heard.
 
It wasn’t a job anyone wanted. It was a slew of hearsay and “he said, she said.” People just kept passing the blame and pointing fingers elsewhere for misdirection. 
 
Ben hadn’t run across a single solid case until this guy walked in and turned himself in voluntarily. He said he was responsible for everything. The planning of the EMP missile launch, the organized coup in Cincinnati, murder, treason—all were admitted by him in a written statement.
 
The guy even had knowledge about the detailed inner workings of how it went on. He gave them names, locations, anything and everything that would tie him to the crime. The only thing that didn’t match up was the guy’s profile before the lights went out.
 
Ben requested his information a few days ago and it finally arrived today. The guy had no priors, no criminal history of any kind. The two pieces of the guy’s life were total contradictions.
 
The assistant brought Ben and Mitch into a private room, set aside for one-on-ones that required a quiet place to talk, away from the chaos of the main floor. 
 
Inside was an older man dressed in an old tweed jacket and a bow tie. The assistant left and Ben extended his hand, which the old man took hesitantly.
 
“I’m Agent Sullivan. This is my partner, Agent Hamon. You told one of our assistants that you had information on a suspect we’re holding?” 
 
“Yes, I believe I can help.”
 
“Well, what can you tell us?”
 
The old man’s fingers fumbled nervously over each other. His eyes roamed the floor, as if there were words written down there that could help him speak. He paced the office for a moment, not saying anything.
 
“Listen, pal,” Mitch said. “If you’ve got something that can help us, let’s get on with it. We have other things we need to get done.”
 
“I’m sure you think you have an open-and-shut case.”
 
“Yeah, the guy confessed to everything,” Mitch said.
 
“What do you know?” Ben asked.
 
“I know that whatever facts you heard were based on half-truths.”
 
“Do you know the man in custody?” Ben asked.
 
“Yes.”
 
“What do you know that he’s not telling us?”
 
“Everything.”
 
Ben rubbed his eyes. The long nights and cryptic messages of what was true and what was false were starting to weigh on him.
 
“Then why don’t you tell us, Dr. Wyatt, exactly what you know,” Ben said.
 
Dr. Wyatt took a seat in the corner of the room, where the lights were low and his face was cast in shadows. 
 
“I want to see him first,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 



 
***
 
Ben and Mitch went back to their office, leaving Dr. Wyatt alone in the waiting room. 
 
“The guy’s lying,” Mitch said.
 
Ben pulled open a drawer of one of the filing cabinets. He flipped through the files, searching for a document he remembered seeing a while back.
 
“Ben, you can’t let that guy see our suspect,” Mitch said.
 
“Where’s the file on the utilities hearing?” Ben asked.
 
“What?”

“We had the minutes to a utilities hearing in Congress that happened over a year ago. We received the file from a senator when we first started getting things up and running. I know we have it somewhere.”
 
Ben went through every drawer and file, but couldn’t find it. He slammed the last drawer shut and fell back into his chair.
 
Mitch walked over to his desk and opened the bottom drawer. He pulled out a stack of papers and dropped it in front of Ben. Ben flipped through the pages, making sure they were from the meeting he was looking for.
 
“I still don’t think we should let him see him,” Mitch said.
 
Ben ran his finger along the text on the pieces of paper. He started reading aloud.
 
“Dr. Wyatt suggested that the United States was susceptible to an open attack on its power and water facilities.”
 
“You think the doctor was in on it?” Mitch asked.
 
“No photos of our guy are going to be sent out to the public until tomorrow. The only people that know we’re holding him are here in this building. Let’s show the doctor a lineup. See if he can point our guy out. That’ll at least tell us if he has a connection with him.”
 
***
Dr. Wyatt sat on the other side of the one-way glass waiting for the suspects to walk in. Ben told him to identify the man he believed they had in custody. 
 
A group of ten individuals walked in, all similar in height, ethnicity, and appearance, each with a number in front of them. Dr. Wyatt took a few moments examining the group before speaking. 
 
“Number eight,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
Ben shot Mitch a look and then sent everyone except the man Wyatt identified out the door.
 
“You sure?” Ben asked.
 
“Yes, it took me a minute because of the facial hair, but that’s him.”
 
“Okay, then. You know him. Now you’re going to tell us about him.”
 
“I was a part of the original planning of the attack. I’m sure you’ve read the articles that were written in regards to my meeting with the Senate committee before the blast happened. I was approached by a man afterwards who was looking for a partner.”
 
“This partner was the man that planned the attacks? And was responsible for what happened in Cincinnati?” Ben asked.
 
“Yes, he was the man who tried to purge the country of everyone who wasn’t prepared. That’s what he wanted, for people to hurt,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
Mitch threw his arms up in the air.
 
“I told you, Sullivan. Put a bow on it. This is done. We’ve got his partner in custody,” Mitch said.
 
“No, I’m afraid it’s not,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
Mitch’s arms fell to his side, deflated.
 
“What do you mean?” Ben asked.
 
“The man I identified just now had nothing to do with the EMP attack, or the coup to overthrow the government,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
“Then why would he confess? Why would he turn himself in and say he did all of these things that he had nothing to do with?” Ben asked.
 
“Penance I suppose.”
 
“So why are you here?”
 
“To help him, as he helped me.”
 
“Do you have any proof? Anything that can back up what you’re telling me? Because you’re going to have to give us something to overturn the written confession we have.”
 
“No, I’m afraid I don’t, but if you could just let me speak to him, have a few minutes alone—”
 
“Oh, no,” Mitch said. “There’s no way in hell you’re seeing our guy alone.”
 
The blinds to the waiting room were closed, blocking them from the rest of the office. Ben could still hear the bustle of people outside, their voices talking about the weekend, what they were going to do that night. 
 
All of it was still pretty surreal to him. He couldn’t imagine what some of the people in this very office did to stay alive during the outage. The worst of human nature seemed to turn on when the power went off. 
 
Whatever really happened between people during the blackout was between them. He knew that most cases would get thrown out, because there just wasn’t enough evidence.
 
Ben had to pull something tangible out of this mayhem. He needed to prove to himself and the rest of the country that what people did wasn’t okay. He wanted to show that the line of right and wrong was a very clear one, and those that tried to cross it would be brought to justice.
 
“There might be one piece of evidence that I could give you, but I’m not sure if it still exists,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
“What is it?” Ben asked.
 
“I kept a journal, detailing the plans of the attack and the rebuilding process we wanted to go through.”
 
“Who has it?”
 
Dr. Wyatt looked back through the one-way glass at the suspect, standing alone in the room. 
 
“Mike Grant,” Dr. Wyatt said.



Day 21 (Cincinnati)
 
The vibrations from the bike made Mike think his still-healing ribs would crack back in half. 
 
After they passed through Carrollton he found himself struggling not to turn around. Fay wasn’t outside when they drove through. He even made a point to slow down, scanning every piece of sidewalk up and down the street, but she was nowhere to be seen. 
 
A shot of guilt ran through him, but it was only for a moment. Once it passed it felt as though it had never happened at all.
 
Mike led the caravan of vintage Harleys and the Jeep. Sam, Nelson, and Kalen were on their own motorcycles, while Anne, Katie, Sam, Sean, Mary, Nancy, and Erin were packed in the Jeep along with whatever supplies and weapons they could fit with them.
 
Mike’s hands felt as if they had pieces of steel wedged into them, and each time he tried bending them the steel would crack. He had to pull over a few times, turning the four-hour drive into six hours. 
 
Most of the time when he pulled over he would say it was for bathroom breaks, but Anne knew what was happening. She gave him some pain reliever between stops. Everyone else just figured it was for his injuries. No one knew about his hands except Anne.
 
The abandoned cars became more frequent the closer they moved to the city. When Mike saw the massive green signs telling them Cincinnati was ten miles out, Mike pulled everyone over.
 
He took a few seconds on the bike, focusing on stopping his hands from trembling before he approached the group. 
 
Nelson walked with a slight waddle after getting off the bike. Katie laughed at him.
 
“Hey, I’ve been on that thing for almost six hours. Cut me some slack,” Nelson said.
 
“How is everyone on fuel?” Mike asked.
 
“Jeep’s looking okay. We have about a quarter tank,” Anne said.
 
“I’m running low,” Sam said.
 
“Me too,” Kalen replied.
 
“Same,” Nelson answered.
 
“I don’t have much left either,” Mike said. “We should still have enough to make it into the city, but if things go bad I want Kalen to jump in the Jeep with Sam, and you guys head as fast and far as you can in the opposite direction. Nelson and I will hang back, try and buy you all some time.”
 
“Whoa, what?” Katie asked.
 
“As much as we all want to believe this is the real deal I want us to have an escape plan if things go south,” Mike answered.
 
“But the radio signals. They kept coming in. This place wouldn’t keep sending them if it wasn’t safe, right?” Nelson asked.
 
“Hopefully, but we won’t be the only ones that came across the signal, and we won’t be the only ones who have wandered into Cincinnati,” Mike said. “Everyone keep your eyes open.”
 
Mike climbed back onto the Harley. The seat was a hard composite and the metal grips didn’t offer much comfort for his hands. In another time he would have loved to have a bike like this. He remembered when he was younger watching “Easy Rider” how much he wanted to ride across the country, going on adventures. Now, all he wanted to do was dump the bike he was riding in a scrap heap and watch it burn.
 
The group turned off onto the first exit they saw for Cincinnati and made their way into the city’s streets. 
 
Most of it was what Mike had expected. Storefront windows were smashed. Trash was everywhere. The road was so cluttered with cars Anne had to take the Jeep onto the sidewalk for a bit.
 
There was something off about the way the cars were left in the street. They were abandoned after the EMP blast, which he was sure of, but the cars seemed too organized. It was as though they were roadblocks. 
 
Mike glanced down a few side streets on their way and could see that every road heading toward the center of the city had similar clusters of cars, but the crossroads were completely clear.
 
There also weren’t any signs of people. They’d been riding for almost ten minutes and Mike hadn’t seen a single soul. The deeper they went into the city the less disheveled it appeared to be. 
 
Then Sam caught Mike’s attention, pulling up right next to him and gesturing up to some of the windows in buildings above them.
 
It took Mike a minute to see them because they were fairly well hidden, but he noticed the slight movement in the windows. 
 
Men with rifles were stationed in different buildings on the fifth floor, keeping a bead on them.
 
The road finally cleared out and just before Mike could accelerate four armored trucks converged around them, blocking any escape. 
 
Soldiers got out of the vehicles with their guns pointed at Mike and the rest of his group. They moved in close. Mike put his hands in the air. The rest of the group followed suit.
 
One by one, the soldiers removed everyone’s weapons. They were forced to get out of the Jeep and line up on the sidewalk, keeping their hands behind their heads.
 
One of the soldiers pulled Mike aside and patted him down.
 
“How’d you find us?” the soldier asked.
 
“We heard your message over the radio,” Mike said.
 
The soldiers piled the guns and supplies they found in the Jeep into one of their trucks.
 
“I’ll want those back,” Mike said.
 
“Where’d you get the vehicles?” the soldier asked.
 
Mike didn’t answer. He wasn’t going to play twenty questions with someone who just had a gun to his head. 
 
“What is this place?” Mike asked.
 
The soldier flashed a smile. 
 
“Shelter from the storm,” he said. “We’ll collect your vehicles and any rations you have. All of your personal effects will be returned to you after the interview process.”
 
“Interview?” Mike asked.
 
“Just to make sure you’re… safe,” the soldier said.

One of the armored trucks stayed with Mike’s group, and they were escorted deeper into the city. The longer they walked, the further Mike’s jaw dropped.
 
People were driving around in cars. Every person Mike saw walking on the streets looked clean and healthy and had the attitude of someone heading to work.
 
They finally stopped at a bank high-rise that was guarded by two soldiers. When the doors to the building opened the first thing Mike felt was the cool rush of air hitting his face as he walked through the entrance. 
 
“Oh my God,” Kalen said.
 
All of the kids rushed to the large industrial fan sitting in the lobby, pushing each other out of the way, letting the air blow past their faces.
 
Mike stared up at the ceiling bulbs illuminating the depths of the offices and down the winding hallways.
 
“The power’s on for the entire building?” Mike asked.
 
“We have everything functional in this building on the first floor except the A/C. We only have the capacity to run that at the hospital and living quarters. That’s why we have the industrial fans here,” the soldier answered.
 
“The hospital is up and running? With doctors?” Nelson asked.
 
“Yes.”
 
Mike knew what everyone was thinking, because that’s where his mind went despite trying to block it out. The doctors here could have saved Jung’s wife.
 
“The interviews will happen on a one-on-one basis. Every person will be evaluated and their value will be determined based on the interviewer’s assessment,” the soldier said.
 
“Their value?” Nelson asked.
 
“We have everyone keeping this place running based on their previous occupation. If you want to stay, you have to work. We don’t have the luxury to keep loafers,” the soldier explained.
 
“And what happens to those people that aren’t useful?” Katie asked.
 
“They don’t stay.”
 
“What about kids?” Anne asked.
 
“Their value is based on their potential. If the interviewer determines that they could be of use once they turn sixteen, then they stay.”
 
Mike watched Freddy smiling in front of the fan. His hair was blown back, and then he moved out of the way to make room for Sean and Kalen. Freddy just wouldn’t stop giggling. 
 
The soldier led them down the hall of the first floor and sent them into separate rooms, with the exception of the kids, whom Anne insisted on having one of the adults stay with.
 
The soldier brought Mike into a small office where a young man, barely into his twenties, sat behind a desk with a few sheets of paper. He gestured to the seat across from him.
 
“Please,” the young man said.
 
Mike pulled the chair out and sat down, keeping his hands in his lap under the cover of the desk.
 
“My name is Paul,” he said, extending his hand.
 
“Mike,” he answered, not accepting the handshake.
 
Paul withdrew his hand, a sad smile spreading across his face. He leaned forward on the desk, attempting to draw Mike in.
 
“I can imagine it’s been difficult out there. No power, no food, no water. But you don’t have to be afraid anymore. The power is coming back on. We already have most of the city on our side. It’s just a matter of time before we take all of it back,” Paul said.
 
“On your side?” Mike asked. “What does that mean?”
 
“I’m just going to ask you a few questions and we’ll see how it goes, okay? So, where are you from?”
 
“Pittsburgh.”
 
“Go Steelers!”
 
Paul’s attempted enthusiasm didn’t change Mike’s expression. Paul brought his fist down from the air and rested his hand back on the table, returning to his list of questions.
 
“What’s your birth date?”
 
“January 12, 1971.”
 
“Married?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“How long?”
 
“Twenty-five years.”
 
“Has your spouse survived the blackout?”
 
Mike paused before answering.
 
“Yes.”
 
Each time Mike responded Paul would jot down notes and mark little checks along the sheets in his hands. Mike tried getting a look at what Paul was writing, but the print was too small for him to see.
 
“What was your occupation before the blackout?” Paul asked.
 
“Welder.”
 
“And how long were you in that occupation?”
 
“Twenty-five years.”
 
“You chose the girl, huh?
 
“What?”
 
“You said you’ve been married for twenty-five years, and you’ve been a welder for the same amount of time. Based on your birthday it sounds like you met your wife either in college or right after and then decided to stick around. You’re from Pittsburgh, so you grabbed the first good-paying, steady job you could find to support you and your new wife.”
 
“How many of these questions do I have to answer?”
 
Paul glanced down at his sheets of paper. He flipped through them, mouthing the numbers to himself.
 
“Looks like we have quite a bit more to get through,” Paul said.
 
“What is this for?”
 
Paul set the pencil and clipboard on the desk. The pleasantry act dropped, and Mike saw the focus in Paul’s eyes drilling into him.
 
“Do you know what this place is, Mike?” Paul asked.
 
“No.”
 
“This is a chance for us to start over. A place for this country to rebuild, make us great again. You’ve seen what it’s like out there. People are losing their minds. They’re starving, dying, and killing each other over cans of food. We can bring them back from that.”
 
Paul picked the clipboard and pencil back up. He flipped back to the page where he left off and the smile returned to his face. 
 
“So, what have you been doing since the blackout?” Paul asked.
 



 
 
***
The questions took over an hour. After they were done, Mike was shoved out the back door of the building and left in a fenced-in lot by himself. 
 
One by one, the rest of his group joined him. Kalen was the next person out, followed by Nelson, Sam, Anne, Freddy, Claire, Jung Jr., Mary, Erin, Nancy, and Katie.
 
“That was different,” Nelson said.
 
Freddy ran up to Mike and wrapped his arms around his legs. Mike patted the top of his head.
 
“You okay, bud?” Mike asked.
 
“I didn’t like it,” Freddy answered.
 
“What happened in there?” Anne asked.
 
“They kept asking questions about you guys. Where we lived, my birthday, what I liked to do for fun.”
 
“That doesn’t sound too bad,” Nelson said.
 
The rear door opened and a man they hadn’t seen before dressed in army fatigues entered. Judging by the way the men behind him were following, Mike guessed that he was someone important.
 
“Who’s in charge?” he asked.
 
Everyone’s eyes turned to Mike.
 
“You’re with me. The rest of you will stay here.”
 
The soldier’s men grabbed Mike and pulled him back into the building.
 
Mike was dragged through the winding hallways, deeper into the building. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to remember his way out. The journey finally ended outside a small office door.
 
One of the soldiers entered while the rest stayed with Mike in the hallway. Whoever was inside, Mike figured was important. The soldier stepped out and kept the door open.
 
“The colonel will see you now.”
 
“Colonel?” Mike asked.
 
The office was completely empty with the exception of a desk, one filing cabinet, and a folded American flag in a case that sat on top of it. The colonel, clean cut and shaven, sat behind the desk. Mike could see the finely-pressed creases of the uniform.
 
“Have a seat,” the colonel said, without looking up from his work on the desk. “I’ll be with you in a moment. You’re dismissed, Blake.”
 
“Yes, sir!” 
 
Blake saluted, turned on his heel, and closed the door when he left. There was only one other chair in the room. Mike sat down and noticed the name “Col. Cadogan” embroidered on the front of his uniform. The colonel was scanning pages of a file.
 
“Those our answers?” Mike asked.
 
“Just yours.”
 
Cadogan waited a few more minutes before finally snapping the file shut and stacking the papers neatly on the corner of the desk.
 
“You’ve been through it, Mr. Grant,” Cadogan finally said.
 
“What do you want?”
 
“You know what all those questions told us?”
 
“What?”
 
“That you’re dangerous.”
 
Mike felt his body tense up. He caught himself reaching for the gun at his hip that he knew wasn’t there. 
 
“Dangerous to who?” Mike asked.
 
“To whoever you don’t like, Mr. Grant.”
 
“No, I’m only dangerous to anyone that threatens my family, Colonel.”
 
“I can see that,” Cadogan said. “During your questioning you said you heard our radio broadcasts, and that’s how you knew where to find us.”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Other members of your group mentioned a similar statement. Tell me, how did the radio survive the EMP blast?”
 
“A Faraday cage.”
 
“And you came here on four motorcycles, and a Jeep, correct?”
 
“That’s right.”
 
“Resourceful. Luckily for you there are two things I admire in a man: honesty and ingenuity. You have both.”
 
Cadogan rose from his chair and grabbed the case with the American flag folded tightly inside its triangular box. The colonel carried it gently.
 
“I received this flag when my youngest was brought back in a box from Iraq,” Cadogan said.
 
“I’m sorry.”
 
“I’m not. It was one of the proudest moments of my life. I wasn’t going to get my son back, but I knew what he died for, and the way he died was honorable.”
 
Cadogan set the flag down gingerly on his desk. His hands lingered on it for a moment before finally letting it be. 
 
“People don’t have that anymore, Mr. Grant,” Cadogan said. “I’m hoping we can bring that back.”
 
“And you think it can happen here?”
 
“Yes.”
 
Mike shifted in his seat. He could still feel the pain in his ribs, the broken bones trying to mend, the punctured lung trying to heal. This place was uncomfortable to him, but then again everything seemed uncomfortable these days. 
 
“So what does that mean for my family?” Mike asked.
 
Cadogan gave a smile. He walked back behind his desk to the filing cabinet. 
 
“You’ll each have your own quarters, and will be assigned to a specific job that you will report to each day,” Cadogan said.
 
“What are these jobs going to have us doing?”
 
“Each assignment for the members of your group is based on the evaluation of our interviewers and the answers to the questions that were asked of you. Sergeant Blake?”
 
The door to Cadogan’s office opened and Blake stepped back inside. 
 
“Yes, sir?”
 
“Escort Mr. Grant back to his group and have them all report to their quarters for the evening. They’ll begin their training in the morning.”
 
Cadogan handed Blake the orders. When Mike turned to leave Cadogan called out to him.
 
“Mr. Grant,” Cadogan said. “Don’t make me regret keeping you here.”
 
 
 



 
 
***
 
When Mike made it back to his group, everyone had questions, but there wasn’t much time for him to answer. The soldiers led them out of the fenced lot and back around to the front of the building.
 
They were brought to a hotel high-rise a few blocks from where they were interrogated. On the way there Mike noticed that not all of the buildings had guards, only the ones that looked occupied. 
 
The guard at the hotel’s entrance reviewed the papers, nodded, and then opened the doors for them.
 
The collective sigh of everyone that entered the building was followed by laughter and giggles from the kids.
 
“Air conditioning!” Freddy yelled.
 
 “Here are your room keys and numbers,” Blake said.
 
Kalen snatched the card out of Blake’s hand and made a beeline toward the stairs.
 
“I call first shower!” Kalen said.
 
Kalen ended up stopping herself before she got to the door and looked over at the elevator. She glanced back at Blake who nodded.
 
“Those work, too,” he said.
 
Freddy and Sean ran after her as the elevator doors opened, and the three of them disappeared behind closed doors with smiles still on their faces. 
 
“Well, hopefully she’ll leave enough hot water for the rest of us,” Anne said.
 
“I wouldn’t count on it,” Mike replied.
 
“We’ll be back here at zero six hundred to begin training. Meet me in the lobby,” Blake said.
 
The hallways of the apartment complex were mostly empty. There was only one other individual Mike saw when walking to their room, and it was a guard.
 
Mike slid the key card in the door and pushed it open. It was a simple single bed hotel room. He walked over to the window and looked outside. He could see a fire escape on the side of the building, but the stairs below the fourth floor were destroyed.
 
There was a light switch on the wall next to the entrance. Mike sat there for a moment, looking at it. He reached his hand out slowly and flipped the switch on. The lights from the lamps instantly brightened the room. Anne started laughing. 
 
“Weren’t sure if they’d work?” Anne asked.
 
“I’m still not sure if I believe it.”
 
Anne grabbed his hand and started pulling him toward the bathroom.
 
“C’mon. Let’s test the shower,” she said.
 



 
***
 
It took a second for Mike to realize the buzzing was the alarm. That first moment when he turned it off he thought he was back in Pittsburgh. Then reality set in as he rested his feet on the carpet of the hotel floor. He wasn’t in Pittsburgh. He was in Cincinnati, and the stiffness in his hands brought back the wall he’d been keeping up for the last three weeks.
 
He gave Anne a kiss before waking her and she climbed out of bed and opened the curtains. The sun had yet to join them.
 
Mike walked down the hall to Freddy and Kalen’s room. He was given a key to their room, so he cracked the door open, checking to see if they were awake.
 
Kalen was up, already dressed, lacing her shoes. 
 
“Hey, Dad,” Kalen said.
 
“How’d you sleep?”
 
“Not as well as him.”
 
She gave a half smile and nodded back to Freddy.
 
“Good luck getting him out of bed today,” Kalen said.
 
“Thanks.”
 
“I’ll see you downstairs.”
 
It took Mike twenty minutes just to get Freddy to sit upright, and another twenty minutes to finally remove him from the bed. By the time he made it downstairs he was ten minutes late. There wasn’t anyone else left except Blake, tapping his boot.
 
“I’m sorry. My son, he—”
 
“Save it,” Blake said.
 
He pulled the two of them outside and they headed deeper into the city. They stopped at a smaller building with a playground on the side.
 
“The boy will stay here. You can pick him up after your training is over,” Blake said.
 
“What is this?” Mike asked. 
 
Freddy hid behind Mike’s legs. 
 
“This is our school,” Blake said.
 
“I want to go inside before I leave my son anywhere.”
 
“We’re already late.”
 
“Then it won’t make much of a difference if I take a few more minutes.”
 
Mike grabbed Freddy’s hand and the two of them headed inside. It was a simple one-story building, a little older, but kept in good condition. 
 
The “School of Young Minds” sign out front suggested it was some kind of gifted school before the blackout. Judging by the brick walls, and intricate garden beds, Mike imagined it wouldn’t have been something he could have afforded to send his son to.
 
Inside were the typical school hallways. Lockers and classroom doors were shut. Mike walked past a few of them, checking inside the windows. 
 
Each room Mike passed was filled with kids. It looked as though the rooms were broken up by age groups. The farther Mike walked down the hallway, the younger the kids looked. 
 
Finally, Mike saw Sean. The teacher inside noticed Mike and greeted him at the door.
 
“You must be new,” she said.
 
“Yeah. This is my son Freddy,” Mike said.
 
“Nice to meet you, Freddy. I’m Ms. Franklin.”
 
Freddy took her hand timidly, and then jumped behind Mike. He tugged on his dad’s pants and Mike bent down so Freddy could whisper in his ear.
 
“Do I have to stay here?” Freddy asked.
 
“Afraid so, bud.”
 
Mike kissed Freddy’s forehead and watched his son walk into the classroom, grabbing a seat next to Sean. 
 
“He’ll be fine,” Ms. Franklin said.
 
“What time do they get out?”
 
“Today’s your first day?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“You’ll be able to pick him up before the day’s over. Good luck.”
 
“Thanks.”
 
When Mike walked back outside he and Blake two-timed it through the streets until they made it to a city park. He could hear the gunshots beyond the trees.
 
“Where are we going?” Mike asked.
 
“To train.”
 
When they made it through the walkway and past the trees the park opened up into a massive field. Targets were set up with men and women practicing their marksmanship. Demonstrations of field-cleaning a rifle, hand-to-hand combat, and how to handle heavy artillery were set up along the edges of the field.
 
“Welcome to boot camp,” Blake said.
 
“I don’t understand.”
 
“You were selected for security duty based on your evaluation with your interviewer. A couple other people from your group made this list too.”
 
“Who else?”
 
“Sam and Kalen.”
 
Mike’s heart dropped. He brought his family here so they could be safe, not to put them in the line of fire.
 
“My daughter does something else,” Mike said.
 
“No can do. All assignments are final. Here, your first stop is the range to assess your accuracy.”
 
Mike was handed an AR-15 with a full clip of ammo. Blake kept a close watch on him the entire time. The targets were spread out in ten-yard intervals. The closest was ten yards and the farthest was one hundred.
 
“You get three shots per target,” Blake instructed.
 
Mike brought the scope up to his eyes. The round bull’s-eye target fell between the crosshairs. He flipped the lever from spray to single shot. 
 
He moved through each target fairly quickly. When he made it to the one-hundred-yard marker he had a little trouble, but managed to hit one bull’s-eye, and got the other two close to the center.
 
“What’s next?” Mike asked.
 
Blake made a few marks on his clipboard and nodded over to the hand-to-hand combat area.
 
The trainer was a tall, lean man with sweatpants and a shirt on. He was demonstrating a few disarming techniques during a knife fight.
 
After watching the instructor walk through the motions a few more times they broke off into pairs. Mike’s eyes kept finding Kalen, practicing with another woman. His lack of focus was causing his opponent to kill him every time.
 
“You two. Stop,” the instructor said.
 
It took Mike a moment to realize who the instructor was talking to, until the instructor started walking over. 
 
“You need to be more decisive. Any hesitation and your opponent kills you,” he said, grabbing the knife from Mike’s sparring partner.
 
The instructor poised himself for attack, and before Mike could do anything he was on his back with the instructor’s blade to his throat.
 
“You’re slow, old man,” the instructor said.
 
Mike brought his knee up to the instructor’s stomach and rolled him over, struggling to get the knife from him. 
 
Before Mike could grab the blade the instructor answered with a right cross against Mike’s jaw, almost knocking him out. 
 
“You’ve still got spirit though,” the instructor said, extending his hand and helping Mike up.
 
Kalen rushed over to help steady him, but Mike waved her off. 

“I’m fine,” Mike said.
 
“Dad, you’re not fine. You need to rest.”
 
“I said I’m fine.”
 
He didn’t mean for his tone to come out as harsh as it did, but he didn’t want to appear weak. Not here. 
 
“All right, everyone. Back to your partners,” the instructor ordered.
 
The rest of the day seemed to go smoothly enough. There weren’t any more combat or shooting exercises. Everything was about strategy and ensuring the unit of men and women you were with understood each other’s roles.
 
They were dismissed shortly after lunch and Mike, Sam, and Kalen all walked back together. It was the first time they’d really been able to talk since this morning.
 
“Where’d your mom go?” Mike asked.
 
“Hospital,” Kalen said.
 
“What about everyone else?” Mike asked.
 
“Katie’s doing administrative work at some office, Nelson’s with maintenance, and Mary’s at the hospital. The rest were under sixteen, so they’re at the school,” Sam replied.
 
“Let’s grab Freddy on our way back,” Mike said.
 
When they arrived at the school the timid boy who didn’t want to be left this morning was replaced by a disheartened boy who didn’t want to leave.
 
“Can’t we stay a little bit longer? Ms. Franklin is so cool!” Freddy shouted.
 
“Yeah, Mr. Grant. When my dad comes to get us he can make sure he picks Freddy up too,” Sean added.
 
“All right. You two be careful,” Mike said.
 
“Yes! Thanks, Dad!” Freddy yelled, running back onto the playground with Sean.
 
“He seems to be adjusting well,” Kalen said.
 
“Yeah,” Mike replied.
 
“If they have any beginner combat lessons here you might be able to find someone more your speed,” Kalen said.
 
Kalen laughed and Mike chased after her playfully. It was nice seeing his daughter smiling again. He hadn’t heard her laugh in weeks. He almost forgot what it sounded like. 
 
The three of them headed back to the hotel for a quick shower and ran into Katie on the way over.
 
“How was the office?” Sam asked.
 
“A lot different than the way I would run things,” Katie answered.
 
“Have you seen Anne?” Mike asked.
 
“No, not since this morning,” Katie replied.
 
“Did Mary and her sisters get set up in a room?” Kalen asked.
 
“Yeah, they’re on our floor. Don’t worry. We’ll keep an eye on them,” Katie said.
 
The guards were still stationed at the hotel entrance when they arrived. Mike hoped that after Kalen was done with training she would get something simple like what these soldiers were doing. Overall, aside from the sessions today, he hadn’t really seen the guards around the city do a whole lot. 
 
He kept wondering, why all the training? Why have such a military presence? Mike understood wanting to protect what they were trying to rebuild, but he couldn’t figure out who they were protecting it from. 
 
Anne was coming out of the bathroom when Mike entered. She gave him a kiss as she walked over to the dresser where her clothes were.
 
“I’m pretty sure I still smell like hospital food,” Anne said.
 
“Is that what they have you doing?”
 
“It’s not glamorous, but everyone was nice. How was your day?”
 
Mike rubbed his jaw. It was still sore.
 
“A little rough,” Mike said.
 
He sat on the edge of the bed as Anne dressed. They still had only the clothes they brought with them. He wasn’t sure if they were going to get any others while they were here, but that was the least of his worries.
 
“They put Kalen with the soldiers,” Mike said.
 
“What?”
 
Anne dropped on the bed next to Mike. She gripped his arm.
 
“Why?” Anne asked.
 
“It was based on the interviewer’s evaluation.”
 
“They can’t do that.”
 
“We don’t have a choice right now.”
 
“No!”
 
It was the involuntary scream that shocked Mike. His wife was visibly upset. He hadn’t seen her like this in a long time. 
 
“I’ll make sure she’s okay,” Mike said.
 
“She’s not okay, Mike. She’s different. The things she’s been through, they’ve… changed her. Putting her in this ‘militia’ isn’t going to help.”
 
“Have you seen what the guards do here? They stand in front of buildings, and patrol the streets. There isn’t any fighting here. Her being in the guard is probably the safest she’ll be.”
 
“We’ve only been here for a day. We don’t know what they’ll do. We don’t know anything about these people.”
 
“Isn’t this what we were searching for? A safe place for our family? The cabin was always supposed to be temporary anyway. If these people have the power back on for an entire city, then it won’t be long before it spreads.”
 
She knelt down, grabbing his hands. He forgot how strong her hands were. When she held them, his hands didn’t ache. He drew vitality from them, the tremors faded.
 
“I don’t want to lose her,” Anne said.
 
“We won’t.”
 



 
***
 
Colonel Cadogan hit the elevator button, sending him to the top floor. Files were tucked under his arm. He was alone, as requested.
 
When the elevator doors opened he stepped out into the penthouse suite that took up the entire fiftieth floor. It was simply furnished, with only the necessities one would need for a single-person apartment, but had the open space only luxury could afford.
 
On the south end of the apartment the entire wall was made of glass, giving a spectacular view of the city, which Bram was enjoying when Cadogan walked up behind him.
 
“The files?” Bram asked.
 
“Yes, sir,” Cadogan replied.
 
Bram flipped through the pages. 
 
“They arrived in vehicles?” Bram asked.
 
“Yes, their vehicles predated the use of microprocessors in engines.”
 
“Smart. Weapons?”
 
“A few automatic rifles, handguns, and shotguns. No heavy artillery.”
 
Bram snapped the file shut and handed it back to Cadogan.
 
“Any troublemakers?” Bram asked.
 
“Not yet, but we’re keeping a close eye on them, per protocol with new citizens.”
 
“Where are we at with recruitment?”
 
“The only recruiter we’re still waiting to check in is Cain, but he shouldn’t be much longer. Our other scouts have been scouring the north and we’ve already received word that units from Indianapolis and Columbus are trained and ready to join us.”
 
“Good.”
 
“Anything else, sir?”
 
“This Mike Grant that came in today. I’d like to meet him. Set up a meeting for us sometime this week.”
 
“Yes, sir.”
 
“That will be all. Thank you, Colonel.”
 



Day 23 (Carrollton)
 
The stacked cans of food and water seemed to be shrinking. It was all Fay could stare at. She knew she was thinking about it too much, but it was something she couldn’t get out of her mind. 
 
There wasn’t another town for miles. She spent all day yesterday gathering as many supplies as she could and storing them in her and Jung’s rooms, but the bikers had picked over pretty much everything when they arrived, and what they hadn’t eaten was already spoiled. 
 
The stress creeping into her mind was intensified by the knowledge that she wasn’t just responsible for herself anymore. Jung was useless. If she was going to keep him and his children alive she was going to have to do it herself. 
 
They still had enough food to last them for some time, but there was no guarantee of it lasting until the power came back on. 
 
She would catch herself looking down the road at night, toward Cincinnati, hoping to see some light in the distance letting her know that help would be coming, but she knew it was ridiculous. 
 
If they ran out of food before the power came back on there was only one place left for her to go, but she refused to go back there. The last time she saw the Murth family they tried to kill her. 
 
Still, she had to face the reality of what could happen, and she needed to start preparing for it now.
 
Fay picked up her rifle and walked outside. It was already midafternoon, and she knew the kids were probably hungry. She made her way down to Jung’s room and knocked on the door.
 
She didn’t know why she knocked. There was never an answer from Jung. She was just waiting for the day she walked in and found Jung dead with his kids crying over his body.
 
Jung was lying on the bed with his back turned to the door when Fay entered. Jung Jr. and Claire were sitting on the floor, playing with some toys that Fay managed to find to keep them entertained while their father was… nonresponsive.
 
“Hey, guys!” Fay said.
 
Both of them looked up at her and smiled. They were both young enough not to grasp the gravity of what was happening around them, but old enough to recognize that their mother wasn’t there anymore, and that something was wrong with their dad.
 
“Hi,” Jung Jr. said.
 
Fay was always amazed at how much Jung Jr. looked like his dad. Claire still couldn’t speak, at least not in terms of anything that Fay could understand. She put her arms out, wanting Fay to pick her up. Fay reached down and grabbed her, swinging the rifle out of the way and positioning Claire on her hip.
 
“You guys hungry?” Fay asked.
 
She tickled Claire and Jung Jr. threw his arms up in the air, waving.
 
“Let’s get something to eat. Do you guys like Brussels sprouts?” Fay asked.
 
“EEEWWWWWWW!” Jung Jr. said, sticking his tongue out and scrunching his nose up.
 
Fay laughed and Jung Jr. grabbed her hand.
 
“Jung, you want anything?” Fay asked.
 
She always asked, and there was never a response. He hadn’t said a word since Mike and everyone else left.
 
“I’ll be downstairs in the kitchen if you change your mind,” Fay said.
 
Both kids squinted into the sun. Jung kept the blinds drawn to their room all the time, so it always took some time for their eyes to adjust.
 
When they made it down into the courtyard Jung Jr. wrestled out of Fay’s grip and sprinted around the courtyard, jumping up and down, enjoying being outside. 
 
Fay wanted to pull him back, but there wasn’t anything left in the town that could hurt him, and she hadn’t seen him this happy since they were at the airport. She didn’t want to be the reason the smile from his face faded.
 
Claire squirmed in her arms, letting her know that she wanted down too. Fay set her on the ground and she chased after her brother, her chubby legs unable to keep up with him, squealing in the delight of trying.
 
Whatever obstacles she’d have to face in the future seemed less strenuous. The sight of those kids running after each other, and the smiles on their faces, hardened her resolve. She wasn’t going to quit. She wasn’t going to fail.
 
It was the sudden sound of silence that snapped Fay out of her daze. Both Claire and Jung Jr. were standing frozen by the fountain in the courtyard. Fay turned around, rifle aimed with her finger on the trigger, and the figure she saw through the scope was Billy with his hands in the air.
 
Fay lowered the weapon slowly. Of all the people she thought she’d see standing behind her, he was the last she’d expect. 
 
“What are you doing here?” Fay asked.
 
“I could ask you the same thing. I thought your group went to Cincinnati?”
 
“They did.”
 
Fay could see the rifle on Billy’s back. Even though her gun was lowered, she kept her finger on the trigger. 
 
“Where’s the rest of your family?” Fay asked.
 
“At the farm. It’s just me here.”
 
“Why?”
 
Billy didn’t answer, but he didn’t need to. Fay knew why. Her finger slid off the trigger. It made sense. Billy killed his own father to save Mike’s daughter’s life. He helped save all of them, including Fay. 
 
“I just couldn’t stand the way they were looking at me anymore,” Billy said. “It was too much.”
 
Fay considered her options. She could kill him, but then that might cause more repercussions with the rest of his family. As mad as they were with him now, she was pretty sure that his family would still be upset if he died.
 
“You planning on staying here?” Fay asked.
 
“I figured there would be plenty of space available. I don’t need any of your supplies. I’ll be fine on my own. I just need a place to stay.”
 
Fay slung the rifle back over her shoulder.
 
“C’mon, we were about to have some lunch,” she said.
 



 
***
 
The prayer beads were lying on the sheets next to Jung’s stomach as he was curled up on the bed. He was thankful for Fay. The burden of having to think, to act, to do anything, was lifted from him. 
 
The whiskey was gone, but the numbness still remained. Fay had poured all the bottles she could find in his room down the drain, in hopes of snapping him out of the stupor he was in. It failed.
 
He would hear his son say his name, call after him over and over, shaking him on the bed. He could hear the desperation in his voice, needing his father to help him with something, but it didn’t matter how much his children cried for him, he wouldn’t move.
 
He felt better when Fay would come and take the kids from him. He didn’t like to be left alone with them anymore. They reminded him too much of his wife, and they represented his failure as a husband, and a father. 
 
Jung rolled onto his back. It took more effort than he thought it would. The past week of drinking with little to no food had left his body weak. He tried pushing himself up with his elbows, but he collapsed back on the bed.
 
He could feel the strain of his heart from the exertion of moving, the pounding of his chest trying to pump life throughout his body, struggling to keep him alive. His breath accelerated. He could feel his muscles tightening from the stress. He gulped for air.
 
Finally, his heart rate slowed and the panic subsided. He lay there for a few more minutes before he tried again. This time he managed to sit upright, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. 
 
One of Claire’s dolls was lying on the ground next to his feet. The doll’s eyes were staring back at him, motionless, lifeless. He flipped the doll over with his foot and tried standing. 
 
His steps were wobbly, uneven. A sharp pain shot through him when he moved. Everything was so stiff and rigid.
 
Jung grabbed a paper cup sitting next to the sink in the bathroom. He reached for the faucet absentmindedly, forgetting there wasn’t any running water, there wasn’t any power, and soon there wouldn’t be any food.
 
He crushed the cup in his hand and threw it against the wall. The moments of helplessness he’d felt since all of this started began to well up within him. 
 
The riots at the airport, the struggles on the road, the events at the cabin—he was nothing more than a pawn in the rest of the world’s game. Each member of his family was a pawn, and one of them had already been sacrificed by his lack of power.
 
When the lights went off it didn’t just shut down the country, it shut him down. All of his wealth, all of his influence and contacts meant nothing with the power turned off.
 
Jung grabbed the shower curtain and ripped it down. The ringlets and shower bar crashed to the bathroom’s tile. He flung the curtain out of the bathroom and onto the carpet. 
 
Soaps and other cups still lined the bathroom sink. Jung swept his arms over the marble tops, knocking everything off.
 
He ripped the towel rack from the wall and smashed the mirror with the blunt end, splintering the mirror into hundreds of cracks and broken lines. He sent his fists through the walls, putting holes in the drywall. 
 
He flipped the mattress from the bed frame, smashed the lamps, pulled the drawers out of the dresser, and crashed the impotent television to the ground.
 
When Jung finally collapsed to the ground he felt a stinging in his hands from the cuts and bits of glass stuck in them. He yanked out the pieces he could then lay down on the carpet. 
 
The destruction of the room was something he could control. He knew men couldn’t come back from the types of things he did, the things he saw. There was only one other thing within his control. There was only one way out.
 



 
***
 
Claire and Jung Jr. munched on some Cheerios. Billy would make faces at Claire, and she kept giggling. It was the first time he let himself laugh in a long time.
 
“What happened?” Fay asked.
 
“You know what happened.”
 
“They just kicked you out?”
 
“I left. Whatever damage I caused will take a long time to undo. My brother won’t speak to me. My mother won’t look at me. Whatever family I had died with my father.”
 
They were words Billy had been thinking for a long time, but never said aloud. It was odd for him, talking about it. 
 
“I’m sorry,” Fay said.
 
She grabbed his hand and he felt the rush of life flow back into him. The way she was looking at him made him feel things would get better. 
 
“Thanks,” Billy said.
 
“I’m done!” Jung Jr. shouted.
 
Fay let go. The warmth of her touch lingered on him for a moment, and Billy refused to move his hand, afraid that doing so would cause the feeling to disappear.
 
“You guys want to go outside for a little bit, while I bring some food up to your dad?” Fay asked.
 
The two of them squealed with excitement. They ran outside before Fay could say another word.
 
“Can you go out front and keep an eye on them for me?” Fay asked.
 
“Sure.”
 
Billy chased the two of them outside. They were both pretty fast, but he was able to keep up with them. He set the rifle down on the fountain and found a few rocks. He grabbed some empty cans and bottles and set them up on the short stone wall that surrounded the courtyard.
 
He tossed the rock over to one of the cans and knocked it over. Jung Jr. laughed and picked up his own rock. When he threw his he missed, but found that even more fun than hitting the can.
 
Claire got excited since her brother was excited and Billy sat back and watched the two of them just be kids. 
 
Billy remembered when his brother was that little. He was always smiling. There wasn’t anything that he couldn’t make fun. 
 
Out of everything that happened, damaging the relationship he had with his brother was the one thing he wished he could have changed. He still hoped that they could go back to the way things used to be, but it might not be until Joey was older. Until his brother understood the type of man their father really was. He knew the pain would never fully wane, but perhaps it would fade enough for them to be brothers again.
 



 
***
Beth dumped the last of the hay bales into the fields as the cows came trotting over. She knew there was a stockpile in town at the feed store, but she had no idea what kind of shape it would be in. 
 
She also had no idea if Mike and his family were still there. She wouldn’t be able to take out their entire group by herself. It would be suicide. 
 
But she knew if she didn’t make the trip into town the livestock wouldn’t last much longer, and with her husband gone Joey would be the only provider of food.
 
There was always Billy, but she wouldn’t allow herself to go down that road yet. She was still too conflicted and upset about what happened. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever be able to forgive him.
 
She left the cows to their food and headed back toward the house. Joey was on the porch when she walked up.
 
“Get ready for supper,” Beth said.
 
“I’m not hungry.”
 
Joey had his rifle apart, cleaning it. He put a few drops of oil onto the barrel and wiped it down.
 
“You have to eat something,” Beth said.
 
“I told you I’m not hungry.”
 
He wasn’t looking at her. Beth snatched the rifle from his hands.
 
“Give that back!” Joey said.
 
“You don’t talk to me like that!”
 
“You don’t get to tell me what to do anymore!”

Beth brought her hand to the side of Joey’s face. The slap silenced both of them, and each looked shocked at what happened.
 
Joey’s lip quivered. Beth’s mouth dropped. She reached out to him, but he backed away. Tears formed in the corner of his eyes. 
 
“Joey, I…” Beth said.
 
Beth could hear his footsteps thump along the steps as he ran up the stairs inside the house. She looked down at the gun still in pieces on the porch. She bent down and finished cleaning the parts of the rifle Joey left and reassembled the gun. 
 
Beth’s hand was on the handle of the screen door when she heard it. At first she thought it was just a bug buzzing around her ear, but when she realized what it was her eyes found the road. 
 
The truck was slowing down as it approached the farm. When it arrived at the front gate it idled there for a moment before it finally inched forward onto the dirt road leading up to the house. 
 
The dust from the road flew up and swirled into the summer sky. Beth couldn’t see the face of the driver because of the glare of the sun, but from what she could tell it was a military vehicle of some kind. 
 
The tires were large and ribbed for different types of terrain. There was a mounted machine gun on the top and heavy armored plates protecting the whole vehicle.
 
Beth kept the rifle crooked under her arm. She knew it wasn’t loaded, but whoever was in that truck didn’t know that.
 
The door to the truck swung open and Beth brought the rifle up to her shoulder. A boot hit the gravel followed by another. The man that spun around from the door wore beige army fatigues, aviator sunglasses, and had short crew-cut hair with a clean-shaven face. 
 
He also wore a 9mm pistol holstered on each hip, held together with a belt and additional ammo. He kept walking toward Beth, but neither of them said anything. She was still in shock at the sight of a working vehicle in her front yard.
 
Beth examined his uniform. There wasn’t a single fiber out of place. She looked back inside the truck to see if there was anyone else, but the sun’s glare still blocked her view. If there were others inside they didn’t step out.
 
“I can wait for you to grab some bullets to reload if you’d like.”
 
“Who are you?” Beth asked.
 
The soldier kept his hands behind his back as he walked up the porch steps. He took off his sunglasses and two piercing blue eyes examined her. 
 
“My name is Cain. I’m a part of the Cincinnati scouting division,” he said.
 
“Cincinnati? You’re quite a ways from home.”
 
“Not as far as you’d think,” he said.
 
“What do you want?”

“Are you here alone?”
 
Beth took a step back and held up the rifle between them out of instinct, forgetting there wasn’t any ammo in the gun. 
 
“I’m here to help,” Cain said.
 
“Help how?”
 
Cain stepped forward, the barrel of the gun pushing into his chest. He leaned forward as far as he could, looking Beth straight in the eyes.
 
“I can help get back what you lost.”
 



 
***
 
Fay knew something was wrong when she inserted the key into the door for Jung’s room and saw that the chain lock had been set.
 
“Jung? Jung, open up,” Fay said.
 
She tried to peek through the small crack in the door, but she couldn’t see anything. She pounded her fist on the door. 
 
“Jung, this isn’t funny.”
 
That’s when she saw a hand limp on the floor. When the sunlight from the cracked door hit Jung’s hand it shimmered red.
 
“Jung!”
 
Fay took a step back and kicked the door in, breaking the chain and flooding the dark room with sunlight. She rushed over to Jung, who was unconscious on the floor. His wrists were cut and blood was everywhere. 
 
“Oh my God, Jung, no.”
 
She checked his pulse, but couldn’t feel anything. She bent her face down to check his breathing, but there was nothing. She tore the sheets off the bed, wrapping them around Jung’s wrists. She wasn’t sure if there was any blood left to stop, but she couldn’t think of anything else to do. She tied the sheets as tight as she could.
 
Fay placed her hands on Jung’s chest, trying to remember the CPR course she took a few years back and what she needed to do to try and restart his heart. She placed the heel of her palm on his sternum in the middle of his chest. She pressed down hard, hearing the crack of bones. She didn’t stop though. She counted to thirty and tilted his head back, clearing the airway, and pushed two breaths into his lungs.
 
“C’mon, Jung, c’mon.”
 
Fay kept her arms rigid, pressing down on Jung’s chest. She was in the middle of the compressions when she heard Billy running up the stairs. She panicked.
 
“Billy, don’t bring the kids up here!” Fay shouted.
 
Billy rushed into the room. Fay looked around for Claire or Jung Jr., but they weren’t with him.
 
“Don’t worry; I put them in a room downstairs. What happened?” Billy asked.
 
Fay gestured to the sheets around Jung’s wrists. Blood covered her hands and the carpet.
 
“He wasn’t breathing when I came in. He was passed out on the floor. I couldn’t feel a pulse either,” Fay said.
 
“Jesus.”
 
Billy started messing with the sheets around Jung’s wrists. 
 
“What are you doing?” Fay asked.
 
“Making a tourniquet.”
 
Billy rewrapped the sheets, twisting them with one of Fay’s spare magazines she had on her. 
 
“He’s lost a lot of blood,” Billy said.
 
“He’s going to make it.”
 
Billy grabbed her arm, but she shoved him off. She wasn’t going to let him die. She couldn’t let him die. This was her job. If she failed, then the kids downstairs wouldn’t have anyone.
 
The thought crossed her mind that the kids might be better off without him alive, but she didn’t want to believe that. She knew Jung was only a shadow of the person that he used to be, but she didn’t think that all of him was gone. 
 
She finished another thirty compressions and when she put her mouth over his and blew Jung coughed.
 
“He’s breathing. Jung, can you hear me? Jung?” Fay asked.
 
Fay shook him, but there wasn’t any other sign of life. She checked his breath one more time to be sure.
 
Billy placed his finger on Jung’s neck and held it there, still as water. 
 
“It’s faint, but it’s there,” Billy said.
 
“Thank God.”
 
“We need to get fluids in him fast. Do you have any first aid equipment stored anywhere?” Billy asked.
 
“Whatever I found is in my room. You stay here with him. I’m going to go check on the kids and then bring back some supplies. What room did you put the kids in?”
 
“One twenty-three.”
 
“Okay, I’ll be back.”
 
Fay headed down the staircase and when she made it to the bottom she stopped. Her head felt dizzy, her legs turned to jelly. All of the adrenaline rushed out of her. She grabbed the staircase rail to steady herself and shut her eyes. She focused on gathering her strength and when she felt sturdier she found room 123.
 
Jung Jr. and Claire were huddled together on the bed. Both of them looked frightened when she came inside, but as soon as they recognized her they both ran to her. 
 
“You guys all right?” Fay asked.
 
Neither of them would let go of her legs. Fay reached down and picked up Claire. She grabbed Jung Jr.’s hand and walked to the bed. 
 
“Did you guys hear me yelling?” 
 
Jung Jr. nodded his head. Claire wiped her eyes. Fay didn’t know how she was going to explain their father’s condition. She knew Claire wouldn’t understand, but Jung Jr. was probably old enough to grasp it. 
 
“Your dad’s…”
 
She trailed off. The two faces looking at her had lost their mother, their father was trying to take himself out of the equation, they were stuck in a place incredibly far away from their home, and there wasn’t any guarantee that they’d ever see it again.
 
Fay figured they had other family somewhere. She just had to keep them safe long enough to find them. That would be the first thing she’d speak to Jung about when he woke up. She wasn’t going to take any more chances with him. 
 
“Your dad isn’t feeling well,” Fay finally sputtered out.
 
“Is he dying?” Jung Jr. asked.
 
“No, he’s going to be fine,” Fay replied.
 
Jung Jr. buried his face in her stomach and Claire started to play with her hair. Whatever Jung was going through Fay had to snap him out of. She couldn’t let these kids lose the only parent they had left.
 



Day 23 (Cincinnati)
 
Both Colonel Cadogan and Sergeant Blake escorted Mike to Bram’s apartment. He was patted down three different times: once before he entered the building, once before he was allowed in the elevator, and one more time before he was ushered onto Bram’s penthouse floor.
 
Mike stepped out of the elevator and was escorted into Bram’s living room. 
 
The furniture was simple, but modern. There were a few paintings and pictures placed on various walls. The wood floors were shined and glossy. 
 
There was a table set with fine silverware and a four-course meal. The meal consisted of ham, mashed potatoes, salad, fruit, bread, and green beans, all with steam rising from the plates. Mike let his hands run across the fine lace of the tablecloth.
 
But everything else failed in comparison to the view that the apartment granted. The entire south wall was a window giving a panoramic picture of the city and the Ohio River.
 
“It’s nice to see civility again, isn’t it?” Bram asked.
 
“The pat downs on the way up suggested security over civility.”
 
“Well, one has to be careful these days as I’m sure you’re aware.”
 
“I’m aware.”
 
Bram gestured to the couch. 
 
“Please, have a seat,” Bram said. “How has your family adjusted to their new home?”
 
“We’re fine.”
 
“I hear your daughter has an aptitude for the military.”
 
“Who are you?”
 
Two crystal-stemmed glasses sat on the small table between them. Bram picked one of them up, pinching the thin stem between his fingers. The rays of sunlight coming through the windows filtered through the crystal’s glass, separating the sunlight into different colors on the floor. 
 
“Prisms are remarkable,” Bram said. “If you take white light and point it through a crystal prism, the light will separate into all its natural components. Now the degree of separation depends on the angle in which the light enters the prism. It takes a precise measurement to disperse all of the white light.”
 
“That doesn’t answer my question.”
 
“Who I am and what I do is much like this prism. I help breakdown matter into its purest nature.”
 
Two waiters entered the living room and filled the crystal glasses with water, which they served along with a plate of pierogies.
 
“I’m told they’re a Pittsburgh staple,” Bram said.
 
Bram picked up one of the Polish dumplings and popped it into his mouth. 
 
“Delicious,” Bram said.
 
“You obviously brought me here for something. Now, it’s either because you think I’m a threat, or you think I can help you. So which is it?” Mike asked.
 
Bram grabbed the napkin on the table in front of him and wiped his fingers harshly. 
 
“Should I be worried about you, Mr. Grant? From what I hear about your group you’ve been through quite a bit, seen a lot of violence. Are you planning on continuing that trend here with us?” Bram asked.
 
“Not if I don’t have to.”
 
“Good.”
 
Bram pulled a phone out of his pocket and placed it to his ear.
 
“Bring it in,” he said.
 
A few moments later Colonel Cadogan returned with Sergeant Blake. Cadogan carried a briefcase and the two men joined Mike and Bram.
 
Cadogan opened the briefcase and pulled out a laptop. When he turned the laptop around for everyone to view, there was a picture of Dr. Wyatt on the screen. 
 
“Do you know this man?” Cadogan asked.
 
“No, I’ve never seen him before,” Mike replied.
 
“This is Dr. Quinn Wyatt. He worked for the EPA before the blackout. About seven months ago he was in front of a Senate hearing involving his research on the vulnerability of our country’s utilities,” Blake said.
 
“The Senate hearing never finished and Wyatt was branded a lunatic,” Cadogan continued.
 
“Before the blackout I was CEO and president of a microprocessor manufacturer. I read Dr. Wyatt’s research and he mentioned that one area where the country was susceptible to attack was an EMP. Due to my business interests his report caught my attention,” Bram said.
 
“What happened?” Mike asked.
 
“I brought him on as a consultant in hopes of developing a new processor that could withstand a high-powered EMP attack like the one described,” Bram said.
 
“What was in it for you?” Mike asked.
 
“If we could prove the danger of an EMP attack and successfully patent an EMP-resistant microprocessor, it would be worth billions,” Bram answered.
 
“So, what went wrong?” Mike asked.
 
“Dr. Wyatt was still hell bent on making Congress pay for branding him a lunatic. Instead of developing a prototype, he used Mr. Thorn’s facilities to manufacture an EMP device strong enough to take out the entire country,” Cadogan said.
 
“Even high-powered EMPs have a limited range. The only way it would have worked was if the device was detonated in the atmosphere,” Mike said.
 
“I’ve had some military contracts in the past. Dr. Wyatt forged paperwork with my signature telling the Pentagon about the work he was performing and how it could be used for military applications,” Bram said.
 
“He then used those military connections to have a mercenary unit sneak into a missile silo in Kansas where he launched the device,” Cadogan said.
 
“We didn’t find out that he was involved until after we arrived in Cincinnati. One of my manufacturing plants was located here and we had started producing some first generation EMP-resistant chips at this location. We installed them in certain public and private buildings, which is why we were able to get most of the city up and running so quickly after the blast,” Bram said.
 
“I’ve been in contact with Washington and we’re home base for now until we can ship out repairs to the rest of the country. We have a three-month timeline right now of getting power back on in all major cities,” Cadogan said.
 
“So what does all this have to do with me?” Mike asked.
 
“Dr. Wyatt’s still in Cincinnati, and he’s been trying to undermine our operation since he arrived here,” Blake said.
 
“He’s held up south of the Ohio River and he’s been preventing us from getting supplies to the southern states,” Bram replied.
 
“He’s surrounded himself with extremists who are using the EMP attack as an opportunity to establish a new government. We believe he’s running out of resources though,” Cadogan said.
 
“The biggest advantage Wyatt has right now is the river. There’s only one working bridge and he has a stronghold on it. If we can take control of the bridge then we’ll be able to hit them on their turf,” Blake said.
 
“And we want you, Kalen, and Sam to be a part of the raid,” Bram said.
 
“Aside from a few military personnel, most of the members of our units are civilians with limited combat experience. You and your group, however, have quite a bit of experience,” Cadogan said.
 
“No, my daughter will not be a part of this. No one from my group will,” Mike said.
 
Mike rose from his chair and headed to the elevator. He didn’t have to take orders from these people, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to put his daughter on the front lines of a war. 
 
“You realize what this is, Mike?” Bram asked. “We don’t stop him and everything we have is in jeopardy. And not just for your family, but every family in the entire country.” 
 
“That’s not my problem,” Mike said.
 
“It’s not up to you,” Blake said.
 
“My answer wasn’t a suggestion,” Mike said, hitting the down button of the elevator.
 
“Your daughter has an assignment, and she will follow her orders,” Blake replied.
 
Mike’s knuckles cracked as he squeezed his hands into fists at both sides. He slowly turned from the elevator.
 
“You’re not seeing the bigger picture here. If we lose Cincinnati it could take years for this country to rebuild,” Cadogan said.
 
There was a sidearm on Blake’s hip. Mike could see Blake’s fingers itching to grab it.
 
“Go on,” Mike said, gesturing at Blake’s gun. “Try it. But you better put me down because if you don’t my face will be the last one you see on this earth.”
 
Blake’s hand was gripped around the pistol’s handle now. Mike took a step forward and he could see Blake’s arm tense up. 
 
“Blake, stand down,” Bram said.
 
Blake released his grip and took his seat. Bram ran his hands through his hair and walked over to Mike. His voice was low when he spoke.
 
“Everyone in this room has made sacrifices. All of us have lost more than we care to talk about, but we’re so close. We’re almost at the finish line. All we need is one last push, Mike, and then we’ll be done. Nobody will ask anything from you or your family again,” Bram said.
 
Mike wanted to believe him. He wanted to believe that everything was almost over, that he just needed to go a little bit further and they’d be in the clear, but Mike knew better. There was always something else, and it always came at a very high price. 
 
“When was the last time you were in combat, Sergeant?” Mike asked.
 
“November 2013. I was in Afghanistan,” Blake replied.
 
“You have any close brothers that made it out of Afghanistan alive, but never really came home?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“A month ago I had to ground my daughter for getting a D on her report card,” Mike said. “Last week I watched her shoot a man in the head in the middle of the street.” 
 
Cadogan rubbed the stubble on his face. Blake didn’t know where to look, except the ground. Bram was the only person who still held Mike’s gaze.
 
“I think me and my family have pushed far enough,” Mike said.
 
The elevator door pinged open and Mike stepped inside. He hit the bottom floor button and when the doors to the elevator closed, he took in the faces staring back at him. Cadogan looked depressed, Blake was angry, and Bram’s was curious.
 
Mike didn’t break his stride as he rolled past the soldiers that frisked him before entering the building. As he walked back to the hotel he passed couples and families in the streets, enjoying the sunshine. 
 
He should have felt happy at that moment, seeing the normalcy of what an afternoon should be, safe. But the only emotion that overtook him was animosity. 
 
Mike hated those families. None of them had experienced what his own went through. None of them were being called on now to sacrifice more. Just him. 
 
Then he noticed the stares of the people he passed. Everyone was avoiding him, moving out of his way. He couldn’t tell why until he caught his reflection in a window. The man staring back at him wasn’t recognizable. The look on his face was resentful. Vicious. 
 
He stood there, studying the face until it was one he remembered. His mind went back to his father. He desperately wanted him to tell him what to do, but it wasn’t an answer that he was going to get. 
 
Anne wasn’t home when Mike made it back to the hotel, so he decided to head to the school to see Freddy.
 
All of the kids were outside, playing kickball in the small field next to the school. The teams were split up in an even mix of different age groups. 
 
All the children wore smiles on their faces. They were in that moment of pure joy, oblivious to the world beyond the game they were playing. 
 
Mike’s stress melted away at the sight of Freddy, bouncing up and down, excited about being next up to kick. He couldn’t remember the last time that he was able to watch his son just be a kid again. 
 
The look on Freddy’s face was the reason why Mike had done all he had to keep his family safe. Because he wanted all of them to be normal again, to be able to return to the life and people they were before the blackout. 
 
Mike knew what he had to do. When Blake and Cadogan led their men into battle tomorrow he would be there with him. Not for a cause, or for the millions of people counting on the power coming back on; that was too much. He would be doing it for one person, who was still smiling as he stepped up to the plate.
 



Day 24 (Carrollton)
 
Jung squinted his eyes into the sunlight breaking through the blinds. For a moment he panicked, trying to remember where he was, how he got there. He tried moving his hand to block the sunlight and realized they were tied to the bedposts. He looked down at his feet, which were in similar restraints. 
 
He was completely immobile. When he started to thrash against the ropes he immediately felt dizzy and stopped. Whatever strength he had left was barely enough to lift his head, let alone break the rope tying him down.
 
The room started to spin. He felt as though he was going to puke. The taste of hot, sour bile started to fill his mouth. He forced it back down, burning his throat and stomach.
 
His clothes were gone and the only thing covering his body was a nightgown, leaving him exposed and vulnerable. 
 
The door opened and flooded the room with sunlight. All he could see of the person that entered was their silhouette. When the door shut it took a minute for Jung’s eyes to adjust back. 
 
“How are you feeling?” Billy asked.
 
Jung was silent. He wasn’t sure if he couldn’t speak because of the shock of Billy standing in his room or the lack of strength needed to turn his thoughts into words.
 
Billy placed a bottle of water and a pack of crackers on the nightstand next to the bed. He reached for Jung, who immediately recoiled. 
 
“It’s okay,” Billy said.
 
The bandages on Jung’s arm had a purple tinge to them. 
 
“Looks like we’ll need to rewrap those,” Billy said, sighing under his breath.
 
When Billy went to untie the bandages Jung finally found his voice.
 
“No!” Jung said.
 
Billy jumped. Jung’s voice was violent, loud. 
 
“If I don’t change those bandages the cuts will get infected. We need to keep those wounds clean,” Billy said.
 
“Let me go.”
 
“Jung, I can’t do that.”
 
“Let me go!”
 
Jung pulled his arms and legs against the restraints as hard as he could. The brief burst of adrenaline coursing through his body gave him a moment of strength. The bed started to shake from his thrashing.
 
“Jung, calm down,” Billy said.
 
“Letmego! Letmego! Letmego!”
 
Billy ran out of the room, leaving Jung thrashing by himself. After a few more moments the adrenaline left him and Jung’s body went limp. His face was covered in sweat and his breaths were labored.
 
There was a reason Jung didn’t want Billy to take his bandages off. What lay underneath was a shame he didn’t want to see. He remembered everything: holding the shards of the broken mirror, digging into his skin, watching the blood flow out of him, and the slow fade of falling asleep.
 
He just wanted it to end, but someone always kept pulling him back. That was his punishment. He wasn’t ever going to be able to escape the world he was in. The fires of hell on this earth were going to continue to burn and he was meant to burn with them.
 



 
*** 
 
Joey followed Cain everywhere he went. If Cain was outside, Joey was outside. If Cain was in the kitchen, Joey was in the kitchen. If Cain was cleaning his pistol, Joey was cleaning his rifle.
 
He would watch Cain linger in the living room, moving from picture to picture, or ornament to ornament, examining each of them. Joey noticed that Cain always kept his hands behind his back when he studied something.
 
The rare moments where he wasn’t mimicking Cain’s habits were spent exploring Cain’s truck. Joey had never seen anything like it. It was like something out of a movie. 
 
The heavy armored doors, the massively thick tires—it was a tank on four wheels. Even the windshields were thick, caked with dust. 
 
When Joey woke up early that morning he rushed downstairs, wanting to catch Cain at breakfast, but when he made it down the kitchen was empty, except for his mother, who was pulling jars out of the cupboard.
 
“You hungry?” Beth asked.
 
“No, I’m gonna go huntin’.”
 
“Take this with you.”
 
Beth tossed Joey a bag of jerky. He caught it and stuffed it into his pocket. He grabbed his rifle on the way out and began his journey into the woods.
 
The forest was always quiet in the morning, and cool. The sun had yet to burn the patch of land with its summer heat. Joey weaved in and out of the trees, rifle tucked under his arm. He usually had to travel deep into the woods before he found any tracks, but today he caught sight of some deer prints ten minutes into his walk. 
 
Whenever he found tracks a switch would flip in his head. His feet became lighter and the rifle became another extension of his arms. He moved through the woods as if he was a part of the trees, swaying in the breeze.
 
The tracks were fresh. The deer was close. Joey scanned the thick patches of trees. The wind was blowing in his face, so he knew the deer wouldn’t be able to smell him coming. 
 
After a few more minutes of a steady pace he saw him. It was a young buck, its antlers still growing. The deer was fifty yards away, stepping casually between clusters of trees, munching on some grass. 
 
Joey brought the rifle’s scope to his eye. The branches kept drifting in and out of the crosshairs making it difficult to find a shot. He waited patiently. He knew he had the advantage. He just needed to be patient. 
 
He looked up from the scope, still keeping a bead on the deer, and tried looking for any clearing ahead that the buck would be walking into. There was a ten-foot gap between two trees five feet from the path the deer was on. That was his shot.
 
A few minutes later the head of the deer found its way into the middle of Joey’s crosshairs. He moved his finger gently to the trigger. He gave a slow exhale and fired. The sound of the shot ringing through the forest and the deer hitting the ground was simultaneous. 
 
Joey smiled looking up from his scope and slung his rifle’s strap over his shoulder.
 
“Nice shot,” Cain said.
 
Joey flung himself around, trying to grab the rifle off his shoulder and falling backwards in the process.
 
Cain was in his usual stance, hands behind his back, looking straight through Joey. 
 
“Need help dragging it back?” Cain asked.
 
“Okay.”
 
That was the first word Joey ever said to him and it came out in a whisper. 
 
Joey and Cain both grabbed the deer’s antlers and started pulling it toward the house. Joey kept his head down most of the time, but would glance up occasionally just to make sure they were still heading in the right direction.
 
When they made it out of the woods and into the farm’s open field both let go of the deer’s antlers. Joey bent over on his knees, taking a moment to catch his breath.
 
“Why don’t you run and get the cart,” Cain said.
 
The cart was on the side of the house, but his mom left a few bags of chicken feed on it. He yanked the bags off and put them back in the barn.
 
Joey wheeled the cart through the field and he could see Cain with his back to him crouched over the animal. He couldn’t see what Cain was doing, but whatever it was had the deer’s carcass trembling. 
 
The cart hit the ground with a thud when Joey dropped it a few feet behind Cain.
 
“What are you doing?” Joey asked.
 
Cain was cutting something along the deer’s chest.
 
“It’s a special moment, isn’t it?” Cain asked.
 
Cain kept his back to Joey, continuing the sawing motion with his arm. Joey could hear the cracks of bone, and the slicing of muscles and tendons. 
 
“Killing something gives you a certain power,” Cain said.
 
Then, Cain finally turned around. Joey’s eyes immediately went to Cain’s hand, which was holding the deer’s heart. Blood dripped from Cain’s forearms and onto his uniform. 
 
Joey froze. The knife that Cain used was in his other hand, wet with blood. A hole was left in the deer’s chest, where the heart was stolen. Cain stepped forward, extending the animal’s organ to him.
 
“You did this, Joey. Your skill brought this animal down. It will feed you and your family. This is yours,” Cain said.
 
Joey reached out his hand hesitantly. The heart was tough, warm, and wet. It took both of his hands to keep it from slipping out of his grip.
 
“That is power, Joey. You have it in your hands right now,” Cain said.
 
Joey imagined the heart still beating. He could feel the life and death of the animal in his bare hands. 
 
“Your father understood that power, didn’t he?” Cain asked.
 
“Yes.”
 
“If you could have him back, would you?”
 
“Yes.”
 
Cain dropped to one knee, keeping himself at eye level with Joey, who was still staring at the heart in his hands.
 
“There is nothing that will bring your father back. Nothing. All that’s left of him is up here,” Cain said, his bloody finger tapping Joey on the forehead. “Does it make you angry that he’s gone?”
 
Joey nodded his head. He missed his father more than anything in the world. The anger he felt about the loss of his father, and the betrayal of his brother, still hadn’t left him. He found himself squeezing the heart tighter. He could feel the tear running out of the corner of his eye. His entire body was tensing up. The anger was tearing through him like a freight train.
 
“Use it,” Cain said. 
 
Joey’s fingers dug into the heart, piercing it, pouring blood and spilling it to the grass. He started screaming, as the heart broke apart in his hands. He squeezed harder and harder until the lump of muscle turned to mush.
 
“Good,” Cain said.
 



 
***
 
When Jung told Fay he wanted to go outside she looked at him as if he was crazy. He knew why, though. He hadn’t left the room since they arrived. He never even wanted to get up and leave the bed unless it was to use the bathroom.
 
“Why?” Fay asked.
 
It was a valid question. Jung probably could have come up with a lot of different answers for it, but he decided to stick with the truth.
 
“I need to see my wife, where she’s buried,” Jung answered.
 
Jung was still in his restraints. He wasn’t sure if she would let him go. She didn’t trust him anymore, so he probably figured she thought there was some ulterior motive behind it.
 
“You eat something and I’ll take you to where she’s buried,” Fay said.
 
“Okay.”
 
After Jung forced down an entire packet of crackers, an apple juice, and some chips, Fay finally undid his restraints and walked him outside.
 
Fay had to guide him and pretty much hold him up since this was the most physical exertion he’d had for days.
 
Jung and Fay shuffled down Main Street and Jung’s eyes caught the spot where Jenna died. 
 
“C’mon,” Fay said. “She’s over here.”
 
On the edge of town there were a few clearings cut in the grass. The larger of the clearings had dozens of rocks circled around the edge.
 
“What’s that?” Jung asked.
 
“We couldn’t identify all of the bodies of the townspeople, so we buried them together. Mike didn’t want to leave them to rot where the bikers left them,” Fay said.
 
“How many were there?” Jung asked.
 
“Count the rocks.”
 
Jung’s mouth dropped. He couldn’t believe that many people were killed. Then he noticed a few other smaller clearings. His throat went dry.
 
“Is that…” Jung trailed off.
 
“No,” Fay answered. “Jenna’s over here.”
 
It was different than he expected. He could see the dirt was upturned where they buried her. The small stone that rested at the head of the grave was nestled firmly in the ground.
 
He bent down on both knees, silent. Fay stood behind him, taking a few steps back, letting him have as much space as she could.
 
Of all the things that happened since the power went out, and after everything that transpired, the first memory that popped into Jung’s mind was his wedding day. He could still remember the butterflies in his stomach, waiting to see her.
 
The moment when he saw Jenna walk down the aisle, time stood still. All he could see was her, smiling with her arm tucked around her father’s. He remembered the swelling pride that filled him, knowing the kind of woman he was about to commit his life to. She was kind, smart, and loyal. Whatever perfection he could have conjured up in his feeble mind wouldn’t have held a candle to his wife.
 
Jung felt inside his pocket and ran his fingers across the smooth surface of the prayer beads. He pulled them out, clutched them in his hands, and closed his eyes.
 
“I’m lost, Jen. I failed you. I failed our children. I need you down here with me. I can’t do it alone. I miss you,” Jung whispered.
 
The tears rolling down his cheeks were accompanied by the silent sobs of grief. He could feel his shoulders trembling as he hunched over, bringing his forehead to the dirt.
 
Fay came over and placed her hand on his back. She helped him up and with her help he walked over to her headstone. 
 
Jung kissed the beads in his hands before setting them on the headstone. He wasn’t just letting go of his wife. He was letting go of whatever soul he had left. The final piece of the man he used to be was left there at Jenna’s grave. 
 



 
***
 
Beth ran the knife down the belly of the deer, spilling the intestines onto the ground. The deer’s pelt was already removed and set aside. The buck yielded a fair amount of meat after it was gutted, around sixty pounds. 
 
Beth wrapped the meat and discarded the entrails to the pig trough. She was stacking the venison in a bag when Cain walked in.
 
“Need some help with that?” Cain asked.
 
Before she could answer he picked up the bag and threw it over his shoulder. On the walk back to the house Cain stayed close enough to make her feel his presence, but far enough away to where she wasn’t uncomfortable.
 
“Your boy’s quite the hunter,” Cain said.
 
Beth kept her eyes on the house, ignoring him. Her heart rate accelerated. There was a refined recklessness about him that put her on edge.
 
“Your husband taught him well,” Cain said. “They were very close, weren’t they?”
 
“Yes,” Beth answered.
 
“His passing was recent?”
 
“About a week ago.”
 
“Probably for the best.”
 
Beth stopped and turned around. She was never a woman who expected to be pitied, or felt sorry for, but even she recognized a certain level of sympathy for someone who had just lost a husband and a father.
 
“What did you say?” Beth snapped.
 
“You heard what I said.”
 
Cain’s voice was low. There was a threatening tone that went along with it. She felt as though he was challenging her, unafraid of the subject matter and the normal, cordial way someone would handle the situation.
 
“You needed him to die. If he didn’t you wouldn’t have anything to hate. You wouldn’t have anything to drive you forward like you do now,” Cain added.
 
Beth yanked the bag of venison out of Cain’s hand. She shoved her finger in his face and started screaming.
 
“You have no idea what’s best for me and my family, so don’t pretend that you do!”
 
She turned to leave and Cain grabbed her shoulder. The move was violent, and it was the first time he’d touched her since his arrival. Beth thrashed against him, but he was too strong. Her efforts were as fruitless as water breaking onto a rock.
 
“Is that why your other boy’s not here? Because you knew what’s best for your family?” Cain asked.
 
“Stop it.”
 
“I wonder why he left?”
 
“Let me go.”
 
“Where is he, Beth?”
 
She could feel Cain’s grip harden around her arms. It was like a vice clenching down on her. The more she fought it the harder he squeezed.
 
“Did your son leave because you were weak?” Cain asked.
 
“No.”
 
“Could he not stand the sight of his pathetic mother and younger brother begging him to save them?”
 
“He was the weak one!”
 
Cain let go of her arm. Her entire body was shaking now. The emotions of everything that happened were finally catching up with her. 
 
“I drove him out because he killed his father! Because he couldn’t survive like I could! Because I hated him for being weak!” Beth screamed.
 
The smile that cut across Cain’s face was like watching a miner cut through stone, revealing a precious metal that he’d been searching for his entire life, and now he had finally reached the reward for all those years of laborious efforts.
 
Cain grabbed the bag of meat back from Beth’s grip and continued walking toward the house. Beth just stood there, frozen. She couldn’t believe the words that left her mouth. 
 
The terrible, burning truth that had waited patiently to escape was now out in the open. Beth hated Billy for what he did. She didn’t want to forgive him and she didn’t want him to come back. All she wanted was to make him pay for what he did.
 



 
***
 
Billy kept an eye on the kids while Fay took Jung to visit Jenna’s grave. The children hadn’t visited the grave yet, but Fay didn’t want them to go with their father when he was in such a vulnerable state. She didn’t think it would be good for either of them. Billy agreed.
 
Jung Jr. pushed a small truck along the floor and Claire kept crawling after him. 
 
Billy and his brother used to be like that. Joey would follow him wherever he went. Billy never had a moment alone. It got to the point where it was annoying. Now, he’d give anything to have his brother look at him the way he used to.
 
The door to his room opened up and Fay poked her head inside. She motioned for him to come outside. He closed the door behind him and noticed Fay still had Jung’s room key in her hand.
 
“How’d he take it?” Billy asked.
 
“Hard to tell. He didn’t say anything to me.”
 
“Did you tie him back up?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
“What are we going to do about the kids, Fay? We can’t keep them from their father forever.”
 
“We might not have to.”
 
“What?”
 
“He’s giving up, Billy. We can’t force him to eat or drink. If he wants to waste away, then that’s what he’s going to do. It’s not like we can sedate him and put him on life support.”
 
“How can he do that?”
 
“He’s broken, Billy. He has been for a while now.”
 
“That doesn’t mean you give up! That doesn’t mean you quit! You keep pushing!”
 
Billy caught himself. He didn’t realize how loud he was, or how much he was shaking until he saw Fay backing away from him. He relaxed his hands and exhaled.
 
“I’m sorry. It’s just…”
 
“Your family will forgive you, Billy. It’ll just take time,” Fay said.
 
“I know.”
 



 
***
 
Cain sat at the kitchen table with Joey and Beth. The sunlight still shone in through the windows. The rays caught the dust floating through the air. He sat there watching the small particles dance, drifting back and forth, and swirling in unorganized patterns. 
 
He’d been on the road for weeks, searching for people to recruit for Bram’s cause. While most of his other colleagues focused on larger cities, Cain took a different approach. He spent his time traveling through smaller towns looking for soldiers who didn’t realize the war they were already a part of. Once Cain found them, all he had to do was polish them up.
 
“So it’s true?” Joey asked. “The power’s on in Cincinnati?”
 
“Yes,” Cain answered.
 
“When can we go?” Joey asked.
 
“You haven’t earned it yet,” Cain replied.
 
There was a test, something Cain administered to every prospect he came across. It required no skill or training, simply a certain frame of mind.
 
All of the people that Cain had come across were survivors. They could all hunt or were prepared with supplies to last them years. Most of them were competent with some kind of weapon, but every single one of them failed the test.
 
He’d all but given up his search until he stumbled across the Murths. When he found them he was able to put most of the pieces of their puzzle together himself. He spent a lot of time studying them, watching them. They were creatures of unyielding habit. They pushed forward, no matter what, and that’s what made Cain believe they were the right fit. 
 
He knew he would get chewed out once he made it back to Cincinnati. Bram would have a fit that he’d been gone for weeks and managed to bring back only two new recruits, but Cain knew that whoever passed his test would be in it with their life.
 
Cain rose from the table and walked over to the wall where the large cross hung, watching over the house.
 
“’Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the LORD your God will be with you wherever you go,’” Cain said. “Do you know what that’s from, Joey?”
 
Joey shook his head. Cain reached for the cross and took it off the wall. He walked back over to the table, standing between Joey and Beth.
 
“It’s from the book of Joshua. After Moses died the Lord commanded Joshua to lead the Hebrews across the river Jordan, and promised him that whatever ground his foot touched would be his,” Cain said.
 
Cain gripped the cross with both hands. His forearms tensed up, squeezing the cross.
 
“What a crock of shit,” Cain said.
 
He snapped the cross in half and tossed the pieces onto the table. Beth jumped from her seat and Cain backhanded her across the face. Joey lunged after him and he tossed the boy on the floor next to his mother.
 
“Where is he?” Cain demanded. “Where is your God? What has he given you? Your husband is dead. Your brother has exiled himself. You’re running out of food and time. You’ve placed your destiny in the hands of a man you cannot see or hear.”
 
A welt was growing on Beth’s cheek where he struck her. Cain’s eyes softened. He grabbed a rag from the kitchen and dipped it in a bucket of water in the sink. 
 
“Come here,” Cain said, motioning over to Beth. 
 
Beth went to him timidly. He dabbed the welt gently and looked down to Joey. Beth closed her eyes. Cain bent down to Joey’s level. He knew he could convince him. He knew the boy would have it in him.
 
“Your brother killed your father, Joe. That’s not something you can let him get away with. If you want you and your mother to survive you have to take action,” Cain said. “Can you do it, Joe?”
 
“Yes,” Joey answered.
 
“Good.”
 



 
*** 
“I’m hungry,” Jung Jr. said.
 
Billy was drifting off. Jung Jr. had been tugging on his arm for the past ten minutes, but he was too tired to do anything about it.
 
“We just ate, buddy,” Billy said.
 
“But I’m hungry again.”
 
Then the jumping up and down to demand attention started, followed by Claire attempting to emulate her brother, only adding to the noise.
 
“Okay, okay. Let’s go grab something,” Billy said.
 
Both kids squealed with delight. Billy led them outside and over to Fay’s room where the food was stored. The sun was sinking low in the west and when Billy first heard the sound he thought he imagined it, but it was growing louder in the distance.
 
“It’s a car,” Billy whispered to himself.
 
He picked Claire up and grabbed Jung Jr. by the hand and sprinted toward Fay’s room. She was out the door before he could knock.
 
“You hear that?” Billy asked.
 
“Which direction is it coming from?” 
 
“East I think.”
 
“Take the kids inside.”
 
“What? Why?”
 
“We don’t know who’s coming. You have your rifle on you?”
 
“It’s back in the room.”
 
“Grab it. Quickly!”
 
Billy dashed to his room. The rifle was leaning against the corner. He grabbed it, checking the magazine to ensure it was loaded, then headed back over to Fay and the kids.
 
“Stay in here until I say it’s safe to come out. If something happens, stay hidden. Your best bet is to stay here and hope they keep going,” Fay said.
 
“But—”
 
“No exceptions. Now, get in there and stay quiet.”
 
Billy hurried the kids in the room and he locked the door. He sat the two of them on the bed and put his finger to his lips.
 
“You guys need to stay quiet for me, okay?” Billy said.
 
Jung Jr. and Claire both brought their fingers to their lips. Billy smiled.
 
“Perfect,” he said.
 
Billy stepped softly over to the window, staying low to remain out of sight. He could see Fay crouched behind one of the cars, her eyes glued down the road. 
 
The vehicle’s engine grew louder, and it sounded as though it was slowing down. Whoever it was planned on taking a look around. 
 
It was some sort of military vehicle. It stopped directly in front of the motel and the engine cut off. The windows were tinted, but even if they weren’t Billy wasn’t sure if he’d be able to see who was inside.
 
His hand pressed against the window, almost breaking the glass, when he saw who stepped out. It was his brother, and his mom, with a man he didn’t recognize. All of them were armed.
 
Before Fay could aim her rifle, Beth brought her down with a shot that echoed through the courtyard. 
 
Billy dashed out of the hotel room, forgetting the kids in the room.
 
“Mom, stop!” he screamed.
 
Then, when his mother saw him, he watched the barrel of her rifle point at him and he ducked for cover behind the staircase. The bullets ricocheted off the concrete. Billy peeked through the spaces of the stairs and watched both his mother and brother advance on him.
 
He didn’t know what to think. Was it this man they were with that was making them do this? Were they acting on their own? What was happening?
 
The thought of Jung Jr. and Claire suddenly flooded his mind. He couldn’t let his family hurt them. Billy brought the rifle’s stock to his shoulder. He closed his eyes, exhaling slowly. 
 
When he opened his eyes he jumped from behind the staircase and fired a few rounds in his mother’s direction, causing her to jump behind one of the small stone walls in the courtyard. He tried looking for his brother, but he couldn’t see where he went.
 
He used the wall behind him as a guide and kept his sights on his mother as he backtracked to the room where the kids were. He finally made it to the door and backed inside.
 
Before the door was shut he felt hands grip his neck and face. The rifle hit the floor as Billy tried to free himself from Cain’s hold, but it was useless. The more he struggled the tighter Cain squeezed.
 
“Shhh,” Cain whispered.
 
It took Billy a moment for the scene in front of him to sink in. Both Jung Jr. and Claire were on the floor, crying and holding on to each other while Joey stood next to them with his rifle aimed at both their heads.
 
Joey was looking at him, but it wasn’t his brother’s eyes staring at him. It was some other creature’s gaze. They looked like their father’s eyes.
 
“Your brother wanted to come show you something,” Cain said. 
 
Billy screamed through Cain’s hand, trying to talk to his brother, but all that came out was mumbled cries. His eyes moved from Joey’s finger on the trigger to Jung Jr.’s and Claire’s crying faces.
 
“Show him, Joey. Show him who you are,” Cain said.
 
This wasn’t his brother. This wasn’t any type of reality he knew. How could it be? It was a nightmare. He just had to wake up.
 
The barrel of Joey’s rifle pressed against the side of Jung Jr.’s head. Billy started to feel light-headed. The room started to go black.
 
Claire’s face was beet red from crying. Her screams were piercing, scared. She clutched onto her brother, whose face was just as red and afraid. Joey’s hand was shaking. 
 
“Do it,” Cain said.
 
Claire screamed again, louder than she had before. Billy couldn’t take his eyes off his brother’s finger hovering over the trigger. One small movement was all it would take to transform his brother from innocent to murderer. 
 
“Do it!” Cain screamed.
 
The sound of Joey’s rifle going off seemed as if it was far away, in another world, in another life. When it was over all Billy could hear was a solid ringing in his ears, and the last thing he saw before he passed out was the blood splattered across his brother’s face. 
 



 
***
 
When Billy woke up he tried moving his arms, but he felt the tight grip of rope around his wrists, keeping his hands tied behind his back. His ankles were bound together as well.
 
He looked to his left and saw that Jung was tied and bound next to him. Jung had his eyes open, but they were glazed over.
 
“Jung,” Billy said. “Jung, what’s going on?”
 
Jung didn’t respond. He just sat there, a dead look on his face, staring at something. Billy followed Jung’s line of sight and when he saw what Jung was looking at he turned his head and puked on the ground. 
 
The acid from the vomit burned his throat, all the way from the pit of his stomach to the roof of his mouth. 
 
Both Jung Jr. and Claire were piled on top of each other. The blast from Joey’s rifle had left their heads and faces unrecognizable. Their small hands, arms, and legs were tangled together and motionless.
 
Billy’s body convulsed as sobs escaped him. They were silent at first, and then grew to painful moans. The cries were rooted in not only the children’s deaths but also the actions of his brother.
 
Billy just lay there on his side against the rough, granular concrete, staring at the two tiny, lifeless bodies on the ground in front of him when a pair of boots blocked his vision. 
 
“I’m glad you finally came around. We were starting to worry,” Cain said.
 
Cain grabbed Billy’s shoulders and sat him upright. He tapped the side of Billy’s cheeks, and then wiped the tears off them.
 
“There, there now. It’s okay. Those kids won’t have to suffer anymore. Your brother did a very brave thing, you know,” Cain said.
 
It was Cain’s eyes that threw Billy off. They were crystal blue, clearer and richer than any eyes he’d ever seen before, eyes that hid the twisted mind that stole his brother’s childhood. 
 
“You know he didn’t say a word when we brought him down here?” Cain said, gesturing to Jung. “Now, there’s a man who has lost all connection with who he used to be. I’d bring him with me if he weren’t a complete zombie. Such a waste,” Cain said.
 
Cain pulled a knife from his belt. It ran six inches in length with a solid black handle. He placed the tip of the blade gently on the toe of Billy’s shoe. 
 
“You know your family is very special. I can’t tell you how many towns I’ve been to like this one where people are barely surviving, trying to hold on. Each time I tried to help them, convince them that there was a better way, but none of them could go the distance. They couldn’t leave behind the one thing stopping them from flourishing,” Cain said.
 
Cain ran the knife along the fabric of Billy’s pants with enough pressure for Billy to feel the blade’s presence, but light enough to not cut the fabric.
 
“Where’s my brother?” Billy asked.
 
“Oh, he’ll be here in a minute. I’m sure he won’t want to miss the show,” Cain answered.
 
“You’re sick.”
 
“You know what I just realized? I haven’t properly introduced myself.” 
 
Cain laughed, shaking his head. “I’m so sorry about that. My name is Cain.”
 
“I don’t give a shit what your name is.”
 
“See! That’s the spark! That’s what you need! But you’re missing the sense of detachment that your friend here has. If I could just combine the two of you I think you’d be a great addition, but I’m afraid we’re running out of time,” Cain said. “Ah, here she is.”
 
Billy looked to his right and saw his mother walking toward him. She had dark circles under her eyes. They were deeper than usual. More hollow.
 
“Mom?” Billy asked.
 
She didn’t respond. Cain stood up and handed her the knife. 
 
“Don’t take too long,” Cain said.
 
Cain patted her on the back and disappeared behind Billy. Beth knelt down in front of him, her eyes looking at him, but not seeing him.
 
“Mom, what are you doing? I don’t know what that man did, but listen to me, this isn’t right. Mom, you’re not thinking straight,” Billy said.
 
“I loved you,” Beth said.
 
Billy started crying. His whole body shook as the flow of tears opened up again down his face. His head tilted down. He tried stopping, but he couldn’t.
 
“I’m sorry, Mom. I’m so s-sorry. I’m sorr-ry,” Billy said.
 
Beth lifted Billy’s head. Her face was calm. The blade was still clutched in her other hand. She smiled and Billy caught a glimpse of how his mother used to look at him before all of this, before the blackout and the death of his father. 
 
“Billy,” Beth said.
 
Her words were soft like when she used to come and tuck him in at night when he was a child. He was always afraid of the dark, but whenever she came in before he went to sleep he always felt better, safer.
 
“I don’t care,” Beth finished.
 
Billy felt the cold steel thrust into his neck. His whole body seized. The pain was quick and he immediately gasped for breath. He could feel the blood spilling from his neck onto his chest. Everything felt warm at first, then cold, empty… tired. 
 
Beth held his gaze the entire time. Her face was twisted with anger. But even with that face staring back at him the last image Billy saw was him and his brother playing in the yard. It was sunny outside, and there was a slight breeze in the air. They were chasing after each other, playing tag.
 
The pain finally subsided and Billy smiled, hearing nothing but the sound of his brother’s laughter echoing through the field in his mind.
 



 
***
 
Jung didn’t put up a fight. When he saw Cain open the door to his room he thought that was the moment, this man was the one to end everything for him, but he was wrong. 
 
He thought that’d he lost all ability to feel anything, but when he saw his children dead, something inside of him was screaming, demanding to be let out, but it couldn’t escape. 
 
It was trapped deep within him, like a man lost at sea, screaming through the storm to another ship in the distance for help, but no one was able to hear him.
 
The only emotion that came out was the steady flow of tears tumbling down the side of his cheeks. When he felt Billy’s body collapse next to him he looked down to see blood spilling into the cracks of the concrete. 
 
Jung could smell the blood and feel it sticking to his shirt and arm. Everything was red. He felt himself panicking. The world around him seemed to be folding in, suffocating him until he couldn’t breathe anymore. 
 
He tried to regain control and went back to the sight of his children. He couldn’t understand why they piled them on top of each other. They were discarded like a broken appliance.
 
Cain was saying something to him, but all Jung could see were Cain’s lips moving. He couldn’t hear their sounds, or what he was telling him. Jung knew it was because of this man’s actions that his children were dead. 
 
But Cain was just the instrument, not the source. The real murderer was Jung. He pulled the trigger on his children long before Cain showed up. It had been there lingering in the back of his mind. He knew the moment would come, but Jung’s one wish was to be dead before he saw it happen.
 
Whatever God he’d given up on had decided to return the favor, punishing him for his lack of faith and devotion to his family and fellow man. His mind went to the book of Revelation, and the first words he’d spoken were from the very book he’d forsaken.
 
“Every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and all peoples on earth will mourn because of him,” Jung said.
 
Cain bent down on his knee and met Jung’s eyes, smiling. The blade Beth had used to kill Billy was in his hand still dripping with blood. 
 
“So shall it be. Amen,” Cain said.
 
The slice of Jung’s throat was quick. The blood drained from him like an open faucet, and Jung’s eyes fixed on his children until the last bits of life vanished from his face.
 
Cain wiped the blade on Jung’s shoulder, cleaning the red off the silver steel. He tucked it back into his belt and clapped his hands together.
 
Beth and Joey’s hands were stained red. That was the sight Cain was looking for, there in front of him. They were hungry now, purged of whatever ties to the past they were holding on to.
 
“Now, the fun begins,” Cain said.
 



Six Months After the Blackout
 
The computer screen on Ben’s desk was the only source of light in the office. His eyes were bloodshot, strained from looking at files for the past nine hours. 
 
Ben leaned back in his chair and attempted to rub the dryness out of his eyes. He looked over at Mitch, who was passed out on the sofa. So far the only thing Mitch offered in the research was the occasional snore. 
 
Through all of the files that Ben searched he couldn’t find anything on either Dr. Wyatt or Mike. Both of them were squeaky clean. Aside from Wyatt’s bumble at the Senate hearing, he hadn’t made any waves.
 
The only thing he could find on Mike was a speeding ticket under his wife’s name, and their marriage license. 
 
Ben kept staring at the marriage license, studying it. There was something about it that didn’t sit right with him, but he couldn’t place it. He wasn’t surprised that Mike had been married. 
 
Whenever Ben pried into Mike’s past in the interrogation room he’d never get anywhere. Mike wouldn’t talk about anything. 
 
Even if Dr. Wyatt was telling the truth and there was a journal that chronicled what happened and proved Mike’s innocence, why would he give it to him? The man obviously believed he was guilty, but Ben didn’t think it was of the crimes Mike said he committed. There was something more.
 



 
***
 
“You really think this is going to work?” Mitch asked.
 
“We’ve tried everything else. If this doesn’t get a response out of him, then I don’t know what will,” Ben answered.
 
Mitch let out a long sigh and then opened the interrogation room’s door. Mike was inside, shackled to the chair and floor, and dressed in orange. 
 
Mike kept his head down as usual and Ben took a seat across from him. Ben laid the manila folder gently onto the table and folded his hands together.
 
“How are you doing today, Mike?” Ben asked.
 
The only answer Ben received was the shuffling of chains. Ben opened the file, but made sure Mike couldn’t see the contents of what was inside. He flipped through the pages, just examining them.
 
“You know we had a friend of yours pay us a visit yesterday,” Ben said.
 
It was the first time Mike actually looked at him. Whatever secrets Mike was hiding, having an “old friend” stop by was bound to make him nervous. 
 
“Did you ever spend any time in Washington, DC, before the blackout?” Ben asked.
 
“I don’t have any friends,” Mike said.
 
“I actually lived there, before the EMP blast. Most of the city was a dump, but it wasn’t without its charms.”
 
Ben continued to examine the pictures in the file, glancing up every once in a while to see Mike’s eyes glaring at him. 
 
“The monuments there are incredible. It’s a great destination for families,” Ben said.
 
Mike pulled hard against the chains, but they were so tight that the only thing Ben noticed was the flex of Mike’s arms.
 
Ben set the folder down, and pulled out pictures of Freddy, Kalen, and Anne. Each picture slid across the table’s smooth surface and stopped abruptly at Mike’s arm.
 
“Were they in on it too, Mike?” Ben asked. “Did your family help you break into that military base and launch that EMP? Did they even know who you were, what you were planning on doing?”
 
Mike didn’t say anything. He just glanced down at the pictures. Ben tried reading the emotions on Mike’s face, but it was blank.
 
“Do they know you’re here?” Ben asked.
 
“We thought you’d be happy to see them,” Mitch said. 
 
Mitch leaned on the table, his large belly digging into the table’s edge. 
 
“You couldn’t protect them, could you?  You weak piece of shit,” Mitch said.
 
“AHHHHHHHH!” Mike screamed.
 
Mike snapped and turned on Mitch, but the restraints did their job. Curses and spit flew from Mike’s mouth as he screamed at both of them. It was a stream of adrenaline that lasted for fifteen minutes, then finally subsided with Mike exhausted and slumped in his chair, looking numb as he stared at the pictures on the table.
 
“Mike,” Ben said, “I don’t think you did any of what you said happened. I don’t believe a family man who was married for twenty-five years at a job you’d been at for just as long would snap like this. Tell me what happened. I can help you.”
 
Mike’s eyes were red. Ben could see the tears he was holding back, ready to burst at any moment. Ben picked up a picture of his son and held it up for Mike to see.
 
“What happened, Mike?” Ben asked.
 
Mike gently grabbed the picture from Ben’s hands. It was Mike’s shoulders that started to shake first, then his arms and hands, and the picture wobbled back and forth. The first tear hit the table, and with the dam now broken the rest of the tears fell like rain.
 
After a minute of letting himself go he started to regain his composure, drawing in deep breaths.
 
“Who is he?” Mike asked.
 
“Who is who?” Ben asked.
 
“The man who came to see you.”
 
“He identified himself as Dr. Quinn Wyatt.”
 
The picture of Freddy fell from Mike’s grip. His eyes darted from Mitch to Ben.
 
“Where’s the journal, Mike?” Ben asked.
 
“Whatever he told you is a lie,” Mike said.
 
“The journal, Mike. What did you do with it?”
 
“Take me back to my cell.”
 
It wasn’t going to work. Wherever the journal was, whatever happened, Mike wasn’t going to tell him. Ben called for the correction officer and Mike was escorted back to his cell. 
 
Mitch patted Ben on the back.
 
“C’mon, kid. You need a drink.”
 



 
***
 
Out of all of the businesses that started back up after the power came back on, the ones that had the quickest success were the bars. People wanted to forget whatever terrible things they did during the blackout as fast as possible. 
 
Mitch ordered a whiskey and coke and Ben sipped on a beer. The bar wasn’t too busy, but then again it was twelve thirty in the afternoon on a Wednesday.
 
“I don’t know what he’s scared of,” Ben said.
 
“This place is a dump.”
 
“He knows he didn’t do any of this, and he’s still punishing himself for it. Why?”
 
“Hey, barkeep! Where’s the bar nuts?”
 
“If we could just reach out to his family. Maybe they could help us.”
 
Ben rested his head on his arm and then felt a nudge in his side.
 
“Hey,” Mitch said. “You can’t save someone that doesn’t want to be saved, Ben.”
 
“What’d you do?”
 
“What do you mean?”

“During the blackout. I know you weren’t stationed in DC. You said you were from Philadelphia, right?”
 
“Yup.”
 
“That place was a madhouse. How’d you survive?”
 
“Hey, it’s the city of brotherly love.”
 
Ben laughed, and Mitch gave a chuckle. Both of them took another sip of their drinks. Ben placed his beer on the small white napkin.
 
“Ben, the things that happened during the blackout were bad. People… they lost who they were. I saw people stab each other over crumbs. Fuckin’ crumbs,” Mitch said.
 
Mitch drained the rest of his drink and slammed it down on the counter. He called the bartender over again and asked for another.
 
“Did you kill anyone?” Ben asked.
 
Mitch grabbed a handful of the bar nuts next to him and shoved them in his mouth, then washed them down with another swig of his fresh drink.
 
“We all did what we had to do, Ben. There’s not a person out there that doesn’t have dirty hands.”
 
Ben knew Mitch had a point. Everyone was without power for too long. People will stay calm for only so long before they riot. The dependency on technology became abundantly clear when none of it worked. 
 
History books would record this time period as one of the worst in American History. The stories would surpass the Great Depression, both World Wars, 9/11, all of it. It was as if the entire nation lost its sanity with the rest of the world watching, and now we were waking up from the nightmare, looking around at the damage and trying to sweep it under the rug.
 
That’s why Ben wanted the proof so bad. He had to pull one truth out of all the lies being peddled to everyone. There had to be one beam of light out there.
 
“I killed someone,” Ben said.
 
Mitch stopped chewing and set his drink down. 
 
“Ben, you don’t have to—”
 
“It was in the middle of the day, about three months in. I was on guard at the food bank in DC. You should have seen the lines of people waiting. It stretched for miles. You couldn’t even see the end. We moved on to the emergency reserves at that point. You could see the hunger on everyone’s faces. The food bank was handing out the bare minimum. The tension running through the crowd was thick, and there was this guy, a dad with his family, and they were close to the front of the line. His little girl was crying, and she just wouldn’t stop. He walked up to me, saying that his daughter hadn’t eaten in three days. He begged me to let him cut in line, just to grab food for her. He was even willing to give up his rations just to feed her, but we had protocol. No one could skip, no exceptions. Then other people started pleading, arguing why they should be able to eat first. The guards were outnumbered a thousand to one. If they rushed the gates, then it would have been over. I pulled my gun and told him to get back in line, but he just wouldn’t stop. He kept screaming for me to let him through, and the crowd around him was getting restless. I couldn’t let the chaos break out. I couldn’t let one person destroy what little we had left. I warned him one more time to get back in line and he made a move on me so I pulled the trigger. One shot through the head. The rest of the crowd backed down after that. I can still hear two things from that day when I close my eyes to fall asleep. I can hear the sound of my gun going off, and the screams from his wife, cursing me as she wept over her husband’s corpse.”
 
Ben took another sip of beer then clutched the drink in both hands as he closed his eyes, letting out a breath that was soft and slow.
 
“The supplies from Europe arrived the next day,” Ben said.
 
“You followed your orders, Ben. There was no way of knowing what would happen if you hadn’t pulled the trigger. You knew what you had to do. It was a hard choice, but one that had to be made.”
 
“Yeah… orders.”



 
***
 
Even though Dr. Wyatt volunteered to come to the investigator’s unit, Ben and Mitch housed him in an apartment building onsite. He was impressed with the size of the facility they were able to use. It looked like an old university that swapped housing bright young minds for suspected criminals. 
 
Dr. Wyatt unpacked his suitcase and placed what spare clothes he had into the small dresser at the foot of the bed. There was a TV on top of it, which he didn’t use. He found himself not using any piece of electronics out of habit. He managed to make it as far as he did without it and realized just how much of a time waste it was to spend your free hours glued to a television numbing your mind.
 
His room was on the eighth floor of the building and he had a decent view of the surrounding area. There were cars moving on the roads, traffic lights changing from red to green, and he could hear the hum of the electrical transformer from the power lines just outside his window.
 
It was such a different sight than the one he experienced just a few months ago. The frozen cities had been thawed and were now beginning to teem with life again. 
 
Dr. Wyatt sat on the edge of the bed and ran his fingers along the fabric of the comforter. The sheets on the bed were clean, the floor in the room was vacuumed, and the A/C was blasting through the vents. 
 
All of this was brought back for mankind, the same mankind that ignored him, shunned him, and tried to bury him. He started to think that him being there was a bad idea. Even if he had a chance to speak with Mike there was no guarantee that he’d be able to help him, and even if he was able to help him, there was no promise that Mike would accept it.
 
Every time he thought about it a sour feeling hit the pit of his stomach and spread throughout his body. He reached for his bag and pulled out the bottle of pills he kept with him to ease the stress. 
 
He washed the pill down with a cup of water he filled from the sink and lay down to let the medicine take effect. 



 
 
***
 
Ben called Dr. Wyatt first thing in the morning and told him to come to his office immediately. He didn’t tell him why though.
 
Ben was still hung over from the day before. Mitch just kept feeding him drinks and before he knew it he was hunched over in the toilet puking his guts out. Ben took a taxi home and when he woke up in the morning his head felt as if it was on an anvil being pounded by a sledgehammer. 
 
When he saw Mitch come in the office looking as fresh as a newborn calf he shrugged his shoulders in disbelief. 
 
“How the hell are you not dying right now?” Ben asked.
 
“My liver’s used to that sort of punishment.”
 
Mitch offered him a little hair of the dog which Ben emphatically declined. He couldn’t even look at alcohol without wanting to vomit. 
 
One of the office assistants came in a little later to let Ben know that Dr. Wyatt was there. He met Wyatt in the interrogation room alone.
 
“I appreciate you coming in on such short notice,” Ben said.
 
“Well, the armed guards you sent to collect me were quite convincing.”
 
Ben could feel the strain of trying to focus on the conversation at hand. He rubbed his eyes.
 
“Long night?” Dr. Wyatt asked.
 
“You could say that.”
 
“We all have ways of coping, Agent Sullivan.”
 
“Is that why your pupils are dilated?”
 
“What can I help you with?”
 
“When you came in you said you wanted to help Mr. Grant, correct?”
 
“That’s correct.”
 
“And it’s something you’re still interested in pursuing?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Why?”
 
“As I told you before he—”
 
“Suffered a great deal, yes, I know that, Dr. Wyatt. But how did he suffer? I know he had a family. Do you know where they are?”
 
“You need to let me speak to him.”
 
Ben let out a sigh. He was exhausted. He was running out of time, and patience. Whatever Dr. Wyatt believed he could do to help Mike involved speaking with him.
 
“He doesn’t want to be saved,” Ben said. “I’ve tried reaching him, but it’s just no use. He believes he’s guilty. The evidence we have suggests that he is, and my superiors are breathing down my neck to close this case.”
 
“Besides your drinking have you turned to anything to help you cope with the things you did during the blackout, Agent Sullivan?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“And what was it?”
 
“My family.”
 
“It’s nice to have something to help pull you out of the darkness. Myself, I didn’t have any family, so as you can see from my ‘dilated pupils’ I’ve coped in other ways.”
 
“Dr. Wyatt I don—”
 
“Do you know how Mike Grant coped after what happened in Cincinnati?”
 
“No.”
 
“Well, I do. And if you don’t let me speak with him a good man is going to die.”
 
Ben didn’t know what else he could do. He researched every possible lead, checked every scenario, but he still couldn’t shake the feeling that through all of those procedures something was wrong. Maybe it was time to try something a little unconventional.
 
“All right, Dr. Wyatt. I’ll bring him in,” Ben said.
 



Cincinnati (Day 25) 
 
Mike kept Kalen close the entire morning. He was next to her when they were grabbing their gear, loading their ammo, and boarding the trucks to take them to the rallying point where they would try and take the bridge from the rebels.
 
He tried making a case for her to stay in the city, but it fell to pieces when she spoke up demanding that she be a part of the raid. Once Blake heard that the discussion was over.
 
The brief was simple. The rebels were running low on supplies and ammo. They were outnumbered and this campaign was to be the last push to get them back over the river and take control of the bridge, allowing the rest of Bram’s men to connect with his other units in Lexington. 
 
Blake and the rest of his men outnumbered the rebels two to one, so the tactic would be to drive a wedge between the rebels. Divide and conquer. 
 
The rebels hadn’t used any heavy artillery for the past week, so it was believed they’d run out. Everything would be handled on the ground, with man-to-man combat. Mike, Sam, and Kalen were a part of Unit One and charged with taking out the left flank.
 
When the truck came to a stop Mike’s heart was pounding out of his chest. His hands felt like bricks holding the rifle. He tried massaging them earlier in the morning, but it didn’t really help.
 
Blake gathered everyone around him once the trucks were emptied. Mike watched them turn around and head back to the city, toward safety. All he wanted to do at that moment was throw his daughter in the back of one of those trucks.
 
“All right, everyone, listen up!” Blake said. “We’ll be joining up with the rest of the troops at the front line. We have them on their heels, so this is it. You all know what needs to be done. Let’s move out!”
 
There were only thirty of them, but from Blake’s description that was more than enough to overrun the enemy. They broke off into five groups of six. Mike’s group consisted of himself, Sam, Kalen, and Blake. Two other guys rounded out the group, Steve and Jimmy. Both were hunters before the blackout, and both were excellent marksmen. Mike’s group could’ve done a lot worse. 
 
Gunshots rang out the closer they moved to the river. Mike could smell the mixture of water, gunpowder, and dust swirling in the air. The scent grew stronger as the sounds of guns and screams increased.
 
Up ahead Mike could see the forces already there, advancing on the bridge. The rallying point for the unit was a small office building just behind the front lines. Blake led the group inside and they had a front row seat for the bloodshed.
 
“Listen up! We push whoever we can to the west. No hesitation,” Blake said.
 
Mike clicked the safety off the rifle. He looked to Kalen, who was still staring out the empty window frame where the glass was shattered. He pulled Sam close and whispered in his ear.
 
“Don’t let her out of your sight,” Mike said.
 
Sam nodded and moved over to Kalen’s right side. When Blake finally signaled they were heading out, Mike gave Kalen one last glance and took a deep breath.
 
The firing was sporadic and Mike could hear the shouts of men on both sides. He kept Kalen in his field of vision the entire time, while scanning for anything that would harm her. 
 
Blake was leading them toward a small cluster of soldiers on the outside edge of the bridge. He was the first to open fire, followed by Jimmy and Steve. 
 
The rebels immediately returned fire and Mike shoved Kalen down behind a car for cover. 
 
“Dad!” Kalen said.
 
“Stay down!” Mike screamed.
 
Mike rested his rifle on top of the trunk and squeezed the trigger, firing off some rounds into the rebels, then ducked back down as they returned fire.
 
Kalen crawled to the front of the car by the engine. She rested her rifle on top of the hood and opened fire. 
 
“Kalen!” Mike yelled.
 
Mike jumped up, but was pinned down by more rebel fire. Kalen took off running and he crawled to the front of the car to see where she was heading. He saw her up against another abandoned car, parallel to Blake, who was waving everyone forward.
 
The rebels were slowly realizing they were being flanked, and he could see them retreating not to the west but across the bridge. There was a lull in gunfire and Mike sprinted toward his daughter.
 
His shoulder slammed into the car door as he caught his breath. Kalen continued the assault on the rebels. He yanked her down.
 
“What are you doing?” Mike asked.
 
“Our mission.”
 
She yanked his hand off her and moved back into a firing position. Mike watched her with a blended sense of admiration and fear. The swell of pride came from watching his daughter so focused, thriving in a moment of chaos where most would crumble. The stroke of fear came from the knowledge that getting to that point of focus came at a cost of her old self, one that she wasn’t going to get back.
 
“They’re retreating across the bridge! Move forward!” Blake yelled.
 
The gunfire coming from their team was relentless now. The rebels were sprinting as fast as they could across the bridge. The other units were converging at the bridge’s entrance, picking off as many of the rebels as they could. 
 
“We need to move across and secure the other side before they regroup!” Blake said.
 
“Anybody that goes across that bridge is a sitting duck. It’s too exposed,” Sam replied.
 
Mike looked around. There were three abandoned cars close to the bridge’s entrance. One of them had the tires blown out, but the other two were good.
 
“We can throw those cars in neutral and roll them across,” Mike said.
 
“That’s our cover,” Blake replied. “Let’s move!”
 
They opened all of the car doors and rolled them forward across the bridge, shielding them from the gunfire raining down on them.
 
Another unit followed their lead and began pushing their own car across the bridge. Both Mike and Blake were on the front doors. Sam was behind Mike and Kalen was behind Blake on the rear doors, while Jimmy and Steve were pushing from the bumper.
 
As they crept their way across the bridge Mike noticed the gunfire had let up. He looked up and saw that most of the rebels had disappeared. In fact, he couldn’t see any of them. Mike scanned the shoreline and the end of the bridge, but there was nothing. 
 
“They’re gone,” Mike said.
 
“Keep pushing forward,” Blake ordered.
 
Something was wrong. After all of the fighting and protection of the bridge, why would they give it up so easily? From everything that Mike had learned about the bridge, it was a pivotal, strategic point. 
 
They were past the halfway point and the bridge started its downward slope. The car started picking up speed. Mike jumped in the driver’s seat and tapped the brakes so they wouldn’t end up crashing into anything on their way down.
 
Then, just to his left Mike could see a tarp on the sidewalk. The end was flapping open from the breeze. He looked over to his right and saw another tarp directly parallel to the one on the left.
 
Mike slammed the brake pedal hard. The open doors flopped forward a bit and everyone slammed into them.
 
“They’re gonna blow the bridge!” Mike yelled.
 
Everyone’s heads went up. Mike slammed the car’s shifter into park and tried rolling out of the driver’s seat, but someone grabbed his arm, stopping him.
 
Mike looked over and Blake had his fingers digging into his skin. He tried to break free, but Blake had a really good hold on him.
 
“We push forward,” Blake said.
 
“The tarps!” Mike said.
 
“We can’t lose this bridge,” Blake yelled, running to the tarp. 
 
Kalen followed him and Mike sprinted after her. Blake lifted the tarp off and revealed enough plastic explosive to blow the bridge sky high. 
 
“Jesus,” Blake whispered.
 
“We need to get off the bridge now!” Mike yelled.
 
“If we lose this bridge it’ll set us back months and it’ll give the rebels time to regroup. We can’t let that happen,” Blake said. 
 
“Toss it over the side!” Jimmy yelled.
 
“No, if it goes off under water it could damage the bridge’s pillars,” Blake answered. 
 
Blake pulled his radio to his mouth.
 
“We need an ordnance expert on the bridge. Now,” Blake said.
 
A few minutes later a man came jogging up toward them. He was an older gentleman, probably late fifties, and had thick-rimmed glasses. He wasn’t dressed in the normal military fatigues like Blake had on, so Mike figured he must have been a recruit like himself. He introduced himself as Brian.
 
“What do we have here?” Brian asked.
 
“Can you disarm it?” Blake asked.
 
Brian walked around to the back end of the explosive device. There was a wire that ran from the back of the C-4 along the bridge wall leading to the opposite side. When Brian saw the configuration of the bomb he sprinted in the other direction without saying a word.
 
Jimmy and Steve followed him. Blake tried to corral his unit, but once the other soldiers saw them sprinting away it was a free-for-all.
 
“We have to get this explosive off the bridge!” Blake said.
 
Kalen went over to the other side where the other tarp was. She flung the tarp off, revealing an equal amount of explosive as its counterpart. 
 
Mike grabbed her by the arm and tried pulling her backwards. She kept wiggling out of his grip.
 
“It’s not worth it. Let it go,” Mike said.
 
“I’m not going to fail!”
 
Kalen was punching his chest, struggling to break free. Mike’s hands were starting to ache from her thrashing. She wasn’t going to give up. He’d seen that look before. It was the same look he had when he was on the road from Pittsburgh to the cabin, traveling to get to his family.
 
Mike flung her on the other side of the bridge away from the explosive. He scooped up the bomb and sprinted down the slope of the bridge. He set the bomb in a clearing away from the bridge’s entrance. When he started to make his run back to the top of the bridge, the other bomb left on the bridge detonated. 
 
The concrete and metal flew through the air and landed all around him. Mike coughed and rolled around on the ground. A solid ringing ran through his ears and his vision was blurred, straining to focus on the shapes around him. When the ground stopped spinning he managed to focus on what was left of the bridge.
 
Only a few thin pieces of concrete and steel connected the two sides. Mike scanned the bridge, looking for Kalen, but he couldn’t see her.
 
Then a distant thumping sound began to replace the ringing in his ears. He couldn’t tell where it was coming from, but it was quick and sporadic. It was as if it was coming from all directions.
 
Mike was still on his belly, crawling forward, trying to stand, but unable to get his legs underneath him. The ringing started to clear and the foreign thumping sounds became more recognizable. They were gunshots.
 
Mike looked behind him and could see rebel forces moving back toward the bridge, and firing along the bank. Mike stumbled forward, attempting to stand, but then landed face first on the concrete. 
 
He heard shouts behind him and the last thing he saw before he blacked out was the butt of a rifle smacking his forehead. 



 
 
***
 
“What do you mean we can’t go after him?” Kalen screamed.
 
One of the field nurses was sewing Blake’s arm up from the blast wound he suffered when the bridge exploded. There weren’t any casualties, but a few of the men were banged up pretty bad.
 
“You saw the bridge. It’s gone, and we don’t have any navy to speak of, so unless you want to swim across the river with our supplies on a raft I suggest you calm down,” Blake said.
 
“How long till we have boats in the water?” Kalen asked.
 
“Boats weren’t a priority in our rebuilding efforts. It’ll be a while.”
 
“How long’s a while?”
 
“Will you give us a minute?”
 
The nurse left the room, leaving Blake and Kalen alone. The stitches in his arm were poking out and blood streaked down his skin. 
 
Kalen wasn’t without her own injuries. A piece of concrete had knocked her unconscious and left her with twelve stitches across her forehead. There was a constant throbbing in her forehead, but she ignored it. 
 
“Look, kid, I know how much you want to get your dad, but we have to be realistic about this. We don’t have any way of getting over the river right now, and even if we did there’s no guarantee that he’s still alive. That’s something you’re going to have to be willing to accept,” Blake said.
 
Kalen grabbed hold of the frame at the foot of the bed. She felt as if she could squeeze through the metal, crumpling it into flat pieces of lead.
 
“We’re going to get my father back. Dead or alive, he’s coming home,” Kalen said.
 
Anne and Freddy were in the waiting room when she got out. They had been there all day, waiting to see her. She had been done with her checkup hours ago, but she wasn’t ready to face them just yet. She needed more time to gather her thoughts. 
 
She thought she’d know what she was going to say when she saw them, but the moment her eyes landed on her mother’s face whatever plan of action she had disappeared.
 
She found herself running into her mother’s arms, feeling the embrace and warmth she hadn’t allowed herself to feel for what felt like a very, very long time. 
 
“It’s okay, sweetheart,” Anne whispered.
 
Kalen squeezed her mother tighter and could feel Freddy coming in on the side of her, wrapping his arms around her waist. She held the back of his head and just allowed herself to be vulnerable again.
 
Once she finally gathered the strength to let go, Kalen wiped her eyes on her shirt and Anne examined the stitches on her forehead.
 
“What happened?” Anne asked.
 
“The bridge we were sent to take over was destroyed. Dad was on the other side when it blew. I don’t know if—”
 
Kalen cut herself off. Freddy was looking up at her with the fearful eyes of a child, wanting to know more, but afraid of what that knowledge meant. 
 
“They don’t know when we’ll be able to cross the river to get him back. They don’t have any boats prepared,” Kalen said.
 
“There’s no other way across?” Anne asked.
 
“No, the other bridges were blown up a while ago. I guess the rebels wanted to bottleneck everyone. Have one way in, and one way out.”
 
Kalen could see the same words Blake had said etched across her mother’s face. The chances of her dad being alive were slim, and even if he was, there wasn’t a guarantee they could get him back.
 



 
***
 
Mike’s head was pounding and he was drifting in and out of consciousness. He caught glimpses of different images when he was able to keep his eyes open. Brick walls, people in surgical masks, soldiers with rifles—all appeared and disappeared.
 
When Mike finally came to he was in a bed. His head was still pounding and when he tried to touch his forehead, he realized both of his hands were restrained. His feet were also tied down around the ankles. 
 
He strained against the cuffs, but he couldn’t break them. There was an IV set up next to him and he could hear voices just behind the curtain accompanied by footsteps. Mike’s heart pounded harder with each step and when the curtain finally swung open a doctor with a clipboard was looking down at him.
 
“How are you feeling?” the doctor asked.
 
“The bridge. What happened to the other soldiers on the bridge?”
 
“Calm down. You’re going to be all right, but you need to rest.”
 
Mike started thrashing violently against the restraints, shaking the entire bed. 
 
“My daughter! Where’s my daughter?”
 
“Nurse, sedate him.”
 
The nurse shoved the needle into Mike’s arm and he could feel a weightlessness fall over him. The faces staring down at him dissolved as he drifted off into a dreamless sleep.
 



 
***
 
When Mike woke again he was still in the hospital room, but this time the curtain had been flung open and he was in the room by himself. There were two other empty beds with their sheets neatly made. 
 
The drugs had left him tired, woozy. He was having a hard time concentrating. 
 
“Hello.”
 
The voice was cordial, but firm. The figure Mike was staring at in the doorway was blurry. He could tell that he was in a suit, but he couldn’t see the features of his face.
 
“I apologize for what happened earlier. It’s not something I wanted to do, but my men told me you were being very… difficult.”
 
The old man moved to the foot of the bed. Mike could make out his face now. It was kind, but weary. Lines of stress creased along his forehead, under his eyes, and along his mouth. 
 
Mike shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. He recognized the old man, but he couldn’t remember from where. Whatever drugs they had him on were fogging his mind. Mike checked his limbs. He was still tied down.
 
“What happened to the other soldiers on the bridge?” Mike asked.
 
“Most of them survived the blast, but the bridge did not fare very well. It wasn’t a move we wanted to make. It hurt us just as much as it hurt you, but we couldn’t allow your men to advance.”
 
Mike wasn’t sure how many questions he was going to get out of him, so he wanted to pick them carefully.
 
“Where am I?” Mike asked.
 
“You’re in south Cincinnati.”
 
“Who are you?”
 
“My name is Dr. Quinn Wyatt.”



Day 25 (Columbus) 
 
Beth watched Cain drive. She hadn’t taken her eyes off him since they left Carrollton. She was drawn to him in the most unexplainable way. Everything he did seemed so effortless yet calculated with tremendous intention. 
 
Cain kept his eyes on the road and hadn’t glanced her way the entire trip. In fact he hadn’t said a single word. She wasn’t sure if Joey had said anything. All she could focus on at the moment was what he made her do.
 
Every once in a while she’d glance down at her hands and see the stains of blood, the blood of her son. It was dried now, flaking against her skin. 
 
She was indifferent to it all. Whatever, or whoever, she believed in before was a forgotten memory.
 
Beth looked out the window. The street signs were signaling that they were close to Columbus. Then the car turned onto one of the exits for the city.
 
“I thought we were going to Cincinnati?” Beth asked.
 
“We’re just going to make a quick pit stop here,” Cain answered. He looked over to her for the first time on the trip and smiled. “I need to show off my new weapons.”
 
Beth hadn’t been to any major city since she was a little girl. Her jaw dropped when they entered downtown Columbus. The skyscrapers and buildings towered over her. There were abandoned cars and trash everywhere. It looked like a war zone. 
 
They weaved in and out of the parked cars through the streets until they made it to a blockade of men with guns in uniform. Cain stopped the truck.
 
“Stay here,” he said.
 
The door slammed as he left and walked toward the soldier. He was greeted with a handshake and smile. He kept gesturing back to the truck and Beth could see the other soldier squinting into the window to get a look at her.
 
Joey poked his head through the space between the two front seats.
 
“What are we doing here?” Joey asked.
 
“I don’t know.”
 
“I’m getting hungry.”
 
“I’m sure we’ll eat something soon.”
 
Once they were past the blockade the rest of the city seemed so neat. The cars had been cleared from the streets and the trash had been picked up. People were walking back and forth casually, as if nothing was wrong.
 
In one of the windows of the stores they passed she could see a fan plugged in blowing air across someone’s face. 
 
“The power is on?” Beth asked.
 
“What?” Joey said, jumping out of his seat.
 
“Yes,” Cain said.
 
“How?” Beth asked
 
“We turned it on,” Cain said.
 
They pulled into a space where some other military trucks were located. “City Hall” was printed across the sign in front of the building. 
 
There were more guards stationed at the entrance, and all of them saluted Cain as he passed them. 
 
Inside there were rooms filled with people. None of them had uniforms on. All of them were in regular street clothes, and they varied in age and ethnicity. Cain brought them to a room where most of the inhabitants were young men. 
 
“Wait here and I’ll come to collect you in a little while,” Cain said.
 
Before Beth could say anything Cain closed the door. Two empty chairs were alone in the corner, so that’s where Beth and Joey headed. 
 
There were whispers as the two of them walked by, and understandably so. The men in the room looked strong, healthy. An old woman and young boy didn’t fit the room’s standard.
 
Beth had no idea what’d she gotten herself into. For the first time since she left Carrollton she could feel doubt creep into her mind. 
 



 
***
 
Cain knocked on the office door and a hoarse voice greeted him from the other side. 
 
“Enter!”
 
The old man behind the desk looked up from his paperwork. 
 
“HA! Cain, my boy! I was starting to think you wouldn’t make it,” Major Griffin said. 
 
Griffin embraced Cain in a hug and Cain took a seat across from Griffin’s desk.
 
“What took you so long?” Griffin asked.
 
“I wanted to make sure that I got what we needed.”
 
“Always the perfectionist. How many did you bring back?”
 
“Two.”
 
“Two? That’s it?”
 
Cain nodded.
 
“Jesus, Cain. Thompson brought back at least a dozen. You really couldn’t find any more than two?”
 
“I found plenty, but I only found two that fit what we need.”
 
“Well, they must be something. Nothing wrong with quality over quantity. Did you drop them off in the training room?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“The drills should be starting soon. Let’s go take a look.”
 
Cain and Griffin snaked through the hallways. A few other soldiers joined them as they walked out the back and headed across the street. The group of recruits they brought in exited the side of the building and spilled into the training yard. 
 
The officers around Cain and Griffin pointed out the ones they recruited.
 
“So where are yours, Cain?” Thompson asked.
 
“There on the back corner,” Cain answered.
 
Laughter rippled through the group, but Cain didn’t flinch.
 
“Stopped at a daycare on your way in?” Thompson asked.
 
Griffin grabbed Cain by the arm and leaned him in close.
 
“Is this some kind of joke, Cain?” Griffin asked.
 
“Just watch.”
 
The group of recruits went through a few exercises on the field. Beth and Joey struggled with some of the drills, while the rest of the group brushed through them with ease. It went on like that for about an hour. 
 
After the final physical drills were completed, Thompson slapped Cain on the back. 

“We can’t all bring home winners,” Thompson said.
 
“No, we can’t,” Cain said.
 
The group of recruiters started to disperse and Griffin shook his head in disgust. Everyone had turned their backs to him.
 
“Anyone care to place a small wager?” Cain asked.
 
Thompson was the first to turn around.
 
“And what’s the bet?” Thompson asked.
 
“That my recruits can get the job done, but yours can’t.”
 
“We’ve already seen what the recruits can and can’t do, Cain, but I’m always up for watching you embarrass yourself.”
 
“Bring your two best recruits to the shooting range in an hour.”
 
“What do you say, boys?” Thompson asked, glancing around at the other recruiters. “Anyone up for a little target practice?”
 



 
***
 
When the hour was up the recruiters gathered their two best marksmen. It was an inside range, with targets set at different intervals. The first was close, only five yards out, but the farthest was thirty yards, used for rifle practice. 
 
It was decided that everyone would be using the same rifle for consistency. Thompson went to set the targets down the field but stopped, turning back to Cain.
 
“Maybe we should start at the five-yard mark? That way your recruits have an easier time,” Thompson said.
 
“The ten-yard mark will be fine, but I brought my own targets,” Cain said.
 
Cain disappeared into one of the rooms. When he came back he was pulling the arm of a young woman. She was blindfolded and had a gag in her mouth. Cain stood her in front of the ten-yard target and whispered in her ear.
 
“Stay still.”
 
He gave her a kiss on the cheek and she shuddered as he removed the blindfold and pulled the wad of cloth out of her mouth.
 
“What are you doing?” Griffin asked.
 
“Winning a bet.”
 
Cain brushed Griffin off and picked up the rifle. 
 
“First person to shoot wins,” Cain said.
 
The only sound that was heard was the gasp from the woman. She was shaking. Tears were running down her face. She struggled for breath when she spoke, choking on her own spit.
 
“P-please, d-don’t do th-this,” she said.
 
“This is insane,” Thompson said. 
 
Thompson moved toward the girl and Cain aimed the barrel of the rifle at him. Thompson froze.
 
“Out in the field we won’t be shooting thin sheets of paper with rings around them. We’ll be shooting people like her. People who oppose us and what we’re trying to build. Or did you forget that on your trip, Thompson?” Cain asked.
 
Cain pressed the rifle’s barrel into Thompson’s chest.
 
“This isn’t a rebuilding effort we’re putting together. We’re still tearing down the old country to make way for a new one. Where the weak-willed and weak-minded, people like that,” Cain said, pointing at the girl, “are no longer part of the problem.”
 
The recruits started to speak out all at once. 
 
“I didn’t sign up for this.”
 
“This is crazy.”
 
“You can’t be serious?”
 
Cain fired a round into the ceiling, silencing everyone. He motioned to Beth, who came over and grabbed the rifle from him. 
 
Beth aimed the rifle at the girl, who was screaming hysterically now. She kept backing up, pressing into the stand behind her, trying to dissipate through the wood and metal.
 
“Fire,” Cain said.
 
Beth squeezed the trigger. The bullet flew through the woman’s head and she hit the floor. The only sound after that was the bullet casing rolling on the concrete.
 
Beth handed the rifle back to Cain and rejoined the other recruits. Cain kept the rifle in his hands and walked over to Thompson. 
 
“I win.”



Six Months After Blackout 
 
Dr. Wyatt’s palms were sweaty. It didn’t matter how many times he wiped them on his pants, they just wouldn’t dry. He’d been sitting in the interrogation room waiting, and dreading, for Ben to bring Mike through the door. 
 
When the door finally opened and Ben escorted Mike in, Dr. Wyatt’s insides twisted all at once. 
 
“I’m not speaking with him,” Mike said.
 
“You can do whatever you want, but you’re in this room for the next twenty minutes,” Ben said.
 
The chains around Mike’s ankles rattled against the floor when he walked. 
 
“You don’t need to keep those on him,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
“Yes, you do,” Mike replied.
 
“I’ll be watching on the other side, so I don’t want anyone trying anything stupid,” Ben said.
 
The door clicked shut after Ben left. Dr. Wyatt had rehearsed this moment in his head a million times. Each time he’d run through it there would be a different ending, but the moment he opened his mouth he couldn’t find the words he practiced.
 
“What are you doing here?” Mike asked.
 
“I’ve been trying to find you,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
“You shouldn’t be here.”
 
“This isn’t your fault.”
 
“Enough of it is.”
 
Sweat was collecting under Wyatt’s arms. He undid the button on his collar, feeling the steam escape out of his shirt.
 
“You’re punishing yourself for something you had nothing to do with,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
“But we both know why I’m here.”
 
“Mike…”
 
“You broke your promise, Doctor, so now I’m breaking mine,” Mike said.
 
Dr. Wyatt said nothing. He simply rose from his seat, shaking slightly as he walked past Mike and out the door. 
 
Once he made it out of the interrogation room he ran for the bathroom. He shoved the stall door open and made it to the toilet just as the vomit sprayed from his mouth. 
 
One arm shook, resting on the toilet seat while he collapsed to the cold tile. He grabbed a piece of toilet paper and wiped his mouth. 
 



 
***
 
Ben escorted Mike back to his cell. It took him twice as long to go anywhere because of the chains. All he could do was shuffle down the halls, and each time he moved his feet the steel would cut deeper into his skin.
 
“Want to explain what all that was about?” Ben asked.
 
 
Mike didn’t answer. They made it to his cell and Ben dropped him off, undoing his shackles. The steel door clanked shut. There was a small opening in the middle of the door for meals to slide in and out. Ben opened it, so Mike could hear him speak.
 
“Let me help you,” Ben said.
 
Mike sat down on the edge of the cot, rubbing his hands and wrists. He kept his head down, looking at his feet.
 
“Make sure I don’t see him again,” Mike said.
 
The moment Ben slid the food hatch closed Mike’s hands started to shake. The pain stopped coming and going weeks ago. They just hurt all of the time now. 
 
He just wanted it to be over. He’d tried before, but he couldn’t stop the will to live. He needed someone else to do it for him. That’s what he wanted to find here. That’s why he turned himself in. 
 
He stroked his beard slowly. It was thick, and matted. He ran his shaking fingers through the tangled knots. He lay down on the cot, resting his head on the flat pillow. The springs of the bed squeaked as he shifted trying to find a comfortable spot. 
 
He didn’t try closing his eyes. It wouldn’t have made a difference if he did. He couldn’t fall asleep anymore, and the rare moments when exhaustion finally caught up with him he didn’t stay asleep long. There were always bloody faces to wake him up in the night.



Day 26 Cincinnati
 
Mike hadn’t been able to leave the hospital for almost twenty-four hours. The straps around his feet and hands were driving him mad. His visit from Wyatt didn’t provide him any answers, but then again he wasn’t able to stay awake for very long to speak to him.
 
Now that Mike was awake, he couldn’t sit still. The nurses came and checked on him periodically. The faint, random screams of other patients echoing through the halls outside his door were starting to get to him.
 
Finally, later in the evening, a pair of soldiers came and escorted him out of the hospital. They returned the clothes he was wearing when he was captured, but not his weapon. 
 
The majority of this part of the city was wrecked. Buildings were crumbled; trash and smoldering fires occupied the streets. It wasn’t a city in the United States he was looking at—it was something he would see on CNN from a third-world country. Whatever beating Bram and his soldiers gave them, it seemed to be effective.
 
Mike was brought to a small building farther south of the river, which he got a good look at from one of the streets that led to the bridge, or at least where the bridge used to be. There was a humming coming from behind the building. It sounded familiar, but Mike couldn’t put his finger on it.
 
“What is that?” Mike asked. “That noise?”
 
“Generator.”
 
“You have power running here?”
 
“Move.”
 
They waited outside the door of an office. Mike could hear some mumbling on the other side and when he was let in there was a group of three men. Two were dressed in military uniforms, and the other was Dr. Wyatt, who was also the only one that smiled.
 
“Gentlemen, this is the soldier we captured from across the river,” Wyatt said.
 
One of the men leaned into Wyatt’s ear, and Wyatt waved him off. 
 
“We’ll let you two get to it then,” the man said.
 
The two men exited leaving Wyatt and Mike alone. There was a single table in the room, and on top of it was a massive map covered in small figures. 
 
“I hope you’re feeling better?” Wyatt asked.
 
“Head still hurts.”
 
“Mine too.”
 
Mike kept glancing down at the map, and around the room. The whole place was run-down. The one lamp they had in the room was flickering, struggling to perform its simple task of lighting the space.
 
“It doesn’t look like much, but we make do,” Dr. Wyatt said. “Have you had an opportunity to eat?”
 
“No.”
 
“Here, we still have some sandwiches from lunch.”
 
Dr. Wyatt pulled a tray off a chair in the corner and extended it to Mike. He took one hesitantly.
 
“I guess the easiest way to start this is asking how much you know about us?” Dr. Wyatt asked.
 
“Besides learning your entire military strategy?” Mike asked, looking at the map.
 
“Yes, besides that.”
 
“Why did you bring me here?”
 
“Because you’re the first soldier that we’ve been able to capture since all of this started.”
 
“I’m the first?”
 
“Yes, all of the others killed themselves, but not you, which makes me think that you actually value your life. And someone that values their life tends to value the lives of others.”
 
“In my experience it’s usually the opposite.”
 
“Sadly, these days you’re probably right.”
 
Dr. Wyatt picked up a few of the pieces on the map then set them back down. From the position of the figures on the table it looked like Dr. Wyatt and his side were on their heels.
 
 
 
 
Mike took a bite of the sandwich. By the taste of it they were scraping the bottom of their food rations.
 
“Have you spoken to Bram?” Dr. Wyatt asked.
 
“I have.”
 
“Then I need you to tell me everything he’s doing. How many men he has, when he’s planning on his next attack.”
 
“And just why should I trust you?”
 
“Because you’re still alive.”
 
“And I suppose I have you to thank for that?”
 
“No, not me. Every man and woman on this side of the river.”
 
Mike swallowed the last piece of bread.
 
“Let’s take a walk,” Wyatt said.
 
Dr. Wyatt led Mike through streets and buildings of what was left of their side of the city. The farther away from the river they walked, the less damage there was. The ordnance that hit the city was powerful, but had a limited range. 
 
The power from the other side of the river didn’t seem to be trickling over. A few places had generators, but most buildings were still dark.
 
The only vehicles that were working were those that had some sort of military application. 
 
“Bram’s powerful, and he knows it. And his reach is far because he feeds on the ambition of other people,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
“Sounds like a politician.”
 
“Yes, in a matter of speaking he is,” Dr. Wyatt said, his face turning a little more grave. “And he’s a very good one.”
 
They walked for another hour, talking about what each of them did before the blackout. They spoke of family, friends. Mike never opened up to people outside of his family, but he found himself unable to keep his mouth shut.
 
Dr. Wyatt stopped in front of a small building. It hadn’t been touched by the bombings, but was old, and derelict. Mike watched him stand there in silence, examining what was left of the ancient structure.
 
“Four walls and a roof,” Dr. Wyatt said. “But it doesn’t have its beating heart.”
 
“The building is only as good as the men that occupy it,” Mike said.
 
“When the power shut off I’d never seen people in such a state. I watched humans devolve right in front of my eyes.”
 
Mike thought back to Jung and the blind will of survival that made him forsake everything he believed in.
 
“Men who don’t have a value in their own lives, can’t see the value in others,” Mike said.
 
Dr. Wyatt smiled.
 
“That man you were fighting for, he’s not who you think he is,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
“I wasn’t fighting for him,” Mike answered. 
 
“I wouldn’t ask anything of you that I wouldn’t do myself.”
 
“What do you need, Quinn?”
 
“I’m going to give you something. I give it to every man I’ve spoken with since the blackout. After you read it, I’ll know which side you’re on.”
 
Dr. Wyatt pulled a small journal out of his pocket and handed it to Mike.
 
“Come find me when you’re done,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 



 
 
***
 
Kalen was crouched behind a building in an alleyway, waiting for the guards to disappear. She’d been squatting there for over an hour and her knees were aching. When the guards finally disappeared for their shift switch she almost fell over from getting up too fast. Her knees popped and cracked as she ran for the door.
 
When she made it inside she rushed to the back and hid between two aisles. She’d been waiting to get inside the armory supply since she got back from the bridge. 
 
Once she was sure the coast was clear she started stuffing ammo, pistols, magazines, grenades, anything she thought would help her, into the duffle bag she brought. The last weapon she grabbed was an AR-15 that she slung over her shoulder. 
 
Kalen snuck out of a window on the side of a building and landed in an alleyway behind a dumpster. She started heading to the back when someone covered her mouth from behind.
 
“Shh,” Sam said.
 
Sam grabbed the bag from her and opened it up. He sifted through the contents and threw it in the dumpster.
 
“Hey!” Kalen cried.
 
“What are you thinking?” Sam asked.
 
“My father’s alive.”
 
“And how were you planning on getting him? Going to swim across the Ohio River with all that gear dragging you down?”
 
Kalen slammed her back against the wall of the building and slid down.
 
Sam let out a sigh and joined her on the ground. He put her arm around her and she rested her head on his shoulder.
 
“From what I’ve seen your dad is one tough bastard. If he is alive, then he’ll find a way back, but for now you have to do the hardest thing anyone in your position can do,” Sam said.
 
“Which is?”
 
“Wait.”
 
She knew he was right. Her mind went back to all of those nights when she was out late with friends. Her dad was always up when she made it home, no matter what time it was. His face always had the same look each time. It would be relieved and then, depending on how late it was, upset.
 
Kalen couldn’t imagine the thoughts that went through her father’s mind during those nights, waiting for her to come home. She couldn’t comprehend the worry when he was separated from his family for almost a week as he trekked from Pittsburgh all the way to their cabin in Carrollton. 
 
She had caused more stress in her father’s life than anyone she knew. And now she was sitting on the other end of it. 
 
“I’m afraid I won’t see him again,” Kalen said.
 
“You will.”
 
Sam helped her off the ground and walked back with her to the hotel where her mother was waiting for her.
 
Anne squeezed Kalen tight.
 
“What were you thinking?” Anne asked.
 
“That I had to do something.”
 
Anne shook her head. 
 
“Stubborn like your father.”
 
“Have you heard anything yet?”
 
“No, whatever they’re planning on doing isn’t a rescue mission. They’re acting like he’s—”
 
“Where’s Freddy?” Kalen asked.
 
“He’s down in your guys’ room. He won’t let anyone in,” Anne said.
 
Kalen knocked on the door, but Freddy didn’t answer. She jiggled the handle and tried pushing the door open, but something was blocking it.
 
“Freddy?” Kalen asked.
 
She pushed hard, muscling the door open. Freddy had moved the dresser haphazardly into the small foyer in the room.
 
There was a fort in the corner. Kalen flipped up one of the sheets and Freddy was tucked in a ball. He clutched the watch that Mike had given him in his hand.
 
“Hey, bud,” Kalen said.
 
He didn’t say anything as she crawled inside. She sat down next to him and he cuddled up into her lap. Kalen stroked the back of his head and his body started to shiver.
 
“Is Dad dead?” Freddy asked.
 
“No, he’s not dead.”
 
“Then where is he? Why hasn’t he come back?”
 
“You know Dad. He has to make sure everyone’s safe. That’s what he’s doing. Keeping us safe.”
 
“You really think so?”
 
“I know so.”
 
Kalen kissed the top of his head. She pulled the pocket watch from his hands and held it out in front of the both of them to see. It spun from the silver chain, twirling around and around.
 
“Is this the one that belonged to Grandpa?” Kalen asked.
 
“Yeah, Dad gave it to me when we were still at the cabin.”
 
“You’ve been keeping it in good shape?”
 
“Yup. I found some silver polish at school and cleaned it the other day.”
 
“Dad will be proud you’re taking good care of it.”
 
“When will he come back?” 
 
“As soon as he can.”
 
Kalen handed the watch back to her brother, then wrapped her arms around him. When she looked up through the opening in the sheets her mother was standing in the room, watching both of them. 
 
Anne got down on her knees and entered the small fort with her children. The three of them curled up together under the sagging sheets.
 



 
***
 
Mike closed the journal and set it on the nightstand next to the bed he was lying on. Everything he’d just read was racing through his mind: the Senate hearing, Bram’s partnership with Dr. Wyatt, the EMP device, the missile launches.
 
Mike shoved the journal back into his pocket. He found Wyatt in his room, reading by the glow of a single light next to his chair.
 
“When did you find out?” Mike asked.
 
“When did I find out what Bram was really planning on doing? When it was too late. I tried stopping him, but at that point everything was already in motion. Most of his men didn’t realize what was going to happen either, and a few of them joined me here in Cincinnati where we knew he would gather. We knew he had one of his major facilities here and it was close enough to his other resources to stage a formidable stand for a coup against Washington.”
 
“That’s why you blew up the bridge.”
 
“He already has men stationed in Columbus and Indianapolis. He’s been recruiting men since the power’s gone out to join his… cause. If he connects with his units in Nashville and Charlotte then he’ll be able to essentially divide the country in two with no organized forces to stop him.”
 
Mike sat down on the arm of the only other chair in the room. He lost his legs. During the entire time he was reading that journal he could think of only one thing: He left his family with that madman.
 
“What’s his play?” Mike asked.
 
“He’s manufacturing missiles at his factory here in Cincinnati. In Nashville they’re manufacturing the guidance chips. They’re planning on meeting in Lexington where there is a military base with launch capabilities. He already has men there preparing for both parties to arrive. I know their original timeline was to have everything up and running a week from now, but with the bridge gone I don’t know how long we’ve stalled him. I also don’t know how long it’ll be before his forces from the south make it up here to press us on both fronts.”
 
“How do we stop him?”
 
“We don’t need to take out all of the components of his plan; just one of them will cripple everything. We’ve been repairing boats in preparation for blowing up the bridge. We have enough to get everyone across, but we have no way of locating the factory or an understanding of their security structure.”
 
“That's why you captured me.”
 
“Yes.”
 
Mike wasn’t sure if he could trust Wyatt or not. For all he knew this guy was playing him too.
 
“Why should I believe you and your journal?” Mike asked.
 
“Because there is enough evidence in that journal to put me away for a very long time. Usually, bad guys don’t incriminate themselves like that to the people around them.”
 
“If I do this I want a guarantee that my family will be taken care of. That they are a priority for extraction when you make it across the river.”
 
“I promise.”
 



Day 27 (Cincinnati) 
 
They drove west for almost thirty minutes. The road was in bad shape. It had been cracked and split into pieces from the weeks of bombardment from Bram and his men. 
 
Dr. Wyatt sat in the back with Mike, while two soldiers rode up front. The top of the Jeep was open and they had to yell over the engine and wind to be heard. 
 
“It’s just up the road here,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
“How do you know Bram doesn’t know about this place?” Mike asked.
 
“His ordnance would have the range to take it out. If he knew, it would already be destroyed.”
 
They pulled into a small marina. There were dozens of boats lining the docks, ranging in size and function. Most of the boats had men still working on them but a few were being tested in the water. 
 
“You’re sure there are enough to get all of your men across?” Mike asked.
 
“Yes, but it’s taken longer than we thought. We only had two marine mechanics. They’ve been working day and night and teaching our other mechanics as much as they could to help out,” Dr. Wyatt answered. “What we’ve really been short on are welders.”
 
“I can help with that.”
 
The welding equipment they had wasn’t the best, but Mike was used to working with older models. The steel mill back in Pittsburgh was always hesitant about spending money on anything that was new or worked properly.
 
Mike lighted the welding torch. It felt good to have familiar tools in his hand. He brought two pieces of metal together and sparks flew from the bonding. He could feel the heat through his gloves. He never thought he’d be happy to feel the singe of those sparks again. The focus and precision brought him a sense of normalcy that he hadn’t felt for a long time.
 
After a few hours of finishing up some projects that were high priorities Mike took his gloves off and started rubbing his hands. Dr. Wyatt came over and extended two pills and a bottle of water. 
 
“How long have they been like that?” Dr. Wyatt asked.
 
“The past couple years.”
 
“We could have one of our doctors take a look at them.”
 
“I’ve had all sorts of doctors look at them, and they all tell me the same thing.”
 
“And what’s that?”
 
“Stop using them.”
 
The drive back seemed considerably shorter. They entered Wyatt’s headquarters and finished ironing out the details for the assault tomorrow.
 
“Bram’s men are going to vet you, and they might even try to kill you,” Dr. Wyatt said. “They won’t be giving you the benefit of the doubt, so we won’t have much time. You have to stay alive. If you can’t lead us to the factory, then we’re dead in the water.”
 
“Right. Well, when I left they still had the bridge heavily guarded. Most of the buildings within the city had two guards per structure. The armory, training facility, and heavy artillery are located here, here, and here,” Mike said, pointing to different areas on the map.
 
“As soon as you know the location of the factory, press this.”
 
Dr. Wyatt handed him a small remote, no bigger than his pinky.
 
“What is it?” Mike asked.
 
“It’s a low frequency radio transmitter. You hit that button and we’ll know the mission is a go. From there we’ll meet you at the rendezvous point along the bank,” Dr. Wyatt said. “We’ll have multiple teams landing in different locations, but we have some radios working now, so we’ll be able to communicate once you tell us where the factory is. All of our men have been briefed backwards and forwards on the blueprint of the city.”
 
“And what about my family?” Mike asked. “When do they get out?”
 
“When you rendezvous with our men after you’ve found the location of the factory, bring your family with you. We’ll have a craft waiting to take them across the river, away from the fighting.”
 
“So, how do I get back over there now?”
 
“Well, that’s where it gets tricky.”
 
Mike was led to the shore, over two miles north from the bridge, and given a small flotation device. He would have to swim for it. 
 
“It’s about half a mile. The current shouldn’t be too bad,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
“Right,” Mike answered, looking to the other side.
 
“It could be worse,” Dr. Wyatt said. “At least it’s not winter.”
 
“The chip will be able to survive the swim?”

“It’ll be fine. Good luck.”
 



 
***
 
Kalen couldn’t sit still at her post. She was paired with Sam, at Sam’s request, and both were on security for one of the housing buildings. 
 
She hated it. It gave her too much time to think. The brainless motions of checking ID cards for everyone that walked in, for six hours, was driving her crazy. 
 
“What time is it?” Kalen asked.
 
“We’ve still got twenty minutes before our shift is over,” Sam said.
 
“We shouldn’t be here. We should be out looking for him. This is a waste of time.”
 
“Until they have a way to move a unit of men across the river, then there’s nothing we can do.”
 
She knew he was right, but she didn’t like hearing it. As soon as their shift was over they beelined for Cadogan’s office. 
 
The colonel was sitting at his desk when his assistant ushered both Kalen and Sam inside. He was jotting down something on a piece of paper. 
 
“Well?” Kalen asked.
 
“Same story as yesterday. We don’t have the boats to get across the river,” Cadogan said.
 
“You’ve got to be kidding me. How have you guys not put anything in motion for that?” Kalen asked.
 
“Take it easy,” Sam said.
 
“If you just look at it from a strategic point it’s insane not to be scrambling to put a plan together.”
 
“Kalen.”
 
“But you’re just sitting in your office with your thumb up your ass waiting for something to happen!”
 
“Kalen!” 
 
Cadogan didn’t lose his composure. He rested the pen on the desk, folded his hands together, and pushed the piece of paper he was writing on aside.
 
“Ms. Grant, the only reason I’ve allowed you this type of leniency is because of the delicate nature of your situation. If you talk to me like that again I will have you shot,” Cadogan said. “Is that clear?”
 
“Let’s go, Kalen,” Sam said.
 
She wanted to kill him. She could do it. She’d done it before. The strap of her rifle was still slung over her shoulder. It wouldn’t take long; just one quick motion, a squeeze of the trigger. 
 
Every muscle in her body was tense. Her adrenaline was pumping so hard that she could barely feel Sam’s hand gripped around her arm.
 
Once they were out of the building Sam kept trying to talk to her, but she ignored him. The only thing she could focus on at the moment was not running back into the building and spreading Cadogan’s brains over the back wall of his office.
 
“It’s not smart to pick a fight with a guy who has hundreds of men at his disposal,” Sam said.
 
The adrenaline was subsiding. She could feel herself getting tired. The strap on her rifle was slowly sliding off her shoulder. She didn’t realize it was falling until Sam caught it.
 
“Are you all right?” Sam asked.
 
“It’s not fair, Sam.”
 
“I know.”
 
“This shouldn’t be happening to us. My family didn’t do anything. My dad didn’t do anything. I didn’t do anything to have this happen to me.”
 
Everything was becoming overwhelming. She looked down at her hands. They always seemed to have a red tinge to them now, as if they were permanently stained with blood.
 
Sam pulled her in close. She didn’t want to fight anymore. She didn’t want to be a part of this war. All she wanted to do right now was collapse into nothing. She didn’t want to think about her family, or where she was, or what she’d have to do tomorrow. She wanted to go back to the place where everything was normal, but she knew that part of her life was broken.
 



 
***
 
Nelson pulled a wrench out of the toolbox and tightened the nut on the water heater. He wiped the grease off his hands and headed back upstairs.
 
There was a young man in a shirt and tie standing at the sink in the kitchen when Nelson walked in.
 
“Try it now,” Nelson said.
 
The young man turned the handle of the faucet and the water came rushing out.
 
“It’s getting warmer. Thanks for coming down and looking at it,” the young man said.
 
“You’re welcome.”
 
This had been what most of his days had consisted of since he’d been in Cincinnati. There were more broken things to fix than he had time in the day, but he did what he could. He was one of only five other maintenance workers in the city. 
 
When Nelson made it back to his office building there were guards stationed out front along with one of the military vehicles he remembered seeing when they first arrived. 
 
Inside, all of the other maintenance workers were corralled in the break room. Each of them had his head down. The guards had their rifles aimed at Nelson’s coworkers.
 
“You’re part of the repair team?” Sergeant Blake asked.
 
“I am.”
 
“Have you had any experience with infrastructure damage in factories?”
 
“A little. There was a bad storm that came through Pittsburgh five or six years ago that damaged some of the buildings the company I consulted for were working on.”
 
“You’re coming with us.”
 
The guards with Sergeant Blake grabbed Nelson by the arms and pulled him out to the vehicle. 
 
They drove through the streets of Cincinnati toward the north entrance where Nelson and his group originally came in. From there they headed west for ten minutes and parked outside a factory, heavily guarded.
 
Nelson had never seen this part of the city. It looked more like a military base.
 
The soldiers led him around the back of the factory and through one of the side doors. The area where he entered was an office space, but he could hear the humming of large machinery, and the shouts of men beyond the office walls.
 
“Through here,” Blake said.
 
Nelson followed him through one of the doors and into the factory. Massive cylinders were being hauled around, then fed into an assembly line. He tried getting a closer look, but the soldiers kept blocking his view.
 
The back of the factory was completely sectioned off. All of the equipment in the area was destroyed and part of the wall had collapsed with crack lines running all the way up to the ceiling.
 
“What happened here?” Nelson asked.
 
“I need you to check the stability of the wall. Make sure it’ll still stand,” Blake said.
 
“I’ll need the original blueprints to have something to go on, and I’ll also need to inspect the rest of the building.”
 
“How long is this going to take?”
 
“Depends on what I find.”
 
Nelson laid the blueprints to the building across a table they set up for him in the back. He walked along the perimeter, doing a quick visual inspection on both the inner and outer walls. 
 
While he was on the inside his eyes kept wandering to the workers in the factory. The more Nelson saw, the more he understood what the factory’s purpose was.
 
They made bombs.
 
He could see the stockpiles of weapons poking out from the tarps that concealed them. There were hundreds of missiles, all ranging in different sizes and shapes. Some of them were small, but the majority of them were massive. 
 
All of the damage he could find seemed to be contained to the back wall. The rest of the building was intact. Whatever had happened didn’t affect the rest of the factory.
 
“I should come back in a few days, make sure everything’s stable. You’ll have to completely tear down that back wall though if you want it repaired,” Nelson said.
 
“That won’t be necessary,” Blake answered.
 
Blake nodded to his men and they grabbed Nelson by the arms and started pulling him outside. The soldiers were rougher with him than before. 
 
Once they were outside the soldiers shoved Nelson to the ground. He caught himself on the palms of his hands and the skin tore against the concrete, causing them to bleed. 
 
“Hey!” Nelson said.
 
Sergeant Blake aimed his pistol at Nelson’s head. Nelson’s hands flew up in the air.
 
“Whoa, just, listen… You don’t have to do this,” Nelson said.
 
Nelson crawled backwards on his hands and feet, his palms stinging each time he moved. 
 
“We have our orders,” Blake said.
 
Three successive shots left Blake’s gun and sent bullets flying into Nelson’s chest. Nelson fell to his back and gargled what last few breaths of life he had left.
 



 
***
 
Mike was soaking wet when he crawled up the seawall on the other side of the river. He tossed the flotation device back in the water and ripped his shirt off and wrung it out. 
 
He checked his pocket for the remote that Wyatt gave him. It was still there. He had to get to his family and let them know what was going on.
 
There weren’t any soldiers on patrol in the area Mike arrived in. He wanted to avoid any contact with anyone other than his family as much as possible. He didn’t want to waste time being questioned by Bram’s men about what happened. 
 
After twenty minutes of walking north he decided to turn east and head closer to the epicenter of the city where his family was located. He was hoping his clothes would have dried a bit, but he was still soggy.
 
There was a men’s clothing store along the way and he managed to find a dry pair of pants and shirt. He snagged a hat off one of the shelves and pulled it low over his forehead.
 
The closer he moved to the center of the city the more people he saw. Luckily most of them were civilians. He kept his head down, not looking anyone in the eye.
 
The hotel where his family was located was only a few more blocks down the road. He was still tired from the swim, but the knowledge that he was so close gave him a burst of energy that he didn’t have before.
 
Then, right before he made it to the hotel he stopped. He couldn’t go through the front door. The guards would check him. He’d have to sneak in, but he had no idea if there were any other entrances to the building. He’d only been in and out the front exit.
 
The fire escape. 
 
But he knew he couldn’t get to it from the ground floor. Mike walked to the building next to the hotel and checked the gap between both structures. The alley couldn’t have been more than four feet wide. If he could get to the top of the other building he could jump for it.
 
Mike went down the side of the adjacent building. The fire escape there was still intact. He started the climb up and when he made it to the top the dry shirt he changed into was soaked with sweat. 
 
His boots crunched against the grainy roof and when he made it to the edge of the building he looked down.
 
“This is a terrible idea.”
 
Mike backed up and sprinted as fast as he could. He pushed off the edge of the building and when he landed on the other side his feet slid across the roof and he hit the ground hard.
 
“Jesus.”
 
Mike got up, his legs still wobbly, and then headed for the fire escape. He descended until he made it to his family’s floor.
 
There weren’t any latches on the windows, so he took off his shirt and wrapped it around his fist. He peered inside, checking to make sure the hallway was clear. Then he smashed through the glass as hard as he could. He stepped through the hole, making sure to avoid the sharp edges, and landed on the carpet.
 
The ding of the elevator door opening made his heart drop. When he looked down at the end of the hallway he saw Freddy walking out, followed by Kalen and Anne.
 
“Dad!” Freddy screamed.
 
He ran toward his father and Mike scooped him up in a big hug. Kalen and Anne weren’t far behind and the four of them just squeezed each other tight. 
 
“We thought you were gone,” Anne said.
 
“So did I,” Mike replied.
 
“I knew you’d come back,” Kalen said.
 
Mike pulled everyone into Mike and Anne’s room. Freddy and Anne sat on the bed, while Kalen leaned against the wall. He went through everything with them. He told them about Wyatt, what Bram did, and what he was planning.
 
“As soon as I find that factory I’m taking you guys down to the river and getting you as far away from this place as possible,” Mike said.
 
“I’m coming with you,” Kalen said.
 
“No.”
 
“Dad, I can help.”
 
“You can help by keeping your brother and mother safe.”
 
“How are you going to find the factory?” Anne asked.
 
“Nelson,” Mike answered.
 
Mike knew that Nelson was pulled into the maintenance unit, so if anyone had an idea of the layout of different buildings within the city it’d be him. He just needed to find him fast. 
 
“They’re on the floor below us,” Anne said. “I’ll go grab him.”
 
“I’ll go with you,” Kalen said.
 
The girls left the room, leaving Mike and Freddy alone. 
 
Freddy wrapped his arms around his father’s legs and buried his face in his knee. Mike lifted him up and gave his son a kiss on the forehead. Freddy reached into his pocket and pulled out the watch Mike gave him. 
 
“I cleaned it yesterday,” Freddy said.
 
“Wow. It looks great, buddy.”
 
Mike held the end of the watch’s chain and let it twirl. The light in the room caught the silver and made it shine. 
 
“Thanks for taking good care of it,” Mike said. “Grandpa would be proud.”
 
“I miss him.”
 
“Me too.”
 
Kalen came back into the room. She was alone.
 
“Dad,” she said.
 
She motioned for him to come in the hallway. Kalen shut the door behind her and kept her voice low.
 
“Nelson’s dead,” Kalen said.
 
“What?”
 
“Two soldiers came and told Katie that there was an accident at one of the buildings Nelson was working at. A piece of machinery malfunctioned and collapsed on top of him. They said there wasn’t anything left of the body.”
 
“How?”
 
“That’s all they told her, and we didn’t press her for anything else. She’s still pretty upset.”
 
“Where did it happen?” Mike asked.
 
“They didn’t say.”
 



 
 
***
 
Katie’s eyes were red. Her cheeks were still wet with tears. Nelson’s son, Sean, was in the corner, silent. He was the same age as Freddy, and now he was fatherless.
 
Anne was on the bed next to Katie, holding her hands.
 
“They didn’t tell me what he was working on,” Katie answered.
 
“What about who he was working with?” Mike asked.
 
“There were a couple of guys that did the same job as him, but Nelson said they would always go to the job sites alone. There was never any need for two of them to be in the same place.”
 
“Where was he stationed?”
 



 
***
 
For a building that housed the maintenance team it was pretty run-down. The workers were just leaving for the day when Mike showed up.
 
“I need to speak to you guys for a second,” Mike said.
 
“Any repair requests need to go through your building supervisor.”
 
“It’s about Nelson Miller.”
 
The old man paused for a moment, then looked around to see if anyone was watching. He grabbed Mike’s arm and pulled him inside the building. The old man locked the door behind him.
 
“Who are you?” the old man asked.
 
“I was a friend of Nelson’s. Do you know what happened to him?” Mike asked.
 
The old man gave a snort and ran his liver-spotted hands through what white hair he still had left. 
 
“Maintenance accident,” he said.
 
“You see a lot of those accidents around here?” Mike asked.
 
“More than I care to notice.”
 
“What’s your name?”
 
“Fred.”
 
Fred and Mike sat down at a small table in what Mike assumed was their break room. It wasn’t much to look at. A yellow fridge hummed in the corner, while a toaster covered with bread crumbs sat alone on the counter.
 
“How long have you been here?” Mike asked.
 
“Since this whole thing started.”
 
“You’re from Cincinnati?”
 
“Lived here all my life.”
 
Mike wanted to choose his words carefully. He felt as though Fred knew what was happening, but he couldn’t risk exposing what he already knew.
 
“What do you know about the man that’s running this place?” Mike asked.
 
“I know that he came in with his men, killed a lot of people, established order, and turned the power back on.”
 
“And everyone was okay with what he did?”
 
“Once the power came back on people were okay with pretty much anything.”
 
“I need to know where they sent Nelson to work today.”
 
“It’s on the report.”
 
“I need to know where he really went today.”
 
“Whenever the military show up here we know that whoever goes with them isn’t coming back. We don’t know where they take them, but I have a feeling it’s up in the northwest part of the city. That’s where the factory district is, and that’s where we hardly ever get called to,” Fred said.
 
“What are they doing up there?”
 
“I don’t know. But whatever it is they don’t want anyone seeing it.”
 



Six Months After the Blackout 
 
“Agent Sullivan, I don’t give a shit what this guy’s telling you. We have a signed confession. The prosecution is moving forward and if the bastard doesn’t want to defend himself, then we’re not going to give a reason to delay the trial,” Mack said.
 
Ben could feel the spit flying out of his supervisor’s mouth. Mack Field wasn’t one for trying to push the boundaries. He knew what his superiors wanted and he made sure that he delivered.
 
“I understand that, sir, but with Dr. Wyatt willing to testify—”
 
“Do you have his testimony in writing?”
 
“He hasn’t given me a confirmation in wri—”
 
“Then the hearing is going to happen tomorrow.”
 
“But, sir—”
 
“You’re dismissed, Agent Sullivan.”
 
Mitch was slumped in a chair with his hands on his belly, waiting for Ben to come out. Ben didn’t make eye contact with him when he passed. Mitch pushed himself up out of the chair and followed Ben back to their office.
 
“I told you he wouldn’t go for it,” Mitch said.
 
“I had to try.”
 
“And how much longer are you going to ‘try’?”
 
Ben spun around and pinned Mitch up against the wall. Mitch’s cheeks flushed red and the fat under his chin squished up into his face.
 
“As long as it fucking takes!” Ben said.
 
The entire hall was quiet. Everyone was looking at him. Ben let Mitch go and walked back to the office alone. 
 
The walls shook when Ben slammed the door shut behind him. A pile of papers sat on the edge of his desk and he sent them flying into the air with one sweep of his arm. He pulled the filing cabinet off the wall and shoved it to the ground.
 
It didn’t matter if he went to his boss’s boss’s boss. Nobody was going to get in the way of this. Everyone was looking for somewhere to place blame about what happened and Mike was giving himself up on a silver platter. He couldn’t help the man if he didn’t want to help himself. 
 
There was a knock on the door, but Ben didn’t answer. After a few more minutes the door opened. Ben expected it to be Mitch, but when he saw the face of Dr. Wyatt his half smile turned into disgust.
 
“What do you want?” Ben asked.
 
Dr. Wyatt came in, stepping over the pieces of paper scattered across the carpet. He knelt down slowly and joined Ben on the ground.
 
“You know I wasn’t sure what I expected to happen when I saw Mike yesterday. When I saw the way he was looking at me I just lost my nerve,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
“The trial’s tomorrow and Mike will be dead before the week’s over.”
 
“Maybe not.”
 
Dr. Wyatt slid his hand into his pocket and pulled out a small object wrapped in a white cloth. He dropped it in Ben’s lap.
 
“What is it?” Ben asked.
 
“Something that might be able to buy a good man a little more time,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 



 
***
 
Ben was escorted by a correction officer down the hallway where the dangerous inmates were housed. These were the people who committed violent crimes. Mike Grant was in a cell on this row. He was sandwiched right between a serial rapist and a triple homicide.
 
Mike was lying on his cot when Ben stepped inside.
 
“You get two minutes,” the guard said.
 
The officer kept the door open and Ben leaned up against the wall. The space was cramped with just one person, let alone two.
 
“Come to say your last words?” Mike asked.
 
“Wyatt came to see me today.”
 
“I told you I’m not speaking to him again.”
 
“I know. He gave me something. He wanted me to give it to you.”
 
Ben pulled the white handkerchief out of his pocket and set it on the foot of Mike’s cot.
 
“I don’t want anything from him,” Mike said.
 
 
“Then don’t open it,” Ben said, leaving the cell.
 



 
 
***
 
Mike just sat there looking at the cloth bundled by his foot at the end of the cot. Whatever was inside was something Wyatt believed could change his mind. 
 
Mike paced the confined space, staring the cloth down. He reached out his hand a few times to grab it, but then abruptly pulled it back. 
 
“Stop it,” he said.
 
He turned his back to the cot and pressed his hands up against the wall. He tried to bury his hands in the concrete. The flesh around his fingers and knuckles turned white from the pressure.
 
When his hands finally felt as if they were going to break off he stopped. He turned around and slammed his back into the wall. 
 
Mike reached for the cloth and when he felt the outline of the object he knew what it was. He backed up quickly, running into the wall again. His entire body was shaking. 
 
The silent sobs that came were followed by low cries. His head hung heavy between his shoulders and the tears hit the concrete floor. 
 
“You son of a bitch,” Mike said.
 
Wyatt must’ve known there weren’t enough words he could say to make him change his mind. He had to bring something that was personal, something from home. 
 



Day 28 (Cincinnati) 
 
Once Mike knew where the factory was he pressed the button on the transmitter, and when he took his family to the pickup point Dr. Wyatt’s men were right where they said they’d be. He brought Katie, Sean, Mary, Nancy, Erin, and Sam along with him, but the soldiers were giving him trouble for the extra weight.
 
“We were told there would be three. This is nine,” the lieutenant said.
 
“I know what was supposed to happen, but things changed. You’re taking these people with you,” Mike replied.
 
He wasn’t going to let Katie and Sean stay here, not after what happened with Nelson. And he couldn’t leave Mary and her sisters to fate. He trusted Sam to keep everyone safe. 
 
“I can’t guarantee Dr. Wyatt will take them in,” the lieutenant said.
 
“He’ll take them.”
 
Anne was holding Freddy’s hand. Mike gave his wife a kiss and knelt down to his son.
 
“I need you to take care of mom for me. Okay, buddy?” 
 
“Okay.”
 
Kalen was off to the side, standing by the rubble of what was left of a store. She had her arms folded across her stomach and was looking out over the river.
 
“Hey,” Mike said.
 
“I should be going with you.”
 
“Kalen, we’re not starting this again.”
 
“I can help, Dad. I’m a better shot than any soldier that came across the river, and you know it.”
 
“I do know it. That’s why you’re staying with your mom and brother.”
 
Kalen uncrossed her arms and hugged him. He could feel her face buried in his chest and he held the back of her head gently.
 
“I love you,” Kalen said.
 
“I love you, too.”
 
The lieutenant signaled to Mike that it was time to go.
 
“Once I take them to the factory they’ll radio to send you guys across the river,” Mike said.
 
“Be careful,” Anne said.
 
“I will.”
 
On the way to the factory the lieutenant wanted to stay south to allow the rest of the units coming across the river to catch up, but Mike insisted on keeping north. 
 
“There will be more of a chance of Bram’s men seeing us if we stay south,” Mike said.
 
“It’s a good thing they don’t know we’re coming then,” the lieutenant said.
 
“How long have you been in the military?”
 
“Since I turned eighteen.”
 
“So that was last year then?”
 
“You don’t think I know how to do my job, do you?” 
 
“I think you’re cocky. And that doesn’t work in the world now,” Mike answered.
 
“You know how many men I’ve lost in my unit since this whole thing started?”
 
“How many?”
 
“None.”
 
“Well, I hope it stays that way.”
 



 
***
 
Beth was given a post at the factory along with the unit of men that came with it. When Cain introduced her there were no questions asked. Everyone accepted her as their officer in charge. 
 
When Beth walked around the factory the soldiers would salute her, then go about their duties. They respected her simply because Cain told them to. 
 
Her mind kept going back to Cain in the moments she was alone. She wondered what he was doing, what he was planning. His eyes concealed a mind that was constantly active, preparing for what was next. 
 
Beth hadn’t seen her son since they arrived. She wasn’t sure where he was, and felt no sense of urgency to try and find him. She didn’t feel like a mother anymore. The only person she had to look out for now was herself.
 
The only other distraction in her mind was trying to find Mike. She knew he had taken his family here, but she hadn’t seen him yet. 
 
It was a slow burn inside her, constantly pushing her forward. The steady anger never seemed to grow or fade. It was an anger that was at peace, perfectly balanced and designed to accomplish whatever she wanted to do. And she wanted Mike and his family dead.
 



 
***
 
Blueprints were piled over Bram’s desk. They were stacked on top of each other and Bram was shuffling through them.
 
“If we can’t override the silos, then we can’t launch, and if we can’t launch then we lose the one strategic advantage we have,” Bram said.
 
“Sir, we’ll find a way to do it. Our men are working on it as we speak,” Cadogan said.
 
“Well, tell them to work faster!” Bram said, knocking the blueprints off his desk.
 
He’d come too far for this to happen. All of the preparation, the planning, the blood that was spilled to get to this point couldn’t have been for nothing.
 
“I’ll take care of it personally, sir,” Cadogan said.
 
Bram let out a sigh.
 
“I’m sorry, Andreas. I know you’ll make sure it’s done. You can tell Sergeant Blake to come and collect the blueprints,” Bram said.
 
“Yes, sir.”
 
“Andreas.”
 
The colonel turned around and Bram walked over to him. He rested his hand on Cadogan’s shoulder.
 
“You’ve done well,” Bram said.
 
Cadogan bowed his head. Bram didn’t toss out compliments on a regular basis, so he knew what it meant to the colonel.
 
“Thank you, sir,” Cadogan replied.
 
As Cadogan left Cain walked in. 
 
“Bram, we have a problem,” Cain said.
 
“What is it now?”
 
“I need to see the files of everyone that’s arrived in the city over the past week that wasn’t brought in by a recruiter.” 
 
“All of those records are in the administration building. What’s going on?”
 
“The woman and boy I brought with me from my recruitment trip told me of a man and his family that were on their way to Cincinnati.”
 
“So?
 
“I need access to those files.”
 
“Why?”
 
“Because they’re a threat to our cause.”
 



 
***
 
Paul pulled open the filing cabinet and thumbed through the folders inside. He pulled out one labeled “Mike Grant” and handed it to Cain.
 
“You cleared him yourself?” Bram asked.
 
“I did,” Paul answered.
 
“This profile is shit,” Cain said, thumbing through the pages of Mike’s file.
 
“I followed protocol in every are—”
 
“Where is his family?” Cain asked.
 
“The hotel on Seventh,” Paul answered.
 
Cain left without another word. Bram followed him out of the office, jogging to catch up with him.
 
“Tell your men to hold his family,” Cain said.
 
“I was told that Mike Grant was killed at the bridge. Holding his family won’t accomplish anything, Cain.”
 
“Not according to his profile.”
 



 
***
 
Sergeant Blake busted down the door to Mike and Anne’s room. 
 
“They’re not here,” Blake said, through his radio.
 
“And the children’s room?” Bram asked.
 
“Empty.”
 
Bram slammed the radio on the ground. He knew that if the family was gone, then Mike was still alive, and if Mike was still alive, then Wyatt had got to him.
 
“Son of a bitch,” Bram said.
 
“We need to gather whatever resources we have and comb the city. According to the reports his wife was at her job yesterday, so the earliest they could have left was last night. Unless they managed to steal one of the vehicles, they can’t be far,” Cain said.
 
Bram gritted his teeth and shoved his finger into Cain’s chest.
 
“Find them. Now.”
 
Sergeant Blake exited the hotel and met Bram on the street. 
 
“I want this city turned upside down. If they’re still here, then I want them found, understood?” Bram asked.
 
“Yes, sir.”
 
“And double the men at the factory. I don’t know how much Mike knew, but if he found out about the factory, that’s something Wyatt would have pried out of him.”
 
Blake ran off and Bram hopped back into his Jeep. 
 
“Take me the factory,” Bram said.
 



 
***
 
Freddy’s legs were swinging off the edge of the seawall. His heels smacked the concrete. Kalen was sitting next to him. All of a sudden he gasped, making Kalen jump.

“Jesus. What was that?” Kalen asked.
 
“I left it,” Freddy said.
 
“Left what?”
 
“Kalen, we have to go back.”
 
He was grabbing her hand, pulling her toward the city.
 
“Freddy, go back for what?”
 
“I left the watch Dad gave me in our room.”
 
“It’s okay. Dad won’t care. Trust me.”
 
“I care!”
 
He started crying. He couldn’t believe he left it there. His dad trusted him enough to let him have it, and he’d taken such good care of it. He couldn’t lose it now. 
 
“Freddy, we can’t go back,” Kalen said.
 
“Kalen, please.”
 
His hands were folded together, begging her to take him back. 
 
“It won’t take long,” Freddy said.
 
“You know exactly where you left it?” Kalen asked.
 
“Yes,” he said, nodding emphatically.
 
“All right, we don’t have a lot of time though. Come on.”
 



 
***
 
They were almost to the factory. Mike had over one hundred men behind him. He did his best to keep them out of the paths of what traffic still existed in the city, but it was harder with the larger numbers.
 
The lieutenant joined Mike at the window of the building they were hiding behind. Mike nodded to the end of the street where the factory was located. There was a lot of activity going on, more so than when he located it earlier.
 
“There it is,” Mike said.
 
“Shit.”
 
“What?”
 
“I knew it’d be guarded, but I didn’t think they’d have that many men.”
 
“Your guys can’t handle it?”
 
“A lot of the men that Bram has were men I used to serve with. Even with everything they’ve done it’s not easy killing your brother. I was hoping we could avoid as much death as possible.”
 
“It’s impossible to avoid that these days.”
 
Mike held up his part of the bargain. He brought them to the location. Now it was time for the lieutenant to hold up his end of the deal.
 
“All right, I brought you to the factory. Now, you get me and my family out of here,” Mike said.
 
The lieutenant nodded and radioed the unit watching Mike’s family.
 
“We’re good here. Take the Grants and the others across the river.”
 
This was it. Mike was so close to getting out of here, getting his family somewhere safe. 
 
“What?” the lieutenant asked. “Well, find them.”
 
“What’s going on?” Mike asked.
 
“Your kids ran off.”
 



 
***
 
Freddy and Kalen kept to the outskirts. Kalen didn’t want to turn deeper into the city until she absolutely had too. 
 
They finally made it to the cross street where their hotel was located. She could see a few military vehicles sitting out front.
 
“They know we’re gone,” Kalen said.
 
She knew how much Freddy wanted to get that watch, but this was too risky. There was no way they were going to get inside that building. It was locked down.
 
“Freddy, we should go back. We can’t—”
 
Kalen turned around and he was gone. She panicked. She looked down the street and could see his figure sprinting down the sidewalk toward the hotel.
 
“Shit.”
 
He was fast for a kid, but she was gaining on him. She could feel the stitches on her forehead throbbing. It felt as though they were going to burst and blood would just pour out of her, but she pushed through it.
 
Freddy was fifty yards from the hotel, and Kalen was ten yards from Freddy. The soldiers had their backs to the both of them. Kalen reached out her hand and grabbed Freddy’s shoulder. 
 
She yanked him into an alleyway, concealing them from the street. He squirmed, but she had a good grip on him.
 
“Are you crazy?” Kalen asked. “Those soldiers are there because of us. If they see you, you’re a goner.”
 
“I’m not leaving it behind.”
 
Freddy pushed Kalen off him. She recognized that stubborn look and realized he wasn’t going to give up.
 
“C’mon then,” Kalen said.
 
Kalen led Freddy down the alleyway of the building with the fire escape next to the hotel. 
 
They climbed the metal stairs, as quickly as Freddy’s legs would let them, and when they made it to the top Kalen walked to the edge of the roof.
 
“We’ll have to jump for it,” Kalen said.
 
Freddy tiptoed to the edge and peeked over. His eyes were as wide as watermelons. She knew he wasn’t going to jump.
 
Freddy took a few steps back and when Kalen walked over to him he sprinted off.
 
“Freddy, no!”
 
Before she could grab him he leaped over the edge and barely landed on the other roof.
 
Kalen’s feet skidded to a stop right before she reached the edge herself.
 
“Jesus Christ! What were you thinking?” 
 
“You said we had to jump. So I jumped.”
 
His answer was so innocent and matter-of-fact that she had to chuckle a little bit. She backed up and jumped over to join him.
 
Kalen tussled Freddy’s hair and shook her head.
 
“You’re one crazy kid.”
 
The two of them descended the stairs and found the window where their dad snuck in. Kalen poked her head through first to make sure the coast was clear then went back for Freddy. 
 
Once they were in the room Freddy made a beeline for the table next to the bed and pulled the drawer open.
 
“Got it!”
 
“Okay, now let’s get the hell out of here. Mom’s probably losing her mind.”
 
When they made it back to the window to leave, the sirens went off. Kalen wasn’t sure which direction it was coming from, but when the gunfire echoed in the distance she was afraid that she and her brother missed their chance to get out of the city.
 



 
***
 
“Concentrate fire on the west side!” the lieutenant ordered.
 
The moment Mike heard that his kids disappeared he ran back toward the river, but the lieutenant stopped him. 
 
“I have to get back to my family,” Mike said.
 
“I can’t let you go in the middle of this.”
 
“It’s not your decision.”
 
“You see that!”
 
The lieutenant pointed over to Bram’s forces who were gathering at the end of the road. Some of the vehicles were being mobilized.
 
“I need every available man to stop those bastards from getting to us. And you’re available.”
 
He shoved a rifle into Mike’s chest. Mike flipped the rifle around and aimed it right at the lieutenant’s head. 
 
“You gonna shoot me, Mike?”
 
“That’s why the gun’s aimed at your head.”
 
“You’re not gonna shoot me. If you do that you’ll never see your family again. But they’ll see you, or what’s left of you after my soldiers pump you full of lead.”
 
Mike’s finger itched over the trigger. He wanted to pull it. He was sick and tired of the shit that he had to go through in order to be with his family. Maybe this was the only way out. 
 
No.
 
He lowered the rifle and the weapon was taken from him. His hands were tied behind his back and he was shoved down onto the ground, hard.
 
“Now, we can do this the easy way, or the hard way. You help us, and I make sure to get you back to your family as quick as possible. The sooner that building is rubble, the sooner you can find your kids.”
 
Mike knew what Anne would want him to do, so he just decided to go along. And he figured if he managed to take out some of the soldiers who would be looking to hurt his family, then that was a plus.
 
“I’ll need both my hands to help,” Mike said.
 



 
***
 
Bram spotted the rebels through the streets on his way to the factory. He radioed for soldiers immediately and almost crashed through the gate when he arrived.
 
Beth met him out front with a group of men and immediately started to mobilize against the rebels.
 
Bram made his way into the factory and met with the head engineer.
 
“Where are we at with completion?” Bram asked.
 
“We weren’t scheduled to load the missiles until tomorrow, sir.”
 
“Well, I want them loaded now! Do you understand me?”
 
“Sir, we don’t have anywhere to take them.”
 
Bram grabbed the engineer by the throat and slammed him against one of the piles of missiles. He was choking the life out of him, and the engineer clawed at his arm.
 
“Anywhere but here will do just fine.”
 



 
***
 
Joey had the radio close to his ear. He was waiting for any sign of action. Cain never assigned him a post. All he was told to do was scour the city and look for any signs of the people from Carrollton. 
 
He wanted to find them more than his mother did. He was consumed by it. Ever since he killed Jung’s children he needed more. 
 
When the radio call went out for soldiers to head to the hotel to gather the Grants, Joey followed them to the address given.
 
His short legs pumped as hard as they could against the pavement and his rifle was tucked tight under his shoulder. 
 
It took him twenty minutes to make it to the hotel. The soldiers were already out front when he arrived. He recognized a few of them, but when he saw Bram he knew it was serious. 
 
Cain had introduced him when they first arrived. Out of all the people Joey met, including Cain, Bram was the one who frightened him the most.
 
He couldn’t put his finger on exactly why. It was the combination of his expensive clothes, the massive apartment, the way he spoke. Bram embodied a way of life that Joey had never seen before. He didn’t like it.
 
Joey tucked himself in an alleyway two buildings down from the hotel. He was glancing north when he saw Freddy, running as fast as he could toward the hotel with his sister right behind him, and then they disappeared in an alleyway themselves.
 
Time to hunt.
 



 
***
 
The artillery from Bram’s forces blasted the buildings the rebels had scattered to for cover on their march toward the factory.
 
Dust, concrete, and rebar scattered the ground. Chunks of asphalt were sent flying into the air, landing on cars and smashing through windows, when the explosives hit. 
 
Mike was covered in dust. He could barely keep the rifle in his hands. His fingers felt as if they were made of steel. He wasn’t even sure if he’d be able to pull the trigger.
 
“We need to get the hell out of here now!” Mike said.
 
The lieutenant was still by his side, barking orders to his men.
 
“We can’t turn back now,” the lieutenant replied.
 
“You told me you’ve never lost a man in your unit. We’re sitting ducks here. We need to get out.”
 
Mike could see the turmoil in the lieutenant’s eyes. He could tell the man wanted to pull out, but his orders overrode his instincts. They couldn’t retreat.
 
Mike crawled over to the front of the building. The military trucks were pushing forward down the street. It wouldn’t be long before they were right on top of them. He went back over to the lieutenant and grabbed his shoulder.
 
“Have one unit stay here to continue pressing fire. Tell the rest to retreat to the rear of their buildings and head up the streets behind us to the factory,” Mike said.
 
“Our building doesn’t have an exit. We checked,” the lieutenant answered.
 
Mike yanked one of the grenades off the lieutenant’s belt and put it in his hand.
 
“Make one,” Mike said.
 



 
***
 
Once the sirens went off Anne pulled Sam to the side. She begged the soldiers to go in and look for her children, but they wouldn’t budge. 
 
“I have to find them, Sam,” Anne said.
 
“We don’t even know where they went,” Sam replied.
 
She had to do something. She couldn’t just sit there and wait, not with everything that was happening.
 
“Sam.”
 
“All right. Where do we start looking?” Sam asked.
 



 
***
 
Beth was right up front, leading the soldiers and vehicles down the street. Her rifle was up, firing into the group of rebels to the left.
 
She picked off as many as she could. That focus that fueled her was still burning slow, steady. It marched over her, stepping in unified rhythm. 
 
Each time she pulled the trigger the burn intensified. With every bullet that flew from the rifle’s barrel the desire to kill grew. 
 
The pieces of lead flew through the air, slicing the flesh of the rebels. In her head she pictured the faces of all the people she’d ever wanted to hurt. All of the individuals who belittled her, any who thought they were above her. 
 
Every rebel that fell to the ground was someone from her past. Now she was in control. Now she had the power and she wasn’t afraid to use it.
 
But when she heard the gunfire behind her that power she held so dear began to fade. The rebels had flanked them from behind, and while some of her men ran for cover, Beth moved forward to meet them head on. 
 
The succession of her shots became faster. Her heart was pounding. In between each pull of the trigger she could hear screaming. It wasn’t until her clip was emptied that she realized that the person screaming was her.



 
 
***
 
Kalen didn’t know why she ran toward the sound of the gunfire, especially with Freddy still with her. As soon as they heard the sirens go off she grabbed her brother’s hand and jumped onto the fire escape.
 
She knew whatever was happening must have been bad when the soldiers at the hotel drove right past them and didn’t even stop to wonder why a girl and young boy would be headed in the same direction.
 
“Slow down, Kalen!” Freddy yelled.
 
She heard him, but she couldn’t stop. She had to keep going. If she slowed down she felt she would be caught. And she couldn’t let that happen.
 
The gunfire was becoming louder. She could feel the blasts from the artillery that shook the ground. 
 
Then there was another gunshot that sounded as though it came from behind them. Freddy’s grip went limp in her hand and she felt herself get pulled back from the weight of Freddy hitting the ground. When she turned around there was a red stain on his back. 
 
“Freddy?”
 
He wasn’t moving. She bent down and flipped him over. His face was pale. His skin was clammy. 
 
“Kalen?” 
 
His voice was quiet, weak. Before Kalen could do anything another shot rang out that ricocheted off the ground next to them. 
 
Kalen looked up and saw Joey a few blocks down the road behind a car. She picked Freddy up in her arms and carried him into the store next to them. 
 
She laid him down gently on the floor and ran her hand along his cheek. His small body started to shake. He was going into shock.
 
“Hang on, Freddy.”
 
They were in an old electronics store. Kalen looked around for anything she could use to stop the bleeding. She found a pack of cleaning cloths used for computer screens and tore it open. She tilted Freddy on his side and stuffed the small rags into the wound. 
 
“I feel cold,” Freddy said.
 
The tears rolling down Kalen’s face landed on Freddy’s shirt. Her arm was shaking as she tried to keep pressure on the wound. 
 
“It’s going to be okay. You’re going to be okay.”
 
“Where’s Mom? I want Mom.”
 
“She’s on her way. She’s looking for us right now.”
 
The shock was wearing off and the pain was starting to set in as Freddy started wailing. Each time his body convulsed from the cries, Kalen could feel more blood spill out of the wound. 
 
The boy who was always so filled with laughter and love was experiencing the most painful moment of his life and she couldn’t do anything to help.
 
“Kalen?”
 
She wiped the tears from her face, trying to compose herself.
 
“Shh, it’s okay.”
 
“Don’t tell Dad about the watch.”
 
Kalen couldn’t help but smile. Through all of this, Freddy was still worried about disappointing their father.
 
Freddy’s eyelids started to flutter. Kalen grabbed his hand.
 
“Freddy, stay awake. You have to stay awake, okay?”
 
He didn’t respond. He closed his eyes and his hand and head went limp in her arms. Kalen shook him.
 
“Freddy!”
 
Her brother, whom she loved and fought with so much, was no longer with her. He would never date a girl, learn how to drive, go to prom, graduate from high school, or experience anything in life again. His future was gone.
 
Kalen’s breathing accelerated. She could feel the rage burning through her, igniting every cell inside her body. A chain reaction had been set off that couldn’t be stopped now.
 
Whatever commitment tied Kalen to the rest of the human race was severed the moment Freddy’s heart stopped beating. 
 
Kalen closed her eyes, took a few deep breaths, and kissed her brother on the forehead. She set him down gently and grabbed the watch out of his pocket.
 



 
***
 
It wasn’t hard tracking them. When Joey realized what they were running toward it was pretty simple. When he saw them heading down the street he parked himself next to an idle car and brought Freddy into his crosshairs. 
 
He knew if he could bring him down, then it would slow Kalen up. Wound the weak, and the strong will follow. Those words from his father echoed in his ears. 
 
The moment Joey squeezed the trigger and Freddy hit the ground he knew he had them. They wouldn’t be able to go anywhere, and he knew the sister would stop to save him.
 
That’s when he realized what Cain was trying to tell him. That type of love and attachment is weakness. It was a weakness he didn’t have, and that’s why he was so strong. That’s why Cain chose to bring him here. To purge those that had weakness.
 
When he saw Kalen on the ground with Freddy he lined up another shot. He had his elbow on the hood of the car and Kalen fell into his crosshairs. 
 
Just before he fired, his elbow slipped on the hood and he missed. 
 
Joey watched Kalen carry Freddy into the store next to where he was shot. He inched along the sidewalk close to the storefronts and made his way to the building she’d entered. 
 
He didn’t see a weapon on her, and he felt that if she did have one she would have fired back. Regardless, he still wanted to be careful. There wasn’t anything more dangerous than a wounded animal.
 
There was an alleyway right before the building she entered with a side door that led to the store that Kalen dragged Freddy inside.
 
Joey kept the rifle tucked under his arm as he pulled the door open. He stood frozen as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. 
 
Once he had a better look he could tell he had entered some type of stockroom. There were rows and rows of shelves with boxes on them. 
 
He stepped lightly, rifle up, scanning the room. When he made it to the end of the aisle he could see the outline of another door.
 
Joey knew that’s where she was. He knew she was just sitting in there, exposed, crying over her brother’s body.
 
He figured Freddy would be dead by now. The shot was right in the back and the .223 caliber bullet would create a hole too big for that small body to contend with. 
 
Joey’s hand reached for the doorknob. He turned it as quietly as he could. The barrel of the rifle was the first thing that poked through the door. When Joey took another step forward, pushing the rifle farther into the room, he felt a force knock the gun upward.
 



 
***
 
Kalen yanked the rifle out of Joey’s grip and he fell to the floor. She swung the butt of the rifle and brought it down on his face.
 
Joey’s cheeks immediately swelled up and his nose was broken and bent. She watched him crawl around on the ground, grasping at anything to help pull him up. She brought another smashing blow into his gut, which stopped him from moving again.
 
“You little bastard!” Kalen screamed.
 
She brought the butt of the rifle down on him again, smacking the back of his head. Each time she hit him the force of the blow was harder. Her screams grew louder. Joey’s blood splattered across her shirt and face. 
 
When she was finished she couldn’t recognize the boy’s face anymore. It was nothing more than a bloody stump. 
 
Kalen’s screams of anger were replaced by silent sobs. She looked down at her bloodied hands and they started to tremble. 
 
Kalen crawled back over to Freddy, lifeless on the floor. She picked up his body and cradled him in her arms. She stayed like that for a few more minutes. 
 
Once all of the tears in her were gone, the only thing she could focus on was the gunfire echoing in the distance. She rested Freddy on the ground gently, and then picked up the rifle. She racked the chamber, making sure it was loaded, then walked out the door.
 



 
***
 
The first place Anne thought to look was the hotel. When they arrived it was empty. Even the guards had left.
 
“Where else could they have gone?” Sam asked.
 
Anne could hear the gunshots in the distance. She was afraid she knew the answer to Sam’s question. 
 
“Come on,” Anne said.
 
Sam pulled her back once he saw she was heading in the direction of the fighting.
 
“We can’t go there, Anne,” Sam said.
 
“That’s where they are.”
 
“Why would they run into a war zone?”
 
Anne wanted to tell him that it was because her daughter had changed. That it was because of the types of atrocities the world allowed, and that they had scarred her daughter, but she didn’t.
 
“I just know,” Anne said.
 
Anne led the two of them up the street and after a few minutes of jogging Anne slowed down. 
 
“What’s wrong?” Sam asked.
 
Anne’s eyes were focused on a pool of blood staining the sidewalk. She stood there frozen, then sprinted toward it.
 
A streaked trail of red flowed from the sidewalk into the store. 
 
“Anne?” Sam asked.
 
When Anne pushed the door open she fell to her knees. Freddy was on the floor, motionless. His skin was white, drained from the blood that no longer pumped through his veins.
 
“No,” Anne said.
 
The tears were welling up in her eyes. She crawled on her hands and knees to her little boy. Sam tried to pick her up, but she smacked his hands away from her.
 
“Anne, he’s gone.”
 
“My baby.”
 
Sam went to grab her shoulder and she spun around. She kept hitting him, again and again.
 
“Leave me alone!” she screamed.
 
She was sobbing hysterically now, cradling her son in her arms, bathed in red. Everything she and Mike had done to keep their children safe was shattered. There wasn’t anywhere evil couldn’t touch them, no matter how hard they tried. 



 
 
***
 
Mike was the first in the factory. Most of the workers had scattered. Judging by how fast they ran away they weren’t volunteers of Bram’s forces. 
 
“We need to get the charges in place before more of Bram’s men arrive,” the lieutenant yelled. 
 
The other soldiers ran around placing the explosives in various positions around the factory. Mike stayed with the lieutenant guarding the front entrance to ensure the enemy couldn’t enter. 
 
“We should get the rest of the men in here,” Mike said.
 
“Why?” the lieutenant asked.
 
“If this factory is as important as Wyatt says it is, then Bram won’t risk putting it in danger by firing at it. It’s the safest place to be right now.”
 
“Yeah, until we blow it to bits.”
 
Bram’s men didn’t expect the fight from behind, so the rebels had them on their heels. They had managed to destroy most of the vehicles, and Bram’s men had scattered to the surrounding buildings for cover.
 
All they needed was a little more time and the factory would be destroyed, Mike could get to his family, and all of this would be behind him.
 
“How much longer is this going to take?” Mike asked.
 
The lieutenant pulled up his radio.
 
“Where are we at with the explosives?” he asked.
 
“Just six more to place, sir.”
 
The lieutenant clicked off his radio and cocked his head to the side.
 
“There you go.”
 
But Mike wasn’t listening to him. He was squinting down the street, looking at a young girl, working her way down the road, firing her rifle at anything that moved.
 



 
***
 
Whatever was in her path Kalen shot. She didn’t know who they were, or what they were trying to do, but if they had rifles on them, that was reason enough for her to make sure they couldn’t use them anymore.
 
Kalen had never felt so focused before in her life. Her movements were so precise and fluid. There wasn’t a separation between her and the rifle. The weapon was just an extension of her body.
 
One of the military vehicles was still operational and it started heading in her direction. She ducked inside one of the storefronts for cover. 
 
The fifty-caliber on the roof of the armored truck shattered the windows and tore through the concrete of the building. Shards from the glass landed on her head and sliced her hands and face.
 
Kalen moved to the far side of the store, but stayed close to the front to see where the truck was heading. She saw it circling around and aimed for the tires. 
 
The tires exploded from her gunshots and the truck careened out of control, smashing into one of the buildings along the street.
 
Then, crouched behind one of the disabled military trucks, Kalen saw her. Beth was barking orders and building up her own body count.
 
The moment Kalen saw her she sprinted in her direction. It didn’t matter how barricaded Beth was, Kalen was going to take her down.
 
One of the soldiers around Beth finally noticed Kalen running at them, but it was too late. Kalen sent a bullet flying into his temple. 
 
Before Beth could do anything, Kalen barreled into her and slammed her to the ground. The soldiers around the two of them tried to help, but Beth ordered them to stop.
 
Kalen got Beth in a chokehold. She was squeezing the life out of her. Beth grasped at her arm, trying to free herself from Kalen’s grip, but she couldn’t. 
 
Beth’s fingers crawled along her leg, trying to reach for her knife. Kalen didn’t see Beth reaching for the blade. Beth grabbed it and jammed the five inches of steel into Kalen’s leg.
 
The blade went in deep. Kalen could feel it scraping against her bone. She gripped her fingers around the blade’s handle and slowly pulled it out. Every inch the blade came out sent screams into the air. 
 
When the blade was finally removed she stuffed her hands over the wound, trying to stop the bleeding, but something was wrong. No matter how much pressure she applied the blood just kept coming. 
 
She could feel herself getting light-headed. Then, as Beth pulled a pistol from one of the soldier’s belts around her, Kalen watched a barrage of bullets fly into Beth and the soldiers next to her.



 
 
***
 
Mike picked up his daughter and ran as fast as he could in the other direction to the factory. He could see the blood pouring out of her leg and her eyes drifting in and out of consciousness.
 
He burst through the door and set her on the ground.
 
“I need a first aid kit, now!” Mike yelled.
 
The lieutenant called over one of his men and they started working on her right away. 
 
“Kalen, stay with me, baby. Stay with me.”
 
“Dad.”
 
“Shh, it’s going to be okay, sweetheart.”
 
Her voice was so soft. Mike could see the life draining from her face. 
 
“I’m sorry, Dad.”
 
“Oh, honey, you don’t have to be sorry for anything.”
 
“She’s lost too much blood,” the medic said. “I think she hit an artery.”
 
“I tried, Dad. I tried…”
 
“Kalen,” Mike said.
 
Her head went limp and her eyes closed. The medic grabbed Kalen’s wrist, then looked over to the lieutenant and shook his head.
 
“Kalen?” Mike asked.
 
Mike pulled his daughter close. Whatever pain he endured, whatever loss was suffered, didn’t matter because Mike knew that it was to make sure his children survived. Now, a piece of that was dead, and with it… him.
 



 
***
 
Cain was on the second floor of the factory. He watched everything from the large window in the office upstairs. 
 
He was disappointed. He thought Beth would have survived longer than she did.
 
“What a waste,” he said to himself.
 
He could see Bram down with the rest of his soldiers, scrambling to keep the factory, but it was a losing battle. Once the rebels had the explosives in place it wouldn’t matter. 
 
Cain slammed a magazine into his pistol and racked one into the chamber. He picked up a file on the desk. 
 
When he opened it there was a picture of Anne. Cain smiled and tucked it into his pocket. He picked up a rifle from the desk as well. He peered through the scope and looked down the street. 
 
He saw a large man, dressed in civilian clothes, holding a rifle. He wasn’t shooting anyone, but Cain thought he recognized the face. 
 
He grabbed another folder from the stack of files he found and flipped through the pages. He looked through the scope again and watched Sam turn around and head back to where he came from.
 
“Now, where are you heading off to in such a hurry?”
 



 
***
 
Sam watched Mike carry Kalen to the factory, and the fighters from across the river seemed to have Bram’s soldiers pinned down. Sam knew that the objective was to get rid of the factory, so he figured it would just be a matter of time. 
 
So much loss. So much death for one family. He wasn’t sure how much more Mike and Anne could take. Everything around them was falling apart. 
 
Right now though, the best thing he could do was to get back to Anne. If he could keep her safe, then maybe there would be some chance of normalcy for her and Mike.
 
He knew what happened to a person who lost the things they held so close to their heart. A part of them died. It got lost forever in a sea of despair, the waves constantly tossing and turning the small raft that was barely keeping them alive. 
 
Sam knew Mike and Anne’s raft was barely strung together. And there were more waves coming their way.



 
 
***
 
Anne still hadn’t moved. She just sat there on the floor, in the middle of the pile of blood, holding her son.
 
“My baby,” she whispered.
 
There was a documentary on television she had watched earlier that year. It was about mothers from different countries who had lost their children at a young age. 
 
All of them were crying hysterically, clutching their dead children in their arms, not wanting to let them go. 
 
Some of the women had gone mad, completely losing their minds and the will to live. The burden of losing a child had ended marriages and ripped families apart. It was a void that could never be filled, no matter what someone tried stuffing inside it. 
 
She remembered wondering how she would react if that ever happened to her. Would she lose her mind? Would it end her marriage? 
 
Anne couldn’t fathom what losing one of her children would do to her. Now, what every parent fears more than anything had happened to her. 
 
All she felt was empty. Everything about her son that she loved looped constantly in her mind. But the images of him laughing, playing, sleeping, only added to her pain. It hurt because she knew there would never be any new memories to draw from. There was no more hope, no more chance of what could be. 
 
When Sam came back she just stared at him. She watched his lips move, but couldn’t hear what he was saying. 
 
Anne remained speechless when she watched a man with cold blue eyes walk up behind Sam and knock him out.
 
Cain dragged Sam out of the doorway entrance and looked down at Anne, who was still rocking her dead son in her arms.
 
“Hello, Mrs. Grant,” Cain said.
 



 
***
 
Bram was on his heels. The soldiers around him were starting to shrink. Everything was closing in on him and there wasn’t a way out. 
 
This wasn’t how it was supposed to end. He was going to rewrite the country’s future. He was going to bring people into a new era of ideals. Now, with every bullet that flew into one of his soldiers that hit the ground, so did those aspirations. 
 
With the fight going the way it was, he was shocked when Cain turned up with a woman covered in blood.
 
“Where the hell have you been?” Bram demanded.
 
“Finding you a bargaining chip. Say hello to Anne Grant. Wife of Mike Grant, who is in your warehouse right now getting ready to blow it up,” Cain said.
 
“What?”
 
Bram looked the woman over. She looked nothing like the photo he saw earlier that day. Her eyes were empty. Her face was grave. She looked as if she was already dead.
 
It was Bram’s last play. If this didn’t work he knew it was over.
 
“Cease fire!” Bram yelled.
 
The men around him echoed his orders. A few moments later the firing stopped and Bram could hear similar shouts from the rebels.
 
“Get me a bullhorn,” Bram said.
 



 
***
 
“The explosives are set, sir.”
 
“All right. We’re all set here. Let’s get the hell out of Dodge,” the lieutenant said.
 
Mike stared at Kalen’s face on the stretcher they set her on. At that moment he wasn’t in Cincinnati, in the middle of a war, standing in a factory with soldiers and missiles. 
 
Right now he was back in Pittsburgh. He was just getting ready for work, making his rounds to everyone’s room. He was opening Kalen’s door to give her a kiss on the forehead before he left for the day, taking a moment to watch her sleep. She always looked like her mom when she slept. It was so peaceful.
 
But when the lieutenant grabbed his shoulder and spun him around that moment was gone. He wasn’t in Pittsburgh. He wasn’t watching his daughter sleep. He was in the middle of a war. 
 
“Mike Grant.”
 
Mike recognized Bram’s voice, and when he looked outside through the scope of his gun he could see his wife standing right next to him.
 



 
***
 
The lieutenant gave Mike a rundown of the situation. Bram would trade her life for his factory. 
 
“Take the goddamn chargers down,” Mike said.
 
“Mike, it’s not that simple.”
 
“Take them down!” 
 
“If you talk to him and buy us some time, then I can position some of my snipers to take him out.”
 
“They better have good aim.”
 
Bram had himself surrounded by his men. When Mike got close Bram told his men to make a small opening so Mike could see him.
 
Anne was stained with blood, and Mike had no idea whether or not the blood was hers. 

“Anne, honey, are you okay?” Mike asked.
 
“She’ll be fine when my men finish a clean sweep of the factory and the rest of the rebel bastards that are here have gone back over the river,” Bram said.
 
“Let her go, Bram,” Mike said. “If you want a bargaining chip, then use me. I’m the one who led them here. I know where you can find Wyatt.”
 
“And where is our mutual friend?” Bram asked. “Still having others do his dirty work for him? Wyatt always had a problem with the execution.”
 
Mike didn’t know how much time the lieutenant’s men needed. 
 
“I’m going to give you till the count of ten, Mike. If my factory isn’t cleared out and the rest of the rebels aren’t hightailing it out of here, then your wife dies.”
 
Cain handed Bram his knife and he put it to Anne’s throat. She didn’t move. She didn’t scream. The only noticeable change was the tears streaming down her face.
 
“One,” Bram said.
 
“Bram, look around. It’s over,” Mike said.
 
“Two.”
 
There had been plenty of time to take the shot by now. Mike didn’t know what the lieutenant was waiting for.
 
“Three.”
 
“Let her go, Bram.”
 
Mike’s hand reached for his gun, but he didn’t grab it. He was afraid if he tried to make a move then Bram would too. The knife was too close to Anne’s throat. 
 
“Four.”
 
What is he waiting for? 
 
“Five.”
 
Mike looked over to the lieutenant’s men, still aiming their guns at Bram’s soldiers. Nobody was moving. 
 
“Six.”
 
“Lieutenant, tell your men to back down. Tell them to do it now!” Mike said.
 
“Seven.”
 
Mike rushed up to one of the lieutenant’s soldiers. Mike pulled out his own gun and put it to the soldier’s head.
 
“Clear the factory now!” Mike screamed.
 
“Eight.”
 
Mike looked back to Anne. His body was churning with grief and rage. He couldn’t watch another one of his girls die. 
 
“I will kill this man if you don’t get the hell out. Do you hear me, lieutenant?” Mike yelled.
 
“Nine.”
 
Mike squeezed the grip of his gun hard. Either his fingers would break, or the rifle’s handle would.
 
Bram’s mouth looked as though it was about to form the word “ten” when a bullet split the side of Cain’s head open. The moment that happened Bram slid the blade of his knife across Anne’s throat and she fell to the ground.
 
Mike aimed his gun at Bram and squeezed the trigger. He pulled it repeatedly. He couldn’t tell how many of his shots got off, because once the first bullet went into Bram’s body every other soldier with a weapon fired.
 
Once Mike could hear the click of the firing pin signaling that his magazine was empty, he felt the pieces of lead tear through him.
 
The hot bullets flew into his chest, sending him backwards and hurling him to the ground. 
 



 
***
 
When Mike woke up he felt as if a car was sitting on top of his chest. His vision was blurry as he looked around. There were tubes stuck into his arm, and it was difficult to breathe. 
 
He was dressed in a hospital gown and when he tried to move a sharp pain shot through his entire body.
 
He could hear a beeping somewhere next to him. It was growing louder. A woman came in and pressed a few buttons on the machine next to his bed.
 
“Where am I?” Mike asked.
 
“Take it easy, Mr. Grant.”
 
She pressed her hand on his shoulder. Mike started to feel dizzy. 
 
“I need to see my son,” Mike said.
 
“You need to rest.”
 
The nurse plugged another needle into his arm. He started to feel sleepy again.
 
“No, I need… to… see…”
 



 
***
 
When Mike woke up again his chest still hurt, but he was propped up in the bed. The first face he saw when he opened his eyes was Dr. Wyatt.
 
“Hello, Mike,” Wyatt said. “You’ve been out cold for a few days now. It’s good to see you awake.”
 
Mike tried to remember the events before the hospital. How he got there. Where his family was. Slowly, everything came back to him.
 
 
 
 
“Where is Freddy?” Mike asked.
 
“How are you feeling?” Dr. Wyatt asked.
 
Wyatt kept dodging the question. Mike could feel panic rush over him. There wasn’t any anger left. It was just fear. Fear and grief. He started crying.
 
“Where’s my son?” Mike asked, tears pouring down his face.
 
Dr. Wyatt rose from his seat slowly. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the silver pocket watch that Mike had given his son.
 
When Dr. Wyatt placed it in Mike’s hand the scream that came out of him was so primal, so harrowing that it caused three hospital staff members to rush into his room. 
 
Mike thrashed on the bed. His chest felt as if it was going to rip apart, but he didn’t care. He’d lost everything. There wasn’t any type of pain left in the world that could hurt him.
 



Day 56 (Cincinnati)
 
Mike put on the shirt the hospital staff gave him. He buckled his pants, tied his shoes, and ran his fingers over the scars on his chest.
 
The doctors took out four bullets. Even though it had been a few weeks Mike still couldn’t push himself. The doctors told him it would take another three months of rehab before he could do anything physical again, but Mike didn’t have any plans on staying here.
 
He knew the doctors couldn’t make him stay once he was able to start getting up and moving around on his own. The only time he’d left the hospital previous to this was when he buried his family.
 
It was a few weeks ago. He declined to speak during the funeral. What little hope he held onto was that his family knew how much he loved them. And he knew they couldn’t hear him anymore anyway.
 
Dr. Wyatt requested to see him before he left. Mike didn’t want to speak with the man, but that was the one condition upon his release. This place was as much of a prison as it was a hospital.
 
Mike walked into the waiting room and Dr. Wyatt was there, reading a magazine.
 
“What do you want?” Mike asked.
 
Mike’s tone was dry, heartless. If he had a weapon on him he would have killed Wyatt on the spot.
 
“I’m asking you to stay. You’re still not well enough to travel and be on your own yet. We’re just now starting to set up supply routes to get the rest of the country up and running, but it’ll take a few more months. It’s still not safe out there,” Dr. Wyatt said.
 
“It’s not safe anywhere.”
 
Mike reached into his pocket and pulled out the pocket watch that belonged to his father, which he passed down to his own son. Now both his father and his son were dead. Mike tossed the watch to Wyatt.
 
“I don’t want it,” Mike said.
 
“It’s something you should keep. It belongs to your family.”
 
“Then bury it where the rest of my family is.”
 
Mike turned to go, but Dr. Wyatt stopped him.
 
“Here, take this,” Dr. Wyatt said, handing him the journal.
 
“Why?”
 
“Because I didn’t hold up my end of the deal. This journal has enough evidence for you to do whatever you want to me.”
 
Mike grabbed the journal, stuffed it into his bag, and left. As he walked down the streets of Cincinnati he realized there wasn’t anything left in this world for him. He decided to go back to the one place where he could be alone. The cabin. 
 
The only thing he had to worry about now was how he was going to choose to leave this world. That was one choice he wasn’t going to let anyone else make for him.



Six Months After the Blackout
 
The judge brought the gavel down hard. 
 
“Order. I will have order in this courtroom,” he said.
 
Mike still had his handcuffs on and he was sitting next to his appointed attorney.
 
“Mike Grant,” the judge said, “you have pleaded guilty and provided a written statement to the crimes against the United States government and its people, correct?”
 
“Yes, Your Honor.”
 
“At this time you are able to make any opening statements before the proceedings take place.”
 
The courtroom was small. The only people that were allowed inside were a few high-ranking government officials, the attorneys, the judge, and sitting directly behind Mike was Agent Sullivan.
 
Mike dug his hand into his pants pocket and felt the cool outline of the his father’s silver watch. When the guards patted him down he was allowed to keep it. 
 
“I have done terrible things. Things that have cost me everything I hold dear. When the power went out we didn’t just lose the lights in the cities, we lost the light within ourselves. We became dark, and twisted. We killed each other. We lost our way,” Mike said.
 
Everyone in the room was looking at him, staring, waiting for him to finish so they could walk through the dog and pony show and get to the execution, delivering him to justice.
 
“I watched my father, my wife, and my daughter die in front of me. I’ve felt their blood on my hands. It’s a stain I still haven’t been able to wash off. And when I found out that my son had been murdered, I didn’t think I had anything left to live for.”
 
Mike gripped the pocket watch harder. He was holding onto it for dear life. 
 
“I thought I wanted to die. That’s why I came here, why I turned myself in. But then I remembered something my father told me a long time ago. He said that as long as one member of a family is alive, the rest live with them. They live on through the choices you make,” Mike said.
 
“What are you getting at, Mr. Grant?” the judge asked.
 
“Every single event that I listed in my statement happened—the EMP explosion, the planned coup to overthrow the government, all of it. But I wasn’t the one who planned it.”
 
Mike’s attorney started typing furiously at his laptop. Everyone started talking. The judge banged the gavel hard again.
 
“Order! Order! Mr. Grant, do you have any proof of your statements?” the judge asked.
 
“Yes, I do. There is a small cabin just outside of Carrollton, Ohio. It belonged to me. Inside you’ll find a desk and in the bottom drawer is a journal. The journal belonged to a Dr. Quinn Wyatt. In it you’ll find all the evidence you need of who planned the attacks.”
 
Mike turned around and looked at Agent Sullivan. Ben was smiling.
 
“In light of these recent events I move that we take a recess. I would like both counselors to join me in my chambers,” the judge said.
 
Mike’s attorney disappeared and an officer came and escorted Mike out of the courtroom. Before Mike left Ben grabbed his arm.
 
“What changed your mind?” Ben asked.
 
“My son.”
 



 
***
 
Once the authorities confirmed the journal was at Mike’s cabin a new investigation was launched. Agent Sullivan was hailed for his thoroughness and diligence, and Mike was told that he would be set free.
 
Up until his release Mike was allowed to see visitors. This time he chose to see two.
 
“Mike,” Katie said, wrapping him in a hug.
 
Sean was by her side. He gave Mike a slight smile. 
 
“I can’t believe you’re alive. All of this is… crazy,” Katie said.
 
“How did you know I was here?”
 
“The trial was on the news. The government was comparing catching you to catching Osama bin Laden.”
 
“Except I turned myself in.”
 
Katie gave him another hug and the three of them sat down.
 
“How have you been holding up? How are Mary and her sisters?” Mike asked.
 
“We’ve been okay. Mary and the girls have been staying with us. My company is finally getting back up and running. We’re going to be moving out to California in a few weeks so I can start heading up the West Coast division. It’ll be a nice fresh start.”
 
“That’s good.”
 
Katie grabbed Mike’s hands. 
 
“Mike, I… We’re alive because of you. What you’ve been through, the price you paid… It’s not something I can ever repay. I am in your debt for the rest of my life.”
 
“It’s okay.”
 
“No, it’s not. If you ever need anything, and I mean anything, it’s yours.”
 
“Thank you.”
 



 
***
 
Mike was given his personal effects when he was released. And when he walked outside Dr. Wyatt was waiting for him.
 
“I’m surprised you’re not locked up yet,” Mike said.
 
“They cleared me on a few conditions.”
 
“What are you doing here?”
 
“Mike, I can’t fix what’s already been broken. We both know that, but the reason I wanted to come find you was because I want to prevent these types of disasters from happening again.”
 
“People don’t want to change. They just want things to be back to the way they were.”
 
“Not everyone.”
 
Mike cocked his head to the side.
 
“What do you mean?” Mike asked.
 
“As part of the terms of my ‘pardon’ I’ve been asked to be a part of a new agency that would be in charge of preventing these types of attacks and disasters from happening again. I want you to be a part of it.”
 
“And why should I trust you?”
 
“How about me?” Sam said.
 
Mike turned around and the two men smiled and embraced each other in a hug. 
 
“It’s good to see you, Mike.”
 
“You too, Sam.”
 
“Mike,” Dr. Wyatt said, “you’re not the only man who wants to work off the debt of death that we accumulated during the blackout.”
 
“So what do you say?” Sam asked.
 
Mike pulled out the silver pocket watch. He flipped open the cover and inside was a picture of his family. 
 
“When do we start?”
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